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  One


The clouds were heavy with the promise of snow over the narrow valley in the Yorkshire Dales, and Nahum was glad he was wearing a thick coat and boots. Especially seeing as Olivia Jameson, a collector employed by The Orphic Guild, had led him up a bleak hillside coated with frost to look over the small village nestled below.  
“Couldn’t we have done this in the car?” he asked her. “It would have been warmer.”
“But less spectacular.” She gave him an impish grin. Her cheeks were a rosy red from the biting cold, her face framed by the fur-lined hood of her jacket. “Besides, the exercise is good for you.”
“I get plenty of exercise, thanks. Do I look unfit?”
“No. You look delicious.” 
Nahum laughed. He was used to Olivia’s flirting and found that he liked it. However, that was all it was going to be. Olivia flirted outrageously with everyone—unless he’d become rusty with reading her signals. He shrugged it off. He had a job to do. “So, what am I looking for?”
“I just thought we could get a good impression of the place from up here. Make sure I wasn’t missing anything.”
“I thought we were planning on stealing from a vicarage, not a fortified castle?”
“I have learned from long experience that you should never presume.” She frowned, her eyes narrowing as she studied the buildings below. “As you know, I have been searching for this reliquary for a long time. It has been very hard to track down. It’s almost like it has a life of its own.”
Nahum had flown to Leeds late the previous afternoon, collected his rental car, and met up with Olivia in the small town in the Yorkshire Dales. They had spent the evening in a boutique hotel they were both booked into, discussing Olivia’s search for the reliquary, as well as answering her questions about his past. She was fascinated with the Nephilim and their history. In fact, they had spent more time discussing that than the job. Now he had a lot more questions. The reliquary was for one of Olivia’s regular clients, but it had taken months to locate. She was convinced it was in the vicarage in the hamlet below, owned by the local vicar named Jacobsen.
He watched her profile, noting her tense jaw. “What aren’t you telling me, Olivia? I sense that you are very capable, and I’m sure not averse to stealing from a vicarage. Why do you need me? Or should I say, a Nephilim?”
She cocked her head at him. “The more I’ve asked around up here—discreetly, of course—the more I’ve realised that this vicar is quite unusual. I’m wondering if he’s a necromancer—or something of the sort. I thought backup might be important.”
“A necromancer! You didn’t think to mention this last night over dinner?”
She looked sheepish. “I wondered if I might be letting my imagination get away from me, but I’ve learned to trust my instincts.”
Nahum hadn’t wanted to pry too much into the background of the object they were stealing. It didn’t seem necessary; it was just a job. As long as he understood the basic requirements, that was fine. Plus, he was only supposed to be there as a hired hand. The muscle. But now… “Why does it seem to have a life of its own?”
“The reliquary contains some of the remains of St Ignatius, an obscure saint who was originally from the Alps. He was a monk who preached the word of God in the surrounding villages, and lived in a monastery in the mountains, a small order that has long since gone. The monastery, too. It vanished, like many do. Anyway, he visited a village known for its paganism, and an angry mob turned on him and he was stoned to death. His body was collected and laid to rest in the monastery, and a while after that he was beatified.” Olivia shrugged. “Well, his resting place became a place of pilgrimage. It was said he could cure madness. Draw out devils. His bones were split up and ended up who knows where, but his skull was placed in a highly decorated reliquary. Over the years it’s been in different churches, and then a religious museum, but then it disappeared. Stolen, presumably. I managed to track it down by a lot of hard work.”
“Revolting, of course, but that still doesn’t explain why you say it has a life of its own.”
“Well, now it seems that where the reliquary goes, madness follows. Odd outbreaks of violence or hysteria that the perpetrators can’t explain. Not all the time, of course, just sometimes. I wonder if it’s cursed or something, or can be manipulated by whoever owns it. Reliquaries are supposed to heal people, or offer solace…” She trailed off, perplexed.
Nahum stared down at the small hamlet with smoke pouring from its chimneys. It looked peaceful. “Has something happened here?”
“There’s been a smattering of violence in the surrounding villages. Fights that came out of nowhere—pubs, schools, restaurants. A broad area—not small.”
“Unfortunately, violence happens.”
“But it all occurs around the area that this priest is in. It’s not just the reliquary. He moves around, you see. Every few years he goes to a new church. Always small villages, remote, lonely. Attendance goes up, more convert to the church. I wonder if the priest is manipulating the reliquary somehow to swell his numbers.”
“That sounds extreme! Besides, the monk, St whatever, didn’t sound violent in life.”
“Ignatius. No, he wasn’t. Like I said, I suspect the priest is using it for his own ends. I’ve done a lot of research on this.” A gust of wind whipped a strand of hair from beneath her hood, and she tucked it back inside again. “Let’s walk a little higher.”
Without waiting for his response, she led the way further up the steep sides of the valley, along a narrow track that weaved between heathers and ferns. Snow lay thick on the surrounding peaks, and suddenly the air seemed menacing. The wind tugged Nahum’s hair and whipped his breath from his lungs. This was wild country. Remote, breathtakingly beautiful, and deadly if you misjudged the weather. If snow started to fall now, it would white out their surroundings in seconds.
Although he’d followed Olivia up the hill, he called out, “Olivia, wait! Let’s turn back. There’s nothing I can see up here that I can’t from down there.”
“Just a few more meters. Around the bend!”
Reluctantly he followed her around the rugged, boulder-strewn curve of the hill, and into the shadow of a ruined stone building. Immediately the wind dropped as they tucked themselves into its shelter. There was a small camping stool in there and the remnants of a camp.
Nahum laughed. “You’ve been spying on him!” 
“Of course I have. It’s sheltered, and I sit up here in the late afternoon and watch at night.” She tapped her pack. “Night vision binoculars, as well as the usual.”
“I’m impressed.” He surveyed the area, the church a short distance from the village. “The vicarage is the old, grey-stone building by the church, I presume?”
Olivia nodded, binoculars already trained below. “He scurries to the church at night. Not every night, of course, but several. I see lights in the nave, long after everyone has gone to bed.”
“That doesn’t necessarily mean anything sinister.”
She lowered the binoculars and clucked at him. “Really?”
“I’m playing devil’s advocate.”
Her eyes didn’t leave his. “Something is very wrong here. I know it. I don’t think it will be easy to steal this reliquary. I think he’ll do anything to keep it.”
“What does your buyer want it for?”
“To admire it, catalogue it, and fawn over it in private.”
“Are you sure he doesn’t want it for anything more sinister?”
“I’ve known Charles for a long time. He’s a collector. That’s all. I think it’s better in his hands.”
Glad to be out of the wind, Nahum leaned against the remnants of the stone wall, the roof long since gone. “Okay. Let’s discuss the job. You think the reliquary is in the church or the vicarage?”
“I suggest we try the church first, but I think he moves it around. I should stress that it is not on show. No one actually knows it’s here.”
“So, we check out the church, and if it’s not there, we go to the vicarage, make sure we keep Jacobsen secured, steal it, and go. The car will be close by, I presume?”
Olivia nodded. “Hire car, under a false ID. It’s not my first clandestine hit. We drive out tonight. Job done. Couldn’t be easier, right? If the worst happens, you use your fabulous wings and fly it out. I will escape in the car. Either way, we must get that reliquary tonight. I can’t waste any more time on this. Besides, I’ve done my homework. I don’t think there’s much else to find out about this guy.”
“Other than the possibility that he might be a necromancer, or using the reliquary to spread bad mojo, or something else…”
“Okay.” She smirked. “I admit there’s stuff I don’t know, but I do know it’s the right reliquary. I caught a glimpse of it. I’ve also tracked it historically—picked up where my client left off. As I said, strange events follow it. Unless you were looking for a connection—like me—no one would really know. And I’ve seen the priest. He’s middle-aged, gaunt, not a physical threat. He’ll be easy to deal with.”
Nahum still wasn’t convinced. He had an uneasy feeling about it, and it was obvious that Olivia did too, or else he wouldn’t be there. But if the man was as odd as she suggested, and violence did seem to follow this reliquary around, then it was best they removed it. And he was a Nephilim. He could handle most things. 
Finally, he nodded. “All right. Tonight, then. Now, can we get off this freezing hill and into a pub?”

      [image: image-placeholder]Gabe watched Shadow put the final decorations on their huge Christmas tree in the corner of the living room in the old farmhouse in White Haven, distracted by her swaying hips. 
“Can’t we do something more interesting? Like, go to bed?”
She tossed her silvery hair over her shoulders as she turned to look at him. “This is interesting!”
“Not as much as your naked body draped over mine.”
Niel groaned behind him as he entered the room. “Shut up! Other people are in the house.”
Gabe grimaced. “I thought you were busy in the barn.”
“I was, and now I’m here.” Niel gave a malicious smile at seeing Gabe’s disappointment. “Take it to your room!”
“Perhaps you should stop sneaking up on us!”
“I’m not sneaking! I can’t help it if I’m naturally stealthy.” He stared at the tree. “Please don’t put an angel on the top of that thing.”
Shadow had a mischievous glint in her eye. “Will it make you nervous?”
Niel’s blue eyes turned to ice. “No. It will annoy me. As if my father would be watching over me benevolently!” 
Gabe had already vetoed all angels from the house for Christmas decorations. Fortunately, Shadow had zero interest in deities of any kind, and was happy to dress the tree in a more naturalistic fey fashion. So far, branches of spruce and pine were festooned around the house. It was a huge fire hazard, but Gabe had to admit that it smelled good.
They were celebrating the winter solstice rather than Christmas, but like the previous year, they had agreed to exchange small presents…if they were even going to be at home. JD had called with a request—well, more like a command, because JD wasn’t good with polite requests. However, Gabe had yet to break that news to everyone. 
Reluctantly shelving the idea of spending a couple of hours in bed with Shadow, Gabe sat on the corner of the sofa. “Where’s Ash?”
“Upstairs I think, researching the Comte—again.”
Ash, always loving research and learning, had almost become as obsessed with the Comte de Saint-Germain, the man they believed to be behind Black Cronos, as JD and Jackson. He was helping in the search for possible bases, hoping to isolate a place that might be a centre of operations. It was Estelle Faversham and Barak who suggested that the Comte and Black Cronos might have an alchemical centre somewhere mystical, with history, energy, and power. A confluence of Ley Lines perhaps, or an old religious site. While that was a great idea, Europe and the UK were littered with such places. Some were easily dismissed; others, however, needed more careful screening. There were also hundreds of ancient castles around, many abandoned, but all offering discreet places to set up a secret headquarters. 
Gabe’s brothers were split doing various things at present. Barak was often with Estelle, in and out of London and The Retreat. Eli and Zee continued to work in town with the witches. The rest of them picked up occult-hunting jobs with The Orphic Guild. Currently, Nahum was helping Olivia Jameson, Harlan’s colleague, steal a religious reliquary in Yorkshire. He was supposed to be there for only a day or two, but since yesterday, he hadn’t heard a thing. Gabe, much to his annoyance, was being regularly contacted by JD, the demanding, immortal magician to Queen Elizabeth I. 
Four months earlier, in the thick heat of August, they had found the Emerald Tablet belonging to Hermes Trismegistus in the Templar treasure hidden within Temple Moreton, and they had given it to JD. It was like all his Christmases had arrived at once. 
However, after finding that vast treasure, they were still yet to receive any money for it. The collection was still being catalogued and valued, and no doubt there would be a lot of wrangling about money. Fortunately, Harlan and Theo were very good at dealing with the museum, something Gabe was glad to let them do. Shadow, of course, with her avaricious and shrewd, gold-loving heart, was also making sure they received their cut. He hoped they would, for their sake. Shadow was wont to exact retribution in any way she saw fit, usually at the point of her sword or the tip of her arrow.
“Why do you want Ash?” Shadow asked, her question drawing him back to the present. 
“JD has a job for us.”
Niel virtually growled. “I will not be experimented on!”
“Neither will I!” Gabe considered the weird conversation he’d had with JD about Alexander the Great and Hermes Trismegistus. “He wants us to go to Egypt. He thinks there’s something there that will help him understand the Emerald Tablet.”
He had Shadow’s full attention now, her violet eyes wide with hope and excitement. “We’re going on an adventure?” Her hands settled on her hips. “And you didn’t tell me?”
“I just did! The details elude me right now, but once we go to see JD, I guess he’ll explain everything. Just to be clear, I haven’t agreed to it yet.” And he wouldn’t if he didn’t like the job, no matter how much JD might sulk.
Niel still scowled. “Why can’t he come here? Everyone runs after him!”
“He’ll pay us. The least we can do is head to his estate.”
“In a few months we won’t need his pay.”
“But we like the work,” Gabe reminded him. “Unless you want to lounge around here all day, getting fat?”
Shadow marched over and poked Niel in his very flat abdomen. “Who knows? If he needs us to steal something, we may need a thief to help us. A small, petite thief…”
Any mention of Mouse, the thief who had captured Niel’s interest only to seemingly betray him during their last big job, still made him scowl. “I think not. We can manage perfectly well without her. Besides, you’re a thief.”
Shadow grinned. “Just looking out for you.”
“I’d rather you didn’t.” He turned to Gabe. “When are we going to see JD?”
“Tomorrow. Potentially, we’ll fly out the next day.”
Niel nodded, his gaze distant. “Fine. I’ll tell Ash. I guess Egypt before Christmas will at least be warm.”






  
  Two


“Are you sure you’re ready to go back to France?” Jackson Strange asked Lucien, seeing the uncertainty in his eyes. “If you want to stay here, that’s fine. Barak and Estelle will manage without you.” 
“No! I am ready. I want to find the people who did this to me.” The need for revenge was etched into the jut of his jaw and the tightening of his eyes. “I have mastered my changes now. I’ll be fine!”
Jackson looked at Barak and Estelle, the only other two people in the room with them. “What do you think?”
Barak shrugged, the muscles across his shoulders rippling. “I think Lucien needs to get out of this place. Four months trapped in The Retreat is too long. Besides, I trust him.”
“Me too,” Estelle added. She sat in the chair in the corner of Lucien’s room, eyes never leaving Lucien as he paced back and forth, nervous energy welling up in him. “He’s already been here far longer than we ever anticipated.” Regret crossed her face as she addressed Lucien. “I’m sorry, we had no idea how things would end up.”
He finally sat down on the end of his bed. “I know. I don’t blame you. I don’t blame any of you. I blame only Black Cronos. The more I hear, the more I hate them. And the more I want to know.”
Jackson knew that feeling well. The subject of Black Cronos was like a drug. It absorbed his every waking moment, and his dreams, his thoughts constantly circling them. He hated his own obsession, but couldn’t shake it off, and understood Lucien’s need to find them. He leaned against the wall, arms crossed, assessing the risks for what felt like the hundredth time. Since Lucien had been rescued by Barak and Estelle from beneath Château du Buade, he had been kept in The Retreat as a well-treated prisoner, with only the occasional trip to the surface at the beginning—accompanied, of course, by a security team. His semi-tattooed body had created unexpected and uncontrollable changes within him. Lucien had been as anxious to be kept safe as everyone else. His lack of control had terrified him.
Lucien had been studied, interviewed, poked, and prodded, and had endured all of it with good grace, as curious to understand the complex tattoos that had been etched into his skin as everyone else. Everyone was especially interested in the way they took over his mind, turning him into an automaton. Thanks to Layla, the team’s doctor, the lab scientists, and the brilliantly irascible JD, they had made a lot of progress. The tattoos drew on astrology and constellations, all tied into Lucien’s birth chart. It seemed that the tattoos connected him to the cosmos and the wheel of time. Jackson’s head ached at the magnificence of it all. And thanks to an ingenious device designed by JD, Lucien now had control of his own body again. 
As they grew to trust Lucien, the room they contained him in became a bedroom rather than a cell. Although, big metal brackets were still fixed to the wall, just in case they had to chain him up. It was also still in a section of The Retreat that was unused by anyone else. It had a small kitchen and bathroom attached to it, so his area was completely self-contained.
Jackson nodded at the thick metal bracelet on Lucien’s wrist, a complex interweaving of metals that JD had constructed using alchemical means. The metals’ magical properties had been enhanced and tuned to Lucien’s energy frequencies. “Are you sure you’re okay with that?”
Lucien’s long fingers turned it as if for reassurance. “Yes. It has saved my life. I haven’t changed at all without using my own will for almost two weeks. When I do change, I still have my reason.”
“I still think it’s too soon to be out there unaccompanied. It could be a blip.”
Barak huffed. “He won’t be unaccompanied. He’ll be with us. And a big tranquilliser gun.”
“But, say you find Black Cronos—or maybe that rat, Stefan,” Jackson continued. “What if he can override that device?”
“There are a lot of what-ifs and maybes,” Estelle reasoned. “There are in life, all the time. Eventually we must trust that the progress we’ve made will work. I think we should head outside now. It’s a crisp, clear day out there, and London is full of Christmas spirit. I think it will cheer Lucien up. Let’s have lunch after a walk in Hyde Park. What do you say, Lucien?”
“Yes, please! I’m desperate for fresh air.”
Jackson smiled. Estelle had been a revelation. When they’d first met, her guarded, prickly manner and sharp tongue had been off-putting. An attitude, he now suspected, that had been long honed to deter friendships and to protect herself. However, every time he saw her, she now seemed a little softer. There were still flashes of obstinacy, and sharp responses still bubbled out, but mostly she appeared happier, and certainly every time she looked at Barak, she seemed to melt a little more. As for Barak, well, the big man continued to surprise him. He’d stayed for weeks, on and off in The Retreat at first, making sure Lucien was okay. Even now he visited weekly, and stayed overnight to check on him. On Jackson, too. On the occasions when Jackson had barely left The Retreat, Barak had persuaded him to go out, and Harlan had backed him up. Jackson tended to shoulder all of this on his own, and knew it was unnecessary.
“In fact,” Estelle continued, “let’s all head out.” She stared at Jackson, her tone brooking no refusal. “My treat.”
Jackson nodded, thinking a pint and pub lunch sounded perfect. “Fair enough. We can discuss our next plan of attack.”
“France again, you say?” Barak asked. 
“Yes. But I want the usual surveillance on it first.”
“You said that about the last half a dozen places.” Barak didn’t look angry, just resigned.
“I know, but I’ve changed my search parameters, and I think this one could be it. Sorry…” 
Barak cut him off. “It’s okay. We’ll get there.” He grinned, the flash of white teeth bright against his dark skin, but his eyes were hard. “I look forward to making them pay.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Harlan Beckett, Collector for The Orphic Guild, was mesmerised by the Emerald Tablet. 
It glowed on its stand in JD’s library, unaffected by the cool winter light from the window or the firelight in the grate. JD, the immortal head of the guild, stood over it, also bathed in its green glow, and the scowl on his face made him look demonic.
Harlan was standing several feet away, but the tablet exerted a pull on him even from there; he shuddered to consider the monstrous power and knowledge it contained.
“JD,” he repeated. “Did you hear me? They’re going to Montferrier tomorrow. Any advice?”
JD finally dragged his gaze away. “What?”
Harlan had arrived ten minutes earlier, and it had taken that long for JD to acknowledge him. Once he did, Harlan stepped back, unnerved by his ghastly appearance. “Holy shit, JD. Have you slept lately? Or eaten? Or even had a shower in weeks?” He tentatively sniffed, but the room merely smelled of polish and old books.
“Of course I have, you fool!” JD strode to the cabinet of drinks and poured a glass of sherry. “I have a lot on my mind, and can do without disturbances.”
“Well, if you answered your damn phone I wouldn’t be here!” Harlan’s temper, normally mild, was always raised to boiling point within minutes of being with JD. 
“Stop being so prosaic!” He swung his arm around and pointed. “Look! The Emerald Tablet of Hermes Trismegistus is right there! The man named the Thrice Greatest—Thoth, Hermes the God, Hermes the Scribe! It’s older than the ten commandments—and I have it!”
Chastened, Harlan nodded. “I know.” He’d averted his gaze, but he forced himself to look at it and instantly felt dizzy. The heart of it seemed to swirl, as if galaxies were trapped within it. “It terrifies me.” He blinked, forcing his gaze back to JD. The room seemed dim by comparison, almost bleached of colour.
JD took a ragged breath, and the anger drained from his eyes. “Yes, of course. Sorry.” Abruptly, he caught up a cloth from the table and threw it over the tablet, banishing it beneath thick, black velvet. “I have to do that just to think clearly. There’s something in there.”
Shivering, Harlan walked to the fire, and accepted a glass of sherry from JD. 
“Sorry, Harlan. It haunts me. My every waking moment, my dreams, my plans… It’s a drug. I both love it and hate it.”
“I couldn’t bear it near me. Isn’t there somewhere else you can keep it? Somewhere behind thick walls and a reinforced door? Somewhere that contains its influence.” He laughed. “Sorry. That sounds mad.”
“Not mad at all. I’ve considered it. I think you’re right.” 
“You said there’s something in there. What did you mean? Hidden knowledge?”
“Yes. No. Something else…” JD turned his back on the tablet, focussing only on Harlan and lowering his voice. “I feel it’s been shrunk, somehow. I’ve seen illustrations and read old texts that suggest it’s huge. I thought it was an affectation, but now…” His eyes were wide, appealing to Harlan for understanding.
Harlan also lowered his voice, as if the tablet could hear them. “You mean as if magic has made it smaller?”
“Something like that. I believe that if I could make it bigger, I could actually see what swirls within it. I think I need to unlock it, somehow…”
Harlan’s mouth was very dry, and he sipped his sherry. “That doesn’t make me feel any better about it. Besides, you’ve had it for months.”
“I could probably have it for several lifetimes and still not understand its mysteries. Alchemists have been debating the meaning of its text for millennia.”
“How would you even go about making it bigger?”
“I don’t know. I’ve been observing it for changes during full moons, new moons, the past equinox and solstice, as well as several planetary events, but the time I’ve possessed it is too short to see anything significant.”
“I’m surprised it’s not in your lab.”
“It was for a while. It affected my instruments—all of them…”
Harlan stared at it over JD’s shoulder, feeling as if it was sentient. “If you’re going to try to make it bigger—and I’m not sure you actually should—you need it to be outside. Under a marquee or something.” In the face of such weirdness, Harlan liked to focus on practicalities. “That way, at least its influence would be outside of the house. As long as it doesn’t affect your defences, of course.”
“It doesn’t so far, I’ve already checked.” JD nodded to himself. “Yes. A marquee is a good idea. I’ll get Anna to organise it. Something robust on the far lawn.”
Harlan decided to shift the conversation back to Black Cronos. “What about the latest castle Barak and Estelle will look into? Any suggestions there?”
“Not really.” JD topped their sherry up and turned to the long table covered in books and manuscripts. He shifted several aside and picked up an old, well-read, leather-bound volume. “I’ve been reading my old notes again. This is my own research into Germain that I’ve added to over the years. In the light of new knowledge and our current theories, I’ve gained a fresh perspective on his activities, especially about his friendship with another alchemist, Melchior Figulus. He was an ancestor of the current family who own Château de Bénaix. Descendants of Cathars. I presume you’ve heard of them?”
“Sure. A religious sect that was considered heretical, and consequently persecuted.”
JD flicked over a few pages, searching avidly for a reference. “Exactly. Figulus lived many years after all that, and was an average alchemist, at best. Ambitious, certainly, but lacking the intelligence to be truly brilliant.” He said it matter of factly, without malice. “That’s probably why he and St Germain became good friends. I’d forgotten him until Jackson mentioned the name. Germain collected people, but was never truly friends with anyone who was his intellectual equal.” JD gave Harlan a ferocious grin. “It would have been hard to exploit or dazzle them.”
Wow. JD really disliked the count.
“So, yes,” he continued, “I think following up on the Cathars is a good idea. If that castle isn’t the right place, it may be at least a step in the right direction.” His gaze drifted to the velvet-covered tablet. “And if I can unlock some of those secrets, I may be able to help even more. That’s why I need Gabe and Shadow.”
Harlan frowned. “Do you? What for?”
“I stumbled on something I’d forgotten when I went through these notes. A thought I’d had on Thoth and the tablet.”
Harlan nodded. “The Egyptian God with the head of an ibis.” 
JD fumbled for another book, already open at the relevant page. “Here’s an image of him. God of writing and knowledge, who also wrote about the afterlife. The Greeks equated him with Hermes. Anyway, I think the key to the tablet is in Egypt. That’s what I want Gabe for. I think I know where it is.”
“The key?” Harlan could barely believe his ears. “After all this time?”
JD looked at him in absolute seriousness. “Of course. If it’s anything like the tablet, it will be indestructible. I need it. Perhaps you should go, too?”
“Me?” Harlan blinked with disbelief. “I have cases to cover!”
“I think you’ll be useful. Gabe is coming tomorrow for a briefing. Why don’t you wait and hear all about it?”
“Why don’t you just tell me now?”
“Because I hate explaining things twice. And right now, you’re going to help me take the tablet into the garden. It can go in the greenhouse for now.” JD gave him a pleading smile. “It’s a bit heavy for me and Anna. You can stay here tonight, have dinner with me.” He cocked an eyebrow hopefully.
“Okay, as long as I can read some of your notes on this other alchemist.”
JD swept his arm expansively across the table. “All at your disposal.”
“Deal.”






  
  Three


The warm pub that Barak and his companions had settled in on the edge of Hyde Park was festive. There was a Christmas tree in the corner, and lights were festooned across the ceiling.  
Although Lucien’s mood had brightened when they left The Retreat, his fingers drifted to the bracelet on his wrist as his eyes darted around the room. Barak kept a careful watch on Lucien’s eyes. They were usually the first to change when what they’d dubbed “the Black Cronos effect” took over. First, they glazed over and Lucien became distant, and then his entire eyeballs turned an unearthly copper-gold, showing no white at all. The change happened quickly. After that, his skin shimmered with a metallic sheen that formed a type of armour. 
Once he was drugged and tied up, they found that his skin was still warm and fleshy—just super strong. Barak patted the small tranquilliser gun in the inner pocket of his jacket, a subconscious need to check that it was there—just in case. To need to use it would be a disaster. Fortunately, Lucien still looked like any other person sitting in the pub with a pint and a burger in front of him. He’d been well cared for in The Retreat, but the lack of sunshine meant his summer tan had long gone.
Barak’s gaze drifted to Estelle who, although eating, also kept a watchful eye on Lucien, and finally shifted to Jackson. “So, where in France are we heading? I’m hoping it’s that Cathar castle in the Pyrenees.” He and Estelle had found it with Ash’s help about a month ago, and all three thought it sounded promising.
Jackson nodded, swallowing his food before he spoke. “Yes. I discussed it with Waylen and JD, and the more we investigated, the more we liked it. Although, there are a few castles in that region that offer promise, and many are linked to the Cathars.” He sipped his Guinness before having another mouthful of his steak pie. “It’s not a great time of year to be going there, though. It will be cold, and there’ll be lots of snow.”
Estelle shrugged. “If it’s the place, we have to act, regardless of the weather.”
“Slow down,” Lucien instructed, glancing between them. “Where are you talking about?”
Lucien had not been involved in their conversations about possible bases for Black Cronos. They had all worried about his loyalty, especially Jackson, who suspected he may be a spy that Barak and Estelle had conveniently rescued. Barak understood Jackson’s concerns. He and Estelle had endlessly dissected how they had rescued him from the underground lab, but nothing suggested that it was a convenient set-up. Especially the fact that some of the lab staff had been killed. Barak was sure that would not have been part of the plan. No, everything suggested that Lucien was a prisoner.
In addition, Lucien was genuinely distressed about his capture and the changes he’d been subjected to against his will. There was also his background to consider. Lucien had split from his long-term partner, a man called Davide, and devastated, had been searching for change and meaning to his life. Barak felt sorry for him. He had been vulnerable, and Black Cronos had taken advantage of that.
“Sorry, Lucien,” Barak said, shuffling his position to look at him squarely. “We’re getting ahead of ourselves. As you know, we’re trying to find where Black Cronos is based. We looked at many remote castles, strongholds that might provide a base for the Count, and there are hundreds of possibilities, as we mentioned. We factored in that the count is immortal, with many powerful connections, particularly to royalty and nobility. Someone, or many people, supported him in the past. He had no obvious money of his own. But Estelle had the brilliant idea of focussing on places of power, or that have religious or astronomical significance.” 
He nodded at Estelle who said, “We know that the comte is—was—fascinated by alchemy, astrology, gems, angels, religion, magic, spirituality, and many other esoteric subjects. He thinks differently. He’s subversive. A risk taker. Our investigation went wide and far, and we drifted to the Cathars.”
“The Cathars?” Lucien shrugged. “Who are they?”
Barak continued. “A religious group of people who originated in about the twelfth century. They were considered heretics because of their beliefs. They believed in two Gods, not one.” Barak paused, finding the subject odd because of the way it intersected with his own background. “They considered that the true God was the New Testament God, and that the Old Testament God was Satan. It’s complex, I won’t go into it all now, but they were linked to the Templars, and like them, the Church wanted them wiped out. Their beliefs were considered heresy. They had a huge power centre in the South of France, particularly the Pyrenees.”
A smile of recognition crossed Lucien’s face. “Of course. I remember the name, but I know little about them. They were a type of Gnostic, yes?”
“Yes, favouring personal growth with God over organised religion.” Jackson snorted. “They’ve been linked to all sorts of subjects and people. Some of it seems inflated, but there’s no doubt that they were hunted and their castles destroyed. The remains are littered across the Pyrenees, and one in particular looks promising. Château de Bénaix. It’s privately owned and was rebuilt a couple of hundred years ago. It’s positioned high up on a ridge and has astronomical links. Its chapel is aligned with the summer solstice.”
“It’s also,” Estelle said, pushing her empty plate away, “remote and defensible.”
“Who owns it now?” 
“A family called Voland. They can trace their lineage back hundreds of years. Admittedly,” Jackson said with a sigh, “there’s only a tenuous link to the count through one of their ancestors who was an alchemist at the same time the count was ‘alive’, but even so...” 
Barak started to feel the stir of the hunt. Eager not only to find out more about the comte and the Cathars in the Pyrenees stronghold, but to explore a wild and mountainous region unknown to him. Somewhere he could spread his wings without city lights glowing below. And of course, another opportunity to spend time with Estelle. 
“Where are we staying?” he asked Jackson. “I presume you’ve made arrangements.”
“Yes. And it was very tricky at this time of year. The place is full of ski enthusiasts.”
“I love skiing!” Lucien said, smiling. “I’m good at it, too.”
“I’m so-so,” Estelle said, wiggling her hands. “But hopefully cars will suffice for what we need.”
“Well, courtesy of government connections, I’ve got you a house in Montferrier. A chalet, actually, on the slopes below Monts d’Olmes ski resort. It’s big, too. I suspect some of your brothers will need to join you. If it’s the right place,” Jackson said, looking at Barak.
“That’s fine. They’re more than happy to help. Although, I think JD needs them and Shadow for something, and Nahum is tied up in Yorkshire for a few days.”
Jackson’s eyes darkened with worry. “That’s okay. There’s still more we need to find out before we act. Time for them to get things wrapped up and join you.”
Barak nodded, hoping that Jackson’s assessment of their time scale was correct. If they were right about the château, they couldn’t handle it alone.

      [image: image-placeholder]Darkness fell and the temperature plummeted. Nahum shivered, despite his warm clothing, but he adjusted the binoculars and focussed on the church below. 
It was almost nine in the evening, and after a hearty meal, he and Olivia hiked back up the hill to watch the church. Olivia was right about this being the best place to watch. They had cruised around the area in the car, but it was hard to get close for a long period of time without it being obvious that they were watching. The church stood along a slight rise, surrounded by trees. Within the village, but slightly separate.
Olivia nudged him. “See those lights!”
“I see lights in the church. It doesn’t mean anything.”
“But it’s a strange glow.”
“It could be candlelight!”
“There’s no service tonight.”
“He could be praying. That’s what vicars do.”
She nudged him again, harder this time, so that he bashed the binoculars against his face. “Olivia!”
“He’s walking from the vicarage. I can see him. And he’s carrying something heavy. It’s the reliquary.”
Nahum adjusted his angle, watching Jacobsen, the vicar, trudge up the path. “I presume he doesn’t keep it in the church because it’s either too eye-catching and he fears it will be stolen, or he doesn’t want anyone to know he’s got it.” He frowned, watching the awkward way he walked. “It’s bigger than I expected.” As soon as he said it, Nahum realised how weird that sounded. “Not that I’m overly familiar with reliquaries or anything.”
“Some are big, some are tiny. It depends on what they contain. It’s the gold and other precious metals and gems that usually make them so heavy. The more important the saint, the more ornate the container.”
They’d changed their original plan. Olivia’s car was parked in the village. Nahum would fly them in, and he would fly back out with the reliquary after tying the vicar up. She would escape on foot, and then meet him on the backroad out of town. It was so dark without city lights that he knew he wouldn’t be seen.
He had tried to persuade her to let him steal it on his own, but she insisted on going. She wanted to make sure that up close the reliquary was the right one. Plus, it was her job, and she wanted to see it through.
Nahum lowered his binoculars as the vicar entered the church and studied Olivia, who was still watching Jacobsen. She was an attractive woman. Soft curves, long hair that was currently tied up in a messy bun, and very feminine, despite the heavy boots and camouflage clothing that she wore. “Are you sure you’re happy to fly down there?”
She snorted and lowered the binoculars to stare at him. “Are you kidding me? Flying with a Nephilim? I can’t wait! Are you sure you want to? It means stripping off, and it’s freezing.” Her eyes drifted down to his chest and back up again.
“I’ll be fine. When I extend my wings, it banishes the cold. It’s a weird trick of genetics. We don’t feel the cold winds when we fly.”
“Really? Interesting.” Her lips twitched in a smile. “You’ll have to promise me a longer experience some time.”
He laughed. “Maybe you should see if you like it first.”
“Fair enough. I suppose we should get started.” She patted the pack at her side and smirked. “I have the ropes and stuff. Anyone would think I did this all the time.”
He laughed, sure she stole such objects far more often than he suspected. “Don’t you worry about being reported to the police?”
“He won’t report it. These people never do. How would he explain owning something that was last seen in a museum in the 1840s? You don’t look that concerned, either.”
“I’m not. Although, this man does intrigue me. If what you say is true, he could be dangerous.”
“All the more reason to restrain him quickly.”
Nahum stood and stripped off his jacket, t-shirt, and jumper, and quickly extended his wings. He was used to people’s reactions to his wings, but he still smiled at Olivia’s wide-eyed expression. 
“I know I’ve seen them before, but holy cow, Nahum. They are really something else…”
He opened his arms wide, aware her eyes were roving over his wings and bare chest. “Ready?”
“Am I ever!”
She placed her backpack on and stepped into his embrace. Her grip was tight, and after clasping his arms around her, he soared into the sky. She gasped and tightened her grip further. “Holy shit!”
“Shush! I’m just going to sweep around once before I land.”
He took in the village, noting the empty streets, and the warm glow of lights coming from the pub, and then ensuring that the churchyard was empty, angled downward in a rush of flight. He landed soundlessly within the churchyard, close to the entrance, and for a moment just stood there, Olivia still clasped to him. He needed to make sure there were no traps or watchers, just in case they needed to leave right away.
The churchyard was deserted, the only light coming from the stained glass windows. 
His skin prickled as he sensed ancient power he hadn’t felt in a long time. He froze, Olivia still tight within his arms, the urge to flee strong. He fought down his panic, taking deep breaths.
“Nahum?” Olivia’s question was barely a breath, spoken so softly only he could hear it. She eased back, hands on his chest as she looked up at him. “What’s happening?”
“I feel something…unusual.”
“Magic?” Olivia’s pounding heartbeat echoed his own. “Should we leave?”
He liked that she didn’t hesitate to ask, rather than insist they continue. But he had no intention of leaving. “No. Wait here.”
He released her and edged to the main door of the church, the way the vicar had entered. With every step he took, the feeling increased. It was magic, but not of a kind he was expecting. It felt more like his own. Innate. Exalted. Angelic…
The huge door was shut tight, but he eased it open. Relieved it didn’t squeak, he slipped inside quickly. Olivia, disobeying his request and just as silent, followed him inside and eased the door shut. They were in a small, square vestibule, and the glow came from the nave.
He withdrew his sword and edged to the nave’s entrance. Only the altar was illuminated. A man was kneeling on the hard stone floor, a row of candles in front of him. The reliquary was placed on the altar. The candlelight reflected on its burnished surface and glinted off the gems inlaid into it. Emeralds, rubies, sapphires. No wonder Jacobsen hid it. It was certainly priceless. But it was what lay inside that troubled Nahum.
As yet the priest hadn’t moved, still kneeling in wordless prayer. Nahum edged forward, keeping to the shadows. He should attack now, while he was occupied, but something delayed him. Curiosity, perhaps. Or fear. 
He was aware that Olivia was staring as much at him as the priest, her anxiety climbing. He took a mental grip of himself and walked on. But halfway down the aisle, Jacobsen rose to his feet and opened the golden box. Instantly, he heard whispers; urgent, entreating, coaxing. They tugged at his memories. Demanded fealty. 
And then the voice whispered a warning. 
Jacobsen spun around, clutching something in his hands, and a wild-eyed look on his face. At the sight of Nahum, he screamed and dropped to his knees, face planted on the floor. An object tumbled forward, ringing loudly on stone as it bounced to Nahum’s feet.
It was a thick, gold ring, inset with jewels. 
Olivia had been crouched behind a pew, but now she bounded towards Jacobsen, taking advantage of his prone position.
Forcing himself to focus, Nahum scooped the ring up, the metal hot in his palm, and shoved it into his pocket before helping Olivia. He secured the blindfold on the vicar and bound his arms. Jacobsen didn’t resist, so they were gentle. He was whispering about angels and God. Nahum laid his hand on his brow, willing him to be calm. He was no healer, but his father’s blood still ran through his veins. If he wished, he could impose his will on others. 
Instantly the man stopped fidgeting, but he still muttered softly. Nahum could imagine how he must have looked, lit by candlelight, his wings spread behind him. It was a wonder the man hadn’t had a heart attack.
Olivia was crouched on the other side of Jacobsen, eyes wide in her pale face. She mouthed, “Are you okay?”
He nodded and stood, and together they crossed to the reliquary. 
The inside lid of the golden casket was inscribed with angelic words and symbols, and on a bed of red velvet, was a skull. Next to it was a bracelet—a golden torc, beaten, inlaid with mysterious symbols. He could still hear whispers, and he asked, “Can you hear that?”
Olivia shook her head. “Hear what?”
“A voice.” He pulled the ring from his pocket and compared it to the torc. “They match. They belong to a Fallen Angel.” He threw the ring inside the casket and shut it. Instantly the whispers vanished, but the power emanating from it remained. “Let’s get out of here. I presume this is what you were searching for?”
Olivia nodded. “Yes, but…it’s not quite what I was expecting.”
Nahum just wanted to leave. There was time enough for discussion later. His eyes swept the altar, seeing nothing else of note. Nothing unusual. “Are you okay to drive?”
“Yes. Are you okay to fly?”
He nodded. “See you in my room.”






  
  Four


Olivia had calmed down by the time she returned to the hotel, and her hands had finally stopped shaking.  
She might not have been able to hear the whispers that crawled from the casket, but she experienced a gnawing sensation in her brain, and an itching beneath her skin. She was just glad that the damn thing was with Nahum now.
But how was Nahum? His blue eyes had blazed when he saw the reliquary. A mixture of anger and bewilderment. And maybe a trace of fear…
She looked for him overhead, the memory of the flight vivid. His hard, warm body pressed to hers. The muscles she longed to explore further. The tantalising V that ran down to his groin. And the flight itself, of course. The rush of cold air. The feeling of space and freedom, and Nahum’s power that he kept carefully concealed when his wings were folded away.
Of course, the reliquary itself was also emblazoned on her mind. She wasn’t lying when she said it wasn’t what she was expecting. She had been searching for only the skull, not the jewellery of a Fallen Angel. She needed tact for what was to come. Compassion. 
She found Nahum in his hotel room, his blue eyes stormy, the reliquary sitting on the small table under the thickly curtained window.
“Nahum, I’m so sorry. I swear I didn’t know what was in that. I thought it was just—”
He cut her off, his voice brusque with emotion. “It’s fine. It’s a shock, that’s all. I’m not angry with you.” He was less imposing with his wings folded away and his bare chest regrettably covered in a t-shirt—but only just. His height and broad shoulders still dominated the room. 
“Would you mind if I opened the casket again? Does it hurt you?”
He laughed, a short, sharp bark of incredulity. “No, not hurt. Herne’s balls, I need a drink. You?”
“Yes. Whatever’s in that mini bar.”
While he fixed the drinks, she studied the reliquary, shining the table lamp directly on it. It was definitely the one she had been seeking for her client. But it seemed more…everything. The gold shimmered, the gems sparkled, and now that she was close to it again, she could truly feel its magnetism.
“Why can’t I hear the whispers that you can?” she asked when Nahum handed her a drink.
“Well, with the lid shut, they have quieted, but I still feel the power. Ancient power. As to why you can’t?” He shrugged. “I’m Nephilim. The son of a Fallen Angel. I’d know that power anywhere. I was born with it. It runs in my veins, and it commanded me many, many years ago.”
She noted his blue eyes had lost that stormy look, and it calmed her, too. “Can it command you still?”
“No. We threw that yoke off millennia ago.” His eyes, which had been on her, now drifted back to the golden casket. “But it’s unnerving to find that a piece of their jewellery is here. In the present. In this damn room. It should be under a pile of stone, or at the bottom of the ocean. No wonder people are going mad. Humans aren’t meant to be close to it—not for prolonged periods, anyway.”
“Well, I’m not going mad, or being destructive,” Olivia pointed out. “Although, the itching under my skin is really annoying.”
“Itching?”
“Like a crawling sensation, I suppose. Or a cold ooze of something.”
“Some humans are more susceptible than others. Your body recognises something powerful, but can’t place it.” Nahum ran his fingers across the designs on the surface.
“Do they mean something?”
“No. These are just ornate, but inside…” He cocked his head at her. “Ready?”
She gulped a mouthful of neat gin. “Now I am.”
He opened the casket and immediately the sensation under her skin increased. She shuddered. “You can hear the whispers? Many voices, or just one?”
He nodded. “Just one.” He picked up the ring and examined it, turning it over, his long fingers probing it. 
“I didn’t think the Fallen had real bodies.”
“They inhabited the flesh of men. Not for long, though. They burnt them up if they stayed in too long. But they liked precious metals, and adorned themselves with them.” He shrugged. “Much like we did, at one point.”
“I find that hard to believe.”
He smirked. “It was expected of us. Gabe was draped in the stuff when he wasn’t in battle, and Niel. So was Ash, come to think of it. The others, I’m not so sure. I saw less of them in our other life.”
She could imagine them oiled and perfumed, resplendent in rich fabrics in their palaces once they’d bathed the dust and blood of battle away, something like the torc on their upper arms. She noted the small indentations that marked the torc’s surface, and the perfect gems. Mesmerised, she reached in and picked it up.
Images suddenly rocketed into her mind—flaming eyes, alabaster skin, wings of grey feathers, and what looked like a palace in the stars. Her legs collapsed under her, and she stumbled and would have fallen if not for Nahum. His arm wrapped around her, and he wrestled the torc from her tightly clasped fingers.
“Bloody hell, Olivia! What did you touch it for?”
“I didn’t think!” She felt breathless. Sick. A thrum of power tingled through her fingers and up her arm, and the cold, oozing feeling intensified. It was as if a river of slime flowed under her skin. She lowered herself to the bed. “Sorry, that was stupid…”
“It’s my fault. I should have warned you.” 
A film of sweat had gathered on her brow, and she wiped it away. “I need water.”
In seconds Nahum handed her a glass and she drank it down in one go, her mind and body slowly steadying. The torc was now looking innocent on the table. 
“What happened?” Nahum asked, watching her intently.
She described the image. “An angel?”
“Perhaps. Probably.” He frowned, clearly annoyed at the jewellery and its effects rather than her. “No more holding jewellery for you.” Nahum placed it back in the box, shut the lid, and sealed it with the catch.
“What’s written on the inner lid? I don’t recognise the language.”
“A mixture of angelic and Aramaic script. Protection to control the power of the contents. The symbols are protective, too.”
Feeling steadier, and a little foolish at how much the torc had affected her, Olivia reached for her gin, cupping it in her hands. “Do you think Jacobsen will remember your face? I dived for cover as soon as he turned.”
“He will hopefully think he was hallucinating. That he saw an angel. I can’t believe I went in there with my wings still visible. I was so shocked at what I felt that I didn’t think.” He sat at the head of the bed, puffed his pillows, and then leaned back, legs stretched in front of him. 
Olivia shifted to face him, cross-legged. “It’s good you did. If he’d have seen a normal man, he wouldn’t have dropped to the floor. Do you think he knew he had Fallen Angel jewels?”
“I was about to ask you the same question! You said you didn’t expect the jewellery?”
“No. I’ve read lots about this reliquary, including the various churches and museums it was displayed in until it vanished. My client has been following it, too. Strange stories have always been attached to it, but there has never been any recorded mention of the jewels. Just the skull.”
Nahum frowned. “The inscription? The symbols?”
“Also never mentioned.”
“Which suggests someone added them to the casket years later. During its lost years. When did you say it vanished? Or when was it stolen, should I say?”
Olivia had reams of notes, but without them at her fingertips, she couldn’t remember details. “Mid-nineteenth century, from a religious museum in Italy. Overnight it just vanished, but rumours surfaced every now and again. A visitor to a minor nobility’s palace in Italy recorded seeing it in his memoirs. Then someone else said they saw it in a private collection in Austria. Then it was rumoured that it was in a church in France. Breadcrumbs only. My client has undertaken extensive research himself. He never mentioned jewellery.”
“And the madness and violence?” 
“Seems to be something that started happening only in the last hundred years or so.”
Nahum watched her, eyes steady before they drifted to the casket. “Your client doesn’t know about the jewels.”
“You don’t want him to have them, do you?”
“No.” He looked regretful but determined, his jaw clenched hard.
Silence fell, the only sound coming from
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