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For Anthony.
Much of what you will read here is true. Probably
far more than you would like to admit.








‘The lunatic … doesn’t concern himself at all
with logic; he works by short circuits. For him,
everything proves everything else. The lunatic is
all idée fixe, and whatever he comes across
confirms his lunacy. You can tell him by the
liberties he takes with common sense, by his
flashes of inspiration, and by the fact that sooner
or later he brings up the Templars.’

– Umberto Eco, Foucault’s Pendulum

‘History is the lie commonly agreed upon.’

– Voltaire







Prologue

Notre Dame Cathedral, Paris, France, AD 1314

The man’s knees would be the first part of his body to feel the flames that would consume his life.

The pyre had begun to smoke long before the crowd saw the wisps of flame, but now the orange tendrils flickered through the branches into the cold March morning air. A cheer erupted at the first bright, fiery pillar that shot up through the bramble. But then, as the flame caught more quickly, the cheers began to die down. The crowd lowered its volume, expectant.

They were waiting to hear the screams.

Arnaud de Faulke did not wipe away the moisture that welled up in his eyes. He stood at the back of the mob at the entrance to a small alleyway that would provide a quick, unnoticed escape. He knew he was out of the public line of sight, and here his emotion could be expressed without shame or fear.

The orange flames dancing at the base of the pyre grew rapidly, a gentle breeze from the river fanning them into life. The moist air mingled with the smoke and a lingering expectation captured the mob, the only noise the crackling of branches as the heat began to consume its fuel.

Then the first longed-for scream came. In the centre of the massive gathering, made up of the old and the young, the rich and the poor together, was the pitiful form of an elderly man. He writhed, chained to an oak post. His body was naked, save for the legally required restrictions of modesty that warranted a dirty cloth secured round his midriff, and as his knees tightened to avoid the rising flames he howled involuntarily. It was the initial cry forced from his lips by a pain that would get far, far worse.

De Faulke closed his eyes, his lips offering up a prayer. He did not need to see the scene at the centre of the square: he’d witnessed the pyre often enough – sent men to it more times than he could remember. He knew the branches feeding the flames had been carefully prepared and arranged, and all the more so in this special case. Pitch had been applied thickly enough that the fire would turn the man’s flesh to ash, eventually consuming even his bones. There were to be no remainders left at the end, nothing they could deem relics and carry away to treasure. Eventually, to make sure of this, the charred scraps would be ground and dumped into the Seine.

But the accelerant-soaked faggots had not yet been thrown on to the pyre. The court had ordered flames of a lower temperature for the commencement of their ‘justice’. His death should begin slowly. The people should hear his wails. They should be able to see the humours beneath his skin start to boil, the charring begin to take form, the agony slowly rise to full intensity.

The few remaining knights in Paris knew the date of the Grand Master’s public execution, but none would dare attend. As de Faulke blinked away his tears and scanned the crowd, he could see none of his compatriots, not one of his brothers. They had either fled or been killed. God save them. God help them all.

Another cry tore through the beautiful square, the towers of Notre Dame picturesque in the background. Arnaud de Faulke forced himself to look at the visage of the man who had led them through so much turmoil. He had been a gallant leader, a true nobleman whose final request – to be tied to the pyre facing the cathedral, with his hands bound in prayer – had at least been granted. Yet the world, even the Church, had conspired against what was right and good, and this morning’s execution marked the final stage in their ungodly conquest. The Order, disbanded. The Grand Master, consigned to the flames. The glory of the knights, sullied.

‘Enough!’

De Faulke’s eyes, still wet with emotion, sprang open wider at the unexpected cry. The flames were now dancing at the Grand Master’s waist, the flesh of his legs blistering from the heat. His hair was already melting, turning black against his scalp. But he had stopped his shrieks and now glared out wildly over the crowd.

‘Enough!’ he shouted again, agony in his voice. ‘Enough of the world’s lies and corruption!’

He tried to take a breath, but the heat seared his lungs and once more he howled from the agony. He had only moments left.

‘Dieu sait qui a tort, et a péché! God knows who is wrong, and who has sinned!’ he bellowed out over the sparks and flames. He stared up to the heavens, then back down to the crowd, his eyes wilder still. ‘A curse upon you all! Mark my words, a great calamity will befall all those who have condemned us to such a death!’

A gasp emanated from the crowd. Defeated, captured and seconds from death he might be, but a curse uttered by a man of God was still powerful. Those closest to the pyre took a step away, suddenly fearful. Whispers between the masses began to texture the square with new sound.

‘Well, that’s quite enough of all this nonsense,’ a guard finally said, unhappy with the change in atmosphere. He stepped forward, grabbed one of the pitch-soaked bundles of branches and tossed it at the old man’s feet. The fire instantly burst forth with new ferocity, flames burning white and reaching up to the condemned man’s face.

‘A curse upon you all!’ the Grand Master screamed. ‘Il va bientôt arriver! It shall come upon you soon! Soon!’

The flames overtook him. The skin of his cheeks contorted, drew taught, then blackened in the heat. He lifted his eyes towards the heavens, closing them only an instant before the heat of the fluid inside removed any possibility of sight. He could no longer scream. His body roasted, his life burned away.

Its momentary, superstitious hesitation overcome by the sight of his death, the roar of the crowd returned. Cheers. Boisterous voices. Delighted in the spectacle if nothing else.

Arnaud de Faulke wiped his eyes, keeping them on the scene. He was here to bear witness, and as he watched the pyre disappear in the pillar of flame that consumed it, he stalwartly completed that duty.

He had borne witness to the death. But also to something more.

As the Grand Master’s body blackened, crumpled and disappeared from the earth, the knight’s sorrow fled. De Faulke crossed himself, turned from the square and stepped purposefully into the anonymity of the narrow alley.

As he walked, he whispered under his breath only a single, sacred word.

‘Soon.’
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Part One


 



ENCOUNTERS









1

Oak Island, Off the Coast of Nova Scotia, Canada, Six Days Ago

‘Lower the crane another two feet, then hold.’

Mud dripped over the wooden bracers, the smell of rotting peat nauseating in the dark, wet space. Operating at night kept them on their timeline, but made the dank, enclosed pit feel all the more constricting. The floodlights that hung over its surface were interrupted by the mass of equipment dangling down the shaft, casting as much shadow as light into the depths below.

Sean Blackburn shone a light at his ankles. He’d wrapped the three-quarter-inch rope harness round all four corners of the massive paver stone, and now re-checked each point of contact. A corner losing its grip would be deadly, and an uneven lift no less disastrous.

‘Watch your head!’

He looked up as the warning was called out over the noise of generators and machinery far above, in time to see a four-hundred-pound hook at the end of the crane’s winch slowly wind down to head height. He grabbed the steel clasp, called out for a halt when it was at chest level, and began wrapping the harness’s leads round it.

Sean again surveyed the surroundings. Everything was holding. Mud oozed between the cracks of the retaining walls they had assembled as they dug down to the current fifty-feet depth, but they showed no signs of buckling. Dozens of other explorers on the island had been thwarted, and lives lost, when pits in the notoriously soft earth collapsed in on themselves, but Sean’s team would not suffer the same fate. The metal retainers they had purpose-built and brought from the mainland could hold back the collapse of a mineshaft’s falling stone. The mud in which they were working provided no contest.

Satisfied that everything was ready for the lift, he backed himself into the northernmost corner of the pit. It was only twenty-six inches wider than the cover stone they were trying to raise – just enough room for him to stand clear, his back against the cold metal and nose full of the peaty, dank smells of the pit, as the two-tonne slab of rock was lifted above him.

Then, God willing, he would set his eyes on that which no one had seen in over half a millennium.

‘Take it up,’ he ordered. There followed a tense second of silent hesitation, then the rumble of an engine high above, and the ropes of the harness began to go taut.

The sound that came from the stone as the crane pulled at its weight echoed up through the pit. Sean smiled in the darkness. The suction noise of mud straining at an almost vacuum-tight seal was a good sign. There genuinely was a chamber below the stone, as they’d hypothesized. And the sound meant it wasn’t filled in, that the weight of the earth over the centuries hadn’t collapsed the medieval chamber they were here to find.

‘Lower the sliders on my mark,’ Sean instructed, switching to his radio as the noise of the crane filled the air. Topside, four of his crew manned the winches that would force down the sliding extensions of the retaining walls. The instant the covering stone started to rise, the muddy earth its edges had held back would start to pour into the chamber – an ancient trap, like others they had found all over the island. Forcing the extensions down would keep seepage to a minimum, protecting whatever was inside from being submerged and buried anew.

‘Mark!’ Sean announced. As the vast, flat stone rose, four metal planks were simultaneously thrust downwards at the edges of the mud. Ten seconds later, they hit solid rock. In-flow was blocked.

The cover stone rose to Sean’s knees, but he didn’t yet have the room to bend down and look beneath it. ‘Keep the winch steady,’ he ordered, anticipation almost overwhelming him. It even managed to hold at bay the mild claustrophobia that had always plagued him. The condition was more than an annoyance, almost a curse for a man who lived as Sean did, and would otherwise have threatened to take control of his senses in these conditions, a massive stone pinning him against the wall so far beneath the earth. Heavy, entrapping, like a tomb …

But the sheer excitement proved an effective antidote. After another fifty seconds had passed, the stone was at Sean’s chest. It was just enough. Sliding his back along the retaining wall, he bent his knees and lowered himself slowly, his eyes coming even with the edge of the stone. The muddy wetness of its sides hung inches from his face, the rotten scent of moist earth filling his nostrils. Suddenly, the tightness of the space was compounded, terrifying, but Sean forced himself to hold his breath and keep his motion steady, sinking slowly beneath the cover stone. The cold metal of their retaining walls was firm against the red long-sleeved shirt that covered his torso as he slid himself downwards. Then, tucking his head forward as soon as he had cleared its lower edge, he shone his torch down.

A chamber. Intact.

And it wasn’t empty.

Sean did a quick, anxious survey of the space. Four feet by six, the stone room was a good five feet deep and constructed of smooth granite walls. The cover stone, six inches thick, hovered above his head, still rising slowly.

‘Sean, Chrissakes, wait till we get this secured!’ A shout came down from above.

But he didn’t wait. He couldn’t. What he wanted was right before him, within his grasp. Even in the faint light of his torch, he could see it.

In the centre of the chamber was a small pedestal, made of the same stone as the walls. It stood two feet high, and atop it was the focal point of all their efforts over so many months.

Sean placed his hands at the rim of rock near his feet and lowered himself carefully to the floor. The sound of his boots echoed in the small enclosure, the noise of the equipment muted by the stone above him. He took his steps gingerly. A false floor would be entirely in keeping with their discoveries elsewhere on the island, but this small space seemed to contain no secrets except the one Sean was there to claim.

Slipping the torch into his armpit and approaching the centre of the chamber, he wiped the mud off his hands and reached them out gently. On top of the stone pedestal was a small onyx tablet, still shiny after almost 650 years in its subterranean solitude.

He lifted it carefully, brought it to the middle of his torch’s round light and flipped it over.

The sounds of the dig evaporated. Time seemed to stop. Sean’s eyes simply stared in wonder.

The tablet contained a series of runes that had been hand-carved into its surface. Though he wasn’t able to read them, he recognized at once the familiar shapes.

[image: image]

What they meant, Sean couldn’t know. But meaning would come soon enough. What mattered now, in the darkness of the reeking pit in the middle of the night, was one fact alone.

The tablet had been prepared by the last men on earth to have seen one of the greatest treasures the world had ever known. And now, Sean held it in his hands.







2

Blackburn Enterprises, Seattle, Present Day

Jack Shepherd swerved his rental car hard to the right at the end of the freeway exit ramp, the engine of the space grey Mercedes C350 purring down to idle as he brought the car to a halt. Beside him, the remnants of his airport Starbucks run sloshed in a paper cup nestled into the dashboard holder, the aromas of the black coffee still in the air. Jack steeled himself for the unknown.

Arrival at the massive Blackburn Enterprises central complex was meant to intimidate visitors. Two security checkpoints had been required before Jack arrived at the front door of the facility, situated in the wooded hills off I-5 outside Seattle. The first had initially appeared to be a routine identification check at the edge of the property, but the handing over of Jack’s driver’s licence and passport had been supplemented with a request for a facial scan and full ten-point fingerprinting, all of which had been done from the car thanks to a custom-designed mobile tablet handed to him by a dispassionate but physically dominating gate guard.

‘If you’d just pull ahead, sir, to the gate on the left.’ The guard retrieved the tablet after Jack had completed the process by holding the ring and pinky digits of his left hand against its scanner. The guard motioned the way with what just about passed for a polite nod and nothing further.

Jack resisted the strong urge to make a light-hearted comment on security overkill, recognizing, as the words neared his lips, that the bulky guard probably had just as advanced a sense of humour as he did a way with conversation. Instead, he bit his tongue and pulled the car forward slowly, following the man’s directions.

The bigger the billing, the bigger the toys. Jack Shepherd was used to security, albeit not necessarily with such advanced equipment. He was also used to men, or in this case, companies, wanting to make an impact when first encountered. He had been that way himself as a younger man, and he’d had the mentality drilled into him as he grew older. Impressions, impact, influence. A trio of professional showmanship he’d come to loathe. Maybe that was why he’d gone so far to the other extreme in recent years, insisting on letting the first impression he made make itself without being dressed up or crafted. Uniforms were a thing of the past, and he’d given away the only suit he’d ever owned last year. Everywhere he went, he went dressed as he was today: a pair of khakis, a comfortable shirt – usually a turtleneck – a windbreaker or jacket over the top. Himself, for better or for worse.

But Jack didn’t begrudge his hosts today for the obvious show of technological savvy. If anyone was going to lay claim to futuristic, overblown security measures, it was going to be one of the biggest international names in defence contracting. He’d never been on their plush grounds before, but the strangely Disney-esque sculpted landscaping, combined with the mystery of what actually went on behind the floral hedgerows and concrete walls, were enough to pique a man’s curiosity.

The ‘gate’ to which he had been directed turned out to be a complete-automobile scanning station, the like of which Jack had never encountered: a large, metallic enclosure without front or back, almost a drive-through garage, with interior walls of what looked like pale grey plastic. As Jack switched off the Mercedes’s engine, following the instructions on a boldly painted sign, two new guards, each equally as bulky and fierce as the first Jack had encountered, emerged from a small station office. One had a dog at the end of a retractable lead, the other held an extended ground mirror, and together the two surveyed every inch of the car’s exterior.

Jack had been offered a chauffeur-driven company car as part of his welcome package, but he’d always loved to drive and had turned down the offer in favour of the rental. For the first time that morning, he wondered whether that had been a mistake.

A moment later the guards completed their walkaround and two large yellow lights embedded in the archway began to blink. Both men quickly retreated to the station office and pulled the door closed behind them as a soft klaxon began to sound. The yellow lights became a flashing red.

‘Do I need to get out of –’

‘Please stay in your car, sir,’ a voice announced over an unseen loudspeaker. ‘The scan will only take a moment.’

Scan? Shepherd raised a brow, while the sound of cooling fans blowing across electrical equipment filled the archway, lasted a few seconds, then promptly ceased. A moment later the lights outside switched to green and the loudspeaker crackled back to life.

‘You’re clear to pull forward, sir,’ the guard’s voice sounded. ‘Please follow the signs to Building K. Park in any of the green visitors’ spaces. You’ll be met at the entrance.’

Jack turned over the ignition and pulled out of the gate, conscious of the battery of no fewer than six cameras aimed at him as he pulled into the interior property. Though he hadn’t come bearing any, he had the strong feeling that after the technology he’d just passed through, any secrets he might have tried to import on to these grounds would have been laid bare. For the first time in a long while, Jack Shepherd felt exposed.

Two minutes later, the grey Mercedes was parked in the second visitor’s space outside the white concrete mass of Building K. Jack chirped the lock as he strode towards the glass doors at the entrance. He carried nothing with him. In his thirty-four years of life, Jack Shepherd had never been head-hunted for anything, and he genuinely didn’t know what awaited him inside. He tousled his short brown hair and adjusted the half turtleneck beneath his jacket. They’d called him, he reminded himself, stepping towards the entrance. Never mind the fact that, even as he walked towards the imposing doors of the company, he still didn’t know exactly why.

‘Captain Shepherd.’ An overtly friendly woman greeted him as the glass doors slid apart. She wore a name badge that simply read ‘Tina’ and a smile that positively beamed hospitality. ‘Welcome to Blackburn Enterprises. We’ve been looking forward to your arrival.’

‘It’s just Mr Shepherd now,’ Jack answered with a soft smile, extending a hand. ‘I left the Corps four years ago. Civvy dress, civvy classifications.’

The woman smiled back professionally. ‘As you wish, Mr Shepherd. But you’ll find we have a great deal of respect for uniforms around here, whether or not they’re still being worn.’ Her voice had a slight southern drawl, as if she’d grown up in Texas but spent most of her life elsewhere. Her figure, Jack couldn’t help but think, just looked good, wherever it was from.

The look she shot back at him was rehearsed, but for a fleeting instant fluttered over his full physique, resting an extra millisecond on his broad shoulders and well-formed chest. And there was the faintest, slightest trace of a smile that went beyond the practised script of welcome.

Jack grinned inwardly and exhaled a relaxed breath. In a place of mystery, the familiar signs of basic human flirtation were reassuring. He felt his usual confidence start to return.

He surveyed the foyer as he followed Tina inside. Grey marble floors, sheen black walls. The reception desk was a fusion of stone and glass, and the pinprick lighting on the ceiling, soaring three storeys above, shone a bluish light into the large space. Two escalators, running in parallel at the rear of the hall, led up to unknown wings of the building. In the middle of the foyer, a glistening black table supported a two-foot silver statuette of the firm’s logo: a globe surmounted by a shield, a single star at its centre.

No more revelations here than anywhere else. Jack had searched Blackburn Enterprises on the Internet after the first call they’d made to his home office, but apart from a sleek-looking website that identified it as ‘one of the leading defence contractors to the US Armed Forces’ and ‘world leaders in specialist tactical technologies’ the public materials offered very few particulars about the company.

‘May I take your coat, sir?’ Tina’s soft drawl drew him out of his observations. Jack shook his head in the negative and took a step forward. What he wore was no longer a uniform, but he came as a complete package.

He managed no more than that single step before a security guard appeared from nowhere and came out to meet him. The man was enormous, with a head that seemed to emerge directly out of his shoulders; his neck, if there had ever been one, had long since retreated into the mass of muscles at the top of his torso.

‘If you wouldn’t mind, please follow me, Captain.’ The man motioned to Jack’s left, where he saw yet another security station configured in the foyer’s corner. An X-ray arch stood next to a Plexiglas tower of what looked like one of the full-body scanners that were becoming more familiar at airports across the country.

Jack looked back at the guard, his own height and build imposing. ‘If you really think it’s necessary.’

The man simply stared into his eyes, his expression hard.

‘We most certainly do.’

On the high-resolution CCTV feeds the newly arrived guest looked just like he did in the profile photographs. Jack Shepherd, retired Marine Corps captain, six feet and one inch. The cropped brown hair was slightly longer than in the military record photo, but not by much. Though he wore civilian clothes and moved with a less regimented formality than he would have during active duty, Shepherd still cut the figure of a military man.

Once a Marine …

Thomas Blackburn kept his eyes glued to the four video displays that filled the flat-screen monitor on his desk. Concentrate. Focus.

The encounter that would consume the next thirty minutes of his life, he’d been told, was important – though he still wasn’t sure he was convinced of that. His son had assured him that this man’s assistance would help them push past the last hurdles in their research, that Captain Jack Shepherd could offer another perspective to help them read the evidence that would be coming to them over the days ahead. They were at a threshold, and Sean was worried they’d grown too familiar with their material – that they were always thinking in the same way, that they’d lost some of the creativity that came when things were new. Sean’s team would soon break the code, but that didn’t mean they’d be able to make sense of what lay beneath it. He wanted a new set of eyes on board, and he wanted Shepherd. That meant Blackburn needed the man’s help.

On his desk, the dossier on Shepherd lay open. The ageing CEO had read through it a dozen times, knew most of the details by heart.


Age 34, born to Harlan and Martha Shepherd at St Mary’s Children’s Hospital, Baltimore. Graduated summa cum laude from Easton High School and joined up with the ROTC immediately on entering university at Virginia Tech. Graduated, again with honours, and went on to serve three tours in Afghanistan and Iraq before honourable discharge, followed by a post-9/11 GI Bill-funded master’s degree at Duke, completed immediately afterwards.



The eighteen pages of background detail continued in far more depth, but the broad strokes of the man’s character were the most critical elements. Bright, honourable, well educated, and a man who had seen the world.

Perhaps those were the traits his son required. Of course, they were all the more inviting, given Jack Shepherd’s fame acquired over the past two years. He’d earned a reputation, and developed skills since leaving the military, which clearly related to their work. And if the team needed him in order to help Blackburn reach his goal, then he was more than prepared to entice him.

He looked up again at the security displays. Shepherd was just stepping out of the Rapiscan Secure 1000 SP body scanner. The guard looked at the results on his display, which were mirrored on Blackburn’s monitor. The man had come empty-handed: car keys in his right pocket, a wallet in his rear-left, a cellular phone in the left breast of his jacket. Nothing else.

No expectations, no preparation. Blackburn could have hoped for nothing better.







3

Blackburn Enterprises

As Jack Shepherd reached the top of the escalator, the shaded glass doors at its peak parted automatically. Beyond was a short corridor, no more than eight feet wide and fifteen in length. At the far end was a massive oak door that looked like it came out of another world. Two huge wrought-iron hinges were affixed on the left side, each with ornate flourishes that extended the fixtures at least a foot into the woodwork, and on the right-hand side was an equally monumental doorknob, also of black iron and at least six inches in diameter. The whole unit looked like it had been transported out of a medieval castle. The contrast with the sleek, modern foyer behind him couldn’t have been more stark.

As Jack stepped forward, contemplating how to approach the bizarrely oversized handle, the door swung silently outwards on its vast hinges. The electronics that powered it were as well hidden as whatever camera had sensed his approach.

Stepping over the threshold, Jack’s surprise at his surroundings intensified. As the oak door swept silently closed behind him, every trace of the technological, futuristic atmosphere of a moment before was replaced by what could easily have passed for the formal study of a stately home in upper-class Victorian Britain. The walls were panelled mahogany to chest height, where they transitioned into burgundy-and-gold striped wallpaper that looked as fine – and expensive – as hand-crafted textile. The floors were covered in immaculate woven rugs that Jack assumed must be authentic Persian, and heavy pine-green curtains parted to either edge of three floor-to-ceiling windows that ran along one side of the enormous, oblong room. The opposing wall was covered in bookshelves, each chock-full of leather-bound volumes that looked as old as the history of the printed word itself.

At the far end, beneath a radically oversized oil portrait of a man Jack didn’t recognize, was an equally oversized desk. Behind it sat the man Jack could only assume he was here to see: Thomas Blackburn, CEO of Blackburn Enterprises. One of the most reclusive yet most powerful individuals in the defence-manufacturing business, and the man behind the head-hunting that had brought Jack to the Pacific Northwest.

His host was already rising, ready to greet him; but it was what stood between the two men that truly captured Jack’s attention. The long space was not filled with chairs and tables as he might have assumed, or even a conference space as a CEO’s office would warrant. Instead, the room was home to two parallel rows of waist-height brass and glass display cases. The immense space was not so much an office as a museum, full of gently illuminated treasures.

‘Welcome to Blackburn Enterprises,’ the man behind the desk said, his voice exuding a comfortable authority. He spoke with elongated vowels that suggested having spent considerable time abroad, most likely in his youth. England? Jack’s thoughts momentarily questioned.

‘I’m delighted you could make it out on such short notice,’ the man continued. ‘I do realize Seattle is not exactly next door to Boston.’

‘No problem.’ Jack’s reply was short, distracted. The surroundings had seized his focus.

Thomas Blackburn smiled and walked slowly towards him. As Jack finally forced his attention from the room to its occupant, he noticed the look of contentment on the older man’s face, as if he were satisfied at the slightly spellbound reaction of his guest.

‘I trust the flight we arranged for you was satisfactory?’

‘It was just fine,’ Jack answered. He’d flown all over the world, but usually in the gutted bellies of C-130s or personnel transports, at best in the cramped economy cattle-stalls of commercial airlines. This morning was the first time he’d ever flown first class, which had made the journey an unexpected treat. But given the opulence now surrounding him, it didn’t seem appropriate to mention the positive glee he’d felt on learning his fully reclining seat had a massage function.

The other man finally reached him and held out a hand. ‘Thomas Blackburn. I’m honoured to have you here at the company, and to welcome you to my little retreat.’ He took Jack’s hand and shook it with surprising force for a man of Blackburn’s age. The faint traces of an accent, at times almost absent, seemed slightly different now. Not English. European?

‘A pleasure.’ Jack shook back. ‘I have to admit, after the mixture of Fort Knox and Silicon Valley I had to go through to get in, this isn’t quite what I was expecting.’ He motioned to the room’s antique contents with a sway of his chin.

Blackburn laughed softly. ‘A world filled with surprises is the only kind worth inhabiting, no?’

Jack answered with a silent smile. Blackburn’s banter was friendly, informal, yet the man exuded a business-like formality that the light-hearted conversation couldn’t conceal.

‘Please, do come in. We’ll sit at my desk.’ Blackburn indicated the far side of the room and began to lead Jack through the cases.

They contained what Jack immediately realized was a remarkable trove of material. He noticed several pieces of medieval armour – if not original, then exceptionally convincing reproductions. Two illuminated manuscripts. A selection of folded, clearly centuries-old, garments. One case housed what appeared to be an ancient journal or diary in a remarkable state of preservation. It, like everything else in the collection, was meticulously presented, and it was obvious that no expense had been spared on the display.

‘I’ve never seen so many medieval artefacts in a private collection,’ Jack said as they walked, his eyes taken in by the sights.

‘I’m something of a collector, Blackburn answered, continuing in step without looking back. ‘Call it a heavily indulged hobby.’

‘Not every day I meet a man of technology interested in history. It’s usually one or the other.’

Blackburn reached his desk, itself an antique, and laid a hand upon it gently. He turned to face Jack Shepherd. ‘History as a whole doesn’t interest me, just specific portions of it.’ He let the comment linger in the air, his eyes slowly sweeping over Jack from toe to head as if performing some kind of unknown, personal scan. The silence grew, stretching out until Blackburn finally brought his eyes back to Jack’s, his face transforming into a warm smile.

‘The collection, it pleases you?’

An oddly phrased question, but Jack saw no reason to hide his answer. ‘It’s impressive. It must have taken quite something to amass all this.’

Another, briefer pause, and Blackburn motioned towards a richly upholstered chair that sat before his desk.

‘Why don’t we take a seat, Mr Shepherd? What is going to fill you with wonder this morning are not the treasures my collection already includes, but what I sincerely hope you are going to help me obtain.’
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Blackburn Enterprises

‘Is he really on the grounds?’ Angela Derby set down a photograph atop a pile of papers perched centrally on her office desk. She asked the question round the pen clutched in her teeth, and snatched it as soon as her hands were free, promptly tucking it behind an ear. Her other hand steadied the stack of papers so that it didn’t teeter and fall into the general mêlée of her desk.

The woman standing in the doorway didn’t seem to take any special notice of Angela’s organizational plight. ‘Tina, over at Mr Blackburn’s reception, said he arrived ten minutes ago.’ The woman smiled suggestively at Derby. ‘Said he’s a looker in person, too, just like on television.’

Angela caught the other woman’s deviously lifted eyebrow and shook her head. ‘There are more sides to a man than just his looks.’

‘I’ll look at as many sides as he’ll show me.’

That roused a chuckle and an exaggerated roll of the eyes. Angela’s assistant was hopelessly flirtatious. She’d fawn over a rock if she could determine it was male.

Oh, to be concerned with nothing more than the latest potential conquest. The sigh in Angela’s mind almost became vocal. She was only a few years older than Fay, almost touching thirty but not quite there yet, still very much in her prime. But she’d exchanged the carefree existence of her earlier life for a new regime of responsibility. Work. Authority. Things that just didn’t feel twenty-something, no matter how hard you tried to keep up the spirit of youth.

She shook her head, but allowed her smile to remain. Angela might be a professional woman now, constrained by her position and responsibilities, but she could still appreciate a good moment of meaningless gossip when the opportunity came along.

The pile of papers under her grip wobbled. ‘Help me with this, would you?’

Fay stepped forward and steadied the ridiculously oversized stack. As Angela started to sort pages from the top, her assistant glanced around the room and gave the same loud, demonstrative sigh she produced at least twice a week. Angela knew precisely what it was meant to say, since Fay had said it outright so many times.

Your office is a shambles. It’s hard to imagine how any work could get done in here. Your professional quarters are a tribute to the chaotic internal existence of the traditional absent-minded professor. Never mind the fact that Angela was not a professor, that she didn’t yet hold a doctorate. These petty details didn’t matter, and they only distracted from the scolding.

‘Take these downstairs,’ Angela suddenly instructed, lifting off a bundle from the top of the stack. ‘I need that photocopied for every member of the next excursion team. Can you get it to them by the end of the day?’

Angela’s assistant took the stack and eyed it. The pile of papers was over an inch thick and, as usual, contained a scattered assortment of printouts, hand-written pages torn out of a spiral-bound notebook, photographs.

‘Sure, I can manage,’ she answered. ‘Just.’ She stressed the last word, mimicking her boss’s British accent as well as the little English expression she’d taken on as her own.

‘Thanks, Fay.’ Angela tried to flatten her Cambridge vowels to as American a shape as they would permit, reciprocating Fay’s gesture. She gave a soft smile as the other woman exited the office, already humming the chorus of whatever she’d last listened to on her iPod that morning.

Angela relaxed into her chair, feeling content and satisfied as she watched the other woman walk away. These were the small trappings of authority. Her own office, her own assistant. A position in excursion hierarchies that far exceeded the pull of her CV’s credentials. She’d come far for someone so young, and revelled in the scope of the work in which she took part. Work that, she could only hope, would have made her father proud – if only he could see her today. Teams would launch to far corners of the world based on her data and suggestions. They would seek what she told them they could find. Millions of dollars would be spent on tasks she helped develop.

That was more important than a social life, right? A fair trade? Not that a person could trade what they’d never had. The closest Angela had ever come to a full-on relationship was in silent, private moments late at night, when she would let her work slip from her mind and imagine the normal life that other people led. In those moments she lived all the stereotypes: the picket-fenced house in a leafy suburb, the pets, the children, the doting husband. The kind of marital bliss her parents had had long ago, in the earliest years of her childhood, which she could only recreate in her imagination, not truly remember. Things had changed as she’d grown. Marriage had come to look different. Life had come to look different.

And that’s where her private reflections would usually end – culminating in the pessimistic memories of sickness and death and families that slowly disintegrated from the stress. And just like that, her solitary life, entirely consumed by her singular devotion to her career, didn’t look so bad.

Angela looked down at her lap. Her fingers were dancing an anxious tap-step over her black jeans. She forced them to stop, surprised by her actions.

Why do I care if he’s here? she questioned herself, and her thoughts came back to earth. She didn’t harbour the flirtatious interest in Jack Shepherd’s visit that inspired her assistant, but Angela was more than a little curious about his presence in the Seattle facility.

Shepherd’s pending arrival had been announced at a planning meeting earlier in the week. An introduction, an interview, a lunch and a tour. The standard recruitment package. Angela had found herself more and more curious as the days brought his arrival closer. Sean Blackburn’s sudden insistence on new blood and additional help had taken her by surprise. She knew he didn’t doubt her abilities – they’d had far too many successes together for that – but bringing someone new on to their project, that meant … she didn’t know what that meant, and that’s what bothered her. Angela Derby had never met the famed Shepherd, but she knew enough about him to know that if he was being brought on board, things would change.

It’s not an ‘if’, Angie, she scolded herself, employing the diminutive she almost never used, even in her own thoughts. Old Man Blackburn would greet him the same way he’d greeted her. Shepherd would be brought into the office, see the collection, and then he’d be told of possibilities no one could turn down. Real archaeologist or flash-in-the-pan sensationalist, he wasn’t going to say no.

She sat forward, her fingers again dancing on her knees. Suddenly, meeting him was what she wanted more than anything else. She glanced at her small Tsovet watch. Twenty past eleven. Lunch was part of the package, and if the routine was the same as usual, that meant he’d be treated to an executive buffet at the Peaks Grill after his meeting with Blackburn. Two buildings over – horrible coffee but a decent salad. A good lunch could become a productive lunch.

She stood, grabbed her jacket from the peg on the back of her office door, swooped up her Tory Burch handbag from a chair, and stepped forward. There was going to be a new man on her team, and she wanted to know exactly what she’d be dealing with.

Embedded in the ceiling high above, little more than a pinhead-sized dot that effectively disappeared in the spotted foam tiles lining the ceilings throughout the office complex, a high-resolution camera took in the motions in Angela Derby’s office in perfect clarity. A microphone, equally minuscule and just as well concealed, captured every sound, twenty-four hours per day, and was constantly monitored.

In a distant, windowless room, a man in blue slacks and a neatly ironed white shirt observed her exit. Derby’s office lights flicked off as she passed her hand over the electronic control and pulled the door closed behind her, the camera automatically switching into night mode and the images on his display turning a ghostly green. On a keypad at his desk, the man entered the time and the required detail into the log. 11.22: AD departs office unaccompanied. He hit ‘send’, and the line entry was immediately encoded, transferred up the wire and submitted to his supervisor, the timestamp linked to the video and audio records, should detailed examination of his log entry be desired.

He tapped the controls of another pad, and the camera view on his display switched to the corridor outside Derby’s office. The woman buttoned up her jacket as she walked, moving towards the external door.
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Lanier Heights, Washington, DC

‘Get us inside, quickly.’ A man, dressed all in black like his two companions, nodded towards the door as he whispered the command. A second, shorter man stepped up to the knob.

The trio had arrived at the house while the morning light was not yet burning. They had carefully studied the daily habits of its occupants. The father, an early riser with a work ethic that put him in the office hours before sunrise every day, was long since gone, but his wife and children had yet to rise. Just as they required. The home was silent, dark, inviting.

A slight click and ping were the only sounds that accompanied the lock to the kitchen door being forced. The house’s alarm system had already been disabled: too easily done, given the owners’ lackadaisical approach to security. They’d only had to patrol the neighbourhood a week, set up a few minuscule cameras in the garden, at just the right angles to capture the keypad as parents and children keyed in their access codes. They were all the same – not even variation among family members. Foolish.

‘We’re in.’ The shorter man stepped aside and let the taller lead the trio into the house. The third ensured the door was gently closed behind them.

‘The rooms are upstairs,’ whispered the group’s leader. They moved quickly and silently through the house. The stairway ascended from the front entrance, a broad, highly polished mahogany bannister offsetting the royal burgundy carpeting. Along the gently curving wall was a stereotypical collection of family portraits: wedding stills, travels, campaigns, births. Each was perfectly framed, a tribute in its unique way to a well-crafted and highly stylized life.

The men crested the first-floor landing and the leader surveyed the various doors before them. At the far left, a white-washed door was painted with stencilled flowers, a small wooden sign reading ‘Anna and Bella’ hanging at its middle. The central two doors were ajar, one a bathroom and the other a small office. The fourth door, to their right, was closed.

‘The girls are there,’ the leader whispered, signalling to his left. Then to one of his men: ‘You take care of that situation.’ He motioned to the other man. ‘You and I will deal with the woman.’

He gave his first counterpart a few moments to move over to the children’s door, then he and the other man stepped purposefully towards the master bedroom.

The woman heard the door open from someplace in her dreams, coming towards consciousness with the happy thought that her husband had forgotten something on his way to work, providing her the pleasant opportunity to see him once more before the long, customary day apart truly began. One more little kiss, pecked at her cheek as he grabbed his keys, or wallet, or whatever he’d left behind. A rare extra second of domestic intimacy, so precious in their all-too-public lives.

The slamming of the bedroom door startled her out of her half slumber with a shock.

Two men burst into the room, both dressed entirely in black, balaclavas pulled down over their faces. They were sturdily built, gruff, with ferocious eyes that left no doubt they weren’t here for a simple burglary. She could smell their sweat, acrid and angry, as shock convulsed her towards the headboard.

‘Don’t move, don’t make a sound, or your girls die.’ The first man into the room spoke firmly as he raised a black gun and aimed it directly at her.

She was frozen in place, her hands in knots round the beige bed sheet, pulling it to her chest. All she could hear was the thumping of her heart, the man’s threat, the names of her daughters echoing silently in her mind. Not the girls …

The second man removed a small tote, unzipped it and extracted a handheld video camera, sliding his gloved fingers through the strap and fidgeting with the controls. His partner stood stoically, his gun unwavering.

‘Please, don’t hurt my –’

‘Not a sound,’ the gunman demanded, keeping his voice low but severe. He took a step closer, pointing the barrel of his pistol squarely at the woman’s eyes. Her chest was heaving, a counter to his rock-steady gaze.

A moment later, the second man looked up. ‘It’s recording.’

The woman shot a terrified glance over at him. A small red light now blinked at the front of the camcorder, pointed at her on the bed. Its operator kept his gaze on the flip-out viewfinder.

‘Tell me your name.’ The first man made the demand clearly, his voice unnervingly calm.

The woman couldn’t speak. Terror clenched her throat, an acid tinge of fear-induced adrenaline burned her tongue.

‘Your name, bitch!’ The man took another step forward, bringing the gun closer to her face.

In the blur of her fear she could see the weapon better now. The barrel started off square, but ended in a cylinder. A suppressor. The woman’s fear escalated beyond her ability to control it, her whole body starting to shake.

‘I won’t ask you again,’ the man demanded. ‘Tell me your name, or your girls –’

‘B-Beth,’ she sputtered out, before he could threaten her girls a second time. ‘M-my name is Beth.’

‘And your children’s names?’

Beth shook down her fear, but the names of her precious children came out only at a whisper. ‘Anna. Anna and Bella.’ She looked imploringly at him. Please, leave my girls alone.

The man with the gun glanced across at his partner. ‘That good enough? It picked up the sound?’

‘Got it,’ the other man answered. ‘Quiet, but clear.’

‘Then we have what we need.’

The first man turned his attention back to Beth, who was shaking in her bed, tears streaming down her face. She looked up at his eyes: angry, cold, resolute.

Resolute.

Suddenly, Beth knew there was only one way this encounter was going to end.

‘Please,’ she said, pulling herself upright, a new strength in her voice, the inevitable now understood. ‘Whatever you do to me, please don’t hurt my girls.’

‘That’s not up to me,’ the man answered. He started, as if he might say more, but seemed to realize there was no point.

Beth couldn’t see his finger pull back on the trigger, but noticed his eyes tighten slightly. She took a breath, watched as the pinhole of black at the end of the barrel turned to a blinding, radiant sun.

Don’t hurt my precious girls, became a single, clear thought as the whole room went a glaring, phosphorous white.

And then there were no thoughts at all.
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Blackburn Enterprises, Seattle

Behind the desk, in a seat that over the years had become one of tremendous power, Thomas Blackburn became another man. The pleasantries of a moment before vanished into an air of business-like professionalism.

‘You’re here on interview for a rather specialist project,’ Blackburn began, tugging open Jack’s dossier on his desk.

‘I know very little about it,’ Shepherd answered honestly. ‘I’m here more out of curiosity than any concrete knowledge of what you want me for. Your recruiters were … cagey.’

‘We enjoy our secrets. To this point, it’s been more important that we know about you.’ Blackburn delivered the strangely evasive answer and let his iron gaze linger a long time on Jack’s blue eyes. Eventually, just as the locked stare began to grow uncomfortable, he broke it and turned his attention to the files.

‘Captain Jack Johnson Shepherd, US Marine Corps. Three tours of active duty, two in Iraq, one in Afghanistan. Had the unusual role of serving as translator and cultural liaison within the unit you commanded, based on your fluency in Arabic and Kurdish –’

‘As well as French and German,’ Jack interrupted. Blackburn neither looked up, nor seemed to notice the insertion, but Jack bore a certain pride in his linguistic abilities. He’d always considered them among the most useful gifts he’d inherited from his mother.

‘Multiple commendations, including a Purple Heart for injuries received near Behsud, Afghanistan, taking hostile fire during a village sweep as part of a peacekeeping sortie. A leg injury that required three months’ treatment, and a shrapnel wound within an inch of your left eye.’

‘It was nothing,’ Jack answered, immediately falling into the standard response he gave when questioned about his battle injuries. ‘Others suffered a lot more than I did.’ The second part, at least, were words he truly meant.

‘Yet it marked you for life.’ Blackburn lowered his sheet of paper slightly, inclining his head towards Jack’s face, in that single motion drawing attention to what everyone else Jack met did all in their power to pretend they didn’t see. The small crescent of a scar ran from just above the edge of his left eyebrow, down towards his temple. All these years later, the skin remained a soft, shiny pink, shaping the wrinkles around it when he smiled.

It had been so long since anyone had asked him about it, the more socially polite thing to do apparently being to pretend they didn’t see it at all, that Jack for a moment couldn’t think how to reply. Taking the moment for himself, Blackburn returned his eyes to his dossier and continued.

‘Remained on active duty, despite the injuries, earning multiple further commendations. Promoted to O-3 classification just over four years ago, gaining the rank of captain and well positioned to make major in record time. Yet you elected to retire from the Corps only two months later, for reasons listed in the paperwork simply as “personal”.’

Jack adjusted his position in the chair, sitting a little taller, his posture more commanding. It was an uncomfortable thing to have his career narrated to him in this manner, particularly as he still did not know the nature of the interview, or of Blackburn Enterprises’s interest in him.

‘Honourably discharged four years ago,’ Blackburn continued. ‘A bright and promising military career over, without explanation.’

He looked up again, allowing his eyes to settle on Jack. From his silence, it was clear he was waiting for the explanation the files didn’t contain to come from the man himself. There was a touch of impatience to his expression.

‘Let’s just say I’d seen enough,’ Shepherd finally replied, more defensively than he’d intended. ‘Spending time in two shattered cultures, all their legends and histories in tatters, with my own country’s great ideals becoming less and less infallible, I’d seen plenty. I served honourably and I served with pride. No hard feelings, but enough myths had been shattered.’ It was not the whole truth, but it was true enough for the moment.

Thomas Blackburn’s eyes softened, the wrinkled skin round his eyes relaxing. It was as if a nagging suspicion had been momentarily relieved.

‘That, we might say, is when your life became interesting.’

Blackburn again allowed his stare to linger far longer than social norms would allow, drawing out the tension. Jack recognized the control technique and made a mental note. The man has power, and he knows how to wield it to his advantage. He forced himself to stare back – back into the green eyes of a man who sat comfortably with his authority. Blackburn’s skin was creased with age, liver spots occasionally marking his features, but everything about him was immaculately cared for. His skin looked as if it had never gone a day without half Jack’s monthly wages in creams sustaining it; his grey hair was perfectly coifed, every strand militantly bound into order with the others. He breathed long, deliberate breaths, and his hands lay entirely relaxed on the arms of his chair, only moving when he brought a well-manicured finger up to flip a page.

‘On leaving the military, you took up studies under the post-9/11 GI Bill, earning a two-year master’s degree in, of all things, cultural anthropology.’

‘Seemed the right thing to do at the time,’ Jack offered almost flippantly, before the other man could ask the question. He wanted to know where all this was going before he spent any energy explaining himself.

‘And that’s what set you up for your big claim to fame.’ The dismissiveness was back in Blackburn’s tone.

Jack had grown used to people dwelling on the sudden success he’d had two years ago, so the tendency to evasively shrug it off – ‘fame’ being something with which he was intrinsically uncomfortable – had long since passed. What roused his curiosity at that moment was that the CEO of one of the nation’s largest defence contractors seemed more interested in his anthropological work than his military record.

‘My success was more of an accident than an accomplishment. A bit of luck that attracted interest, given the subject matter.’

‘Now, now, Captain, we both know it was more than that. Immediately following your postgraduate studies, you took your new anthropological interests out for a spin. A research grant right out of the gate, and directly into the realm of controversy. A year after Dan Brown is wowing readers with theories of Freemasonry embedded into British heraldry, you’re in the field trying to prove such theories wrong.’

‘Not trying,’ Jack interrupted. His success was no secret.

Blackburn smiled wryly. ‘Quite. No more than three months into your work you successfully refuted what had become one of the most prominent legends in the public consciousness.’ He leaned back in his chair. ‘Debunking the myth of a Masonic connection to Rosslyn Chapel doesn’t happen merely by “accident”. You were critical, engaged.’

Rosslyn Chapel in Scotland. Since modern-day Hollywood had re-stoked the public interest in Masonic conspiracy theories, it had become a hotspot of interest well beyond the confined ranks of scholars and specialists. It had been a perfect target for Jack’s new interests; and as he had shown, its hype had amounted to little more than a very old, very elaborate hoax.

Jack sat slightly forward. ‘I had time, and energy, and happened to be the one to unearth the genealogical record of the chapel’s founders that laid waste to a tired conspiracy theory.’ He’d only been starting out in his new field, but it had been a discovery that ignited media interest, and it had transformed Jack from an unknown to a voice whose thoughts on the subject seemed to be of interest to everyone.

Blackburn listened to Jack’s answer in silence, then folded his hands across the well-ironed creases that ran down his lap. ‘I have one more question for you. Just one more, and then we can get down to business.’

Jack restrained the urge to release the ‘at last’ that leapt into his mind.

‘The world is full of experts,’ Blackburn offered. His gaze was now direct, intent and surprisingly stern. ‘Next to most of them, your credentials don’t amount to much. You’re a military man; this cultural stuff is a hobby, though obviously one you’ve pushed. Still, there are hundreds out there with far more qualifications than you – yet it’s you at the forefront.’ He stopped, letting his words linger.

‘And?’ Jack eventually asked. ‘What’s your question?’

‘My question is why?’ Blackburn almost snapped.

Finally, a portion of this interview-come-interrogation that wasn’t just a survey of his past. The question actually made Jack think. He glanced at a small tapestry decorating a portion of wall to the side of Blackburn’s desk. The legend of King Arthur, epitomized in a fading cloth rendition of the Round Table. A legend that, over the centuries, had evoked great hope but also profound delusion.

‘I am not objective,’ Jack finally answered. ‘Academics are objective, weighing everything in the balance. That’s their prerogative, but not mine. I have an agenda. I think these legends are harmful. I don’t doubt, I disbelieve, and I’m able to justify that disbelief with proof, more often than not.’

Thomas Blackburn leaned forward, nodding. He appeared to approve of the answer, despite an air of dislike that Jack noted the man didn’t strive hard to conceal.

‘It is that, above all else, that has caused us to seek you out.’

‘I don’t know what my current work could possibly have to do with Blackburn Enterprises,’ Jack confessed. ‘There’s nothing remotely connected to defence activity in my CV since leaving the military.’

‘Look around you, Captain Shepherd. There is more to me than just our company’s official activities.’

Jack glanced back at the museum that was Thomas Blackburn’s office, an ancient breastplate from a suit of armour glistening in the carefully arranged lamplight. He turned back to the man. The gears in his mind were finally starting to turn. ‘You’ve called me in to consult on your … hobby?’

Thomas Blackburn smiled, the wrinkles on his face spidering out from his eyes and lips. ‘From one hobbyist to another,’ he chortled to himself, ‘there’s something satisfying in that. But no, Jack, I’ve not called
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