
  
    [image: Stone Of Fire]
  


  
    
      STONE OF FIRE

      AN ARKANE THRILLER BOOK 1

    

    
      
        J. F. PENN

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Curl Up Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Breaking news

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Breaking news

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

    

    
      
        Enjoyed Stone of Fire?

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        More Books by J.F.Penn

      

      
        About J.F.Penn

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Varanasi, India. May 1.

      Rain soaked the ashes of the dead into the winding Varanasi streets as rivers of mud ran down to the holy river Ganges. Beggars shivered on the steps leading down to Manikarnika, the main burning ghat, where pyres blazed continually day and night, even as the storm raged. Bodies smoldered on stacks of firewood as the sacred flames consumed the corpses, releasing them from the suffering of repeated death and rebirth.

      Sister Aruna Maria hurried down an alleyway behind the spice markets, forcing her old feet to move faster, stumbling a little as she pushed off the walls that loomed above.

      She glanced behind. Those following were close. She must find somewhere to hide.

      An hour ago, three men had entered the little church tucked away inside the holy Hindu city and spoken to the caretaker of the convent. They’d asked about an ancient stone, and as Aruna Maria peeked around a pillar, she’d seen money change hands.

      She’d run, not even pausing for her Bible, and headed for the anonymity of the streets. But the sadhus barely tolerated Christians, and beggars would point her direction for just a few rupees.

      The men would be on her trail soon enough.

      Aruna Maria pushed herself faster into the labyrinth of narrow streets. She could not fathom how they had found her after so many years, but it was time to hide the stone once more. She was a Keeper, one in a long line stretching back over two millennia, each prepared for the day when evil would come for what they protected.

      Now, it seemed, they had found her.

      Beneath the sound of the rain, she heard running feet closing fast. Aruna Maria clutched her soaked habit in one gnarled hand as she desperately searched for sanctuary, for some dark corner to hide in. She had run through these streets since her childhood. Surely she could outpace this evil now.

      A tall figure stepped out before her, dressed all in black, emerging as a wraith from the shadows.

      One of the men from the church.

      She gasped and turned to flee in the opposite direction, but another man approached from behind. The streets, so busy in the day, were now empty, the shutters closed, with no witnesses to her fate.

      “Calm down, sister. I just want to talk to you.”

      Aruna Maria could tell the man was American by his accent. Although his words promised safety, she could see his eyes in the dim light. They shone with fanaticism, a hunger for something she and few others possessed in the world.

      He reached toward her. “I know you have an Apostle’s stone. Give it to me and I’ll let you go.”

      She stood her ground, heart pounding. “Don’t touch me. I’m set apart for God — and I don’t know of this stone you seek.”

      “Oh, but you do, sister.”

      Muscular arms pinned her from behind, holding Aruna Maria still while the American advanced. As fear tightened around her heart, she prayed aloud with ancient words handed down by the Keepers.

      High above her head, storm clouds gathered, forming a tight vortex in shades of midnight. She felt an upwelling in her spirit as her words ran together, strange tongues transforming her voice as she called to God in the language of the angels.

      The American gripped her throat, forcing her head back and silencing her prayers. With the other hand, he found the thin cord in the folds of her habit and lifted the stone out and over her head.

      As rain lashed down, the American gazed at the stone in his palm, its roughly carved whorls set in a deeper grey.

      “This is what I’ve been searching for, sister. Now tell me what it can do.” He released his grip on her throat.

      Aruna Maria looked up into the approaching storm and prayed once more, her words stronger now. God would hear her as he had heard the cries of the faithful since the days of Abraham.

      Thunder rolled across the sky, and lightning crashed. Fire lit up the heavens above and flashed down to earth as if to strike the heathen.

      The American slapped her face.

      Her head snapped sideways and the stinging blow made Aruna Maria reel and spin — but she held her ground.

      “Tell me how to use it,” he demanded. “I must know.”

      She heard the threat in his voice, and a deep calm washed over her. Was this how the blessed martyrs felt when they faced death?

      “The power of the stones was sent by God at Pentecost and forged in the blood of martyrs in the first century. The power will surge once more if the stones of the Apostles are gathered together. But they are lost to time and history. The Keepers were scattered and none of us know of the others. You will never find what you seek.”

      The American roared, his rage echoed by the violence of the storm.

      He threw Aruna Maria down into the mud of the alleyway and kicked her old body again and again, his boots crushing the breath from her.

      Aruna Maria looked up into the heart of the storm and, as she sank into blackness, she saw a pillar of fire coming down from heaven.
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        * * *

      

      When she came to, Aruna Maria couldn’t move, she couldn’t see.

      She tried to scream, but her throat was blocked, her body paralyzed.

      She could barely breathe, but a small amount of air seeped through the bindings that wrapped her, just keeping her alive. Panic overwhelmed her as she gasped for breath on the edge of consciousness.

      The American had taken the stone. She had failed in her sacred duty. Perhaps she deserved whatever fate was coming, for God had surely turned His face away that day.

      She lay flat on her back, carried on a stretcher, and the sound of chanting filled the air. Aruna Maria inhaled sharply as she realized what it was.

      The death chant of Shiva.

      It was customary to burn the dead as soon as possible after death and the American would cover his tracks by getting rid of her body. He must have paid for a quick burning amongst the many genuine dead on Manikarnika ghat.

      Aruna Maria struggled against her bonds. The ghats were so close. She would soon be on a pyre, burning alive — watched by the tourists who came to gawp at the spectacle every night from boats on the Ganges.

      This place existed for death. Not just the funeral pyres, but also the bodies in the river, weighed down by stones. The corpses often surfaced on the east bank of the river, rotting in the sun, eaten by carrion birds. The tourists were unaware of the bodies swaying in the current below their boats — and they were unaware of the living flesh about to be burned alive before them.

      Aruna Maria’s heart pounded as she smelled the pungent smoke of the fires and the heavy scent of marigolds that draped the corpses to hide the stench of death. She felt the shock of cold water as the Dalit — once known as the Untouchable caste — dipped her stretcher into the sacred river. As they laid her on the pyre, Aruna Maria prayed desperately — but there was no answer from on high.

      The fire crackled to life.

      Flames licked her skin through the wrappings.

      Her prayers turned to screams as her throat burned through, silencing her before she died.
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        * * *

      

      The American stood by the pyre, gazing into the flames as the body of the nun crisped and charred. His fingers rose to touch the stone around his neck, then he turned and faded into the alleyways of night. He would find the other stones — at any price.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BREAKING NEWS

          

        

      

    

    
      Extract from The Times of India, May 2.

      A violent storm rocked Varanasi last night, with lightning igniting fires across the city even in heavy rain. Witnesses saw balls of lightning, forked flame, and a pillar of fire above Manikarnika ghat on the banks of the Ganges. Scientists cannot explain how the fires burned so fiercely in monsoon conditions.

      “It was as if a djinn whirled in our midst,” said Rajiv Gupta, a local tradesman.

      Miracles were reported at the time of the pillar of fire. Beggars living on the edges of the ghat claim to be healed of various diseases and one man allegedly regained his sight after twenty years of blindness. Hindu priests and the police are investigating the claims, reportedly attributing them to mass hysteria associated with the violent storm.
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      Oxford, England. May 18

      Morgan Sierra sat at her desk, finishing notes on her cases for the day. She glanced up at the clock.

      She would wait another ten minutes for the American academic. He was late, but the University of Oxford looked favorably on those who brought in their own research grants — and she needed all the help she could get. Morgan pushed her chair back and rolled her shoulders, stretching as she crossed the office to the small kitchen. She refilled her coffee cup, the bitter black her only real addiction.

      Her fledgling practice was slowly gaining clients as her expertise at the intersection of religion and psychology became more widely known, but the university still frowned on her specialty. She sometimes wondered what she was trying to prove to herself, let alone others.

      Morgan loved working in the ancient city, but the age and status of the university came with drawbacks. It trapped scholars — and all who worshipped at their feet — into well-worn thought patterns with no room for change or progress.

      She considered the doors in the Bodleian Library, the venerable institution just around the corner from her office. The names of each School were written above the wooden portals, inscribed in an ancient hand, gold-leafed and stamped into thick oak, banded with copper. Divinity and Scientia were two separate doors, and Morgan sat between them, neither entirely open to her field of research.

      Psychology sat within the Faculty of Science, concerned with measurement, the scientific method, and statistical instruments. The Faculty of Theology sat within Divinity, among the monks of Blackfriars, the nuns of the Assumption Convent at Headington, and the Quakers of St Giles.

      The Theology curriculum included study of Israel before the exile to Babylon, and St John’s Gospel in Greek, while students still debated the Trinity with arguments used by Origen and Augustine, unchanged since the fourth century.

      Morgan was an anomaly between the two faculties. Her interest lay in the unexplained between science and faith — that which fell through the gap. Perhaps it was inevitable that her upbringing in Israel had eventually brought her to this place, forever torn between religions, between faith and science, history and the future.

      She looked down at the picture of her father on the desk, his smiling eyes captured in the silver frame, and traced his image with a fingertip. He would have been proud of what she had achieved, although he was taken too soon to see it. On the days Morgan felt inadequate, an impostor in this eminent “city of dreaming spires,” she remembered he had always believed in her. She carried on for another day in his memory.

      Her father’s library and study of Kabbalah first inspired Morgan’s interest in the psychology of religion, but it had taken years to find her own direction. She joined the Israel Defense Forces, required for all young people, but she stayed on after the mandatory period when they funded her training as a psychologist. She focused on how fundamentalism affected behavior on both sides of the ideological fence, and how the history of the great religions still resonated in the modern world. Evil and violence could be found on all sides and virtue wasn’t owned by anyone’s god.

      Morgan sighed and sat back down, leaning forward to complete her notes as the clock ticked toward ten. The strains of a folk band wafted through her open window from the Turf Tavern just around the corner, the sound of chinking glasses and the hubbub of students a welcome backdrop to her solitary life.

      A sharp knock on the door made her jump.

      Finally, the academic was here. She could only hope he had an offer worth waiting for.

      Morgan walked to the outer office and opened the door.

      A man stood outside, clean shaven, dark circles under his eyes emphasized by the shadows of a nearby street lamp. His midnight-blue pinstriped suit was expensive but understated, and he carried a large manila envelope.

      “Dr Morgan Sierra?” he asked in an American drawl with hints of the languid South.

      “Yes, and you must be Dr Everett?”

      He shook his head. “Dr Everett is indisposed. I’m his research assistant, Matthew Fry. I’m so sorry to call this late, but he asked me to come and discuss his proposal. Would you have ten minutes now?”

      Fry didn’t look like a research assistant, but Morgan knew she didn’t look much like the stereotype of an Oxford professor either. With her long dark curls roughly tied back from an angular face, and keen blue eyes with a curious slash of violet in the right, she favored a wardrobe more suited to desert hiking than university meetings.

      “Of course, come in.” Morgan stepped aside and waved Fry into her spacious office, walled with bookcases.

      The books were an eclectic mix of ancient tomes with broken, unrecognizable spines and modern texts, spilling from the shelves to piles on the floor. There was a small reading nook with a cushioned seat surrounded by towering shelves. A skylight high above provided a view of the night sky. A print of a mandala hung on one wall, a circle in a square in hues of turquoise and garnet, one of psychologist Carl Jung’s pieces from The Red Book, a private work of religious and occult symbolism recently revealed to the public after years of secret storage. Jung specialized in the psychology of religion and Morgan referenced his work frequently in her own.

      Fry opened the manila envelope and spread a series of photos out on her desk. “Thank you for seeing me so late. Dr Everett would like you to work with us on an urgent research project. You’re uniquely qualified and we’re sure you’ll find it challenging — and financially rewarding. We’re looking for stones like these.”

      Morgan walked around the desk and shuffled through the photos. One image caught her eye: a roughly carved stone on a leather cord. She wore a similar one round her neck, hidden under her fitted shirt, a gift from her father not long before he died. It couldn’t be a coincidence.

      “Why is Dr Everett so interested in these?”

      Fry shuffled the images and selected a map of the ancient world dotted with red markers. “Our research shows there are twelve stones spread around the world, precious artifacts from the early Church.”

      He looked up at Morgan and met her gaze. “We know you have one, and since you’re an expert in religious history and psychology, we’d like to employ you to find the rest. We have three stones already, and we need the others as fast as possible.”

      Morgan shook her head. “Mine has great sentimental value, but that’s about it. If it really were some important artifact, it would be in a museum, not with me.”

      Fry took a step around the desk toward her. “If you won’t work with us, we’ll buy it. Name your price.” He took another step, his face stony. “We know your sister has one, too. The offer includes her stone. We need them both.”

      Glass smashed in the outer office — the sound of a window breaking.

      “Get down,” Fry hissed. He flicked back his suit jacket and pulled a gun from a holster under his arm.

      Morgan instinctively ducked down behind her desk, her heart hammering as the thud of two sets of footsteps crunched over broken glass.

      The lights went out.

      A dim glow filtered through the skylight above, illuminating Fry crouched low to the floor, the gun a flash of silver in his hand. He had clearly come prepared for a fight — but with who?

      Morgan cursed under her breath. Back in Israel, her military training kept her alert and ready at all times, but she had lost her edge in this protected pocket of academia. She breathed deeply, trying to slow her heartbeat as memories flooded back.

      Israel, under fire in the Golan Heights, her husband Elian by her side, joyous in the adrenalin of battle as he led his team to the front lines. They had both loved defending their country together. But when Elian was killed in a hail of bullets, Morgan left the military behind, the memories too much to bear. Three years had passed since she left the Israeli forces, but her survival skills were still deeply embedded. She could call on them now.

      Morgan peered around the edge of the desk. Fry had swiveled the wingback chair to provide cover as he prepared for attack.

      But he couldn’t hold them off on his own.

      This was her terrain. Her responsibility.

      Morgan felt around the base of her desk for the compartment fashioned in the wood, a secret place for her gun when she’d dared hope that she would never have to use it again. There were passports too, and wads of cash, just in case. Perhaps she had always known this life was temporary.

      The hidden compartment clicked open to reveal her Barak SP-21 pistol. With one breath, it was back in her hand, the familiar weight giving her confidence against the invaders.

      Morgan knelt at the edge of the desk, ready to act.

      A voice spoke in the darkness with a thick Eastern European accent. “We just want the Apostle’s stone. Give it to us and there will be no problems. Dr Sierra, you have a nice, quiet life here. It would be a pity to upset it. All we want is the stone. Toss it toward the door and we’ll leave.”

      Morgan heard both the threat and the promise in his voice. He clearly wasn’t with Fry, so who were this other group? She didn’t understand why the stone was suddenly so important, but hers alone would not be enough. Her twin sister Faye had one too, and whoever survived this encounter would go after her next.

      Fry shuffled into a better position, preparing to fire at the door. “Backup is coming. I’m warning you to leave now.”

      “Then we’ll be quick,” the man growled. “You have five seconds to throw the stone out or we’re coming in. One…”

      Fry turned to Morgan. “You have to get out. Take the stone away from here.”

      “Two…”

      Morgan held her pistol out in front of her with both hands, her eyes on the door as the thumping music from the nearby Turf Pub throbbed with her pulse. “You must know my history, Fry. I can protect myself and, besides, there’s no other way out. We have to go through them.”

      Morgan dashed to the other side of the room, keeping low and out of direct sight of the door, opposite to where Fry crouched behind the chair.

      “Three…”

      “Don’t worry. I’ve done this before.” Morgan’s dark smile flashed in the pale light, her lithe body moving with a fluid grace, transformed by the weapon in her hand. No longer an academic, but a soldier once more.

      “Four…”

      The door burst open.

      A rattle of gunfire. Two men in camouflage gear rushed into the room.

      Morgan fired and moved position, back behind her desk.

      Fry squeezed off two shots, killing one man before being blown back against the oak-paneled wall by the other.

      Smoke filled the room.

      The smell of sweat and blood took Morgan back to the close-quartered battlefields of Israel’s borders. Now it was just her and one attacker remaining.

      As her vision narrowed, she reveled in the heightened sensation. It had been too long since she surrendered to the rush. Even now, Morgan resisted the pull of the dark thrill — but this wasn’t a fight she could run from.

      She peeked around the corner of the desk. The attacker hid behind the bookshelf protruding from the wall in her reading alcove. The little nook was a haven of learning, now polluted by the cold intent of a killer.

      His voice came from the shadows. “It’s just you and me now. Toss the stone over and I’ll leave. Otherwise, I promise you a slow and painful death before I take it anyway — and then I’ll visit your sister.”

      His threatening words brought back memories long buried of torture in a faraway prison. But Morgan didn’t break then. This man would not break her now.

      The bookcase was a thin veneer, and she knew where each book sat. She could visualize their covers and which ones were tall and short on the shelves. There was a tiny gap where a shot could pass clean through — but once she stood to take it, she would be a clear target.

      In one movement, Morgan stood and fired through the bookcase.

      The first shot caught the man’s ear and knocked him off guard. The framed mandala print smashed down behind him, splintering glass on the floor.

      He returned fire, but Morgan moved again, ducking and rolling across the carpet to a better position.

      She fired again.

      The second shot found its mark in the man’s forehead, and he crashed to the floor.

      Morgan stood and walked over to the fallen body of her assailant, her heart pounding with the adrenalin of battle. She flicked on the lights, holding her gun on him, just in case. Blood spattered her books and the mandala print. Brain matter dripped down the bookcase onto the carpet.

      The man was definitely dead.

      She dropped to one knee and frisked his body for identification.

      Nothing, except a tattoo on his left forearm, a stylized horse’s head, mouth open with frenzied braying. It was ashen, as if the man’s skin had been leached of pigment to make it a paler shade. Morgan took a picture with her phone. Tattoos had a way of betraying the allegiances of their owners and it was all she had to go on for now. The body of the other assailant offered no further clues.

      She turned to Fry, his body resting against the wall behind the chair. Morgan closed his eyes out of respect, but she hardly knew the man. She didn’t know who this Everett could be either, but clearly there was another group who wanted the stones that she and others held.

      There were three bodies in her office, but she couldn’t wait for the police. She had to get to Faye. Morgan would protect her sister and her family, and they would run and hide — or fight — if they needed to.

      Her quiet academic life was over for now.

      She dialed her sister, getting an engaged tone on the landline and no answer on the mobile. “Damn it, Faye, pick up.”

      Morgan grabbed the rest of her gear from the compartment under the desk, along with more ammunition, and left the building. The music still pumped from the Turf Pub as she emerged onto Holywell Street.

      A black van screeched to a halt beside her.

      Three men leapt out and pulled her inside, slamming Morgan to the floor and driving off at speed.
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      Three men held Morgan down, her face pressed hard against the gritty floor of the van. She didn’t struggle. There was no use. Better to lie still, listen, and wait for an opportunity.

      Her gun was still in her pocket and dug into her thigh. It would only take a second to draw it. She tensed, waiting for the ease of pressure that would surely come. They hadn’t killed her, so they couldn’t be the same group as the men from her office. Maybe they were Fry’s backup team? What the hell was going on?

      The van came to a stop, and the pressure lessened.

      “Morgan, I’m Jake Timber — a friend.” His voice was quiet but authoritative, with a faint South African accent in his deep tone. “Sorry for the rather brusque introduction, but we had to get you off the street. We need to talk. I’m going to let you up now.”

      As the men relaxed their hold, Morgan curled and sprang up to a kneeling position, gun in hand pointing straight into the face of the man calling himself Jake.

      He was dark-haired with a rash of stubble; his amber-brown eyes showed little emotion but his mouth smiled in welcome. Her gun was inches from his nose, but he didn’t flinch. A faint scar twisted up, like a mini corkscrew, from his left eyebrow to his hairline. His men hovered just behind her, but he wouldn’t have a chance if they tried anything.

      Jake held his hands up in surrender. “We need to talk about your stone — and your sister’s. Give me ten minutes and then you can leave if you want. We’ll send a clean-up crew for the bodies in your office as a peace offering.”

      Morgan stayed silent, but his words piqued her interest.

      He continued, “I’m going to show you something, so you know I’m telling the truth. Can I open my collar?”

      She nodded, the weapon unwavering in her hands.

      Keeping one hand raised, Jake slowly peeled back the collar of his shirt, revealing a tan leather string. He pulled it up to reveal a stone — not exactly the same as hers, but similar enough.

      Fry had not finished his explanation of the stones, let alone why her family was involved, and Morgan needed to know more.

      She lowered the gun. “Okay, let’s talk, but I want my sister protected, and I want answers now.”

      Jake nodded. “You’ll have them soon. Let’s go.”

      After a short drive, Jake opened the van door at a trade entrance at the back of a vast stone building. “It’s the Pitt Rivers, next to the Museum of Natural History. Come, I’ll explain everything.”

      Morgan clambered out after him and Jake led the way through the main gallery of the museum, founded in the nineteenth century for the collection of explorer General Pitt Rivers. She had visited the museum by day and found it curious but unthreatening, but in the semi-darkness, the place was alive with menace.

      Ritual objects crowded the museum, collected from tribes back in the days of marauding Empire. The deities of different cultures were stuffed into tiny rooms, separated only by the glass of the cabinets, and Morgan could almost imagine them stepping down from their cases in the dark of night to wage war upon each other. The Indian goddess Kali, skulls dripping from her neck and blue skin gleaming, wielded a sword at the head of a tribal god from Benin, as Incan priest icons menaced the Native American totems.

      The agony of a Christian martyr twisted toward his God, desperate for release, next to a case of ceremonial knives for stripping the flesh from human sacrifices. A macabre toy cabinet, full of stuffed creatures with beady eyes that seemed to follow the group as they passed. The ghosts of dead children hung in their wake, puppets on tall sticks with broken limbs like dead trees.

      Jake led Morgan to the back of the main exhibition hall and down a flight of stairs into the crypt. “Officially, Augustus Pitt Rivers was an eccentric explorer who roamed the British empire, collecting artifacts from now-lost civilizations. But he also worked for a secret government agency on behalf of Queen Victoria. Many of the artifacts you see in the museum are fakes. The genuine items are down here, some a source of ancient power under investigation. Perhaps you know the public face of the agency as the ARKANE Institute?”

      Morgan couldn’t contain her surprise, her eyes widening at the name. “I’ve been to some ARKANE conferences. But I thought it was just an academic collective for research and publication.”

      Jake smiled as they reached a large wooden door at the end of the hall. “That’s just the official version. Welcome to the other side of ARKANE.”

      A small balcony overlooked five levels below, with large glass windows opening to the light well. Each level had workstations with different artifacts spotlighted upon them, and equipment for dating and analysis. It was empty now, but during the day it was clearly a lab working to fathom ancient secrets.

      “I knew there were levels below Oxford,” Morgan said. “I’ve been in the stacks under the Bodleian Library. But how have you kept this all secret?”

      Jake raked his hands through his dark hair, exhaustion clear in his eyes.

      “There are chambers under Oxford carved out by medieval monks where they taught secrets banned by the university. Occult knowledge needs its protectors and ARKANE is just one in a long line. Few know these secrets, but now you must learn some of them.” Jake pointed at the stone. “That puts you and your family in danger.”

      Morgan touched the worn leather around her neck. “If those men are coming for the stones, you must protect my sister. We each have one.”

      Jake nodded. “Of course. A team is on
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