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			The author is a doctor of dentistry with three master’s degrees and two bachelor’s degrees in science, one of which is from the UC Berkeley College of Chemistry. She is both a Noyce Scholar in Mathematics and a descendant of the American slave trade. She came from a middle-class family of all girls, born in Montgomery, Alabama, during the Civil Rights Movement but was raised in the quiet, predominantly White town of Hayward, California. As a scientist who has visited every continent except Australia and the poles (she believes), she is very curious and educated.
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			Characters

			
					Lisa Hartman: A 35-year-old medical examiner and part-time consultant.

					Iris Lynne: A successful and influential corporate lawyer with an MBA.

					Detective Maria Sanchez: A determined and skilled detective with a background in criminology, specializing in mob violence, with broad knowledge of weaponry. A crack shot.

					Frederick von Habsburg: A wealthy businessman whose estate has been infiltrated by the Brotherhood. He hired Iris Lynne without revealing the true dangers she faced.

					Ethan Moore: Iris Lynne’s romantic interest, who is aware of her fears of being stalked.

					Natasha: Iris Lynne’s competent and observant legal secretary.

					Captain Reynolds: Maria’s supervisor, a seasoned officer with extensive experience in high-profile cases.

					Detective Jackson: Maria’s partner, a loyal and resourceful detective.

					Father Ignatius: An elderly monk at the Priory of Herodotus, deeply involved in the Brotherhood’s activities.

					Brother Lucas: A younger monk at the Priory of Herodotus, torn between his loyalty to the Brotherhood and his conscience.

					Dr. Elise von Habsburg: A renowned archaeologist and museum curator, and Frederick’s cousin. She specializes in ancient artifacts and knows how to neutralize their supernatural powers.

			

			Setting

			
					A small estate on three acres in Southern California.

					The Priory of Herodotus in Austria.

			

			

			Chapter 1
Disappearance

			Dr. Lisa Hartman sat in a first-class seat, staring out the airplane window as the sun dipped below the horizon. Shadows stretched across the landscape, casting an ominous glow on the clouds. She was leaving the comfort of her full-time job as a medical examiner in her county’s coroner unit, and her part-time consultant position, to investigate the chilling disappearance of her sister, Iris Lynne—a successful corporate lawyer in Southern California.

			Iris Lynne had been unreachable for two weeks, but Lisa only took action when Southern California law enforcement called, asking for information about her sister’s whereabouts. With none to offer, Lisa booked the first flight out, her mind filled with dread.

			

			Chapter 2
Detective Maria Sanchez

			Detective Maria Sanchez walked into the precinct, her strides confident and purposeful. She had a reputation for being one of the best detectives in the department. With a criminology degree and a specialization in mob violence, Maria had taken down some of the most dangerous criminals in the city. Her knowledge of weaponry was extensive, and she was known as a crack shot at the shooting range.

			“Morning, Sanchez,” her partner, Detective Jackson, greeted her as she entered the squad room.

			“Morning, Jackson,” Maria replied, setting her coffee on her desk. “Anything new on the Lynn case?”

			Jackson shook his head. “Not much. Just some follow-up interviews and a lot of dead ends. You’re picking up the sister today, right?”

			“Yeah—Dr. Lisa Hartman,” Maria confirmed. “She’s flying in from the East Coast. We’re hoping she can give us some insights.”

			Jackson glanced at Maria’s desk, cluttered with case files. “You think it’s connected to your mob cases?”

			Maria frowned, considering. “It’s possible. There are similarities in the M.O., but nothing concrete yet. We need more information.”

			Maria’s phone buzzed with a text from her supervisor, Captain Reynolds. “Sanchez, my office,” the message read.

			“Duty calls,” Maria said to Jackson, heading to the captain’s office.

			Captain Reynolds looked up as she entered. “Morning, Sanchez. You ready to meet Dr. Hartman?”

			“Yes, sir,” Maria replied. “I’m hoping she can provide some leads.”

			Reynolds nodded. “This case is high-profile. We need to tread carefully. Keep me updated on everything.”

			“Will do, Captain,” Maria said, turning to leave.

			

			Chapter 3
The Arrival

			Maria drove to the airport, the weight of the case pressing down on her. She reviewed the details in her mind: Iris Lynne, a prominent lawyer, had vanished without a trace. There were no signs of struggle, no clues to her whereabouts. It was as if she had simply disappeared.

			As she parked the car, Maria spotted Lisa Hartman emerging from the terminal, looking tense and tired. Maria approached her, flashing her badge. “Dr. Hartman, I’m Detective Maria Sanchez. Thank you for coming.”

			Lisa shook Maria’s hand, her grip firm. “Call me Lisa. Thank you for meeting me, Detective.”

			“Maria,” the detective corrected with a small smile. “Let’s get you to the station. We have a lot to discuss.”

			

			Chapter 4
The Estate

			As they drove to the station, Maria briefed Lisa on the case. The conversation was intense, the car filled with a sense of urgency. They soon arrived at the station, where Maria led Lisa to a dimly lit conference room filled with eerie slides, diagrams, and bagged evidence. The air was thick with tension. Lisa’s head spun, but she focused, offering her expertise and insights. The staff was kind, but the gravity of the situation was palpable. They suspected a serial killer was involved, and Iris Lynne might be one of the victims.

			They briefed Lisa on the plan: she would stay at Iris Lynne’s estate, with officers stationed outside and patrolling the grounds. The estate was a three-story, Tudor-style house on three acres, shrouded in darkness, with security cameras installed by a reputable company. The housekeeper and gardener had been coming to work every day, their faces etched with worry and hope.

			Iris Lynne Hartman’s estate in Southern California. The estate features a three-story, Tudor-style house on three acres of land.

			As they drove to the estate, the moon cast an eerie glow on the familiar path. Lisa’s memories of visiting Iris Lynne flooded back, now tainted with fear. Iris Lynne was fiercely independent and meticulous—traits that made her a formidable lawyer. The house was as orderly as ever, but the silence was heavy and oppressive.

			Detective Sanchez followed as Lisa led the way to Iris Lynne’s office. Small signs of disturbance hinted at a sudden interruption: a slightly ajar drawer, a notepad with an uncapped pen, and a half-empty coffee cup—all casting long, sinister shadows.
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			Chapter 5
The Investigation Begins

			Back in the living room, Lisa and Maria discussed the case. “What makes you think Iris Lynne might be a victim of this serial killer?” Lisa asked, her voice trembling slightly.

			Maria hesitated. “We’ve had a string of disappearances in the area—all professionals with no apparent connection. The M.O. is eerily similar—no signs of forced entry, no struggle, just... vanished. We found a note at the last scene that led us to believe Iris Lynne might be next.”

			Lisa’s heart sank, the walls of the house closing in on her. “We need to find her, Detective. Whatever it takes.”

			That night, Lisa settled into the guest room, trying to draw comfort from familiar surroundings. The wind howled outside, making the old German woodcut on the wall bang slightly against it. The rhythmic banging was eerily reminiscent of footsteps—hesitant and then stopping slowly.

			She drifted off to sleep, plagued by disturbing dreams of hooded figures in a dark, cave-like room, performing a ritual on a victim who looked like Iris Lynne. The figures moved in a haunting rhythm, their faces obscured by deep shadows. She awoke with a start, the rhythmic banging still echoing in her mind, her room filled with the oppressive weight of unseen eyes watching her.

			

			Chapter 6
Iris Lynne’s Haunts

			The next morning, Lisa and Maria decided to visit Iris Lynne’s favorite haunts, hoping to gather clues. The overcast sky cast a gloomy pallor over the town. They started with a local café where Iris Lynne often met clients. The owner, a nervous man with darting eyes, remembered Iris Lynne and a man with dark hair and well-dressed clothes. They seemed to be having a heated conversation, their voices low and urgent.

			Next, they went to a park where Iris Lynne liked to relax. An elderly man, his face lined with worry, recalled seeing Iris Lynne with the same man, noting the tension between them. At the beach, the crashing waves seemed louder, more menacing. A vendor mentioned seeing Iris Lynne argue with a man who grabbed her arm, his eyes filled with a strange intensity.

			Returning to the estate, they called Natasha, Iris Lynne’s secretary. Natasha confirmed the man’s identity as Ethan Moore, Iris Lynne’s romantic interest. Ethan had been concerned about Iris Lynne’s fear of being stalked, but she had refused his help. He described how Iris Lynne felt like she was being watched constantly, though he didn’t know by whom.

			

			Chapter 7
The Monastery

			As they discussed the case further, Natasha suddenly interjected. “Oh yes, there was that case when Iris Lynne took a short trip to some European monastery. She mentioned that the background was beautiful, but she couldn’t relax. No matter how serene the scenery was, she felt nervous the entire time.”

			Lisa’s curiosity piqued. “What was she doing there?”

			Natasha pulled out a specific file and handed it to Lisa. “She was investigating something for a very elusive client. She never told me much about it—just that it felt like a wild goose chase. She was being paid very well, but she arrived feeling uneasy and left even more unsure.”

			Lisa scanned the notes, her mind racing. “What did she find out?”

			“She went through the monastery, asked the questions her client wanted, and returned home with the information. The client seemed satisfied, but Iris Lynne couldn’t understand the significance of what he wanted to know. She felt it was strange, but closed the case because the client was happy with her work.”

			Detective Sanchez leaned in, her face illuminated by the eerie glow of the desk lamp. “Do we have any information about this client? Who they were, why they wanted this information?”

			Natasha frowned, shaking her head. “Iris Lynne was very secretive about this one. She didn’t even put much in the file—just the basic details of the trip and her notes from the monastery. But here it is.” She handed them the sparse notes Iris Lynne had taken during her visit.

			Lisa scanned the notes, her mind racing. “This client must have been important for Iris Lynne to take such a mysterious and high-paying job. If she felt uneasy, there might be more to this than we initially thought.”

			Maria nodded, her eyes narrowing in thought. “We need to find out more about this client and why they wanted Iris Lynne to investigate the monastery. It might be connected to her disappearance.”
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			Chapter 8
The Connection

			At that moment, Maria’s phone buzzed with a message from her team. She glanced at it, and her eyes widened.

			“The wire transfers,” she said, her voice low. “We’ve traced them to an offshore account linked to an estate owned by Frederick von Habsburg. He’s known to have ties to various historical and genealogical research organizations, but there are also whispers of him being involved in some darker activities.”

			Lisa’s heart skipped a beat, the shadows in the room seeming to grow darker. “Do you think he could be behind Iris Lynne’s disappearance?”

			“It’s possible,” Maria replied, her tone grave. “If he felt Iris Lynne discovered something he didn’t want to be revealed, or if he needed her for some reason related to his work or connections, it could explain her feeling of being stalked.”

			“We need to find this Frederick von Habsburg,” Lisa said urgently, the weight of fear pressing down on her. “If he’s connected to Iris Lynne’s disappearance, he might know where she is.”

			Maria nodded, already dialing her phone. “I’ll get the team on it. We’ll locate him and bring him in for questioning.”

			

			Chapter 9
The Estate

			They decided to visit von Habsburg’s estate, which was rumored to have a labyrinth of tunnels underneath. They approached the grand estate, the air thick with tension and foreboding. As they arrived, von Habsburg’s staff greeted them and escorted them inside. The halls were dimly lit, casting long shadows that seemed to move with a life of their own.

			“Mr. von Habsburg, I’m Detective Sanchez, and this is Dr. Lisa Hartman,” Maria said, flashing her badge. “We need to ask you a few questions about Iris Lynne.”

			Frederick von Habsburg, a tall man with an air of old-world elegance, greeted them. “Of course, please come in.”

			As they settled into his study, von Habsburg explained, “I hired Iris Lynne to investigate a matter related to my family’s history. I didn’t disclose the full extent of the danger to her. I feared the Brotherhood might be onto her because of her connection to me.”

			Lisa felt a chill, the room growing colder. “So, you believe the Brotherhood is behind her disappearance?”

			Von Habsburg nodded, his face shadowed by the flickering candlelight. “Yes, they’ve been after my family for generations. They originated as a Cluniac Priory in Austria, known as the Priory of Herodotus. Over the centuries, a secretive sect within the priory, known as the Rear Saccubiters, transformed into a powerful group obsessed with ancient artifacts and dark rituals.

			“They believe Iris Lynne holds the key to finding something valuable. They’ve infiltrated my estate. The labyrinth beneath was built centuries ago, and they’ve been using it for their purposes.”

			The original von Habsburg estate. This grand estate features an imposing mansion with baroque architecture, large gardens, and a fountain in the courtyard.
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			Chapter 10
Iris Lynne’s European Visit

			Iris Lynne’s trip to the Herodotus Priory in Austria was shrouded in an eerie ambiance from the moment she arrived. The village was quaint and picturesque, yet it felt as though a shadow loomed over it. The locals were tight-lipped, their eyes filled with suspicion and fear whenever the priory was mentioned.

			Iris Lynne had been hired by a client to investigate his family’s lineage, which supposedly traced back to monks who once resided at the priory. Despite the high pay, Iris Lynne felt a gnawing unease. The priory itself was a sprawling complex of medieval architecture, its stone walls cold and foreboding.

			Upon entering the priory, Iris Lynne was greeted by Father Ignatius, an elderly monk with piercing eyes that seemed to see into her soul. “Welcome, Ms. Lynn. We’ve been expecting you,” he said, his voice echoing ominously in the grand hall.

			“Thank you, Father,” Iris Lynne replied, trying to suppress her unease. “I have a few questions regarding the history of this place and its former inhabitants.”

			Father Ignatius led her to the library, a dimly lit room filled with ancient tomes and scrolls. “Our records are extensive,” he said, gesturing to the shelves. “What exactly are you looking for?”

			Iris Lynne explained her client’s request, and Father Ignatius began to pull out several dusty volumes. As she sifted through the records, Iris Lynne couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being watched. The shadows seemed to move with a life of their own, and she felt a chill run down her spine.

			Suddenly, a noise echoed through the halls, like the shuffling of feet. Iris Lynne looked up, her heart pounding. “Is there someone else here?” she asked, her voice trembling.

			Father Ignatius gave her a reassuring smile, but his eyes were cold. “Only the spirits of those who came before,” he said cryptically. “You have nothing to fear.”

			Iris Lynne wasn’t so sure. As she continued her research, she stumbled upon references to the Rear Saccubiters—a secretive sect within the priory known for their dark rituals and obsession with ancient artifacts. The more she read, the more her unease grew.

			That night, Iris Lynne stayed in a small guest room within the priory. She was awakened by the sound of chanting—faint and haunting. She followed the sound through the labyrinthine corridors, her footsteps echoing eerily. The chanting led her to a hidden chamber, where she saw hooded figures performing a ritual.

			Iris Lynne gasped, her blood running cold. One of the figures turned, and their eyes locked. It was Father Ignatius.

			“You shouldn’t be here,” he hissed, his voice filled with menace.

			Iris Lynne fled, her heart pounding. She barely made it back to her room, where she barricaded the door and tried to calm her racing mind. The next morning, she left the priory, her nerves frayed. She had completed her research, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that she had uncovered something dangerous.

			

			

			Chapter 11
The Labyrinth

			Back in the present, as von Habsburg explained the priory’s dark history, Lisa and Maria listened intently. Suddenly, the conversation was interrupted by a commotion. Maria and Lisa rushed to the source of the noise, their footsteps echoing ominously. As they descended into the labyrinth, the air grew damp and cold, and Lisa was struck on the head and lost consciousness.

			Lisa awoke in a dimly lit room, disoriented and with a throbbing headache. Shadows danced on the walls, and a man stood over her, placing a cold compress on her forehead.

			“Who are you?” she asked, trying to focus.

			“I’m Frederick von Habsburg,” he replied. “I’ve been trying to get to you before anyone else did. You’re in danger.”

			Lisa struggled to sit up, the room spinning. “Where’s my sister? Do you know where Iris is?”

			Von Habsburg’s expression was grim, the shadows making his features look almost skeletal. “They took her to get to you. The Brotherhood believes you have inherited something they need. They’re using your sister to keep you here—where they can control you.”

			Lisa’s mind raced, fear gripping her. “What do they want with me?”

			Von Habsburg hesitated, his voice low and grave. “You’ve inherited a legacy that can only pass to a male in their eyes. They believe you hold the key to powerful artifacts. They’ve been manipulating events to keep you close and vulnerable. We need to get you out of here.”

			As von Habsburg helped Lisa to her feet, a sudden noise echoed through the tunnels. The flickering torchlight cast ominous shadows on the stone walls. Maria, having heard the noise, moved stealthily through the labyrinth, her gun drawn. She turned a corner and came face-to-face with a hooded figure, their eyes glowing unnaturally in the dim light.

			“Freeze!” Maria commanded, her voice steady but filled with tension.

			The figure hesitated, then darted away with inhuman speed. Maria fired her weapon, the shot echoing loudly. She pursued the figure, her heart pounding. Turning another corner, she found only the figure’s robe, crumpled on the ground with a bullet hole clean through it, but no sign of the person who had worn it.

			“What the hell?” Maria whispered, her breath visible in the cold air. She radioed the backup team. “I’ve encountered one of them. They seem to... disappear. Be cautious.”

			As she bent down to inspect the robe, a voice whispered from the shadows, sending a chill down her spine. “You cannot stop us. The curse upon you and your kind will never end. We are eternal.”

			Maria shivered, her mind racing. She picked up the robe and inspected it more closely. The fabric was old, frayed at the edges, and the bullet hole was clean through the middle. It felt ancient, as if it had been buried for centuries.

			Back with von Habsburg, Lisa and the estate’s labyrinth seemed to tighten around them, the walls almost pulsating with a sinister life of their own. “We have to move quickly,” von Habsburg urged, guiding Lisa through a series of winding passages.

			

			As they pressed on, Lisa could feel the oppressive weight of the priory’s dark history. The Rear Saccubiters had left their mark here, their presence lingering like a malignant shadow. Von Habsburg led Lisa to a hidden chamber, its entrance concealed behind a tapestry depicting an ancient battle.

			Inside, the room was filled with arcane symbols and relics from centuries past. “This is where they conducted their most powerful rituals,” von Habsburg explained. “The air is thick with their influence.”

			Lisa could feel it too, a palpable energy that made her skin crawl. “Do you think they’ve done something to Iris here?”

			Von Habsburg nodded. “It’s likely. They believe she can lead them to something they desperately want.”

			Suddenly, a faint sound reached them, like a muffled cry. “Iris!” Lisa shouted, her voice echoing through the chamber.

			They followed the sound, their footsteps quickening. As they turned another corner, they found Iris Lynne, bound but alive, her eyes wide with fear.

			“Lisa! Is it really you?” Iris Lynne’s voice trembled.

			“Yes, it’s me,” Lisa said, tears of relief streaming down her face. “We’re getting you out of here.”

			Von Habsburg cut Iris Lynne’s bindings, and they hurriedly made their way back through the labyrinth. The oppressive atmosphere seemed to close in on them, but their determination kept them moving.

			As they neared the exit, Maria rejoined them, her expression resolute. “We need to get out of here, now. There’s something unnatural about this place.”

			With Iris Lynne safely in their care, they finally emerged into the night air. The sense of relief was overwhelming. They called for medical assistance and ensured Iris Lynne was transported to a secure location for treatment and recovery.

			

			

			Chapter 12
The Brotherhood

			The team began to systematically track and capture members of the Brotherhood. Working with international law enforcement, they uncovered hidden Brotherhood cells in various locations. Each capture was fraught with danger, as the members were deeply entrenched in their beliefs and willing to go to great lengths to protect their secrets.

			Detective Jackson and his team cornered a group of Brotherhood members in an abandoned warehouse on the outskirts of the city. The air was thick with tension as they moved in, weapons drawn. “On my mark,” Jackson whispered, signaling his team.

			They burst through the doors, the sound of gunfire echoing through the empty space.

			The Brotherhood members fought fiercely, their eyes wild with fanaticism. Jackson took a bullet to the shoulder, but he pressed on, determined to bring them to justice. They managed to subdue the group, but not without casualties. Jackson winced as a medic patched him up.

			“We’re getting closer,” he said through gritted teeth. “We’ll bring them all down.”

			Meanwhile, Captain Reynolds led a raid on another Brotherhood hideout, this time in a remote farmhouse. The operation was swift and brutal. The Brotherhood members tried to escape through a hidden tunnel, but the team was ready.

			“No one gets out,” Reynolds barked, his voice filled with authority.

			They captured several high-ranking members, their faces etched with fear as they were led away in handcuffs.

			The estate where the police found the Brotherhood members. The estate is remote and dilapidated, with an old farmhouse as the main building.
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			Chapter 13
The Supernatural

			As the investigations continued, it became clear that the Brotherhood possessed supernatural abilities. Maria and Lisa delved into the history of the Priory of Herodotus, uncovering ancient texts that detailed the Brotherhood’s rituals and powers. They discovered that the Rear Saccubiters could manipulate objects to gain knowledge and control over their victims.

			During one raid, Brother
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