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For Chanelle, my
First, Last and Only.

For My Family, you are
my strength.

For Michael, even
though you don’t read these, I remain hopeful.

And For You, may this
answer your questions and make you question your answers.


Doom has come upon
you,

upon you who dwell in
the land.

The time has come! The
day is near!

There is panic, not
joy, on the mountains.

I am about to pour out
my wrath on you

and spend my anger
against you.

I will judge you
according to your conduct

and repay you for all
your detestable practices.


	
Ezekiel 7:7-8











Prologue: Judgment Day






August
29th, 1972

London, United
Kingdom






The world was
ending...

And Jacob
couldn’t be happier.

He was
standing near the One People’s Tower, awaiting judgment.

Of course,
when he had awoken that morning, he had not expected to face his
end. Instead, he had been looking forward to doing a bit of
sight-seeing.

Big Ben, Tower
Bridge, Buckingham Palace, the usual places.

He had come to
the city on holiday after a voluntary retirement from his job as an
electrical engineer at Gentech.

Well, on his
forms it said involuntary retrenchment due to mental instability
and violent outbursts, but that was just to protect the company’s
reputation.

In reality,
Janice should have known that it was his salad in the company
fridge. What he had done to her had been completely justified, even
if no one else had sided with him.

No, that was
behind him.

Instead of
wallowing in self-pity he had gathered up his savings, taken a deep
breath and booked the first flight to the UK. He had needed a
break.

In January his
wife had filed for divorce.

In March his
father had died from a brain tumour.

And in
September he had lost his job.

So he had been
looking forward to his much needed trip.

However, after
just one day of sight-seeing, while on his way back to the hotel,
all hell had broken loose.

People had
begun pouring out of pubs, shops and houses, running for their
lives.

In the sky
above the city, an unnatural sight had appeared.

A hand,
descending from the clouds, heading towards the metropolis
below.

It was beyond
scale.

It was beyond
understanding.

It was beyond
humanity.

It was...
divine.

Jacob had
grown up hearing stories of the apocalypse whilst sitting in his
father’s emergency bunker.

Every time a
tornado ripped through Missouri, he and his father would hunker
down, turn on the generator, and wait for the end.

Every time,
his father would force him to confess his sins, beating them out of
him if necessary, in order to prepare him for judgment.

And then, as
he cried away the pain, his father would start to preach.

“The world
will burn,” his father would scream, “And all who are sinful will
burn with it. But those who have confessed their sins and accepted
the Lord into their hearts will be granted eternal paradise!”

So he had long
awaited judgment day, and now here it was.

Strangely,
none of the people seemed particularly happy about it.

Instead, they
were screaming and begging for aid.

Clearly, he
was surrounded by sinful men.

But not
he.

He had
confessed.

Every sin.

Every
crime.

Every bruise
upon his wife’s body, he had owned up to and been forgiven for.

Not that she
had understood that.

So here he
stood, cleansed and ready, waiting for the end.

And then
someone knocked him down.

“Sorry, but I
need to stop this!” the man -looking as if he had just ridden in
from a desert- shouted, before dashing away towards the One
People’s Tower.

“Wait!” Jacob
shouted, but the man was already gone.

Why would
anyone want to stop the apocalypse?

A few minutes
later, Jacob heard the distinctive crack of a gunshot.

And then
another.

And
another.

Six in
all.

And then...
silence.

The city had
gone silent.

The hand was
directly above the Tower, crushing the antennae beneath its
otherworldly force. Visible within the hand was... the
universe.

As Jacob
watched, he saw stars explode, galaxies spin, and meteors shoot
past.

It was
beautiful, and as far as last sights went, it could have been a lot
worse.

And then,
everything stopped.

The heavenly
hand, so close to completing its divine judgment, ceased to
fall.

A heartbeat
later, it began to rise.

No.

NO!

“Come back
here!” Jacob screamed, towards the retreating appendage.

He watched the
hand rise higher and higher, heading back into the clouds.

All whilst
screaming obscenities at the sky.

As he did so,
he became aware of another voice joined with his.

Looking down,
he saw into the reception area at the One People’s Tower and saw a
man, wearing a bloodstained white shirt, shouting into a phone.

“I need an
ambulance at the One People’s Tower as soon as possible! A man has
been shot three times and needs emergency medical assistance! I
will give one million pounds to the first ambulance driver to reach
him!”

And then, in a
softer voice, the man said, “I can’t let him die... Not until I
make this right...”

A moment
later, the man grabbed a med kit from beneath the counter and
headed deeper inside.

After a while
longer, men and women started pouring back into the city
centre.

They looked
confused, but they should have looked outraged.

Judgment day
had come.

But somehow,
someone had stopped it.

Shaking with
rage, Jacob made a vow beneath the turbulent sky.

He would
discover the reason behind the hand’s appearance.

He would find
out how it had been repelled.

And he would,
no matter the cost or sacrifice, learn how to bring it back.

After all, it
was up to him to restart the apocalypse...


Chapter I: Dream a Little Dream






February
19th, 1973

Lausanne,
Switzerland






Richard did
not open his eyes.

“Wake up,
please...” Nadine repeated, as she sat by his bedside.

They were in a
private suite in Le Centre Hospitalier Universitaire Vaudois, one
of the best hospitals in the world. Gary had paid for Richard to be
treated here, in addition to covering all of the related fees and
expenses.

Richard was
receiving the best medical treatment in the world.

And yet still
he would not wake up.

Six months
ago, Gary had shot Richard three times whilst the latter had
attempted to stop London’s destruction.

Gary had
explained, once the smoke had cleared, that he had misunderstood
his heavenly instructions. Apparently the man had started receiving
visions from the Almighty seven days before the Godhand fell, but
had not followed them properly.

In the
aftermath, Gary had donated the majority of his fortune in
reparations to those affected by the Godhand’s appearance,
including Richard.

After that,
the man had disappeared from the public eye.

Some claimed
that he had simply walked into the ocean.

Others said
that he had tried to bring about the city’s destruction on purpose
and wanted him tried in The Hague.

Only a few
knew the truth.

Gary had
retreated from the world, filled with shame and guilt, determined
to live out the rest of his life repenting for his accidental
sin.

In the
aftermath, the world had returned to normal.

Well, close
enough to see normal on a sunny day.

Until the New
York Incident.

Until Jacob,
the Last Prophet.

Since then,
chaos had ruled.

People lived
in fear of the hand from above, coming to squash them into the dirt
without any warning.

Travel had
ceased almost overnight.

Borders had
closed.

And the world
had grown a little smaller.

But Nadine was
working to change that.

*

“Mrs
Cardinal?” the nurse asked, entering the room.

“Ms Calloway,”
Nadine replied, unflustered. This nurse was not the first to make
that mistake.

“Ah, my
apologies,” the nurse quickly replied, looking embarrassed, “I was
asked by the doctor to update Mr Cardinal’s family on his
prognosis.”

“He doesn’t
have any brothers or sisters, and his father is unavailable. I am
his ex-wife, you may speak to me,” Nadine said, in a harsher tone
than she had planned.

It was hard to
remain civil when your ex-husband was in a coma and a religious
extremist was threatening to end the world.

“I see...” the
nurse uttered, looking unsure, “Well, Dr Thunberg wanted you to
know that the latest scans show some unusual brain activity.”

“How
unusual?”

“Um, Dr
Thunberg said that the initial results were wrong, so he had us run
the scan twice. When they gave the same results, he called a
professor of neurology in Denmark who in turn called together his
entire neurology department. All of them agree, Mr Cardinal is
exhibiting brain wave patterns that are um… not physically
possible...”

Nadine stared
at her until she continued.

“You see, Mr
Cardinal’s Gamma Wave readings are off the charts. Most people have
around 40 hertz... His is currently 200 hertz….”

“Is it
life-threatening?” Nadine said, with a cold tone.

She needed to
be strong... for the world’s sake.

The nurse
shook her head, saying, “Honestly, we have no idea. As I said, this
is a first for the medical community. It could be a temporary
spike, or it could be something altogether new. And... given what’s
happening in the world nowadays, anything’s possible...”

“Thank you,
for informing me,” Nadine said, with the unspoken implication
being, ‘Now leave me alone.’

The nurse
apparently got the message and left a few seconds later.

*

Nadine
returned to Richard’s side, sighing as she did so.

All she had
wanted was to spend six months in Iraq, speaking to the locals and
learning their customs.

Now she was
living in a world of hand’s crushing cities, mysterious brain waves
and religious terrorists.

All because
Richard had needed her grant money.

And because
she had been foolish enough to give it to him.

However... if
she hadn’t, they never would have visited the Shinari Basin and
learnt the truth of the Godhand... and London would have paid the
price.

“The Lord...
is My... Shepherd...” a voice whispered.

Nadine had
heard those words enough times to know the speaker.

Richard, even
in a coma, was still saying the prayer she had written for him.

She hoped that
it would guide him home.

Or, failing
that, shepherd him to Heaven...

Taking a seat
beside him, she repeated the words, and those that came after.

And together,
they prayed.

*

-and I shall
not be afraid,” Nadine finished, ending their strange prayer
session.

Or, at least,
that should have been where it ended.

But instead,
for the first time in six months, Richard kept talking, saying, “I
stand before the Throne of the Almighty...”

What?

“I gaze upon
his face, and I see my own. I is he; he is I,” Richard
continued.

“Richard?”
Nadine asked, with a mixture of hope and fear.

Was this a
sign of recovery? Or decline?

“He... I...
know not the words. It must be stopped. But there is more to say,
more to convey. But words... were made by man. Difficult... to
use... to speak.”

“Nurse!”
Nadine called, panicking.

“He... I...
He... repeats the word. Again and again. I... He... I... am trying
to make Him understand...”

“Help me!”
Nadine screamed.


“Laqsha,” Richard whispered.

And then
silence filled the room.

Not the usual
silence of a lull in a conversation or the concentration from an
exam room.

No, this
silence was unnatural.

It blossomed
outward from Richard, almost visible to Nadine’s eyes.

The ticking of
the clock on the wall stopped.

The birdsong
out the window ceased.

The thumping
of Nadine’s heart ground to a halt.

And then, just
as quickly as it had appeared, the silence vanished and sound
returned to the world.

A world which
quickly became a lot busier as an army of nurses and doctors raced
into the room.

*

“He’s stable,
but we’ll be monitoring him more closely for the next few hours,”
the doctor said, beads of sweat glistening on his forehead.

If anything
happened to Richard, Gary’s money disappeared.

That had been
the condition behind the donation.

“Do you have
any idea what caused his... episode?”

The doctor
shook his head, saying, “Unfortunately we don’t have any insight at
this time. Mr Cardinal’s entire situation is out of the ordinary,
after all. For starters, he received fatal wounds at the hands
of... the assailant, but he was medically stable when the ambulance
reached him. After that he underwent emergency surgery to remove
the bullets and was patched up. However, after his surgery he
slipped into a coma, and nothing we’ve tried has brought him out of
it. And that’s not even saying anything about his brain wave
patterns...”

“He always was
a strange one,” Nadine mused.

The doctor
looked around nervously for a moment before asking, “Do you... do
you think that this has anything to do with... it?”

“You mean the
Godhand?” Nadine replied, causing the man to visibly shudder.

“Y-
yes...”

Nadine thought
for a moment. True, they still knew so little about the Godhand,
despite their research. And Richard and Gary had been the closest
people to its epicentre.

“Maybe,” she
said, after a time, “And if it does, then we might just have to
wait and see what will happen.”

*

Nadine stepped
out onto the tarmac, shivering in the evening chill.

A short
distance away, a helicopter sat on the hospital landing pad.

A woman
emerged from it as she watched, wearing a black suit and matching
sunglasses.

“Director,”
the woman said, snapping a quick salute.

“Agent?”

“Walker. Grace
Walker,” the woman replied.

“Greetings,
Agent Walker,” Nadine said, “Do you have any news for me?”

“Yes, Director
Calloway,” Agent Walker replied, relaxing slightly, “We had a
confirmed sighting.”

“Where?”

“Denver,
Colorado.”

“Well then,
let’s go and get that son of a bitch.”


Chapter II: The Search






February
20th, 1973

John F Kennedy
Space Centre, Florida






Elaine
Maccabee was calm.

She was a
calm, composed and confident leader.

She could do
anything, she could overcome anything, she was amazing!

She was going
to totally screw this up...

Taking a deep
breath, Elaine spoke, saying, “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for
your glorious dedication and wonderful sacrifice.”

Shit.

Clearing her
throat, she continued, “Three months ago, we suffered a great
tragedy. On Thanksgiving Day, we lost New York.”

No one
spoke.

Most likely,
every person in the room had either lost someone that day or knew
someone who had.

“In the
aftermath of that calamitous day, two programs arose. The GHP, or
Godhand Prevention team, led by Nadine Calloway, and us, the
Godscar Survey team, known also as the GSS. Together, our teams
have worked to track down the terrorist organization, Judex, and
its leader, Jacob, whilst also searching the globe for any more
Godscars.”

Good. She was
doing well. It had been worth it staying up all night practicing
with Douglas, her best friend and confidant.

“Today is the
day our hard work bears fruit. To tell you more, I’d like to invite
Hank Smith to the podium.”

*

After a curt
round of applause, Hank took the stand, saying, “Thank you,
Director Maccabee.”

Turning to
face the assembled group of scientists, engineers and specialists,
he said, “Today I’ll be briefing you all on what we have discovered
about the Godhand itself, based on readings and measurements taken
on the 29th of August, 1972. As you all know, on that day the
entity we refer to as the Godhand descended upon London as a result
of Babel’s activation.”

The gathered
men and women nodded. It was common knowledge, although many in the
world still held onto other beliefs, such as it being Judgment Day
or an extra-terrestrial attack.

“We got lucky
that day and avoided losing one of Earth’s great cities. Thanks to
Elaine, Nadine Calloway and of course, Richard Cardinal, the city
was saved. Additionally, we were fortunate enough to have a weather
satellite traveling over the region at the time of the Godhand’s
descent and were able to gather valuable meteorological data. This
data, combined with photographs of the Godhand, taken by London’s
citizens, have allowed us to put together a few details.”

Elaine took a
deep breath.

She wasn’t the
only one.

“From this
data we have concluded that the Godhand is not a human or
extra-terrestrial construct. From the scale, which we have recorded
to be one hundred kilometres (miles) in diameter, to the
composition, which is not any element on any periodic table, we can
surmise that the Godhand’s origin is... divine.”

A few people
started whispering, but for the most part the audience was silent.
Despite being some of the most educated scientific minds in the
world, the appearance of the Godhand had managed to convince even
the most stubborn of men that there was a higher power in the
world.

Unfortunately,
that higher power also seemed hell-bent on wiping out major
cities.

“In the six
months since London almost fell, we have tried searching for the
origin of the Godhand. We have scoured the skies and scanned the
stars, but no sign has been found. Additionally, in our analysis of
the images of the Godhand’s composition, we made a surprising
discovery... we saw the Milky Way Galaxy... from the outside.”

“How is that
possible?” asked one of the attending scientists.

“Well, we
believe that the Godhand represents a space-time bridge from
another part of the universe. Through this bridge, the divine
entity is able to impact our planet. As we saw with New York, the
Godhand does not, in a literal sense, crush the rock beneath it.
Instead, it exerts a pressure on the scale of mega pascals that
forces the affected area down into the crust. To clarify, there is
no explosive force, such as with a meteor impact, although the
damage is catastrophic all the same.”

*

“Thank you,
Hank, for the update,” Elaine said, after several minutes of
stunned silence.

“Of course,”
Hank replied, stepping away from the podium.

“Now, I would
like to invite Dr Naidoo to the stand, in order to update us on the
Godscar search,” Elaine announced.

Another round
of applause followed.

A middle-aged
Indian woman took the podium. Dr Sareeta Naidoo, a satellite
imaging specialist, had joined the team at Hank’s request

“Thank you,
Director,” Sareeta said, before turning to face the audience, “In
the past six months, we have fast-tracked the launches of three
additional Earth Imaging Satellites. This program, which we have
renamed the Godsearch, has already yielded several potential
Godscars. In the coming days, we will be dispatching teams to
investigate these sites and discover whether or not they were
caused by the Godhand phenomenon.”

“What makes
you think that there are more?” an attendee asked.

“Good
question. The short answer is that there is a high probability that
more than one Godscar exists. The Earth has been around for
millions of years, and in that time there have been numerous
civilizations which have risen and fallen, developing languages and
attempting to unify their lands. It stands to reason that at least
one of these civilizations, apart from the Neo-Babylonians,
attempted to create an All-Tongue.”

“But there
aren’t any other locations like the Shinari Basin that fit the
pattern!” the attendee called.

“True, but
even with the Shinari Basin we didn’t know that it was a Godscar
until Elaine discovered it. We have identified three sites, one in
Northern Africa, one in Siberia and one in the Pacific Ocean that
might be Godscars. If even one of these locations is a remnant
site, we will be able to gather valuable data and possibly gain
insight into the mind of the Godhand’s owner.”

“But what good
will insight do if Jacob and the Judex kill us all with it?”

“I believe
that, with proper understanding, we might be able to predict the
appearance of the Godhand, gaining time in which to evacuate cities
and protect VIPs. Furthermore, if we are able to fully comprehend
the Godhand and its owner, we could potentially discover a way to
stop it or even communicate with it.”

This brought a
new silence upon the audience.

They had spent
the past three months trying to prevent another incident like New
York, but the prospect of speaking with the Almighty... now that
was something that would change everything...

*

One by one the
attendees left the meeting room. Most of them wore looks of deep
thought.

The rest
looked fearful.

Elaine
couldn’t blame them. On one hand, they were faced with a seemingly
impossible entity that had already destroyed a major city and
almost wiped out two more. On the other, the Godhand was the chance
of a lifetime to unravel some of the best-kept mysteries of the
universe.

“Director,”
said a voice which Elaine immediately recognized.

It wasn’t a
friendly voice.

“Agent Black,”
she responded, trying to keep her voice calm.

Agent Black,
as he was known, was her liaison to the CIA program which had been
studying the Godhand even before Elaine had seen its photo.

The same CIA
program which had sent Agent Hunter to capture and transport her to
a black site for... indefinite detention...

She shivered,
despite her best efforts.

“Have you had
a chance to review my proposal?” he asked, through gritted teeth.
She knew that he hated having to take orders from a civilian.

“The proposal
to place every major US city on lockdown until the army can install
anti-aircraft batteries around their perimeters?”

“That’s
correct... Ma’am.”

“So let me get
this straight, you would send an already panicked population into
total lockdown before surrounding their homes with the biggest guns
the military can provide.”

“Yes.”

“Why?” she
asked, exasperated.

“To protect
this country and its citizens from a force that we have no way of
negotiating with.”

“And you
believe that a few AA guns will be able to stop the hand of
God?”

“Better to try
than to do nothing... no offense, Ma’am.”

Elaine sighed.
Every time she denied one of his requests, he would come back the
next week with something even more outlandish.

What was next,
nuking the thing?

Declaring war
on Heaven?

Annexing the
Pearly Gates?

“We are not
doing nothing, Agent Black. We are gathering data and analysing it.
Until we know what it is we are dealing with and if it can be
reasoned with, I will not insert any more fear into the situation.
Do you understand me?”

Agent Black
hesitated before answering, “Yes... Ma’am.”

“Good. Now,
leave me, I have things to do.”

Agent Black
nodded before turning away.

He hadn’t been
wearing a smile as he did so, that much was sure.

*

Elaine sat in
her office, head in her hands.

This wasn’t
what she had wanted, all those months ago.

All she had
done was expose the existence of the Godhand to the world.

She had
thought that after that, smarter minds would take the reins and she
would be free to go home.

And then they
made her Director, citing that as the one who had first officially
found the Godhand, she had a unique insight into its nature.

But all she
had done was pick out a photograph from a stack of thousands which
had shown an unusual geologic formation in the Iraqi landscape.

And evade a
CIA agent trying to lock her away for good.

And break into
a television station in order to show the world her discovery.

Alright, maybe
she did deserve some of this...

Sighing, she
looked at the map on her office wall.

Four red pins
adorned its shiny surface.

One in
Iraq.

One in
London.

One in
California.

And one in New
York.

She had no
doubt that if Jacob was allowed to roam free, the map would be
covered in red pins by the end of the year.

“Come on,
Nadine... catch the bugger already...”


Chapter III: Exile






February
21st, 1973

Orkney
Islands, United Kingdom






“Nicht
Schreiben, Ich Ergebe Micht,” Gary said, before taking a deep
breath. He allowed the words to wash over him, and then released
them out into the morning air.

He was sitting
atop a rounded boulder, facing the North Atlantic Ocean, and the
beach he was on was mercifully devoid of inhabitants.

Taking in a
deep breath, he continued, “I am human, not divine. I am not
all-knowing, nor do I claim to be. I can only see as far as the
horizon, and not a speck further. I cannot move the stars nor tame
the seas. I humble myself in the face of the universe...”

Gary lowered
his head, facing the rising sun.

He had
meditated like this every day, in storm, sleet and snow, for the
past five months.

It was
supposed to help him move past his guilt and accept that he was not
at fault, but his conscience had proven to be more stubborn than
anticipated.

In his mind,
he knew that what had happened with Babel was not his
responsibility.

He had
misunderstood a divine message that had been frustratingly
cryptic.

He had tried
to kill a man who had unknowingly been trying to help.

And he had
almost destroyed London in his quest to make the world a better
place.

None of that
had been done with any malice.

He had not set
out to bring about the end times.

But despite
all of his meditations, his mantras and his self-therapy, he could
not shake the feeling of guilt that wormed its way through his
mind.

He had pushed
the button.

He had ignored
the warning.

And he had
pulled the trigger.

*

Slowly, he
uncrossed his legs and dissolved his well-practiced lotus position.
Taking a deep breath, he stood, and allowed the rising sun to warm
his chilled body. Once he had accepted a substantial amount of the
sun’s rays, he hopped off the boulder.

Looking
around, he took in the island before him, as always giving thanks
to its sheltering shores and rolling fields.

North
Ronaldsay, the northernmost island in the archipelago, had been his
home ever since he had left London. His father had been born on the
island and had left Gary a small house near the beach as part of
his inheritance.

The property
did not appear on any documents or maps, as his father had been a
tad... reclusive.

Still, it
helped that no one knew that he was out here. If people discovered
his hideaway, they would come with their questions and their
accusations, their lawsuits and their threats.

Better to
remain unnoticed.

At least until
he completed his exile.

Leaving the
beach, he soon came to a dirt path which scythed its way from one
side of the island to the other. In the distance, men and women
worked the farms, using the famed fertile soil of the Orkney Isles
to feed their families and grow their fortunes.

Gary, however,
had no time for farming.

Despite having
all the time in the world.

As he made his
way to the village, he reflected on how much he had lost, and how
much he had gained.

Before the
Godhand fell, he had lived a life of rigid adherence to a strict
schedule.

But the island
had no need for schedules. The sheep would feed, frolic and fast at
their own pace. The farmers, in the quiet growing periods, would
take their time with the chores that undoubtedly piled up.

Life was...
slow, and for once, Gary found himself enjoying the time he spent
wasting time.

*

“Morning,
Clark,” Edwin called, as he tended to his sheep.

“Morning, Ed,”
‘Clark’ replied.

Clark Joseph,
the early retiree who liked meditation and being left alone, had
become his alter ego.

“Did you hear
the news?” Edwin asked, ever the village gossip.

Gary shook his
head.

“I heard on
the radio that they still haven’t caught that Jacob fella, you
know, the one who destroyed New York and almost did the same to Los
Angeles.”

“I... see,”
Gary replied, ice running down his spine.

Jacob, another
guilt to add to his already overly long list.

The man had
somehow gotten hold of Gary’s Babel program and had used it to
trigger another Godhand.

This time,
there had been no Richard Cardinal around to stop it.

“Yep,
apparently he’s quite the slippery fella. He and his followers,
um... the Judex, have been making threats against several major
cities across the world. He says that it’s time for our judgment,
or something like that...”

“That’s...
insane,” Gary replied, knowing all too well the meaning of the
word.

“Maybe, but
then again, we live in a world where giant hands come down from the
sky and squash you into diamond discs, so who knows if he’s right.
In fact, me and Martha have been going to confession every day,
just in case Jacob’s telling the truth.”

“And if he’s
wrong?”

Edwin
shrugged, saying, “Then all we’ve wasted is time, and around here
we have that in spades.”

“Thank you,
for keeping me updated,” Gary said, turning to leave. After
arriving on the island, he had deliberately cut himself off from
the rest of the world, leaving only a single emergency radio in
case he needed to become Gary Lombard again.

Which he
sincerely hoped would never come to pass.

“It’s a
pleasure, Clark. You know, I just wish that Gary Lombard was
here...”

Gary
froze.

Did Edwin
know?

Was this a
test?

He decided to
answer in a neutral manner, saying, “How come, Ed?”

“Well, he was
the one who started all of this, wasn’t he? It was his meddling
with that Babel thing of his that caused God to decide to flatten
London, wasn’t it? So I reckon that if we could find him and wring
his neck a little, he’d come clean and explain how we can stop the
cities from being squished.”

Gary held his
breath.

“But no one
has seen that little coward in months, so I guess we can’t use that
plan...”

“Right...
Well, I’ll be sure to holler if I see the bastard,” Gary lied.

“Good on you,
Clark. You know, the other farmers don’t trust you one bit,
appearing from nowhere and all, but I reckon you’re all right.”

“Thanks, Ed, I
appreciate that.”

And the
amazing thing was that he did. That one phrase made Gary feel more
relief than five months of meditation.

After bidding
farewell to Ed, Gary continued onwards, feeling mixed emotions.

*

“I’m home,” he
called, speaking to the empty house.

As usual,
silence was his only answer.

Moving
forward, he entered the lounge, still decorated with his childhood
trappings. The kite that his father had helped him paint but never
fly. The bicycle which had lost its wheel but had never been thrown
away.

And the medal
he had received from the war.

Coming home,
traumatized and shaken, he had only learnt how to smile again after
his father, never an emotional man, had welcomed him home with a
bear hug.

That day, and
that day alone, he had allowed his father to see him cry.

Shaking the
nostalgia from his mind, he moved to the small kitchen and fired up
the stove. A few minutes later, he enjoyed a breakfast of eggs and
toast.

Once upon a
time, he had kept a strict regimen of breakfasts, lunches and
suppers, which changed by the day, week and season.

Now, he simply
ate whatever appealed to him in the moment.

After washing
up, he took his cup of coffee and ascended the narrow staircase. He
stopped on the landing, staring at his old bedroom, before
continuing upwards.

Eventually, he
reached the attic.

When he had
arrived, it had been a dusty, foul affair to clean out the ancient
room.

Now, it was
immaculate and covered in well-placed notes and diagrams.

At least one
part of his fastidious personality seemed to have survived
London.

Taking a sip
of the bitter drink, he looked around the room.

For five
months, he had deliberated and plotted, trying to figure out what
had gone wrong with Babel.

Although he
had been told to leave such things in the past, a part of him knew
that until he figured it out, he would never be truly free.

Picking up a
page, he scanned it for the hundredth time. It was Babel’s internal
logic coding, and somehow he and his team had transformed it into a
Godhand summoning device.

The answer had
to lie somewhere in the pages and pages of documents which
surrounded him.

After all, he
had destroyed all of the copies when he had left Babel Inc.

Returning the
page to its well-marked spot, he strode forward towards the large
pin-board which took up a sizable chunk of the room.

It was here
that he had pinned the most important documents, which sat
side-by-side Bible verses and historical accounts of the Shinari
Basin.

However,
amongst all of the documents and drawings, there was a single page
which stood out.

It had been
pinned to the very centre of the board.

Hell, he
didn’t even know what it meant, but somehow he knew that it was the
key to everything that had happened.

It wasn’t
written in English, or German, or Latin, or any language,
really.

And yet, it
called to him.

For it had
resounded throughout his mind at the very moment that Richard had
destroyed his beloved creation.

Taking a deep
breath, he whispered the word...


“Laqsha...”


Chapter IV: The Last Prophet






February
22nd, 1973

Great Falls,
Montana






Jacob whistled
a merry tune as he drove towards the meetup spot. In the
thirty-three years of his life, he could not recall being as happy
as he was now.

The plan was
working.

Judgment Day
was drawing closer.

Honestly, he
had expected it to be a bit harder to bring about the
apocalypse.

But no, all he
had needed was a stroke of good fortune and the will to see his
mission through to the end, no matter how many lives were lost.

And it’s not
like he had killed those people with his own hand, right?

No, God had
judged them.

Whatever had
happened next had not been for mortal eyes.

Well, aside
from the seven million pairs belonging to the judged men and women
of New York City. Jacob felt a twinge if guilt as he recalled the
day New York disappeared.

The Macy’s
Thanksgiving Day Parade had been in full swing, with most of New
York’s almost eight million inhabitants watching the
festivities.

From what he
had heard, there had been no time to run, nor space in which to
flee, when the Godhand had fallen.

Shaking his
head, he pulled off the highway onto a slightly hidden dirt
track.

Reminiscing on
past accomplishments would do him no good.

He had to
focus on the future.

*

“Brethren, the
Last Prophet approaches!” one of the faithful announced, as Jacob
climbed out of the driver’s seat.

Immediately
they crowded around him, asking how his trip had been, if he needed
a refreshment or if he had any words of wisdom for them.

“Please, make
way for the Last Prophet,” another faithful, one of his first,
said, and the crowd melted away.

Jacob took a
second to appreciate everything before him.

They were deep
in the woods thirty miles north of Great Falls, on a plot of land
owned by one of the faithful. There were no other properties for at
least ten miles.

The perfect
place for a meeting.

The faithful
stood before him, an unlikely assortment of accountants and
arsonists, bankers and burglars, and cops and crooks. The one thing
they held in common was their faith.

In him.

In God.

In the
Plan.

And so they
had gathered together in drips and drabs over the past three
months. All told, he had maybe fifty men and women serving him.

A small number
by any count, and yet already they had won a major victory against
the forces of sin.

New York, the
city of depravity itself, was no more.

Los Angeles,
while not completely judged, had felt God’s wrath, and lay in
ruins.

And those two
were just the start.

Once they
figured out a way to mass manufacture the Sinboxes, no city, town
or even village would be spared.

If he closed
his eyes, he could see it.

As city after
city fell, the faithful’s numbers would grow.

No one wanted
to be on the losing side, after all.

With more
manpower, they could expand their operations globally.

Perhaps they
would strike Tokyo next? Or Sydney?

Or even
Moscow...

Now wouldn’t
that be something.

You couldn’t
have a Cold War if there was no one left to fight it, right?

*

He stood in
the middle of the field, surrounded by the faithful. A storm raged
above them, spiting forks of lightning at the Earth below. A few of
the faithful looked apprehensive at standing out in the open during
a thunderstorm, but not Jacob.

In the face of
the Godhand, a storm was nothing.

Glancing down,
he double-checked that his most treasured possession was still
handcuffed to his arm.

It was an
ordinary, black briefcase.

Well, it
looked ordinary.

Its contents
were anything but.

“Brethren,
thank you for coming all the way out here!” Jacob said, to his
expectant crowd.

They murmured
in response, with the general message being, “No distance is too
great to travel for salvation.”

“I look out at
you, the Judex, and I am filled with pride! All of you have
sacrificed something to be here. Money, time, responsibilities. And
all of you shall be rewarded in due time!”

The Judex, the
Judges of Mankind, cheered at this.

Before Jacob
had come into their lives, they had been sinners to the last.

Now, through
him, they would all find paradise.

Sadly, the
same could not be said for everyone.

But the
sinners of the world had been given almost two millennia to
repent.

Jacob would
not give them a day more than that.

*

“I know that
some of you have doubts, but every sacrifice brings us one step
closer to salvation!” Jacob cried, facing the faithful.

“And one step
closer to being arrested!” called Daniel, one of the older
Judex.

If Jacob
remembered correctly he owned a hotel chain, and much of their
funding had come from Daniel defrauding his company.

But, useful or
not, Jacob could not accept a challenge to his authority...
especially when he was so close to his end.

Reaching down,
he entered the combination on the briefcase, 6651, and opened it a
crack. Inserting a hand, he felt around for the rubber switch and
flipped it.

Straightening,
he said, “Tell me, Daniel, who is mightier, the United States
Government or the Almighty?”

Daniel
hesitated for a moment before replying, “The Almighty... of
course.”

“Exactly.
Sure, by the laws of this world we have committed terrorist acts
which have led to the deaths of millions, but by the laws of Heaven
we have saved the souls of those people.”

“But what
happens when they catch us? We can’t keep running forever, and
we’ve already had a few close calls,” Daniel replied, looking
unsure.

“I hear you,
Daniel, and ask you this... what is the worst thing the government
can do to us?”

“Well, they
could execute all of us...”

This statement
made a few of the newer members gulp.

“Death, then?
And where exactly do you think we would go, after our demise? We,
who have been appointed the Judges of Mankind? We, who are
responsible for carrying out God’s Judgment? We, who were given the
Sinboxes so that we might expose the sins of man to the Lord?”

“Well, when
you put it like that...” Daniel said, in a soft voice.

“Now hear me,
Judex, and mark my words! Our destination in death is none other
than to sit at the left hand of God! When we walk through those
pearly gates, it will be to the cheers of angels! When we take our
seats beside the Almighty, it will be a celebration that will
reverberate throughout Heaven! And those men and women judged by
God will hold no animosity nor ill will towards their
saviours!”

The Judex were
cheering now, filling the field with joyful sounds.

And then, just
as quickly as they had come, the sounds vanished.

*

Finally, they
had glanced skyward.

And found the
Godhand bearing down on them, illuminated by a bolt of
lightning.

As word
spread, panic spread along with it.

But Jacob did
not so much as flinch.

“Behold the
might of the Lord!” he cried, bringing about an uneasy quiet.

“Why is it
here?!?” one of the Judex asked, voice quivering.

The Godhand
was growing closer.

“It has come
as a sign of support! It knows that we have repented a hundredfold
and are thus clean of sin! Mark my words, all of you doubtful, that
it will not harm a single hair on our heads!”

The Judex
looked doubtful.

But Jacob knew
the truth.

The Godhand
was his to control.

If he told it
to smite, it would smite.

And he did not
feel like being judged today.

When the
Godhand was less than a mile above them, he reached down and
flicked the switch inside the Sinbox.

A moment
later, the semi-translucent star-filled appendage slowed to a halt,
before reversing course.

Within
seconds, it had disappeared back into the black clouds above, as
lightning raced across the sky.

*

Daniel fell to
his knees, praising Jacob’s name and begging for forgiveness. The
action was replicated across the crowd, until every man and woman
had their knees on the cold ground.

“My friends,
do you see the power that the Lord has entrusted to us?!?” Jacob
screamed, fighting to be heard above the growing storm. The
lightning, seemingly eager to reclaim the skies above, struck all
around them.

“We are not
worthy!” they cried out, eyes downcast.

“No, we are
the only ones who are worthy!” replied Jacob, at the exact moment a
bolt struck the Earth less than fifty yards away.

“We are yours,
oh Lord!” Daniel cried, tears streaming down his pale face.

No, you are
mine, Jacob wanted to say.

But he held
his tongue.

Instead,
raising his arms, he announced, “Let us depart this place, my
friends, and proceed with the Plan!”

At this the
Judex unsteadily rose to their feet. They wore looks of fear, panic
and, in a few of the older members, determination.

Reaching down,
Jacob shut the locks on his briefcase.

Soon, it would
be used to carry out the Plan.

Soon, it would
be used to carry out Judgment.

Soon, it would
be ended...







Chapter V: Failure






February
23rd, 1973

The Ruins of
New York City, New York






“Come and see
Santa’s Sleigh and all of the other great floats on the
twenty-third of November, 1972,” Nadine read, staring at the
flyer.

Looking up,
she felt her heart start pounding in her chest.

New York City,
home to almost eight million inhabitants, should have stood before
her.

The Statue of
Liberty.

Central
Park.

The Empire
State Building.

All of them
should have been right in front of her.

And yet all
she could see was devastation.

The Godhand
had fallen, and unlike in London, no one had known how to stop
it.

The people of
New York had heard the word of God. Unfortunately for them, that
word had been ‘die!’.

And now a
shallow sea had formed where the Upper New York Bay had once
lay.

A series of
four mountain ranges now stood north of the city ruins, their
surfaces covered in steel rebar and chunks of concrete.

Seven million
souls had been lost, making it the largest terrorist attack of all
time. Seven million people who had been celebrating the start of
the festive season with their families and loved ones.

Nadine felt
the bile rise in her throat.

She had never
been an angry person, but thinking about what Jacob had done made
her see red.

If... when she
caught him, she hoped that he would not go quietly.

She wanted to
see him suffer for the destruction he had wrought.

Sighing, she
turned away from the scene before her.

She had work
to do.

*

Nadine made
her way across the rubble, stepping carefully. She could have taken
a safer route to the meeting, but she chose to take the path of
devastation instead. It was a grim reminder of Jacob’s vision for
the world. If he won, the world lost.

As she slid
down a slope made from melted metal, she reminisced on the
past.

Shortly after
the London Incident, the world had held its breath. Was that the
first of many, or a one-time event? Leaders panicked while people
stockpiled rations and hid in bunkers across the globe. Alone or in
small groups, humanity started praying for forgiveness.

But as the
hours turned to days, and the days turned to weeks, humanity had
cautiously poked their heads out.

Like the
cautious groundhog, people started leaving their bunkers and
basements, finding a world that had not been destroyed by holy
judgment. After that, the debates had begun. Every night a
different religious leader, philosopher or conspiracy theorist
would appear on tv, espousing their personal beliefs about the
Godhand. Some said that it was aliens, or a hoax, or a secret
Soviet project. And for those who believed that it truly was the
hand of God, it came down to whose god. Had it been Buddha,
Elohim or Odin? By rough counts there were over ten-thousand gods
in recorded history, from Allah to Zeus, and almost all of them had
a believer who claimed that it was their god who had almost
destroyed London and was therefore the most deserving of praise and
worship.

And for their
faithful to receive a global monetary tribute, in exchange for
mercy, of course.

But nothing
could be proven or disproven, and the scientists of the world could
give no definitive answer either.

Until New
York.

Until
Judex.

Until
Jacob.

Suddenly, the
world had been gripped by an existential fear. One of the largest,
most populated and most influential cities on the planet had
disappeared in less time than it took to cook a meal. Families,
businesses, lives, torn apart with no warning.

And the world
had come close to unravelling completely. The US government, still
reeling from the unthinkable loss it had sustained, had promised
vengeance.

Jacob would be
found, and he would pay.

*

Nadine felt
the bile at the back of her throat worsen. She had almost reached
the edge of the Godscar. Here and there she could see signs of
panic. The people here had almost made it to safety. But the
hundreds of diamond discs smeared across the melted asphalt told a
story of failure.

Nadine saw
scratches on some of the discs, caused by the desperate and the
despicable. Once the dust had settled men and women had started
picking through the rubble. It hadn’t been long before the diamond
discs -the compressed remains of people crushed under the Godhand-
had been found.

Within days
hundreds of people had descended upon the ruins of New York,
chisels, pickaxes and drills in hand. Using Richard’s findings,
Nadine had been the one to announce how the diamond discs had
formed, and what they were made of. Soon afterwards the US
government passed a law declaring the diamond discs as human
remains, which afforded them protection from opportunistic thieves.
Removing or damaging the discs now carried a harsh jail sentence,
although this alone had not deterred the hardest criminals.
Instead, the bereaved families had started protecting the discs
from any would-be thieves, reasoning that any of the discs could
belong to their loved ones.

*

Leaving the
Godscar, Nadine continued walking towards her destination. The
research centre had originally been owned by a pharmaceutical
company, but the US government had been quick to evict its former
occupants and take it for themselves. It was one of the few intact
structures in the area and was close enough to the Godscar to
study. It was currently managed by a joint CIA-GSS team that was
studying the most intact Godscar in the world.

As Nadine drew
closer she saw the camp. Hundreds of tents and make-shift
structures surrounded the research centre, populated by the
displaced former residents of New York. In the aftermath of its
destruction the government had tried to relocate people to other
states, where they could restart their lives amongst friends or
family.

Some, however,
had stubbornly chosen to stay instead.

Some of them
were still in shock and could not muster the strength to leave.
Others, admirably, had already made plans to clear the rubble and
rebuild.

Nadine smiled,
the anthropologist in her impressed by humanity’s indomitable
spirit.

That smile
slipped, however, as she entered the camp. The people here did not
look happy.

Instead, they
wore scowls and called out to her as she walked past.

“Have you
caught them yet?” an old woman called out, hands covered in
soot.

“Are we safe?
Is it going to come back?” asked a young boy, wearing a shirt that
was more hole than fabric.

“Please, I’m
trying to find my husband! I know that he’s somewhere out there,
but no one is looking for him!” a middle-aged widow shouted, eyes
wide and red-rimmed.

“Sorry, I
can’t comment on that,” Nadine repeated, over and over, as more
people came forward. It broke her heart to leave them without any
hope, but she could and would not tell them lies.

We haven’t
caught Judex, she wanted to say.

No one is
safe, she wanted to call out.

Your husband
is gone… she wanted to whisper.

But those
words refused to leave her throat.

Instead she
gritted her teeth and moved forwards, towards the research
centre.

*

“Director
Calloway, thanks for coming,” said Agent Walker, as Nadine entered
the building.

“Thanks for
having me,” Nadine replied, shaking the dust from her clothes.

“How was your
journey? I was quite surprised when I heard that you wanted to be
dropped off in the middle of the Godscar instead of here.

“It was fine,
thanks,” Nadine replied, trying to recall the destruction she had
just witnessed, “I wanted to remind myself of why we’re doing this,
and of what’s at stake. Jacob isn’t just any other criminal, he’s a
man who has the power and the desire to end the world.”

“Of course,”
Agent Walker replied, looking pensive.

Her parents
had been in New York on the day of the Godhand.

Like so many
others.

“Is Director
Maccabee here?” Nadine asked, recalling her first meeting with the
woman who had first discovered the Godscar in Iraq.

Elaine had
been a nervous wreck during their first encounter, barely a month
after London had almost suffered the same fate as New York. The
British and US governments had scrambled to find individuals with
any knowledge of the Godhand. Nadine, as the person who had visited
the Shinari Basin, and Elaine, the one who had first seen it from
space, had quickly risen to the attention of both governments.

“No, she left
for Mauritania yesterday.”

“She went to
Africa? Why?” Nadine asked, confused.

“I’m not sure,
ma’am, but I believe that it has something to do with the
Godhand.”

Nadine nodded.
Elaine wasn’t the type to fly halfway across the world for no good
reason.

The poor woman
had a hard enough time leaving her own state, let alone the US.

“Very well, I
hope that she can find something out there that will help. Have
there been any developments this side?” Nadine asked, as they made
their way to the operations centre.

“Yes, we have
confirmed that the rock samples Richard took from the Shinari Basin
match those taken from the ruins of New York. Although the
compositions differ, both locations experienced the same amount of
pressure and the rock reacted in exactly the same way.”

“So both
events were fundamentally identical, which tells us that the
Godhands are uniform in appearance. This could help us prepare for
any future events, and it tells us something else…”

“Yes?” asked
Agent Walker.

“God hasn’t
changed His tactics in almost three thousand years…”

*

Entering the
operations centre, Nadine saw several researchers hard at work.
Most of them were working on samples taken from the Godscar or were
running computer simulations of the Godhand to determine its
characteristics.

One man stood
out, however, in his crisp black suit and no-nonsense visage.

“Agent Black,
to what do I owe the… pleasure?” Nadine asked, trying to keep her
face neutral.

“Langley wants
an update on Judex,” he replied, radiating hostility.

Elaine
couldn’t stand the man, and neither could Nadine.

“We had a
sighting in Denver, so we mobilized the task force. By the time we
arrived, however, Judex had moved on.”

“So you lost
him? Again?” Agent Black asked, wielding the unspoken accusation
like a knife.

Nadine knew
that it was directed at her heart.

“We were
delayed by the CIA, again.” Nadine shot back, enjoying the reaction
it caused, “I wanted to go in with a small squad, whereas your men
wanted to bring in a tank. By the time it reached the cabin Judex
had been given plenty of time to clear out.”

“Judex are
international terrorists,” Agent Black replied, mouth forming a
sneer, “They wield impossible powers, so we should try and match
them and balance the playing field.”

“Judex are
nothing,” Nadine sighed, “A bunch of easily manipulated idiots.
Jacob is the only dangerous one, and he is flesh and blood, same as
you or I. If we go in fast and quiet, we can catch him
off-guard.”

“And if he
summons the Godhand?”

“Then we lose,
tank or no tank.”

Agent Black
said nothing for a time. Eventually he sighed loudly and said,
“Very well. I will inform Langley that Judex is still at large.
However, if they continue to evade us we may be forced to employ…
drastic measures…”

Nadine knew
what Agent Black was referring to.

Mass arrests.
Interrogations. Accosting anyone and everyone who could potentially
be one of Jacob’s supporters.

But Nadine
knew that doing so would only drive more people towards Jacob and
his promised paradise.

“We’ll get
them, you have my word,” Nadine said instead.

“See that you
do,” Agent Black replied, before leaving the room.

Nadine felt
her breathing return to normal and realized that she had been
holding her breath for most of the conversation.

“Director?”
Agent Walked asked, wearing a look of concern.

“I’m fine. But
Agent Black is right, we need to catch Jacob and soon. The more
time we give him, the more cities fall. So let’s double the reward
for his capture and send out alerts to every city in every state.
He can’t hide forever…”

“I’ll see to
that, Director,” Agent Walker replied, before saluting and walking
away.

Nadine sighed.
Not for the first time she wished that Richard were present. Even
though he could drive her to anger like no other, he always had a
plan.

But Richard
was gone, so it fell to Nadine instead.

Shit.


Chapter VI: Handprints in the Sand






February
24th, 1973

Sahara Desert,
Mauritania






Elaine had
grown up in Florida. She thought that she had become used to hot
weather. But the desert around her wasn’t hot.

It was on
fire.

A fleet of
vehicles stood close by, filled with equipment and provisions. Hank
Smith was sitting in the front seat of the closest car, aircon on
full blast.

The only
person who seemed to be enjoying himself was Douglas Myers, who had
already burned through two rolls of film since their arrival. He
was standing atop a nearby dune, taking picture after picture of
the sprawling sand-sea.

“Douglas, it’s
time to move on!” Elaine called, trying to catch the attention of
her oldest friend and confidant.

“Sorry, I’ll
be right down!” Douglas replied, and yet his hands did not leave
his camera.

“Douglas!!”
Elaine shouted, heat evaporating the last droplets of her
patience.

“Right, right,
sorry!” Douglas called back, as he finally put his camera away.

“Surely you’ve
taken enough photographs by now?” Elaine asked, as he made his way
down the steep dune. He was wearing a red Hawaiian shirt, making it
easy to keep track of his descent.

“Never!”
Douglas laughed, as he reached the bottom of the slope, “Why do you
think I brought two extra bags worth of film?”

Elaine shook
her head in response. Once Douglas had found out where she was
heading he had practically begged her to come along. Apparently,
the Sahara was on his bucket list, and with the end of the world
potentially on the horizon he had seen a chance to cross it
off.

Elaine envied
him for that.

Her bucket
list only had a single item on it.

Don’t get killed by the
Godhand.

And avoiding
that seemed more impossible with each and every passing day…

*

“So tell me
again why we’re here?” Hank asked, as he finished off another water
bottle. Like Elaine he was a Florida native, but he seemed to be
handing the local climate even worse than her.

“We were
contacted by a representative of the tribe who heard about our
search for the Godscars. She claimed that a Godhand had descended
upon the desert thousands of years ago and could lead us to the
location in exchange for a fee.

“One million
dollars,” Hank said, “Its a lot of money for an unverified
rumour.”

“But a small
price to pay if it’s genuine,” Elaine replied, “We know so little
about the Godhand, so any information is worth its weight in
gold.”

“And what do
we know about these people?” Hank asked, with a dismissive tone.
Elaine knew that he was a kind man at heart, but between the stress
they were all facing and the brain-melting heat his kindness had
disappeared.

“Well, we know
that they have lived in this area for as long as humanity has been
keeping records. Some people theorize that they are descended from
the first group of Homo sapiens to migrate out of Africa, some
sixty thousand years ago. So if anyone would know about a Godscar,
my money would be on them.”

“But even if
there is a Godscar, surely it would have been covered up by sand by
now?”

“Maybe, but
it’s worth a look at the very least,” Elaine replied, trying to
remain civil.

Hank continued
to pick at her, but she was only half-listening.

It was going
to be a long day…

*

“So according
to the man who lent us these vehicles, the area we are entering is
called Almanzil al'awal, which means ‘the first home’ in Arabic,”
explained Elaine’s translator, as he drove them across the
dunes.

Elaine was
sitting up front, taking in the majesty of the Sahara, while
Douglas and Hank sat behind her. The man driving their vehicle had
been recommended by the CIA. Apparently, he had already been to one
Godscar, so having a veteran would be very helpful.

“That is
fascinating…” Elaine replied, struggling to remember the man’s
name.

He apparently
caught on to her struggle when he said, “Abdiel. Abdiel
Burhan.”

“That is
fascinating, Abdiel. Are you a local?”

Abdiel laughed
at this, saying, “Ha! Me, a local? No, Ms Maccabee, like you I am a
long way from home. The CIA picked me up from a jail in Baghdad and
promised to wipe away my sentence in exchange for coming here.”

Elaine did not
know what to say, so naturally she said the most awkward thing she
could think of.

“Why were you
in jail?”

Immediately
blood rushed to her pale face, turning it a deep shade of red.

‘You can’t
just ask a man why he was in prison, Elaine!’ she thought to
herself, mentally cringing.

“Ha-ha, it was
nothing serious, Ms Maccabee,” Abdiel said, again picking up on her
unspoken feelings, “I was arrested for helping an Englishman forge
documents which allowed him to enter the Shinari Basin. You might
know of him… Richard Cardinal?”

Richard
Cardinal. The Saviour of London. Everyone knew about him, and
Nadine had even been with him, on that fateful day.

“So you were
with him, in the Shinari Basin? What was it like?”

Abdiel
chuckled to himself as he navigated around a rocky outcrop.

It was almost
midday, and the sun beat down upon the land as if it was trying to
pacify the unruly dunes.

“He was an…
interesting man, Richard. I have dealt with many Americans and
Englishmen over the years, helping them forge documents so that
they can smuggle artifacts out of Iraq and into their private
collections. Richard was the first one who wanted to look at rocks
instead. It is a shame… what happened to him…”

Ah, right. The
official statement was that Richard had not survived his injuries
and had been buried in a small ceremony. If the world knew the
truth they might descend on his hospital, demanding answers from
the Saviour.

Instead of
correcting Abdiel, Elaine changed track and asked, “I see… and the
Godscar? How did it feel, being there?”

Abdiel said
nothing for a moment. He looked almost melancholic as he replied,
“It might sound silly, but I could feel something in the Basin. A
heaviness in the air, as if the sky was pushing down on my
shoulders. I have not felt the like since then.”

“Fascinating…”
Elaine whispered, and for the first time since arriving she was
glad she had accepted the role of Director. She had spent her
childhood cooped up in her room, afraid of the outside world. And
now here she was, travelling through the dunes of the Sahara in
search of God’s fingerprints…

*

Eventually the
group came upon a collection of tents which were sitting beside an
oasis. Several palms stood tall next to the clear water, providing
shade and respite from the burning air of the desert.

A group of
people, bedecked in Bedouin robes and garments, sat beneath the
high-vaulted tents. They were eating what looked like dates and
yoghurt when the vehicles arrived and did not seem in a hurry to
welcome their guests. Instead they cast a wary eye towards the
group of white men and women who had intruded upon their temporary
home.

An elderly
man, wielding a worn and intricately carved staff, was the first
one to call out to them, saying, “Tahiaati almusafirina. Hal jit
tabhath ean suyuf 'aw maladh?”

Abdiel,
without waiting for anyone else, came forward and smoothly replied,
“Salam alshaykh, walbushraa. nati litalab almaerifat wanuqadim
alhadaya liljamie.”

“Ah, wama hi
almaerifat alati taseaa 'iilayha?” the elder asked, looking relaxed
but ready to move if necessary.

Abdiel turned
to Elaine and asked, “He wants to know why we are here. What should
I tell him?”

“Tell him…
that we have come in search of God’s judgment. Does he know if
there is a place nearby that matches that description?”

Abdiel
translated for them.

The elder’s
relaxed gaze turned into a look of surprise. He gestured to the
north, saying, “Hal tabhath ean makan lilhimayati? Limadha a?”

“He wants to
know why,” Abdiel said, folding his arms.

“Um… so that
we can protect people?” Elaine replied, shrugging her shoulders.
She felt out of her depth, but that wasn’t going to stop her from
doing her part. Nadine would catch Jacob, and Elaine would figure
out why God was going around crushing cities.

That had been
the deal.

“Hadhih
almar'at turid himayat alealam,” Abdiel said, as he gestured
towards Elaine, “Walmaerifat alati tamtalikuha yumkin 'an
tusaeidaha fi alqiam bidhalik.”

“Haqaa? Wahid
saghir mithl hadha?”

“Nahn naeish
fi 'awqat gharibat ya shaykh.” Abdiel replied, showing a toothy
smile.

The elder said
nothing for a few moments. Eventually he stood and slowly made his
way over to Elaine. Without warning he took hold of her hand and,
with a mischievous grin, said, “Atabieni 'ayuha alhami.”

“Abdiel?”
Elaine asked, with a nervous laugh.

“He will take
us where we need to go.”

And that was
that.

*

“I see…”
Abdiel said, nodding. He had spent the entirety of the camel ride
conversing with the elder. Apparently their destination was not far
off. The others were following in the cars, but the elder had
insisted that Elaine accompany him on camelback.

Lucky her.

“Anything
interesting?” Elaine asked Abdiel, as the elder’s stopped
talking.

“Yes. He was
telling me that the place we are visiting is known to foreigners as
the Eye of the Sahara. However, only a few people know of the story
of how it was formed. The foreigners apparently think that it was
created in a volcanic event, but this is not the truth.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, the
elder told me that in ancient times, this place was the first home
for humanity. The first man and first woman lived here, in a
paradise built by Allah.”

“You mean the
Garden of Eden?” Elaine said, with a surprised gasp. Most estimates
by historians put the Garden in the Middle East, not the Sahara.
Then again, most historians had never seen the Godhand…

“Yes, I
suppose I do,” Abdiel replied, “Well, the first home was eventually
abandoned by the first man and woman. Apparently, Allah decided
that they had to spread across the land and forced them out into
the desert.”

“So no
forbidden fruit or snake?” Elaine asked, interested.

“No. Allah did
not want mankind to only enjoy a fraction of the land He had
created for them, so He made them leave. However, creatures of evil
desired the paradise and sought to corrupt it, so Allah destroyed
it instead. He made sure that no evil hands would ever touch His
creation and soon the sands of the Sahara covered most of His
handiwork.”

“So God
created used the Godhand and created a Godscar in order to help
humanity?”

“That is what
the elder says.”

“And does any
part of it still remain?”

“See for
yourself,” Abdiel replied, gesturing to the massive structure in
the distance.

*

The Eye of the
Sahara, or the Richat Structure as it was known to the scientific
community, stretched out before them. It was comprised of a number
of concentric rings of rock, emanating from the desert floor. The
circular structure was roughly twenty-five miles in diameter and
the rings within varied in height and thickness.

“What do you
think?” Hank asked, as the team got to work. Several people were
unloading the vehicles and setting up camp while others were
already measuring the site with a bevy of instruments.

“I don’t know.
It could be a volcanic dome, like previously believed,” Elaine
replied, feeling useless. She was the director, but she was not a
geologist or anthropologist. All she was, really, was a woman who
happened to pick out a handprint in a photograph.

It was then
that Elaine saw Abdiel. He was standing a little way off from the
group and looked uncomfortable.

Like there was
something pressing heavily on him…

“But something
tells me that this is the real deal…” Elaine said, smiling.

*

It was night
by the time the initial results arrived. The team had set up camp
and the elder had been safely escorted back to his camp. Elaine was
sitting between Abdiel and Douglas, eating a warm meal which helped
to stave off the desert chill.

“Director, I
have the first scan reports,” Hank announced, coming from the
direction of the Richat Structure.

“And?” Elaine
asked, hands trembling. She hoped that she hadn’t brought them all
the way out here for nothing.

“It’s a match.
We’re getting the same readings in the local magnetic field and the
quartz frequency as in New York.”

“200
hertz?”

“Yes,” Hank
said, beaming.

“Alright!”
Elaine shouted, almost spilling her stew in her excitement.

“Do you wish
to see the reports?”

“Of
course!”

The next hour
was frantic.

However, in
the midst of the chaos Elaine saw Abdiel slip away. She followed
him, keeping her distance. Eventually he arrived at a dune which
overlooked the Eye of the Sahara.

Elaine crept
closer, until she could just barely make out what he was
saying.

“My friend,
once again I find myself surrounded by foreigners in a place of
Allah’s power. However, it is not the same without you…”

Abdiel then
reached inside his robes and withdrew a flask. Pouring some out, he
said, “I pray that, wherever you are… Allah is with you my
friend…”







Chapter VII: Visions
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Richard stood
in an endless desert bordered by a constantly changing sea of
stars. Before him was a pillar of flame which rose towards the
twinkling heavens. It was unbelievably hot yet not unpleasant, like
the warmth of a mother’s hug. Around the pillar were seven
equidistant slabs of marble, as tall and wide as a man. Upon them
were carvings which depicted moments from his life.

His father’s
beatings.

His mother’s
funeral.

Studying at
Oxford.

Meeting
Nadine.

Lecturing at
Cambridge.

Being shot by
a madman.

The last slab
lay bare.

An end… or an
unwritten chapter?

He turned his
attention back to the central flame. From it he sensed anger,
confusion and frustration.

There was a
barrier there.

Of words.


Intentions.

Minds.

What was red
for one was blue for another.

And the words
needed… had not been found.

So the flame
spoke in actions instead.

Terrible,
destructive moments that scarred the world it had made.

The All-Tongue
would lead to destruction. To persecution. To annihilation.

“It must be
stopped!” the flame spoke, using the only words it possessed from
the lesser tongue.

Richard
nodded. It must be stopped.

And he had
stopped it, for a time.

But someone,
somewhere, was calling out in the tongue of all.

Gary?

No. His role
was over.

His role had
just begun.

Another
then.

It mattered
not.

“It must be
stopped!” the flame spake, but it could not explain why. It was…
limited… in its vocabulary.

If mankind
could only speak the words.

If an
understanding could be reached…

But no. Such a
thing was impossible.

But…
perhaps…

Richard
nodded. It was worth a try.

The
alternative was chaos, after all.

“I… must be
stopped…” the flame… God… whispered.

Richard nodded
once more.

“It shall be
done,” he said, as the flame burned brighter, chasing the darkness
from his mind…

*

In defiance to
the opinions of Europe’s leading neurosurgeons, Richard awoke.

He should have
felt scared or confused. After all, his last memories had been of
trying to destroy a computer with a fire-axe while a madman shot at
him and a god-sized hand tried to destroy London.

Instead of
fear, however, he felt calm.

Like the day
he had received his final results from Oxford. He had known that he
had passed with distinctions even before the letter had arrived on
his desk.

Slowly, he
opened his eyes. He was lying in a modestly furnished yet
modern-fitted hospital room.

Now, what
should his first words be?

Perhaps the
old favourite ‘where am I?’

Or maybe ‘I’m…
alive…?’

But other
words fought to escape his parched lips instead.

“Let it
begin,” he croaked.

He lay there
for a long time afterwards, testing his stiff joints. He wiggled
his toes, moved his feet and eventually worked his way up to
turning his head.

In the hall
beyond the room he could hear sounds of activity. Doctors calling
for nurses. Nurses calling for patients. Families calling for loved
ones. But they felt distant and indistinct. So he turned his head
again, using all of his accumulated strength.

The room was
empty.


Correction.

The room
should have been empty.

From the clock
above the door Richard could tell that it was either very early or
very late. The curtains were closed either way, and Richard had no
family or friends who would come to his bedside.

And yet… there
was someone sitting in one of the chairs in his room.

He looked like
a priest.

*

“Ah, you have
returned to us,” said the man, as their eyes met.

Richard stared
in response.

The man stood
and brushed his coat before continuing, “My name is Father
Sebastian Vittal, and it is an honour to meet you, Richard.”

Richard said
nothing.

“You see, no
one except your ex-wife is allowed to visit you. Your survival is a
secret, after all. However, when I told the nurse that I was a
Cardinal I think that she may have misunderstood and thought of me
as family,” Father Vittal said, with a small chuckle.

He was a tall
man, in his mid-forties if Richard was any judge, and had a mop of
combed blonde hair which sat above a pair of emerald eyes.

“Why… are you…
here?” Richard asked, finally finding his voice.

Father Vittal
faltered for a moment before answering, “Yes, right. Well, I’m from
the Vatican, as I’m sure you have guessed. And you, Richard, have
become a rather important person to, well, everyone. Do you
remember what happened in London, by any chance?”

Richard
nodded. The memories burned like fire in his mind.

“I destroyed
Babel and stopped the Godhand from destroying the city,” he said,
without a trace of pride or arrogance. He was simply stating the
truth.

“Correct. And
if it had simply ended there, this world would have been a great
deal better off. However, a man named Jacob Lowe is trying to bring
about the end times using Gary Lombard’s invention.”

“I thought
that you guys were all about the end times? Revelations and all
that,” Richard replied, with a mocking tone. Despite his…
experiences… the atheist in him was a stubborn bastard.

“True, but
only God decides when the last trumpet will sound, not man. No,
what Jacob is doing is a work of evil, make no mistake.”

“So the
Vatican sent you to what, spy on me?”

“We prefer the
term ‘watch over’, but yes, I have been tasked with your
observation.”

“Why?”

Father Vittal
came closer, revealing lines of stress on his face.

“A few months
ago Jacob and his followers destroyed New York. A short time after
that they almost destroyed Los Angeles. We fear that his capacity
for destruction will only continue to grow, along with his thirst
for bringing about the apocalypse. His actions, meanwhile, have
brought the world’s religions into a state of panicked frenzy.
Everyone is claiming that the being who almost destroyed London is
proof of their religion’s validity, and yet that same being’s
destruction of New York has resulted in many trying to shift the
blame onto other religions. Do you understand?”

“Yeah,
everyone wants to claim that they planned the party but no one
wants to be stuck with the bill,” Richard replied, struggling to
sit up.

Father Vittal,
without saying anything, helped him to sit over the edge of the
bed.

Richard felt
weak, and yet there was a fire inside of him that drove him to take
action. He knew that he couldn’t waste time lying in a hospital
bed.

“I guess that
is one way of putting it. But yes, whoever wins will also lose. If
the Vatican puts out a statement that claims the Godhand as proof
of their God, they will also need to accept the responsibility of
that God’s destruction of a major city and pay reparations to the
millions affected. Jacob has certainly put us in a tricky
situation.”

Richard
allowed his feet to touch the linoleum floor.

“I’m assuming
that you have a plan? One that won’t saddle the church with a debt
it could never repay, I mean?”

Father Vittal
nodded, saying, “Correct. You are as intelligent as our reports
suggested, mister Cardinal. In exactly five days the leaders of
Christianity, Islam and Judaism will be secretly meeting at the
Vatican for the Trivergence. This meeting will allow the world’s
largest religions to come together and discuss the Godhand. Over
several sessions we hope to come to an agreement and, ultimately,
put forth a joint statement on the nature of the deity. We hope
that doing so will help to mend some of the damage caused by Jacob
and allow us to focus on what is truly important.”

“I see… I’m
surprised that they all agreed to meet.”

“The world has
changed since London, mister Cardinal. We now live in a reality
where a city of eight million people can disappear in barely any
time at all. This is no time to cling to the old, petty rivalries
of the past. If we are to survive God’s wrath, humanity must come
together as one,” Father Vittal said, with a small smile.

“You sound as
if that’s a good thing?”

“In other
circumstances, it would be. In my youth I was a soldier, and by the
end of my service I wanted nothing more than world peace. I wish
that it was happening for better reasons, but a part of me is glad
that some good has come out of all of this destruction.”

Richard,
taking a deep breath, stood. His knees wavered for a few seconds,
but in the end they held firm.

He was
back.

“And now,
mister Cardinal, I have a favour to ask of you. Would you come with
me to the Vatican so that you might join in our discussion? I
believe that it would be beneficial to have not just a man of
science, but the man responsible for rebuking the Godhand in
attendance,” Father Vittal asked, looking nervous.

“You want me
to go to the Vatican?” Richard asked.

“Yes. And
right away, if possible. I have a private helicopter on standby
which could have us there in a couple of hours, if you
consent?”

Richard
thought about his vision.

The flame and
its frustration.

No, a meeting
would not save the world.

Shaking his
head, he said, “I’m sorry, Father Vittal, but I cannot go with you.
However, perhaps you could help me instead. There is a place I must
go, and in doing so we might be able to stop the Godhand from ever
happening again.”

Father Vittal
hesitated for a moment before saying, “I see… Well, I was asked to
observe you, so if you don’t go to Rome I can’t return on my own.
Where would you like to go? London? Or perhaps back to Iraq?”

Richard shook
his head, saying, “No. I need to go to Scotland. There is a man
there I must see. One who both almost took my life and saved
it.”


Chapter VIII: The Gathering
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“Brothers and
sisters, are you ready to be saved!!” Jacob screamed, his voice
reverberating across the box canyon.

“WE ARE!!!”
cried his faithful, as they stood upon the beach.

He was
standing on a rock protruding from the water, wearing black robes.
His faithful, now numbering in the hundreds, stood before him. With
every passing day more people had joined, led to him by word of
mouth. They had no common bond, save for their belief in his
mission. Doctors stood side by side with door-to-door salesman,
white alongside black, man with woman. All were welcome, so long as
they came with honest intentions.

The Judex, his
most trusted companions, stood behind him. Among them were people
of power and influence, including members of law enforcement
agencies who had helped him evade capture.

Today they had
gathered at the Hamilton Pool Waterfall for the Last Baptism. The
rest of humanity waited in fear of Judgment Day, but for the chosen
few standing before him there was eager anticipation.

An end to
pain, to suffering, to anxiety, to conflict.

“Step forward,
my faithful, and enter the waters of purification!” Jacob cried,
gesturing towards the thundering waterfall.

Slowly, the
people entered. Many of them had been baptized before in churches
and chapels, but nothing like this.

Today, his
faithful would be blessed with water empowered by the Last Prophet.
It would wash away not just sin, but all prior connections or
loyalties. They would be bound to him, their souls tied to his for
all eternity. Through this they would be granted protection against
judgment. They would be able to stand tall as the Godhand fell,
safe in the knowledge that they would emerge unharmed. Once the
final days arrived, they alone would be spared God’s wrath.

This was the
promise. This was why they had gathered today.

“Please, Last
Prophet, bless me with your grace!” a woman cried, as she waded
through the waist high water. She was wearing a black dress, as
stipulated by the Judex.

“Of course.
Come forward, my child, and receive my blessing!” Jacob replied,
gesturing for the woman to approach him.

Stepping into
the water, he reached out and led her over to the waterfall. There,
he took her by the shoulders and forced her backwards, into the
mighty torrent of water. She struggled for a moment as the wall of
water fell upon her, but soon relaxed.

“And with
this, you are made new!” Jacob shouted, pulling the woman out. She
looked a mess, hair plastered to her head and makeup running down
her face. But she was smiling.

“Next!” Jacob
cried.

And so they
came, seeking salvation.

*

Once everyone
had received their last baptism, Jacob began his sermon. He was
standing on the beach, his followers seated before him.

“My friends,
we have grown in number since our last gathering!” he exclaimed,
spreading his hands wide, “So I see fit to tell our new brothers
and sisters my story!”

His faithful
nodded, enraptured by his words.

“Six months
ago, I was a broken man! I travelled to England after losing my job
due to events beyond my control! While I walked the streets of
London, I was struck down by the so called ‘Saviour of the
City’!”

His faithful
booed as if on cue.

Richard
Cardinal, the devil’s own champion, had stopped Judgment Day
before. But he had been struck down by the forces of good. He had
not saved New York, and would not save anyone else, ever again.

“Yes, Richard
Cardinal, sensing my role as the Last Prophet, attacked me in
London! But, thanks to God’s protection, I survived! I followed
after him, trying to prevent him from stopping the apocalypse!”

Jacob paused
for effect.

With a
trembling voice he continued, “Sadly, my faithful, I was too late.
Richard had already destroyed the beacon, and the Godhand left the
city unjudged. But luck was on my side that day, as the beacon,
while damaged, was also left unattended. I took it from that tower,
secreting it away from those who would harm it further! Once I
returned home, I set about repairing it, using my engineering
skills and guidance from the Lord to remake the beacon! Finally, I
improved upon the design, making it portable so that I could do
God’s work across the world! A few months later, I was able to
achieve my greatest victory, the judgment of the City of Sin!”

The faithful
cheered at this. Many were openly weeping tears of joy.

Good.

“And now, my
brothers and sisters, our reach is expanding! Soon, we will bring
judgment to every person on the planet! Soon, we shall be the only
ones left! SOON, WE SHALL FIND PARADISE!!!”

The faithful
screamed out as his sermon ended, praising his name and calling for
judgment upon their noisy neighbours, demanding landlords and
ungrateful children.

Jacob smiled
to himself.

He was almost
there…

*

“That was a
lovely sermon,” said Father Lewis, a middle-aged priest who had
first approached the group in Louisiana. The man had many
connections in Rome and had been promised the position of
Archbishop before details of his… unsavoury approach towards altar
servers had come to light.

He had come to
Jacob seeking vengeance and offering information in exchange.

“Thank you,
Father. Do you have an update for me?” Jacob replied. He was
sitting upon the beach, staring at the waterfall as the sun dove
towards the horizon. His faithful had informed him that a CIA task
force was on its way, but he had enough time for one last
reflection.

“I do. The
Trivergence will take place in the Vatican on the second of March
as planned. I have a man on the inside who can assist us with
anything we might need.”

“I see. Good
work, Father,” Jacob responded, as he rose to his feet.

“It is my
pleasure to serve, Last Prophet,” the priest replied, bowing low,
“Are you ready with the Sinboxes?”

“Almost. The
Judex were able to use their connections to acquire the final parts
that we need. They are quite hard to come by, but they will be
worth every penny.”

“That is good
news!” Father Lewis exclaimed, “Oh how I wish I could be there,
when it happens!”

“Worry not,
Father, for your time will come in due course.”

“Are you sure?
I do not know what we will do without you…”

“It is my
time, Father. I must be there to see it through, and my judgment
has already been delayed for long enough. But the Judex have their
orders, and the plans have been made. Soon enough, this world will
end, and our time in paradise will begin,” Jacob replied, feeling
peaceful.

He was tired
of running.

It was time
for this to end…


Chapter IX: World War III
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“I miss the
desert,” Hank said, teeth chattering in the biting cold.

“So do I,”
Elaine replied, as she rubbed her hands together, trying to stave
off frostbite for a few moments more.

They were
standing outside a concrete bunker, waiting for their ride.

“So why aren’t
we back there?!?” Hank asked, finally losing his temper.

“Because our
team wasn’t allowed to access the potential Godscar site. The
Soviets said that they wanted to deal with us directly, so here we
are!” Elaine barked, her own patience wearing thin.

For about the
fiftieth time since arriving in the country she envied Douglas.
Apparently, he had been banned from entering the Soviet Union due
to an incident involving a camera and the kremlin, so he had chosen
instead to move on to the third potential Godscar site. He would
now be somewhere in the Pacific Ocean, taking pictures of
blindingly white beaches and azure lagoons, his Hawaiian shirt
finally appropriate dresswear.

Elaine
couldn’t wait to join him.

Instead, she
was standing in a dilapidated town in freezing weather. The
thermometer in the bunker had said minus twenty degrees
Celsius.

And to make
matters worse, their ride was late.

However, in
this one particular case, Elaine was glad. She wasn’t a fan of the
person who had been sent to pick them up.

“My apologies,
there was a snowdrift that had to be cleared!” called a voice which
caused Elaine to involuntarily wince.

Turning, she
saw a black, unmarked vehicle emerge from around a corner. It was
starting to snow, and yet Elaine hesitated for a second before
approaching the vehicle.

Why couldn’t
they have sent anyone else?

“Now then,
shall we be off?” asked Agent Black. He was sitting in the driver’s
seat and wearing a thick snowsuit. As always, his smile did not
reach his eyes.

“Finally!”
exclaimed Hank, as he shuffled awkwardly through the snow, trying
to reach the nearest door.

Elaine
followed after a few seconds, feeling strangely apprehensive.

Something
felt… wrong… but she knew that voicing her feelings would earn her
a sarcastic comment from Agent Black.

No… it was
probably just a combination of jetlag and sub-zero
temperatures.

It had to
be…

*

“I arrived
yesterday, after we learnt about the… situation,” Agent Black
replied, answering Elaine’s question.

“And what can
you tell us about the site?”

“Very little,
unfortunately. A bunch of soviets turned up right as our team was
about to enter the crater. Although their government had given us
approval to enter the country and examine the site, the local
military force seems to have other ideas. It was their request for
our director that led to your presence.”

“Any idea what
they want from me?”

Agent Black
shook his head as he drove them towards the crater. It was a short
drive, but the conditions outside were rapidly deteriorating.

“They did not
elaborate further on why they needed you specifically to be
present. And if our team is going to gain access to another
potential Godscar site, we need the military to back-off.”

“But I’m just
a civilian! I don’t have any real power!”

“I am
well aware of that fact, Ms Maccabee, however, these
people did not seem to believe me when I informed them as such,”
Agent Black replied, voice dripping with a condescending tone.

“Fine. I just
hope that they are ready to be disappointed…” Elaine muttered, half
to herself.

Agent Black
said nothing, however, from the look on his face in the rear-view
mirror Elaine could easily read his expression.

Agreement.

“Remember, we
can’t piss them off. If they shut down access, we lose another clue
to the Godhand’s true nature…” Agent Black said.

Strangely, he
sounded… anxious.

“I know.
There’s a lot riding on this…” Elaine replied. The weight of that
responsibility had become ever-present in the last few months.
Everyone stood to lose someone if Judex continued their campaign of
terror.

It was then
that a thought came to her.

“Did you lose
someone… in New York?” she asked, wondering if that was the reason
for his general hostility.

But Agent
Black shook his head.

A few minutes
of silent driving later, however, he sighed and said, “I didn’t
lose anyone in New York… but I almost lost my mother in Los
Angeles. She’s in a retirement centre there and can’t walk more
than a few feet without assistance. When the Godhand fell there,
most of the orderlies abandoned the residents and fled. My mother
couldn’t flee… and would have died if the Godhand hadn’t
stopped.”

“I’m sorry to
hear that…” Elaine whispered, and she meant it.

“Don’t worry,
Agent Black, we’ll find a way to stop Judex! My sister and nephew
were in New York on holiday two days before thanksgiving, and only
left early because of a burst pipe in their house. We won’t let
those terrorists continue to put innocent people in harm’s way!”
Hank announced, surprising Elaine.

She had
thought that he had been sleeping.

“Thanks,
Elaine, Hank,” Agent Black replied, and for a moment he sounded
like a normal person.

A few moments
later they arrived to a scene of chaos.

*

The team had
set-up several tents at the entrance to the crater, containing
everything from sleeping gear to portable lab equipment. Most of
them were huddled inside the largest tent, trying to stay warm even
as the storm picked up.

A few people,
however, were being hassled by a group of uniform-clad soldiers.
Their leader, judging by his position and number of medals, was
standing in front of the scientists, shouting orders in a mix of
English and Russian.

When he saw
Elaine approach, however, he suddenly became all smiles.

“Ah, at last,
the woman I called for!” he said, in a thick Russian accent.

“I’m Director
Maccabee,” Elaine replied, forcing herself to use a cordial tone,
“And you are?”

“Colonel
Vasilyenkov, leader of the Popigai Brigade,” he responded, puffing
out his chest in order to make his medals more visible.

“Director,
he’s asked us to hand over our findings on the Popigai Crater!” one
of the scientists interjected, sounding outraged.

“Of course!”
the Colonel replied, “This information belongs to the people of
Siberia, does it not?”

Elaine shook
her head and said, “Any information will be reviewed by our team
before anything is shared, Colonel. That was the agreement with
your government in exchange for allowing us to access the
crater.”

“My government
does not speak for me, Director…” Colonel Vasilyenkov growled.

“Regardless,
that was the deal,” Elaine replied, trying to keep her voice from
shaking, “If we are unable to access the crater, we can’t obtain
the data we need. However, we cannot force you to comply, so if you
will not let us in, we will pack up and leave.”

‘New Guinea
here I come!’ Elaine thought to herself, picturing white sand
beaches and palm trees on the horizon.

“NO!” Colonel
Vasilyenkov suddenly shouted, “I mean… it would be a waste for you
to leave without even seeing the crater. Perhaps we could take a
quick look together and try to find a mutually beneficial
compromise?”

Elaine wanted
to refuse. The beach was calling.

But she had a
job to do, and she had to at least try…

“Very well, a
couple of us and a couple of you, sound good?”

The colonel
nodded.

Sighing,
Elaine motioned for her people to assemble.

The beach
would just have to wait…

*

Elaine,
despite her frozen extremities, couldn’t help but feel awed. The
crater before her was massive, stretching to the horizon and
brushing up against a range of snow-capped mountains. The sky was a
mix of black and grey clouds, and a snowstorm had been forecast for
that afternoon. The Colonel had brought along a few of his men who
looked comfortable despite the biting cold. No doubt many of them
lived in the area and were used to the face-numbing climate.

“Well?” asked
the Colonel, as he gestured to the crater, “Is Hand of God?”

Elaine shook
her head as she replied, saying, “It could be, but we’ll need to
run a few tests first.”

“Make it
so.”

Elaine then
turned and walked towards her team, which consisted of Agent Black
and a few scientists. Agent Black had insisted on joining them, and
for once Elaine didn’t really mind.

The Colonel
unnerved her, and she was glad that she wasn’t facing him
alone.

A few minutes
later her team started coming up to her with their preliminary
findings. Analysing the Godscars in New York, Los Angeles, Iraq and
Mauritania had given them a decent understanding of the traits that
they all shared. The team could now focus exclusively on those
traits in order to determine if a site was a genuine Godscar or
not.

And things
were not looking good for the Popigai Crater.

“I examined
the shock cones in the uppermost layer of the rock and found that
they hadn’t melted in the same manner as Richard’s samples,” said
Doctor Fielding, a world-renowned geologist.

“And my
analysis of the impact age shows that it’s at least a few million
years old. Unless the dinosaurs were close to creating an
All-Tongue, I don’t think that the big guy caused this crater…”
said Professor Malorie, the foremost archaeologist the team had
been able to find.

“I see…”
Elaine said. It was disheartening that she had used up valuable
time and money on this venture, but at least she wouldn’t have to
spend the next few weeks in Siberia during winter.

“Ah, Director,
over here!” the Colonel suddenly called, with a strange enthusiasm
to his voice.

Elaine
approached the man and found him standing before a slight
depression in the earth. There, glitteringly gently in the fading
light, were diamonds.

The diamond
discs sat in the centre of the depression, arranged in a rough
circle that contained at least twenty discs.

“See! Diamond
discs, just like in the Shinari Basin!” the Colonel exclaimed,
sounding pleased with himself.

Elaine
motioned for her team to come over.

“Hmmm…” said
Dr Fielding, as he examined the nearest disc, “You knew that these
were here, did you not?”

“Yes!” replied
the Colonel, “One of my soldiers found them a week ago while out on
patrol. Then we sent the message to your agency to come here, of
course. They are like the ones you found in your… Godscars… are
they not? So you will share your data now, yes?”

Dr Fielding,
however, shook his head, saying, “We would, if these discs were
real.”

“What are you
saying?”

In response Dr
Fielding took out a hammer and swiftly brought it down upon the
small disc. It shattered into innumerable pieces from the impact,
sending fragments in every direction.

“Fake,” said
Dr Fielding, “This is just an ordinary impact crater, not a
Godscar, but you already knew that, didn’t you?”

Elaine
expected outrage from the Colonel, or perhaps shock.

Instead he
just smiled, pulled out his gun, and fired it into the air.

Immediately,
everyone in the crater froze.

“It seems as
though you have seen through our deception, cука,” the Colonel
spat, “Yes, we have already confirmed that this crater was not
created by Бог.”

“So why bring
us here?” Elaine asked, shaking now from both the cold and
fear.

Strangely,
Agent Black seemed to have somehow disappeared.

Coward.

“To hand over
the secret of the Godhand!” the Colonel said, with a menacing look
in his eye.

“What
secret?”

“We know that
you, Elaine Maccabee, discovered the Godhand. Your team has been
studying it for months, and now you will tell us how to control it,
or your lives will be forfeit!”

“Control it?
We’re trying to figure out how to stop it!” Elaine shouted. The
wind had picked up, and it was getting harder to be heard.

“The two are
the same, no? You will tell us how to summon the Godhand, and we
will use it to end the tyranny of the West! The Cold War will be
over, and we will emerge victorious!”

Elaine had a
sudden, terrifying vision. World War 3, fought not with bombs and
nukes as was feared, but with the power of God.

No, she
couldn’t let that come to pass.

“You’re
insane!” she screamed, as the wind swirled around her, rustling her
heavy clothes.

“The world has
gone mad, Director Maccabee!” the Colonel shouted in response, as
he levelled his gun towards her, “Soon, the madmen will be the only
ones left!”

And then the
Colonel shot her.

*


‘Crack!’ went the gun. She heard it. She saw it.

She felt
cold.

And yet she
did not fall.

Huh?

A moment
later, wearing a look of frozen menace, the Colonel fell
forward.

He did not
rise.

Immediately
his men sprang to action, pointing their weapons towards the
helpless scientists.

“Over here you
sons of bitches!” came Agent Black’s voice, briefly audible above
the might of the storm. Another shot rang out, dropping another
soldier. With a cry of fury his companions surged away, heading
towards the taunting voice.

Shot after
shot rang out across the crater, but by then the storm had arrived,
shielding the violence from view.

Elaine could
only cower in fear and await her fate.

After a few
minutes, a lone figure was sighted in the storm. Elaine braced
herself for an uncertain future.

“Damn… them
all… to hell…” muttered Agent Black, as he stumbled into view. He
was holding his side tightly, blood visible between his gloved
fingers.

“Agent Black!”
Elaine cried, as she rushed forward.

“I’ll live…
but not if we don’t get out of here…” he muttered, grimacing
between words.

“Come on,
there’s a first aid kit in the car,” Elaine said, taking his gun so
that he could apply more pressure to his wound.

“Director!”
Doctor Fielding suddenly cried out, pointing to something in the
distance.

Another
soldier was racing towards them with murder in his eyes.

Elaine should
have panicked. She should have dropped the gun and begged for her
life.

But at that
moment, something came over her. If she was going to die, it would
be beneath a falling Godhand as she shouted her defiance, not to a
soldier in a storm-swept Siberian crater.

So she brought
up the gun, aimed, and pulled the trigger. The shot went through
the man’s leg, dropping him instantly.

She heard him
cursing them, which meant that he still had enough breath for
bitterness.

Good.

“Good shot!”
Agent Black exclaimed, “But this isn’t over!”

Nodding,
Elaine motioned for Doctor Fielding and Professor Malorie to assist
the wounded agent. Holding the gun tight, she led them forwards,
towards salvation…







Chapter X: Reunion
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North Sea,
United Kingdom






“The Lord is
my shepherd, I shall not be afraid… The lord is my shepherd, I
shall not be delayed…” Richard hummed under his breath, as the
ferry bounced on the North Atlantic surf.

“I have not
heard it sung like that before,” commented Father Vittal, “Did you
make it up yourself?”

“No, my
ex-wife wrote it,” Richard replied, shaking his head.

“Ah, yes,
Director Nadine Cardinal,” Father Vittal responded, nodding. He was
standing by the ship’s railing, looking entirely at home. Richard
on the other hand couldn’t wait to see the slightest glimmer of
land.

“Director?” he
asked, if only to keep him mind off the turbulent sea.

“Of the
Godhand Prevention Team, the GHP.”

“The
what?”

“Right, you’ve
been in a coma. Well, the GHP was put together soon after Jacob
destroyed New York. Once the people in power realized how dangerous
he was, they put together a team of people with the singular
purpose of stopping Jacob and the Godhand.”

“And they made
Nadine director? She’s an anthropologist!”

“True, but she
is also one of the few people on this planet with any real
knowledge of the Godhand. No doubt you would have been offered the
position as well.”

Richard shook
his head. His role wasn’t to go chasing after some terrorist.

What was the
point? Even if they stopped Jacob, eventually someone else would
figure out how to summon the Godhand.

No, humanity
would only be safe once they dealt with the source itself.

“I am
surprised, however, that you wish to go to the middle of nowhere
like this,” Father Vittal said, with a shrug. He had accepted
Richard’s request to travel to Scotland without question, and he
had not complained once Richard had revealed that his final
destination lay further north.

“Well if he
had holed up in the Bahamas instead that’s where we’d be,” Richard
replied, although there was no bile there.

“Who do you
speak of?”

“Surely you’ve
figured it out by now?” asked Richard, with a small chuckle. Seeing
the priest’s confused expression felt like a fair trade for his own
seasickness.

It took the
priest a few moments to catch on.

“Gary Lombard,
really? But he disappeared months ago, and no one can find him!
Believe me, we’ve looked. We have… questions… we want to ask
him…”

“He’s here. I
can’t explain how I know, but I know.”

Father Vittal
nodded in response, saying, “They say that the Lord moves in
mysterious ways, but even so I wasn’t expecting all of this…”

“Welcome to my
life, Father…” Richard replied, laughing.

On the
horizon, he had finally caught sight of a sliver of land.

Soon he would
be reunited with the man who had tried to kill him.

He couldn’t
wait…

*

Eventually the
strange duo stepped off the ferry. The land ahead was bleak and
bereft of the usual signs of civilization. A handful of squat
buildings lay ahead, and a few people were going about their daily
lives.

It didn’t
exactly scream ‘secret hideout of billionaire fugitive’.

But that was
the point, Richard mused.

“So where to
now?” Father Vittal asked, as he took a deep breath. The air was
fresh and crisp.

“The beach,”
Richard replied, walking forward. He had spent much of the journey
moving his joints and stretching his limbs. It felt good to move
around again.

“Really? I
would have thought to look for a cave or mountain lair…”

“None of those
here. No, he’ll be on the beach.”

“How sure are
you?”

“Divinely
sure,” Richard replied, chuckling as he walked.

*

North
Ronaldsay’s Linklet Bay stood before them less than an hour later.
It was desolate and deserted, save for a single figure perched atop
a rounded boulder.

“Are you sure
about this?” asked one Cardinal to another, “Last time he saw you
he shot you three times.”

“He was
misguided in his thinking,” Richard replied, “And he was also the
one who saved my life.”

“So you’ll
turn the other cheek?”

“Something
like that.”

“Hmmm… Very
well, but if he endangers you I will take action.”

“Thank you,
but that won’t be necessary,” Richard replied, moving forward.

Father Vittal
followed after him, radiating caution.

*

Gary breathed
in, savouring the moment, before breathing out and saying “Nicht
Schreiben, Ich-

“Hello Gary,”
said a ghost.

-Ergebe
Micht,” Gary finished, purely by habit.

And then he
screamed.

*

Gary looked at
Richard.

Richard looked
at Gary.

And Father
Vittal looked at both of them.

No one said
anything for a long time.

Gary, eyes
wide and hands shaking, eventually climbed down off his boulder and
approached Richard.

Father Vittal
tensed.

But Gary did
not attack. Instead, he fell to his knees and cried out, “Forgive
me, I didn’t know!”

Father
Vittal’s confusion only worsened when Richard reached out and
helped Gary up, saying, “I know. You played your part, as well as
anyone could.”

The two men
looked at one another for a moment more.

Gary, after
calming down, said, “It’s good to see you, Richard.”

“It’s good to
see you as well, Gary. I only wish that our reunion was for a
happier reason…”

Gary paused
for a moment before replying, “Ah… this is about the Godhand, isn’t
it?’

Richard
nodded.

“I’m… sorry…
about that. About everything. I didn’t know… I had no idea that
what I was doing was putting anyone in danger… I thought that my
invention would help the world… not destroy it…”

Richard said
nothing.

“And now that
madman, Jacob, somehow has it in his possession. But I don’t know
how to stop him! Believe me, I’ve thought about it, but the system
operates on a closed loop! I can’t stop Babel… I can’t help
you…”

Richard,
smiling, placed his hand on Gary’s shoulder, saying, “I know. But I
haven’t come here in search of a way to stop Babel or Jacob. I want
to deal with this at the source.”

“The source?”
asked Gary, wearing a look of confusion that soon turned to
understanding and then shock, “You mean God? You want to… fight
him?”

Richard shook
his head as he responded, “No, not fight. I want to talk with him.
Come on, let us take a walk. There is much we must discuss…”

Father Vittal
could only follow after the two men, as they started speaking about
things that defied understanding.

*

“So after I
realized that you were trying to stop the Godhand, I called an
ambulance and administered first aid. In truth, I thought that I
had killed you… I mean, I fought in World War Two, and I saw plenty
of men die beside me. You should have died that day,” Gary said, as
they walked towards his house.

“Perhaps I did
die that day,” Richard mused, looking entirely at peace, “My last
thoughts were of regret and resignation. I prayed to the Lord,
hoping to make up for a lifetime of heresy in about three minutes,
and when I opened my eyes again, I found myself standing before
Him.”

Gary
immediately stopped in his tracks.

“You… met
God?”

Richard
nodded.

“Um… what did
He say?”

“It must be
stopped,” Richard replied.

“Right, that
sounds like Him…” Gary sighed, looking slightly crestfallen.

“However, the
words He spoke were not important.”

“What do you
mean?”

“I felt His
frustration whenever He spoke those words. It felt like there was
more He wanted to say, but He didn’t know the right words to use.
And that was when I understood the terrible truth.”

“Yes?” Gary
asked, voice cracking.

“God doesn’t
speak the language of man. He doesn’t speak English, or Aramaic, or
German or any other language that has ever existed. He speaks his
own language… the Godtongue.”

Gary said
nothing for a long time.

“So… my
vision…”

“Was created
with the only human words that God knows. It was never going to be
easy to understand, because neither of you were speaking the same
language.”

Gary staggered
backwards, as if struck. When he regained his balance there were
tears in his eyes.

“I thought… I
thought that I had to stop you… I thought that the Godhand was all
my fault…”

“Would you
blame a toddler for misunderstanding a complicated instruction? If
you saw a child about to place its hand onto a burning hot
stovetop, surely you would call out to it? You would command it to
stop what it was doing? But if that child did not stop, you would
slap its hand away, would you not? For a slap on the wrist will
heal, but a burn will scar…”

Wiping away
his tears, Gary looked up and said, “So, the Godhand… He was trying
to stop us from destroying ourselves.”

“The only way
He knows how. With an act of violence, designed to shock us into
compliance. But Jacob will not be dissuaded so easily. He will keep
reaching for that flame, in a desperate attempt to set the world on
fire.”

“But this
changes nothing, doesn’t it?” Gary asked, “I don’t speak Godtongue,
do you?”

Richard shook
his head, saying, “Unfortunately not. But you are an expert in
languages, are you not? I was sent here to find you, guided by God
to this very spot. I know in my heart that God does not want to
flatten cities and vaporize humanity. He needs us to find a way to
communicate with Him, so that He can tell us what He wants.”

“I… I… can’t
help you, Richard… I almost destroyed London… Surely there has to
be someone else you can turn to? Someone better?”

“Gary, I-

“Afternoon,
Clark!” came a friendly voice, “Finally got some company, didn’t
you?”

All three men
turned to face the smiling man walking down the dirt road towards
them.

“Ah, afternoon
Ed!” Gary replied, dropping his crisp accent for a slower country
drawl.

“Interesting
fellers, ain’t ya?” Ed asked, eyeing the two strangers.

“Father
Vittal, at your service,” Father Vittal replied, with a friendly
nod.

“Dr Richard
Cardinal, pleasure to meet you,” Richard responded.

“A priest
and a doctor, Clark? I didn’t know that you were sick…” Ed
replied, looking worried.

“I’m fine, Ed.
They are family friends who decided to drop by for an unexpected
visit,” Gary said, gesturing to the two men.

“Ah, good. You
had me worried for a moment there, Clark. I don’t know what I’d do
if anything happened to our resident hermit!” Ed said, with a sigh
of relief.

“Thanks for
your kindness, Ed, but as I said I’m fine!” Gary replied, with a
hearty laugh.

“Alright
then,” Ed replied, as he carried on his way, “Your ways might be
nonsense to me, but at least now I know that you have people who
understand you…”

A moment later
he was gone.

But his
parting words seemed to have sparked something within Gary.

“Nonsense to
me… but understandable to someone else…” the former businessman
muttered to himself, looking thoughtful.

A heartbeat
later he looked up and said, “There’s something you need to
see.”

*

A few minutes
later Richard found himself standing inside Gary’s house. It seemed
to be perfectly ordinary but looks could be deceiving.

“This place,
it belonged to your father?” Father Vittal asked, as he looked
around the immaculately cleaned room.

“Yes, and he
left it to me when he passed. He bought the land from a local
shepherd and paid in favours, so there was never any paperwork
exchanged. When it fell into my hands, I took steps to make sure
that it did not appear on any maps or documents relating to my
name.”

“Why?”

Gary shrugged
as he replied, “I had become one of the most famous men in the
world. I wanted a place I could escape to, in case life in London
ever became overwhelming. After the Godhand, I came here… to
repent…”

“And did it
work?” Father Vittal asked.

“No. Not until
this morning… But enough about that, what I want to show you lies
above.”

Following his
directions, they ascended the rough wooden steps.

“When we were
creating Babel, we would often put it through fairly rigorous
testing in order to see how it would cope with heavy linguistic
loads. We would combine several languages in one sentence or ask it
to translate very abstract idioms. Babel, naturally, handled
everything with barely a stutter. I was impressed, so I pushed
harder, wanting to find the limits to the software. I started
creating made-up words and throwing them at my creation in order to
see what it would do.”

The trio
passed by an old bedroom, kept as it had been left, decades ago.
Yet they did not stop there.

“The majority
of the words I came up with resulted in errors. Unable to translate
them, Babel would simply give us a standard error code and that was
that. However, there was one word that was… different…”

They had
reached the third floor. Taking a deep breath, Gary opened the
wooden door and allowed them to enter his study.

“When I
entered this word, Babel responded with every error code it knew,
including a few that I had never seen before. It then shut down and
we saw that the entire system had crashed. When we booted it back
up, we noticed that we had lost weeks of data. That was the last
time I ever used made-up words on Babel.”

“What was the
word?” Father Vittal asked.

Gary pointed
to a large corkboard at one end of the room in response. There,
written on a piece of paper, was a word.


“Laqsha,” Richard read, and immediately Father Vittal felt
something change in the air. He froze in place, unable to move or
speak. He wanted to scream, but he could not even move his
lips.

And then the
moment passed. Father Vittal took a deep breath, trying to
understand what had just happened.

“I think… that
this word is part of the Godtongue… But I don’t know what it means,
or how we can find any other words. And without Babel, I can’t even
use the same method to find them…” Gary said, hands shaking as he
spoke.

It was then
that recollection blossomed in Father Vittal’s mind. He had seen
that word before.

And
others…

“I know where
we can look,” Father Vittal said.

Richard raised
an eyebrow, but otherwise said nothing.

“I’ve seen
that word before, during my training.”

“Where, in
Rome?” asked Gary.

Father Vittal
shook his head.

“No… in
Jerusalem…”
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The City of
Angels had been spared by God.

That was the
verdict spouted by the city’s inhabitants.

It was a
simple phrase and easy enough to understand. New York, the sinner’s
den, had been wiped off the map.

But Los
Angeles had not suffered the same fate. Almost, but not quite.

Most of the
city was still standing, although the repairs would take years to
complete. Two months ago, while the world was still reeling from
the destruction of a major city, Jacob had tried again. On
Christmas Day, while a fair portion of the city had been unwrapping
presents and attending mass, Jacob had unleashed the Godhand for
the second time. There had been no time to run or hide. Most people
had simply fallen to their knees and prayed for forgiveness and
mercy, as they hugged their loved ones and waited for the end.

But then the
miracle had occurred.

Just like in
London, the Godhand had suddenly stopped and retreated into the
sky. It had reached a hundred meters off the ground, devastating a
large part of the city, but casualties had been mercifully few. No
one had been working in the city’s skyscrapers and the largest
building, the United California Bank Building, had still been under
construction when the Godhand met its exposed frame. The empty
building had been half-melted under the force of the Almighty, but
it had not fallen.

And so the
first miracle in the west had been recorded.

To those who
had survived, that had been enough.

But not to
Nadine.

Why had Los
Angeles been spared?

Jacob and his
Judex had said nothing, unlike with New York where they claimed
full responsibility.

So Nadine and
Elaine had established a research outpost in the city’s ruined
centre. For the past few months they had been sifting through the
rubble, searching for what Jacob called his Sinbox.

If they could
find it, perhaps they could gain a better understanding of its
workings and potentially come up with a countermeasure. She knew
that the CIA had been experimenting with a modified jamming signal
but without a working Sinbox to test it on it remained a purely
hypothetical solution. The easiest answer, as always, was making
sure that Jacob didn’t summon the Godhand in the first place.

This, however,
was easier said than done. As they had seen with both New York and
Los Angeles, Jacob had apparently figured out a way to trigger the
Sinboxes remotely. No one was sure how he triggered the Godhand’s
appearance which made approaching him incredibly risky.

Could he be
sending some kind of signal and if so, what was its range? If it
were a signal, then at least it could be jammed.

However, if he
was speaking the truth and God really had chosen him to start the
apocalypse, then there was nothing that anyone could do.

If God had
decided that humanity’s time had come, then there was no force on
Earth that could stop Him.

No. Jacob was
delusional and dangerous, but he was not divine.

Nadine had to
believe that…

*

“We’re here,
Director,” said her driver, as they pulled up to a stop outside a
pile of rubble.

“Thank you,”
Nadine replied, as she climbed out of the car. She had come to
check-in on the team responsible for investigating the Godscar and
locating Jacob’s Sinbox. They had spent the past few weeks combing
through the city, meticulously looking into each collapsed house
and office block. Mrs Nasreen, a search and rescue veteran, had
been placed in charge of the operation. She had reasoned that Jacob
would have had trouble accessing the most secured offices and
buildings, therefore she had focused on houses and apartments that
had any links to Judex. So far, her search had come up empty.

However,
judging by the look on her face, things had changed.

“Director,”
she said, with a curt nod of her head.

“Rupinda,”
Nadine replied, “I hope you have something for me?”

“I do,
Director,” the woman replied, before motioning for Nadine to follow
her. Nadine was led into a cordoned off area which had been
subdivided by streams of yellow tape. The area was roughly the size
of a baseball stadium and was covered with multi-coloured
flags.

“After
reviewing the satellite data Elaine acquired for us, we narrowed
down our search to this area. If our measurements are correct, then
this is the epicentre of the Godscar.”

“I see. Good
work,” Nadine said.

“Thank you,
but that’s not all. After combing through every building in the
area, we started digging deeper. In doing so we discovered an
abandoned tunnel system that we believe was used during the
prohibition to smuggle alcohol throughout the area. My team is
currently exploring the tunnels, while taking care to keep an eye
out for any booby traps Jacob might have left for us.”

“Booby traps?”
asked Nadine, slightly shaken.

“Yes. We can’t
be sure, but it seems likely that Jacob wouldn’t have just left his
precious Sinbox in a tunnel without any protection.”

Nadine said
nothing. No one knew what Jacob was thinking, despite the dozens of
psychoanalytical reports that now littered her desk.

Some
psychologists thought that he had been employed by a terrorist
organization like Black September, others thought that he was
planning to extort the world’s governments and get them to pay
protection money in exchange for a Godhand-free future.

But no one
knew for sure. The only things that were certain was that he had
absolutely no qualms in using the Godhand and taking the lives of
millions of innocents.

At that
moment, Nadine noticed a commotion at the centre of the cordoned
off area. A team of hazmat clad workers were emerging from a hole
in the ground. In their hands was a simple black briefcase, adorned
with a white cross.

They had found
it.

Finally…

*

One hour
later, Nadine was growing impatient. The Sinbox had been moved to a
covered site, surrounded by blast-proof walls and monitored with
Geiger counters and surveillance cameras. Only a handful of people
were allowed to approach it, and those who did wore hazmat suits or
bomb disposal gear.

No one was
taking any chances.

“Director, the
initial analysis is complete,” said Doctor Wallace Greene, an
electrical engineer and lecturer at Caltech, “The briefcase is a
standard issue; however, it has been modified extensively by Jacob.
It has no external components, so we can surmise that everything
needed by the Babel program is located within.”

“I thought
that Babel was meant to work on computers?” asked Nadine, confused,
“How did Jacob get it to work with a briefcase?”

“Well, before
he was fired Jacob was employed in Gentech’s R&D department.
From the documents we obtained from them it seems that he was
working to miniaturize several of their electronic components in
order to increase portability. I believe that he used his
experience to shrink Babel’s components while still retaining the
ability to summon the Godhand.”

“So why has he
only used it twice?” Nadine asked.

Doctor Greene
shrugged as he replied, “Judging from what we can see, the
components he used are quite difficult to manufacture. Several of
them would have to have been imported and the rest would have taken
weeks to construct using traditional methods. He could make more,
but it would take time.”

“That’s
reassuring, surely?” asked Nadine.

“For now,”
replied Doctor Greene, “But in my experience these things can be
automated and constructed in much greater quantities if we give
Jacob time to set up a manufacturing centre.”

“How long
would that take?”

“It depends on
a lot of things, but the moment Jacob gains the ability to mass
produce the Sinboxes, we lose. Even if he only uses them a few
times, if enough of them exist it increases the chances that
someone else might obtain the schematics and use them.”

Nadine took a
deep breath. Jacob and the Judex were bad enough, but what if the
Sinboxes became common amongst the world’s nefarious elements.

No, the world
would not survive such a future.

“I see. Do we
know why this Sinbox stopped transmitting? And do we know how Jacob
was able to remotely operate it?”

“We will in a
minute. My team and I are about to open the briefcase.”

“Good
luck.”

“Thank you,
Director, but if Jacob has wired this thing to activate or
self-destruct, then no amount of luck will save us…”

*

“Beginning
approach,” said Doctor Greene, his voice slightly muffled over the
radio.

Nadine was
watching from an elevated platform covered in blast-proof glass.
Around her were dozens of scientists who were collecting and
analysing readings coming from the direct inspection team.

Doctor Greene,
leading the charge, was wearing a heavy-looking bomb disposal suit.
It would theoretically protect him in case Jacob had wired the
Sinbox with an explosive booby trap, but there was always a chance
that things could go wrong.

Slowly, he
approached the black briefcase which was lying on its side,
supported by a thick steel pillar. An explosive device was
concealed within, and Nadine knew that if the Sinbox activated and
tried to summon the Godhand the explosive would detonate,
vaporizing the Sinbox and hopefully stopping the Godhand’s
fall.

After a few
tense seconds, Doctor Greene reached the plinth and, with great
care, unlocked the briefcase.

Everyone in
the observation room drew a deep breath.

“Opening
briefcase,” said Doctor Greene.

Hopefully
those would not be his final words…

His hands
seemed to move an inch per hour, but eventually the briefcase’s lid
was pried open.

Still no
fireball emerged.

“Assessing
internal specifications,” said Doctor Greene, as the other members
of his team fanned out and started testing the various parts of the
briefcase.

“Hmmm… I don’t
see any parts that could be a transceiver…” he said, as he peered
into the ominous rectangle, “However, I can see what looks like a
modified timer. I think that Jacob set the timer for enough time to
escape the city before it activated.”

Damn. A timer
was the worst answer to receive. Jacob could, essentially, place a
Sinbox in a random part of a city, set a timer for several hours
and be long gone by the time it went off.

“Can you see
anything that would have caused the Sinbox to fail?” asked
Nadine.

If they could
at least identify a weak point in the design…

“Give me a
moment,” Doctor Greene replied, as he began rooting around in the
briefcase. From what Nadine could see it seemed to be filled with
electronic components and dozens of wires.

After a few
moments of silence Dr Greene raised his hand into the air. Nadine
saw that he was holding a pair of tweezers and held between the two
ends was a piece of frayed red wire.

“This,” he
said, “Appears to be the only component out of place. I believe
that this wire became dislodged during the Sinbox’s activation. It
must have deactivated the Babel program prematurely, resulting in
the city’s salvation.”

A single
wire.

That had been
the difference between utter destruction and salvation?

Nadine
sighed.

The world had
gone mad indeed…

*

Nadine sat in
the research facility’s break room, head in her hands. She had come
to Los Angeles in search of answers, but now she wished that she
hadn’t.

Now she knew
that Jacob could deploy the Sinboxes with relative impunity and
that the only victory the team had won had been a total fluke.

As she was
wallowing in misery and self-doubt, there was a knock on the
door.

Strange.

She had asked
the team to leave her alone for a while in order to gather her
thoughts.

The only
reason anyone would disturb her was for an emergency.

“Enter,” she
said, tensing her body.

Had Jacob
destroyed another city?

Agent Walker
entered the room with an unreadable expression.

“Jacob?”
Nadine asked.

But the agent
shook her head.

“I have two
updates for you, although I don’t think you’ll believe either one…”
she said, as she walked closer.

“We live in a
world of hands that can crush cities; I think I’ll believe anything
at this point…” Nadine sighed with weary resignation.

“Very well.
Elaine Maccabee was engaged in a shootout in Siberia.”

“I don’t
believe you,” Nadine flatly replied.

“It’s true.
Agent Black was injured, but the entire team was quickly extracted
with no casualties. Apparently, Elaine requested to be taken to her
next Godscar search location instead of a hospital.”

“That doesn’t
sound like her…”

“Perhaps, but
she is aware of the time crunch, I suppose. Every second we waste
is a second Jacob can use to destroy the world.”

“Very well.
What was the second thing?”

Agent Walker
took a deep breath before saying, “Richard is missing.”

*

Time froze to
a crawl.

Nadine felt
her chest rise and fall, but she did not draw breath.

“Wha- what?”
she eventually gasped.

“Um… Richard
Cardinal, your ex-husband? He escaped his hospital room. He
disappeared after that, but he was recently spotted in a private
terminal at Edinburgh airport. He- he was seen in the company of
two men…”

“Kidnappers?”
Nadine spat.

“No… one was
identified as a priest… the other… we believe to be Gary
Lombard…”

For the second
time in as many minutes Nadine’s world ground to a halt.

Richard was
awake. He had fled the hospital. And now he was with a priest and
the same man who had put him in a coma?

“This world
has gone mad…” Nadine said.

“Perhaps, or
perhaps it’s always been this way, and we just never noticed,”
Agent Walker replied.

“Maybe… Do we
know where they were headed?”

“Yes. The
private jet they boarded was heading to Israel.”

Israel?
Why?

But knowing
Richard it had something to do with the Godhand. He had stopped it
once before, perhaps he could do so again.

“Fine. Get me
a flight to London. Once I’m there I’ll link up with the local team
and then head after Richard. If anyone knows how to get us out of
this mess, it’s him…”

“I’ll get
right on it!” Agent Walker replied, before nodding and striding out
of the break room.

Nadine
returned her head to her hands.

Nothing made
sense anymore…


Chapter XII: 200 Hertz
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Nabire,
Indonesia






“Now this is
paradise!” Elaine exclaimed, as she stretched her arms out as wide
as they could go.

“Don’t we have
a planet to save?” asked Douglas, sitting on the adjacent recliner.
His tone, however, was anything but serious.

“Later,
please,” answered Hank, from the pool.

For the first
time in six months, Elaine felt truly relaxed. She had survived
Agent Smith, she had survived the desert, and she had survived the
Siberian Colonel.

Surely, she
deserved this?

For the past
six months, her life had been a series of chaotic moments without
any rest between them. She had almost died a few times, which had
surprisingly not led to a resurgence of her agoraphobia.

Hank,
rightfully so, had almost abandoned the mission altogether. Only a
last-minute change of heart had kept him on the team.

Elaine wanted
to relax.

No.

Elaine
needed to relax…

And then she
thought about New York. Millions of people who had just been trying
to enjoy the holidays. Children, lovers, parents, wiped out in an
instant…

No. This
wasn’t the time to rest. Not until the danger Jacob posed had
passed. Once that madman was safely behind bars and his accomplices
arrested, Elaine could rest.

Perhaps the
CIA would even be so kind as to fund a return trip to the
island?

Sighing, she
sat up and swung her legs off the poolside recliner.

“What’s up?”
Douglas asked, as he sipped his cocktail.

“Come on, we
need to go,” Elaine replied, as she finished off her own cocktail.
It was sweeter than honey but still went down smooth.

“Why?” asked
Hank, from his inflatable Lilo. It was a giant pink flamingo,
naturally.

“Because we
have to get down to the wharf soon,” Elaine replied. In truth their
plane didn’t leave for another hour, but if she allowed herself to
be stopped here her resolve would vanish.

“Five more
minutes!” whined Douglas.

His current
relaxed attitude was a far cry from the panic he had shown when
they had arrived on the island, still battered and bruised from
their misadventure in Siberia.

Elaine
frowned, and then an evil part of her surfaced for but a
moment.

“Douglas, your
parents, they’re still in Miami, right?”

Douglas
scowled in response.

Elaine knew
how worried he was for their safety. He had confided to her that he
had tried to get them to leave the city and head for somewhere
rural. So far only major cities had been targeted by the Godhand,
after all.

But they had
refused. Their home was there, and they would rather face God’s
judgment than abandon everything.

“Fine, let’s
go,” he said, finishing his drink, “But that was a low blow,
Elaine.”

Elain shrugged
in response. They had been friends for years, ever since Elaine’s
therapist had used Douglas’ photos of the world in her agoraphobia
therapy. Once she had improved, she had sought out the man who had
taken them and had found him surprisingly quickly.

They were two
odd souls, one who wanted to hide away from the world and the other
wanted to explore every last inch of it.

“Seriously?
But I’ve just ordered a burger?!?” Hank moaned.

“Well then
we’ll have to take it with us,” Elaine replied.

“You know that
I hate lukewarm food!”

“Lukewarm food
would be the mildest of your worries if I hadn’t saved your life in
Siberia!” Elaine shot back.

Hank opened
his mouth, said nothing, and then closed it.

He owed
her.

“Argh! You
win…” he sulked, and under his breath he added, “And I was really
looking forward to that burger too…”

Accompanied by
two grumbling men, Elaine left the resort.

At least the
upcoming experience should raise their spirits, she thought…

*

Thirty minutes
later the trio found themselves at an almost deserted wharf.
Normally it would be a hive of activity as tourists embarked on
cruises and scenic flights around the gorgeous Cenderawasih
Bay.

But only a
single seaplane now sat on the water. According to the staff at the
resort most tourism had dried up in the past few months. With the
looming threat of divine destruction, few people had felt like
taking holidays.

On the plus
side, church attendance had increased by five hundred percent, so
at least there was that.

“Hello?”
Elaine called out, facing the seaplane. It was a Beechcraft Model
18, equipped with floats and modified for tourist flights. Or at
least that’s what it said on the brochure.

However, there
didn’t seem to be a captain present, which was worrying.

“My apologies,
I am here!” replied a young voice, speaking in broken English. From
the cockpit a young man emerged, shirtless and wearing a toothy
grin.

He couldn’t
have been older than eighteen.

“Um…” Elaine
started, “Are you Captain Reza?”

“Oh, no, that
is my father!” the boy replied, “My name is Bayu!”

“I see. It is
nice to meet you, Bayu,” Elaine replied, “Is your father around?
Myself and my colleagues have booked a flight for this
afternoon.”

“Ah, yes, the
Americans!” Bayu responded, as he jumped from the cockpit door to
the wharf, “Unfortunately, my father, bless his heart, has come
down with fever.”

“Oh… So the
flight is cancelled?” Elaine asked, disheartened.

Bayu seemed to
think for a moment before replying, “No, I will take you! Please,
come aboard!”

“Are you
sure?” asked Hank, holding a soggy wrapper which contained his now
lukewarm burger, “Do you have your pilot’s license?”

Again Bayu
hesitated for a moment before smiling and saying, “Of course! I
have been flying with my father since I was big enough to walk! I
spent most of my childhood on his lap as he flew the Crowned
Cassowary!”

Hank did not
appear to be convinced by this, but shrugged and boarded
nonetheless.

Elaine, guided
by Bayu, was seated in the co-pilots seat. Douglas hopped in behind
her, camera in hand and fingers tensed.

Bayu swung
into the seat beside her. For a moment he looked apprehensive.

Elaine
swallowed.

Maybe this
wasn’t such a good idea…

But then the
young man perked up and started flipping switches on the dashboard.
The engines sputtered and spurted but did not start.

It was at that
moment that Elaine remembered that the Cassowary, whilst powerful,
was still a flightless bird…

“Bangke!” Bayu
shouted, as he thumped the dashboard with one hand.

A moment later
the plane sprung to life.

“Bangke?”
Elaine asked the teenager.

“Ah… It is…
um, a prayer… Yes, a prayer! It means… safe travels!”

“I see…”
Elaine replied, still unsure.

However, Bayu
gripped the controls and steered the seaplane out into the bay
before Elaine could change her mind.

Soon they
began picking up speed, although there was a problem. There was a
fishing boat straight ahead. Elaine turned to Bayu and saw sweat
beading on his forehead. With a mighty tug he brought the
Crowned Cassowary into the air. Simultaneously, Hank and
Elaine screamed out in unison.

“Bangke!”

*

A few minutes
later, Elaine finally unclenched her jaw. Bayu, no longer sweating,
had brought the seaplane up to a comfortable altitude. They were
now high enough to see the bay stretched out before them.

Elaine had a
map of the bay in her hands, and quickly took to identifying key
landmarks. As she did so, she heard Douglas’s camera shutter
rapidly clicking away.

“Amazing…” he
muttered, as he took photo after photo of the azure bay.

Elaine had to
agree. This was a place of beauty.

But they were
not here to sight-see. Well, her and Hank weren’t.

“What do you
think, Hank?”

“I think it’s
quite likely,” he replied. He was holding a set of notes in his
hands which contained some of the team’s preliminary findings.

“Agreed,”
Elaine replied. The shape of the bay matched a Godscar’s palm
dimensions, but with most of it underwater it was difficult to
confirm.

Thankfully the
Earth Resources Technology Satellite 3 had flown over it a month
ago. The photos taken by the satellite revealed the area’s secrets,
including the best images of the northern part of the bay. The
image showed how the four largest islands in the bay were
unnaturally positioned and far steeper than the surrounding
islands.

To the locals
they were known as the Empat Saudara Perempuan Islands, or Islands
of the Four Sisters. The local legend stated that they were formed
when the wives of several fishermen gathered at the head of the bay
to await their loved one’s return. However, unbeknownst to them the
fishing fleet had been lost during a terrible storm. The women,
refusing to give up hope, continued to wait, despite the days
turning into weeks and then years. Their bodies eventually turned
to stone, cementing them in place at the head of the bay, and to
this day they still stood there, waiting for all eternity if need
be…

Elaine,
however, was more interested in their shape. They were all roughly
eighty miles long and only a few miles wide, with very narrow
shapes that led to each island consisting of a single mountain
chain running along its length. The islands were also almost
entirely parallel to one another, and the channels between them
were at the same depth as the centre of the bay.

Now that
Elaine had become accustomed to seeing the Godscars both on
photographs and in person she felt confident enough to turn to Hank
and say, “I think it’s a Godscar, Hank…”

Hank nodded in
response.

Elaine felt a
buzz in her brain. Including Iraq, there were now five confirmed
Godscars on the planet. Five times God’s might had been invoked.
Five times a force more powerful than any weapon or bomb had
descended upon the world, forever altering its landscape and
causing unimaginable destruction.

Jacob would
see that number multiplied by a factor of ten, at least.

No. The world
had already suffered too much destruction. This had to be
stopped…

*

The Crowned
Cassowary’s landing was mercifully calm and uninteresting.
During the rest of the flight, Bayu had explained how the dearth of
tourism had sent the tour operators scrambling to find alternate
employment.

But Bayu’s
father had refused to sell their business and, through a mixture of
luck and hard work, had managed to hang in there. Elaine’s
chartered flight, therefore, had been yet another lifeline for the
father and son.

Elaine, for a
moment, felt elated.

And then Bayu
smiled and said, “Not bad for my first flight, eh?”

Elaine felt
the anger rise within her, but as she recalled the majesty of the
bay and the knowledge she had gained it quickly drained away.

So, as she
climbed out of the cockpit, she instead waved and said,
“Bangke!”

For some
reason Bayu didn’t seem especially thrilled with that…

*

A few hours
later, Hank, Douglas and Elaine found themselves sitting at the
resort’s bar. They had sent their data to the investigating team
and, once they had added it to their own findings, would deliver a
report to Elaine.

Hank was
having his second burger of the day. Apparently, he had lost his
appetite during take-off.

“So, according
to the data that I received, the team has dated the bay to around
5000BC,” he said, in-between mouthfuls of meat.

“That makes
sense,” Elaine replied, “Every other Godscar we’ve found was
created in the human era. I guess the dinosaurs never tried to
create an All-Tongue…”

“Or they did,”
Douglas replied, sitting on his fourth cocktail, “And they were
wiped out as a result?”

Elaine briefly
imagined the scene. The dinosaurs, trying to outrun a massive hand
descending from the sky. It was a captivating image, to say the
least.

“Hmmm… I
wonder…” murmured Hank, as he wiped some sauce off his sunburnt
cheeks.

“Yes?” asked
Elaine.

“Well, I have
two questions about the Godscar. Firstly, what civilization created
the All-Tongue which summoned the Godhand? And secondly… what
happened to all of the water?”

“I don’t
understand…” replied Douglas, slurring slightly.

“Which
part?”

“The water
part. The civilization part we won’t know unless we can find a
remnant or artifacts, right?”

Hank paused
for a moment before replying, “True. As for the water question,
Cenderawasih Bay is over five thousand feet deep, right? So when
the Godhand fell on the region, it would have exerted a significant
amount of force on the surrounding ocean. The resulting tidal wave
would have been… immense. At least a few hundred feet of water, if
not a thousand. Perhaps, and this is pure conjecture… perhaps it
resulted in a large-scale flood…”

“What, you
mean like Noah’s flood?” Douglas replied, with a laugh and a
hiccup.

No one said
anything for a while.

Eventually
Elaine laughed and asked, “You don’t think…”

Hank shrugged
in response, saying, “Possibly. It fits the narrative. God’s
judgment of the wicked, a massive flood, and the timeline
works.”

Elaine shook
her head.

The Tower of
Babel. The Garden of Eden. Noah’s Flood.

All of them
either caused or erased by the Godhand.

It belied
belief.

And yet… the
Godhand was proof.

God existed…
and He was very, very angry…

*

Elaine was
stumbling by the time they left the bar. Hank went off in search of
another burger. Apparently the first had been disappointing and the
second amazing, so he needed a third in order to break the tie.
Douglas had returned to his room, hoping to start developing the
photographs he had taken that day. Although Elaine had watched him
drink six cocktails, so she doubted he would do more than collapse
on his bed.

She had meant
to head to her own room, but her feet had instead taken her to the
beach. She walked along the moonlight sands, lost in thought.
Thoughts of the Godhand, Jacob and a million other things flitted
and flapped in her mind. She found herself picturing the Godhand
falling upon Merritt as she stood helpless to stop it.

She was about
to head back when a voice called out to her.


“Director!”

Turning, she
found herself facing Ian Hamer, a New Zealand based seismologist
and researcher who had spent the day analysing sediment samples
brought up from the bottom of the bay.

“Mister Hamer,
do you have something for me?” she asked, trying to appear
dignified despite the alcohol coursing through her system.

“I do,
Director,” he replied, as he handed her a sheet of paper, “I have
completed my analysis of the quartz crystals in the rocks at the
bottom of the bay.”

“And?”

“Guess,” Ian
replied, with a mischievous smile.

Elaine tried
to focus her mind despite the gentle pink mist currently clouding
her thoughts.

Think… think…
what could the answer be…

And just like
that it came to her.

“200 hertz,”
she guessed.

“200 hertz,”
Ian confirmed, “Just like in New York, the Sahara and Iraq. This
confirms it, the Godscar has a resonant frequency of 200 hertz. I
took the liberty of checking in the with WWSSN-

“The
what?”

“Ah, sorry.
The World-Wide Standardized Seismograph Network. And… well, I
received two puzzling pieces of information. Firstly… they
confirmed that their stations in the vicinity of New York recorded
a seismic frequency of 200 hertz.”

“That’s to be
expected, right? Since we recorded the same thing at the
Godscar?”

“Yes, but the
stations started recording the frequency three days before
the Godhand fell…”

“That makes no
sense…” Elaine said, immediately sobering up.

“Ma’am, we
live in a world gone mad. Who knows if anything will ever make
sense again…” Ian sighed.

Elaine,
however, was already thinking ahead. If an area started vibrating
at 200 hertz before and after a Godhand fell, it could act as an
early warning system. Of course, it depended on having enough
seismic stations spread around the world, but if she brought this
to the right people they could build more of them, surely?

“Um… Director,
that was only the first thing… The second… well, our seismic
station in Italy is picking up a seismic frequency of 200
hertz.”

“Since
when?”

“Today,
Director…”

Damn.

“Get the team
together and tell them that we are leaving as soon as possible. We
need to get to Rome, the sooner the better…”

Elaine sighed.
She hoped that she would live long enough to return to the island
and finally enjoy her vacation…

But that
seemed unlikely…


Chapter XIII: Etched in Stone
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“No, that is
not acceptable!” shouted the rabbi.

“It is a
matter of great urgency!” replied the priest.

Meanwhile the
atheist and the agnostic leant against the warm stone wall, trading
stories.

“So you saw
London completely destroyed? That must have been quite
distressing,” Richard said, as he soaked up the noonday sun. The
flight from Edinburgh had been delayed due to a fault in the
engine, so he was understandably frustrated.

They were
running out of time.

“Yes. My
therapist said that it was a symptom from my PTSD, which I guess
led to me ignoring the truth until it was too late,” Gary replied.
He was wearing a cap and oversized sunglasses in order to conceal
his identity. He had currently assumed a strange pose with his
hands placed on the opposite shoulders, as if he were being
prepared for mummification. Apparently, it helped to calm him
down.

“I see. I
probably would have thought the same, had I been in your position,”
Richard responded, “But once we have the Godtongue that shouldn’t
be a problem anymore.”

“Please, it
will only be for a minute!” Sebastian argued, as he tried to
convince the rabbi to let them into the Temple Mount. It was one of
the holiest places in the Middle East, let alone the world, and it
was not easily accessible.

“It cannot be
done. If I let in every single person who begged me this place
would be swarmed with tourists!” the man responded.

They had been
going back and forth about this for over ten minutes already.

“You truly
believe that we will find it here?”

“Perhaps,”
Richard replied, “This place is a holy focal point. There aren’t
that many of those in the world.”

“True. And if
we find it, what then?”

Richard closed
his eyes, thinking, “Well, first things first, we’ll ask the Old
Man to stop flattening cities just because some idiot asked Him
to.”

“That’s a good
start. And after that?” Gary asked. His life’s work had revolved
around improving communication between mankind in order to lessen
the amount of violence in the world. He had never imagined that he
would be trying to convince God not to squish humanity instead.

“Well… I guess
we could talk to Him. Ask Him questions…”

Gary thought
for a moment before replying, “And what would you ask? The secret
to happiness? The meaning of existence?”

But Richard
shook his head, saying, “Nothing so grand as that. I would simply
ask Him if my mom is happy up there.”

Gary had no
response. What could he say to that?

Instead he
unwrapped his arms and stepped forward, saying, “Well, I think it’s
time we wrapped this up.”

Walking
forward, he called out to the stubborn rabbi and said, “Shalom my
friend!”

The rabbi
faltered at this new complication but rallied and replied, “Shalom,
stranger…”

“Now, I hear
that you aren’t very keen on allowing us into the Temple
Mount?”

“Yes!” the
rabbi responded, sounding more and more annoyed, “As I told your
insistent friend here, the Temple Mount is closed today. The Chief
Rabbinate have departed for… a trip… and they have instructed that
all holy sites in the city are to be closed until their return!

Ah, the
Trivergence, Gary mused. Father Vittal had filled him in on the
details during their flight to the Holy Land.

“I see… That
is most unfortunate…” Gary said, as he reached for his disguise,
“Tell me, rabbi, does the name Gary Lombard mean anything to
you?”

The rabbi
visibly shuddered at the name.

Good.

“The madman?
Yes, I know of him, what of it?”

At that moment
Gary removed his disguise, revealing his face to the man.

“Wha- Yo-
What?!?” he stammered, stepping backwards.

“That’s right.
I am the man who almost destroyed London, and the man who saved it
is currently leaning against that wall,” Gary said, as he gestured
towards Richard.

Richard gave a
curt wave in response.

“You… you seek
to destroy Jerusalem?!?” the rabbi asked, face paling and hands
shaking.

“Maybe. But
not if you let us into the Temple Mount, alright?”

Gary hated
having to use his notoriety like this, but if it helped Richard in
any way, it was worth it.

“As a Cardinal
of the Roman Catholic Church, I promise that no harm will come to
the temple,” Father Vittal interjected.

“Um… But…” the
rabbi said, looking uncertain before he rallied magnificently and
continued, “Very well, but I will accompany you! I swore an oath to
defend this place with my life, and I will not let you destroy
it!”

“Good man,”
Richard said, leaving the wall and walking over, “Now, lets go and
have a chat with God.”

*

“Um, we are
now passing through the Mughrabi Gate,” said Rabbi Uri, who seemed
to be alternating between tour guide and security guard as he led
the party towards the Dome of the Rock.

“Beautiful
architecture,” Richard commented, causing the man to flinch.

Gary could
hardly blame him. He was in the presence of a Catholic Cardinal,
the Saviour of London and the Antichrist.

Or at least
that’s what many tabloids had taken to calling Gary.

“May I ask
what you hope to find here?” the rabbi asked, trying to sound
casual and failing.

“The
Godtongue,” Richard replied, without hesitation.

Gary thought
about objecting to this revelation of supposedly dangerous
information but held his tongue.

Richard knew
what he was doing.

He hoped.

“The God…
tongue?” Rabbi Uri replied, sounding confused, “Forgive me, but I
have studied the scripture extensively and I have never heard that
term before…”

“Don’t worry,
you wouldn’t have. Its our name for the language that only God
speaks,” Richard replied, with a nonchalant tone.

This did not
seem to remove the rabbi’s confusion.

“I don’t
understand…”

“Hmm… Well,
what languages do you speak, Rabbi Uri?”

The rabbi
looked uncertain as he answered, “Well, Hebrew, English and
Arabic…”

“So if I spoke
to you in Spanish, would you understand me? Say if I asked you to
drive to the store and buy some milk?”

“No… I
wouldn’t understand you…” Rabbi Uri slowly replied.

“Exactly. We
don’t understand God in much the same way, and his method of
communicating with us lacks… finesse…”

“You speak of
the Godhands?”

Richard
nodded.

“And you
believe that you will find a way to speak this Godtongue here?”

Richard smiled
this time.

“Why?” asked
the rabbi.

“Its hard to
explain,” Gary answered, “But if we can find it, we could prevent
any more destruction.”

Rabbi Uri took
a moment to process this. Once he had, he bowed and said, “Forgive
my earlier rudeness. Please, tell me what you need from me, and I
will help you in any way that I can.”

“Ah, thank
you,” said Father Vittal, “Actually, we aren’t just here to see the
Temple Mount…”

Rabbi Uri
raised an eyebrow.

“Yes, we need
to go beneath the Dome of the Rock. What we seek lies in the Well
of Souls…”

“Yahweh help
us…” replied the rabbi, as he fell to his knees…

*

“Forgive me,
but this is as far as I go,” said Rabbi Uri, with his head bowed.
They were standing outside the Dome of the Rock.

“Ah, I’ve
heard about this,” Gary said, “Only Muslims are allowed inside,
correct?”

The rabbi
nodded.

“I see.
However, what lies within might give us a way to save the world
from God’s wrath. Even if it costs me my soul, I will enter.”

Richard
stepped forward, saying, “If there were another path to take, I
would take it. But there isn’t so I won’t. Let us go forth,
together.”

Father Vittal
took a moment to deliberate before following after the two men,
saying, “In times of normality, we must follow the normal customs.
But the world has gone mad, so madness should be our guide…”

Together the
three men entered, leaving behind the uncertain rabbi.

*

“It is just as
beautiful as I remember,” said Father Vittal, as they entered the
building. Ahead of them was a circular space lined with intricately
carved pillars which surrounded a large, flat rock.

“So you’ve
been in here before?” asked Gary. The world and its numerous
problems seemed especially far away, in this quiet, sacred
space.

“When I was
training to be a priest. I was luckily enough to be chosen to visit
Jerusalem during a mission of peace. One night, when the curiosity
of youth got the better of me, I snuck out of the dormitory and
came here. I was caught, naturally, by an imam, as I crossed the
courtyard. However, instead of reporting me, he indulged my
curiosity and led me inside. He told me that the world needed more
understanding and less conflict and hoped to share his views with
me. We spoke for hours about faith and God’s will, and in the end
he deigned me worthy to enter the Well of Souls.”

“I see,” Gary
replied, as he surveyed the interior of the Dome with a keen eye,
“And what did you find there?”

“I will show
you. The entrance to the Well lies beside the Foundation Stone.
This place is known as the Holy of Holies, and it is considered by
many to be the holiest place on the planet. It is here that the
creation of the world began, on this very spot. Welcome, gentlemen,
to the centre of the world.”

Father Vittal
then led them to a small staircase carved into one side of the
Foundation Stone. They were led down a small flight of stone-carved
steps, lit only by a few lamps spaced out throughout the enclosed
space. The cave below the Foundation Stone was modest in
furnishings, consisting of a few carpets, bookshelves and altars.
It was a humble place and a place of humility.

“This way,”
Father Vittal said, leading them towards the cave’s wall. There, a
small altar stood against the wall, beautifully carved and firmly
entrenched in the stone.

And then
Father Vittal grabbed it and heaved. The altar, surprisingly,
shifted by a tiny amount.

“Give me a
hand with this, will you?” he asked his accomplices, and together
the three men slowly moved the altar away from the wall.

A few minutes
later the altar was far away enough to reveal the untouched cave
rock behind it.

But the rock
was not bare.

Someone had
carved words into the stone.

One word in
particular stood out to Gary.


“Laqsha,” he whispered, and for a moment an oppressive
silence fell over the group.

“You can read
that?” Richard asked.

“Yes, its
written in Aramaic. I’m fluent in about a dozen languages, and
thankfully Aramaic is one of them.”

“What else is
written?”

 Gary leant forward for a few seconds, mouth
moving as he read the stone-carved words. After a while he
straightened up and said, “Hef kiq raz laqsha.”

Again, a
silence fell over the group. Gary’s heartbeat faded away as the
silence consumed every sound in the cave. After a few seconds it
evaporated, leaving the men stunned.

“The
Godtongue. We’ve found it…” Richard whispered.

“Well, only a
few words of it,” Father Vittal pointed out.

“Are there any
more carvings?” Gary asked, but Father Vittal shook his head in
response.

Richard sighed
and said, “Alright. Let’s take down the words at least and then
head back outside. I don’t think we’ll find our answers here after
all.”

With a mixture
of victory and defeat, the trio returned the altar to its position
and left the cave of hidden wonders.

*

Rabbi Uri was
waiting for them when they emerged, wearing an inquisitive
expression.

“You saw the
words?” he asked.

The trio
stopped in their tracks.

“You knew
about them?” Father Vittal asked, with a cautious tone.

“I did,
although I never imagined that they would be your goal. It was only
after you entered the Dome of the Rock that the thought came to me
that you were here to see the Hidden Words.”

“What do you
know about them?” asked Gary.

“Well, I know
where they come from. Tell me, do any of you know the Gospel of
John? Verse eight, to be exact.”

Father Vittal
opened his mouth to answer but Richard beat him to it, saying, “But
Jesus went to the Mount of Olives. At dawn he appeared again in the
temple courts, where all the people gathered around him, and he sat
down to teach them. The teachers of the law and the Pharisees
brought in a woman caught in adultery. They made her stand before
the group and said to Jesus, "Teacher, this woman was caught in the
act of adultery. In the Law Moses commanded us to stone such women.
Now what do you say?" They were using this question as a trap, in
order to have a basis for accusing him. But Jesus bent down and
started to write on the ground with his finger. When they kept on
questioning him, he straightened up and said to them, "If any one
of you is without sin, let him be the first to throw a stone at
her." Again he stooped down and wrote on the ground. At this, those
who heard began to go away one at a ti-

“Thank you,”
Rabbi Uri suddenly said, cutting him off.

Gary and
Father Vittal gave Richard a look of incomprehension.

“My father
made sure that I knew the Bible. Every word, every page. If I got
anything wrong he would… correct me,” Richard said, with a
shiver.

“I’m… sorry…”
Gary said, placing his hand on Richard’s shoulder.

“Thank you,”
he replied, before turning to the rabbi and asking, “So the words
that Jesus wrote down-

“Were recorded
by a disciple and later carved into the Well of Souls. The Mount of
Olives is nearby, and the timeline matches when the words were
first found carved into the rock.”

“But why hide
them?” Gary asked.

“Because they
mean nothing,” Father Vittal answered, a light dawning in his eyes,
“To everyone who saw them, they would have looked like the
ramblings of a madman. Not exactly the thing you’d want associated
with the Son of God.”

“Correct,”
Rabbi Uri said, “But at the same time, it would be sacrilegious to
erase anything that Jesus had written. So, the words were hidden
and only a few were made known of their existence.”

“But that
means that Jesus spoke the Godtongue!” Gary suddenly exclaimed,
“That would explain a lot of the New Testament…”

Richard, Gary
and Father Vittal took a moment to process this. A few seconds did
not seem like enough time to fully comprehend what they had just
understood.

And then Rabbi
Uri tilted their world even further.

“It is
a shame that the words of Jesus were hidden from the world twice…”
he said, staring at the Dome of the Rock.

Time slowed
down.

“Wait,
twice!?!” Gary asked, mouth agape.

“Yes, didn’t
you know?”

The trio
shared a blank stare.

“So you didn’t
know about the Testament of Jesus before you came here? Oops…”
Rabbi Uri said, looking shocked.

“The
what?” asked Father Vittal.

“Well, I
suppose there is no harm in telling you. Centuries ago a collection
of bound pages was discovered in Nazareth. It claimed to be a
translation of the Tanakh, the Hebrew Bible, written by Jesus
Christ himself, but aside from the first page almost every word was
written in an unknown tongue.”

“Jesus
translated the Tanakh into Godtongue? Where is the collection now?”
Gary asked, sounding equally excited and confused.

“Sadly, the
collection was looted during the siege of Jerusalem during the
First Crusade. The collection, along with several other relics,
were smuggled out of Israel and were taken to Rome. I believe that
it now rests in the Vatican…”

The trio
looked at one another.

If the
Testament of Jesus was in the Vatican, then that was where they
needed to be.

Bidding
farewell to the confused rabbi, the three men left the Temple Mount
in search of a miracle…


Chapter XIV: Sinners and Saints






March
1st, 1973

London, United
Kingdom






The One
People’s Tower, once a place of hope, now a symbol of the madness
which currently gripped the world. It still stood, despite the
Godhand’s might and calls from the public to have it torn down.

To Nadine, it
was yet another reminder of the threat the world was facing.

New York. Los
Angeles. London. Three of the most influential cities in the
world.

One was now a
ruin, one had spared by pure chance, and one had been saved by an
atheist.

Nadine could
still recall that day in her mind. The day the Godhand fell,
Richard had told her to evacuate with the city’s residents. She had
fled in a blind panic as he ran the opposite way, towards the
source of the looming destruction. Even now she wished that things
had happened differently. Perhaps if she had chosen instead to go
with him, they could have worked together to stop Gary Lombard.

But she had
made her decision that day.

And the sight
of his bloodied body being carried out on a stretcher would be
forever engrained in her mind.

She had spent
the past six months doubting herself. Had she done the right
thing?

Every time she
had visited him, she had prayed for a miracle. After all, in a
world where giant hands can fall from the sky, why couldn’t one man
be healed of his wounds?

And now her
prayers had been answered, and Richard once again walked the Earth.
But instead of coming to find her, he had gone instead to the man
who had put him in a coma.

It made no
sense.

She had hoped
to ask him, in Israel, but things had taken an unforeseeable
turn…

“Director,
it’s time,” Agent Walker announced, standing a few steps behind
Nadine. They had both flown to London after learning about
Richard’s unfathomable actions, but upon arriving they had been
delayed by an extremely important matter.

One of the
Judex had been captured.

After months
of tireless searching, a follower of Jacob was now in their
possession.

The man’s name
was Father Dominic Lewis, a catholic priest who had been serving in
Shreveport, Louisiana before he had suddenly declared a need to
leave his congregation. He had subsequently been spotted meeting
several suspected Judex members and his spontaneous decision to fly
to Europe had triggered several red flags for multiple government
agencies. Agents from MI6 had been waiting on the runway when his
Gulfstream II touched down on the runway at Heathrow Airport, and
he had summarily been taken into custody.

However, he
was proving to be a tough nut to crack.

He had stuck
to his story of wanting to visit the island after having a crisis
of faith due to the Godhand’s appearance. Apparently, he had been
hoping to see the place where it had first appeared, and perhaps
receive some sort of divine revelation for his trouble.

And so Nadine
Calloway, supposed expert of all things ‘Godhand’ had been called
in.

“Alright,
let’s go,” Nadine replied. She wanted to point out -for what seemed
like the hundredth time- that she was just an anthropologist who
had happened to be in the right place at the right time.

But her pleas
had fallen on deaf ears. The people who had proposed the Godhand
Prevention Team’s creation had simply pointed out that there were
exactly four people on the planet who knew anything about the thing
which had almost flattened London.

Gary had
vanished into thin air, Richard had been in a coma, which had left
just her and Elaine.

The two
Directors of the programme.

And now they
were getting involved in Siberian gunfights and suspected terrorist
interrogations.

The world had
gone mad indeed…

*

Father Lewis
was not what Nadine was expecting.

She had
imagined a cartoonish villain, with a goatee and a thick moustache
that he would twirl with one finger while making veiled
threats.

Instead, the
man before her looked almost… jolly.

He was
middle-aged, slightly overweight, with a balding hairline and a
pair of grey eyes. He did not seem like someone plotting to destroy
the world and usher in the end times.

In fact, he
looked like he spent his days tending a vegetable garden and
helping out at the local orphanage.

“He doesn’t
look dangerous,” Nadine said, as she stared at the man from behind
a one-way pane of mirrored glass.

“No, he
doesn’t,” replied Agent Walker, “And in my experience, those are
the ones we usually have to watch out for the most.”

“I suppose.
Has he said anything yet?”

“Nothing new.
We’ve had a couple of our best interrogators in there, but he
hasn’t changed his tune. Of course, we can’t really do much to make
him talk. No one here is exactly jumping at the chance to torture a
priest, especially given the current state of the world,” Agent
Walker replied, looking uncomfortable.

“Well, I guess
I don’t have anything to lose then, do I?”

Agent Walker
shook her head in response.

Taking a deep
breath, Nadine took a step towards the door leading to the
interrogation room. They were currently in the Century House, the
poorly kept secret headquarters for the Secret Intelligence
Service. Nadine had been brought in with a bag over her head,
supposedly in order to maintain the secrecy of the building.

She honestly
didn’t know why they bothered with that.

Taking another
deep breath, she entered the room.

*

“Finally!”
Father Lewis exclaimed, the moment she walked through the door.

Nadine replied
with a look of confusion.

“These men
have been keeping me in here for hours without so much as a cup of
tea!” he continued, “Now, would you be a darling and fetch me a cup
of Earl Grey, two sugars?”

Nadine’s
confusion lasted for a few more seconds before she recalled the
colour of her skin.

Immediately
her sympathy for the man before her evaporated like morning dew
facing a flamethrower.

“Father
Lewis?” she asked, with a cold tone.

“Yes,
darling?”

“I am
Director Calloway,” she replied.

Immediately
his face fell and he let out an audible gasp.


“You?!?” he wheezed, as he fought to regain his
composure.

“Me,” she
replied, taking some enjoyment from his obvious panic.

“Wha- what can
I do for you, dar- director?” he asked, voice shaking.

“Well, firstly
you can apologize for assuming that I was the tea lady.”

“Of course! I
am so sorry…” he said, eyes dropping down, “But in my defence this
whole thing has left me awfully rattled…”

“I am sorry to
hear that, Father Lewis,” Nadine replied, keeping her tone icy,
“But it can be over any time you choose…”

“Really?”

“Yes, simply
tell us where Jacob is and what he is planning, and we can let you
go,” Nadine lied.

As the
Director of the GHP she had some power, but not enough to release a
suspected terrorist.

Not that
Father Lewis needed to know that, of course.

“Jacob? The
men before you were asking about someone with that name as well. Is
he part of my congregation? If he is, you must forgive me, but I
don’t recall him…” Father Lewis said, sounding sincere.

Nadine felt
her hands ball into fists. Father Lewis was either completely
innocent or an amazing actor.

“You know who
he is, Father Lewis. You have been helping him commit terrorist
acts for the last few months!” Nadine replied, voice rising.

“I’m sorry,
but I don’t know any Jacob!” the priest fired back, raising his
hands in front of his face as if Nadine were about to attack
him.

Nadine sighed
instead. This wasn’t working. She was a civilian, not an
interrogator. If MI6’s best hadn’t been able to get an answer out
of him, what made them think that she could?

Wait.

That was
it.

The world had
gone mad, but there were still a few certainties.

Almost
everyone on the planet knew about the Godhand, but very few people
understood it.

Except for
her, supposedly.

Hmm…

“I see… That
is a shame, Father Lewis…”

The priest
relaxed a bit, lowering his hands.

“I have been
trying to find Jacob so that I could warn him…”

Father Lewis
perked up.

“Wa- warn
him?”

Nadine let out
a dramatic sigh as she said, “Yes. Obviously, he must be stopped,
but not even he deserves the punishment that is coming his
way…”

“What are you
talking about?” asked Father Lewis, displaying what seemed like
genuine confusion.

“Oh? You
didn’t know? When I was in Iraq with Richard Cardinal-

Richard’s name
caused the priest to shiver.

Good.

“I discovered
a warning in the tomb of Shinar. It stated that if anyone tried to
use the Godhand to inflict harm on the innocent, they would be
dragged down to Erṣetu,” Nadine lied.

“Er… setu?”
Father Lewis asked, swallowing.

“Hell, Father
Lewis. The place of eternal damnation. You know about hell, don’t
you, Father?”

Father Lewis
slowly nodded.

“Good. So if
you are telling the truth and you don’t know Jacob, you should be
fine. But if you are lying, and if you have helped Jacob in any
way, your soul is forfeit. The warnings I came across were
extremely descriptive in what would happen to anyone who dared to
abuse the power of God. I won’t bore you with the details, but the
words ‘unending pain’ and ‘flesh ripped from bone’ get used a
lot…”

Father Lewis
had started to sweat.

Good.

“So, Father
Lewis, I will ask you one final time. Do you know where Jacob is
and what he is planning? Or do you want to spend an eternity in
hell instead?”

Three.

Two.

One.

“Alright!”
Father Lewis spat, “Jacob is in Rome!”

“And what is
he doing there?” Nadine asked, leaning forward.

“He plans to
summon the Godhand during the Trivergence. Tomorrow is the secret
meeting between the leaders of Christianity, Judaism and Islam and
Jacob plans to destroy them all with the Godhand!”

“Where has he
hidden the Sinbox?” Nadine asked, voice and body rising.

“I don’t know!
I helped him smuggle it into Europe, but I don’t know exactly where
he has placed the Sinbox! Please, I’m telling the truth!” Father
Lewis cried out, tears streaming down his face.

“Fine,” Nadine
spat, standing, “I’ll find it myself.”

She turned to
leave when the disgraced priest called out after her, saying,
“Wait! Those warnings, did they mention a way to repent? Please, I
don’t want to go to hell!”

“Don’t worry,
Father. The Neo-Babylonians had no concept of hell. Erṣetu was a
place for everyone after they died, not just the sinners.”

“How do you
know?”

“Because I’m a
goddamn anthropologist,” Nadine replied, before leaving the
room.

*

“Mobilize
everyone we have,” she said, the moment the door closed behind
her.

“Already on
it,” Agent Walker replied, “But what about Richard?”

Nadine shook
her head. She didn’t know what Richard and Gary were up to, but her
biggest priority had not changed.

Finding Jacob
and stopping the end of the world.

“Forget about
him,” she replied, squaring her shoulders, “We’re going to the
Vatican instead…”


Chapter XV: The Godtongue
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Square, Vatican City






Gary, Richard
and Father Vittal stood before the Vatican Obelisk. They had
expected to find St Peter’s Square mostly empty.

It wasn’t.

It was a hive
of activity. Dangerous looking men in black suits prowled the area,
carrying automatic rifles. As the trio approached a few of them
drew nearer, weapons uncomfortably raised.

“Um,” Father
Vittal began.

Before he
could speak the men were upon them, forcing them to the ground.
Without a chance to speak they were dragged forward towards a set
of makeshift tents.

Standing
within the nearest tent were the last people Richard expected to
see.

His
ex-wife.

And the crazy
American woman who had stormed a television studio in order to show
the world a picture of the Godhand.

What the hell
was going on here?

“Directors, we
caught three suspicious individuals near the obelisk,” one of the
men barked, as he shoved the unfortunate trio forwards, “Do you
think they could be working with Jacob?”

Nadine turned
away from the American woman, face twisting as she experienced
surprise, irritation, confusion and finally relief in a matter of
milliseconds.

“Richard!?!”
she exclaimed, as she leapt towards him.

“Hey,” he
replied, as she reached him and threw her arms around him.

“I thought
that you would never wake up…” she sobbed, as she held him
tightly.

“Sorry about
that,” he responded, “And I’m sorry for making you worry…”

Slowly Nadine
released her tight grip. It was then that she took in his
companions.

“A catholic
priest?” she asked, facing Father Vittal.

“A Cardinal,
to be exact,” he replied, with a curt bow of his head.

And then she
saw Gary.

“Hi…” he
mumbled, looking embarrassed.

Nadine opened
her mouth and then closed it without any words passing between her
lips.

“He didn’t
know, Nadine,” Richard said, with a gentle tone, “I have forgiven
him, and I hope that you can too…”

Nadine took a
deep breath before replying, “Fine… What’s done is done. But what
is he doing here, Richard?”

Nadine then
narrowed her eyes and added, “In fact, what are any of you
doing here?”

“Trying to
save the world, same as always,” Richard replied with a shrug.

Nadine raised
an eyebrow in response.

“Alright, why
don’t you come inside so we can try and make some sense of this
situation…”

*

Gary, Richard,
Elaine and Nadine sat around the makeshift command centre. Father
Vittal had gone to the Trivergence meeting in order to inform the
religious leaders of the danger they were in.

“So, who wants
to go first?” Nadine asked.

“I’ll go,”
Richard replied, as he glanced around the room, “Firstly, during my
coma I received a vision from God.”

This brought
about looks of surprise from Nadine, Elaine and the assembled
agents in the tent.

“From this
vision I understood that God doesn’t want to destroy humanity or
bring about judgment day. He simply can’t allow the All-Tongue to
be created on Earth. I’m not sure why exactly, but from what I
could tell it could allow an influential person to take control of
humanity and put everyone in danger…”

“So God told
you that?” Elaine asked, with a quiet voice.

Richard shook
his head as he replied, “Not exactly. God doesn’t speak any
language created by man. Instead, He speaks in what we’ve come to
call the Godtongue. This is why we’ve come to Rome, in order to
find a way to understand His words and hopefully communicate with
Him.”

“You need a
Rosetta Stone…” Nadine stated, eyes growing wide, “And you believe
that there is one here?”

Gary nodded
and said, “Yes. It’s called the Testament of Jesus, and it seems to
be a copy of the Hebrew Bible written in the Godtongue. If we can
find it, we could compare it with an English version and hopefully
build a lexicon. It obviously won’t be an exact match, but it
should be enough for basic communication.”

“And that’s
why you’re here, isn’t it?” Nadine asked.

“That’s
right,” replied Gary, “What about you?”

“I’m here
because Jacob and the Judex are targeting the Trivergence. If we
don’t stop him, Rome will end up as another Godscar and the
religious world will suffer a tremendous blow.”

“How do you
know that he’s going to strike here?” asked Richard.

“Because of
the frequency!” Elaine yelped, and then immediately shrunk
back.

“What
frequency?” asked Gary.

“200 hertz,”
Elaine replied, looking smaller by the second, “We detected it in
the quartz crystals in every Godscar we examined, including the
samples you brought back from Iraq. My team and I believe that the
frequency is tied to the Godhand, and that the rocks in an area
resonate before and after the Godhand falls.”

“So, I take it
the earth beneath us is vibrating at 200 hertz as we speak?” asked
Richard, ever the geologist.

Elaine nodded
in response.

“Not just the
earth,” Nadine commented, drawing curious gazes from the assembled
men and women.

“What do you
mean?” asked Gary.

“When Richard
was in his coma, his brainwaves were constantly measured. When I
last visited, his care team told me that they were holding steady
at 200 hertz, well above normal values.”

“So my
brainwaves match those of the Godscars? Interesting…” Richard
mused, and yet for some reason he did not seem overly
surprised.

“Yes, and with
that, we have all of the pieces we need in order to finish this,”
Nadine said, standing, “We know that Jacob is here, and so is the
Testament of Jesus. This can’t be a coincidence… If we let Jacob
succeed, not only will we lose Vatican City, we also lose the only
hope of ever understanding the Almighty.”

“It sounds
like you have a plan?” Gary asked, facing Nadine.

“I do. You and
Richard will find the Testament of Jesus, I will find Jacob, and
Elaine will monitor our progress from here. Any questions?”

“Um… what if
we can’t find this Testament thing in time? And what if Jacob has
hidden the Sinbox too well?” asked Elaine.

Nadine looked
at Richard before turning back to face Elaine.

“In that case…
we’re going to need one hell of a miracle…”

*

Richard and
Gary strode across St Peter’s Square, faces stern and hearts set.
From a side building they saw Father Vittal emerge, shaking his
head as he approached them.

“Stubborn old
fools…” he muttered as he grew closer, prompting an inquisitive
glance from Richard.

“Let me guess,
the Trivergence is still going ahead as planned?” asked Gary.

Father Vittal
nodded and answered, “Yes, despite my pleas. The religious leaders,
in a rare act of unanimous thought, have announced that they will
not leave the city.”

“Why?” asked
Richard, although he already knew the answer.

“They have
come to the decision that God is testing their faith. Those that
flee will be, essentially, confirming that their religion is the
wrong one. When the Godhand falls, the ones left standing will be
marked as the true faithful.”

“And if we
stop it?”

“Then God is
simply working through you in order to keep them safe. Either way,
they will not leave…”

“Then we’d
better make sure we do this right,” replied Richard, “Did they have
any information on the Testament?”

“Only that if
it is here, it will be in the Secret Archive.”

“Please tell
me that it is a small room with a couple of shelves?” asked
Gary.

“Sorry, but
the Secret Archives contain at least thirty thousand volumes.”

“And we’re
meant to find a single book in all of that?”

“Yes,” replied
Father Vittal, looking apologetic.

“Well at least
we still have time,” Gary said, sighing.

“No, we
don’t,” replied Richard, as he pointed towards the sky.

*

Elaine
shouldn’t have looked up.

The Godhand
had come.

They were
running out of time.

*

“The Godhand
has appeared above the city,” announced Agent Walker, as she made
her way through the tunnels beneath the Vatican. She held a radio
in one hand and her firearm in the other.

If Jacob would
not come quietly he would be put down.

That was the
deal.

“Shit. We need
to hurry. Anything from the other teams?” asked Nadine. They had
paired off the agents and sent them scurrying beneath the city, but
centuries of tunnels now stood in their way.

Jacob could be
anywhere

“Nothing yet.
Based on our measurements from London, New York and Los Angeles we
have about twenty minutes until it reaches ground level. That
doesn’t give us a lot of time…”

Nadine paused
for a moment, despite the urgency, and said, “I’m sorry, for
bringing you here. All of you…”

“You’re the
director,” Agent Walker replied, taking a step forward, “You
directed us here, and we wouldn’t be this close to capturing Jacob
without you. So I trust you, we all do…”

Nadine nodded,
raising her flashlight in order to see through the gloom.

They had
reached a fork in the path. Knowing the tunnels, picking one over
the other could be a one-way trip.

Closing her
eyes, she prayed.

“The lord is
my shepherd,” she said, walking forward, “And I shall not be
afraid.”

Agent Walker
quickly followed after her, as they headed down the right path.

*

Richard stood
before an endless row of shelves which contained thousands of bound
pages and sealed books.

“Any idea
where to start looking?” asked Gary, as he scanned the seemingly
infinite collection before him.

“Hmmm, I’d
reckon we start looking in the section marked 1096 to 1099, those
were the dates of the First Crusade. We can also look for anything
bearing the name Pope Urban the second. He was Pope during that
time…”

Nodding, Gary
went to work, hurrying down the crowded aisle.

But Richard
did not follow.

Instead he
closed his eyes and sought out the Almighty. He could feel its
presence, even now.

It had guided
him to Gary.

It had guided
him to the Well of Souls.

And now he
hoped it would guide him one last time…

Where would
they have put the Testament of Jesus? With other copies of the
Tanakh? Or perhaps in the sections Father Vittal had pointed
out?

But the words
were written in the Godtongue and would have appeared to be
mindless drivel to any who read them. So they would not be
somewhere that was easily found.

But at the
same time they could not be destroyed, just in case…

So where would
you put something like that?

*

“I love you
both, so much…” Elaine said, before putting the phone down. She had
tears in her eyes, but her mind was calm. She had said goodbye to
her parents. Not for the first time, she regretted not staying
behind with Douglas and Hank in Nabire. But she had made her
decision.

She was ready
for whatever happened next.

*

Nadine crept
through the gloom, whispering under her breath. She had already
said every prayer that she knew and was about to start her second
rendition of ‘Our Father’ when she heard the voice.

Someone else
was praying.

But Agent
Walker was standing next to her, and her mouth wasn’t moving.

That left only
one person.

Nodding to the
agent, she switched off her flashlight and the two of them walked
forward. As they rounded yet another tunnel corner, they were
suddenly assaulted by a bright light.

The tunnel had
opened up into a roughly circular room, with a single raised dais
as its only decoration. Standing beneath a portable spotlight was
the man who had killed millions and brought the world to the brink
of destruction.

Jacob, the
so-called Last Prophet, stood before them.

And he had the
Sinbox in his hands.

His eyes were
closed and facing the bright light above. As they slowly crept
closer they could finally make out what he was saying.

“The world
will burn,” Jacob said, almost in a chant, “And all who are sinful
will burn with it. But those who have confessed their sins and
accepted the Lord into their hearts will be granted eternal
paradise! And so I confess my sins, Oh Lord!”

Nadine took
another step closer.

“I confess
that I broke my dog’s leg when it wouldn’t stop bothering me! I
confess that I spied on the girls changing room after class! I
confess that I beat my wife when she ruined my supper! I confess
that I hated my father, and that I cried for joy when his cancer
finally took him!” he cried, as his tears fell upon the Sinbox,
“And now I await your judgment, God! I have done as you commanded
and brought judgment upon the world, and now, it is finally my
turn! JUDGE ME, SO THAT I MIGHT SIT AT YOUR SIDE!”

“God won’t
judge you,” Agent Walker said, stepping forward, “But I will!”

Jacob’s eyes
snapped open and he slowly lowered his gaze, revealing bloodshot
eyes.

“Ah, welcome
sinners,” he said, with an evil grin, “Have you come to be
judged?”

“Drop the box,
Jacob,” Nadine said, taking another step towards the madman. He
looked unarmed…

“As you wish,”
he said, before gently lowering the box to the ground.

“Kick it over
here.”

Jacob did so,
as casually as if he were throwing away a used napkin.

Something was
wrong…

Kneeling,
Nadine examined the Sinbox. It looked genuine, as much as she could
tell. Taking a deep breath, she opened the box and found that it
looked identical to the one she had seen in Los Angeles. A pulsing
green light shone back at her, indicating that the device was
working as intended.

“You’ve
failed, Jacob,” Agent Walker said, as she handed a pair of pliers
to Nadine, “The Godhand will not fall on Rome today!”

“You are
fools,” Jacob spat, “Rome is but the first of many.”

“No. We found
you. We’ll find your followers too,” Nadine replied.

“You still
don’t understand. I finally found a way to mass-produce the
Sinboxes! You can kill me now, but that will not change the fact
that as we speak my Judex are delivering them to places of sin
around the world. Tokyo, Sydney, Moscow, and dozens more will be
judged before the sun rises. Today is Judgment Day, and there is
nothing you can do to stop it!” Jacob said, laughing with a cruel
tone.

Nadine tried
to ignore the madman’s provocations. If he was right, then they had
already lost. If the Godtongue did not exist, then even stopping
Jacob here meant nothing.

No… He could
be lying, trying to buy himself time to escape or… something…

There was only
one way to know for sure…

Taking a deep
breath, Nadine reached inside the briefcase and cut the red wire Dr
Greene had showed her. The green light blinked once more and then
disappeared.

It was done.
The Trivergence and Vatican City were safe, at least.

Immediately
Jacob’s demeanour changed.

“WHAT HAVE YOU
DONE!?!” he screeched, suddenly lunging towards the two women.

Agent Walker
reacted quickly, raising her firearm and placing a single shot in
Jacob’s chest. The madman fell forward, carried by his own
momentum. His body hit the stone floor with a dull thud.

However, as he
lay there, he started to laugh.

“This is Agent
Walker, I want a sitrep on the Godhand,” Agent Walker suddenly
said, as she lifted her radio to her face.

The radio
buzzed and crackled for a second before a male voice answered, “No
change on the Godhand, Agent Walker. It is still bearing down on us
with a constant velocity. Estimated time to impact is… ten minutes…
Dear God…”

“Did you
really think that I would only bring one Sinbox with me?” Jacob
said, in-between laughing and wincing in pain.

“Where are the
others?!?” Nadine cried, reaching for the man who had doomed them
all.

“I DON’T
KNOW!!” Jacob replied, laughing louder.

“GOD DAMNIT!”
Agent Walker screamed, as she turned Jacob over.

“No… God…
Damns… You…” he whispered, an insane smile plastered on his
face.

He gave one
last laugh, and then he was gone, empty eyes staring at nothing at
all.

Agent Walker
fell backwards in disbelief.

They had
failed.

“Please…
Richard… give us one more miracle…” Nadine whispered.

*

“Anything?!?”
Gary cried, addressing the frantic priest.

“No!” Father
Vittal replied. At his feet were dozens of discarded volumes and
manuscripts, dealing with the First Crusade.

But no
Testament of Jesus.

Richard tried
to block them out.

He was
standing at the other end of the dimly lit corridor, facing a row
of unassuming shelves.

The section he
was looking at was titled ‘Haeretici’.

Heretics.

“Eppur si
muove…” Richard whispered under his breath.

Oh if only the
Dean could see him now.

Reaching
forward, he started pulling volumes from the shelves. He briefly
gazed at the covers before throwing them to the floor. Even though
he hated it, this was no time for delicacy.

The Trial of
Galileo Galilee.

No.

The Nag
Hammadi Library.

No.

The Doctrine
of Dynamic Monachianism.

No…

Testamentum
Jesu.

Ah…

The Testament
of Jesus.

The ancient
pages had been carefully preserved and bound into a book. Richard
quickly flipped through it, hope filling his soul. He picked a page
at random and skimmed it, trying to see if he could make out any
known languages.

But the words
on the page did not spark any recollection in his mind.

“Over here!”
he shouted, drawing the attention of his two companions.

They quickly
dropped the books that they were holding and raced over, eyes
filled with equal measures of hope and dread.

“Is that-
Father Vittal began, as Gary exclaimed, “How did you-

“It doesn’t
matter. Here, Gary, take a look. Do you recognize the
language?”

Gary took the
book with shaking hands. After a few seconds he looked up and, with
a nervous smile, said, “I don’t recognize any of the words written
here. I think that this is genuine.”

“Any words
that we’ve seen so far?” Father Vittal asked, as he craned over
Gary’s shoulder, trying to see the text. In his hands was a copy of
the Hebrew Bible which Rabbi Uri had given them before their
departure. It was the oldest copy the rabbi had access to and
should theoretically closely match the Tanakh which Jesus would
have used in his transcription.

“Give me a
moment,” Gary said, as he glanced between the collection in his
hands and the open book in Father Vittal’s, “I’ll start with the
first section of the Torah. That should be Genesis, if we’re
lucky…”

A moment later
he exclaimed, “Here!” as he pointed towards a page filled with
unintelligible words, “Laqsha.”

Richard waited
for the now-anticipated sphere of silence to fade before asking,
“What page are you on?”

“Hmm… Luckily
it seems as though Jesus included the same page structure as the
Tanakh, so this should be Genesis chapter 19… verse 17… I
think…”

“Stop…”
Richard suddenly breathed, causing his two companions to shoot him
looks of confusion.

“Not you.
Laqsha… it means stop.”

“How can you
be so certain?” Father Vittal asked, “If we’re wrong about this, we
could end up asking God to destroy Ireland by accident or
something…”

“I’m certain.
The words that Jesus wrote were Hef kiq raz Laqsha. It must
be stopped. It can’t be a coincidence that those were the only
words that God knew how to speak when he sent those visions to
Gary. And Genesis chapter 19 verse 17 includes the sentence ‘Don’t
look back, and don’t stop anywhere in the plain!’ which God
said to Lot when he was fleeing Sodom.”

“We have to be
sure, Richard…” Father Vittal cautioned.

“Fine. Go to
Exodus, chapter 9, verse 29 and I bet you will find Laqsha
on the page.”

It took Gary a
moment to find the right page, but when he did he nodded and said,
“He’s right.”

“The thunder
will stop and there will be no more hail, so you may know
that the earth is the Lord’s,” Richard quoted, his eyes closed
tight.

“Alright. It
won’t be perfect, but with this we can at least try and communicate
with the Old Man…” Gary said, looking excited.

“Not if he
crushes us first. Come on, lets get out of here,” Father Vittal
said, as he led them out of the archives.

*

The Godhand
was right above the city. In it were countless stars and swirling
galaxies, seemingly both infinitely far away yet also close enough
to touch.

Richard
wondered what would happen if he could somehow fly up and touch the
gigantic palm. Would he be instantly crushed, or would he be sent
to a world beyond belief?

From the
corner of his eye he saw Nadine running towards him, with Elaine in
tow. They wore looks of understandable fear.

“Don’t worry,
everything is going to be alright!” Richard shouted, as the Godhand
bore down upon them.

“What are you
going to say to Him?” Gary asked.

Richard smiled
in response before turning his gaze to the cosmic hand above.

Taking a deep
breath, he screamed with every ounce of force he could muster.


“LAQSHA!”

Silence
enveloped the group for a moment, and then it was gone.

Richard
strained his eyes, searching for a sign that their imminent doom
had been halted.

The longest
moment of Richard’s life passed him by.

But the
Godhand’s descent did not stop.

He looked at
Nadine and, with weary resignation, said, “I’m sorry… We were
wrong…”

*

The Godhand
was close now.

It wouldn’t be
long before it reached the ground.

Nadine and
Richard were holding hands as they prayed together.

Agent Walker
and the rest of the agents were desperately searching for the
remaining Sinboxes.

Father Vittal
was giving Gary his last rites.

Elaine wanted
to join them, but there was a spark in her heart that refused to be
extinguished. What had they missed? What had they overlooked?

It was at that
moment that she looked down at the radio in her hand and an idea
sprouted in her mind.

“Frequency…”
she whispered, causing her companions to stop their final
preparations.

“What?” Nadine
asked, looking forlorn.

“Frequency! We
have to use God’s frequency!” Elaine shouted, before turning to run
towards the papal apartments.

Gary, Nadine,
Richard and Father Vittal shared a look of confusion before
understanding dawned amongst them. With a cry they raced after the
young woman, as determination flared in their hearts.

Together they
ran towards the ornate building, feet pounding on the cobbled
square.

The Godhand
was just overhead by the time they entered the marble-lined
building. As one they raced forward, finding a large staircase
which they cleared in a few bounds. Elaine led them upwards and
onwards, until they finally emerged at the iconic balcony.

The site of
the papal address, complete with microphone and sound system.

Perfect.

Elaine dove
forward, flipping switches and turning dials, hoping to bring the
equipment to life. Father Vittal assisted her, turning the speakers
to their maximum output.

The Godhand
had reached St. Peter’s Basilica and its divine force had started
crushing the tallest dome in the world with a sound that could not
be described.

Finally, the
sound system came alive beneath Elaine’s fingertips. On the screen
before her were several settings and adjustments, but she only
cared about one.

Frequency.

Turning a
dial, she increased the system’s frequency.

10 hertz.

50 hertz.

100 hertz.

“We have 200
hertz, go!” she screamed, gesturing to the microphone.

Gary, Nadine
and Richard grabbed it together, and, after taking a deep breath,
screamed in perfect unison.

“Laqsha!”

The word
disappeared into the world, taking all sound and colour with
it.

A moment
later, they returned, as if they had never gone away.

Richard looked
up and counted.

One.

Two.

Three.

The Godhand
hung above the world.

But it did not
come closer.

Richard
finally breathed a sigh of relief.

But something
was strange. The Godhand had stopped falling. But it was not
rising.

And then the
words came.

“Tanuk, ati kol dut kirdas.”

Richard felt
his knees buckle under the weight of the words. He was forced to
kneel, lest he fall to the floor. He felt pressure on his back,
forcing him down.

And then, just
as quickly as it had arrived, the pressure disappeared.

Nadine, with a
shaking voice, asked, “What- what did He say?”

All eyes
turned towards Gary.

“Um… give me a
moment…”

Richard, with
help from Father Vittal, stood. Along with Gary, he skimmed through
the Testament of Jesus, searching for the words.

After a few
tense minutes, he looked up, tears in his eyes.

Gary, after
confirming the translation, gazed at him with a look of awe.

Together they
turned to the others.

This changed
everything.

Judex no
longer mattered. They could make as many Sinboxes as they wanted,
but it still wouldn’t be enough.

Richard wanted
to collapse from the realization that he was about to change the
course of human history.

“Well, what
did the words mean?” Elaine asked, growing impatient.

Smiling,
Richard cleared his throat and answered, “God said… Speak… for I am
listening…”

And thus the
world was changed forevermore.
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