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6 DAN BROWN

As a physic:ian, Gessner was intirnately familiar with death,

and also u.ith its finaliry In medical school, u,hile dissecting
human brains, Gessner came to understand that all drose per-
sonal attributes that made us who we are-our hopes, f'ears,

dreams, mernories-rvere nothing but chemical compounds
held in suspension by electrical charges in our brains, tr\,'hen

a person died, the brain'.s power source was seyered, and all of
those chernicals simpl1, dissolved into a meaningless puddle of
liquid, erasing eveqr last trace of who that person had once been.

Wltert )tott die, You die.

F'ull stop,

Now, hou,ever, as she drifted over the svmmetrical gardens

of Wallenstein Palace, she felt very tnuch alive, She watched
the snow falling around her-or tbraugh her?-and odellv, she

sensed no cold at a1l. It was as if her mind were simply hor.eting
in space, with all reason and logic intact.

I haae hrain frrnction, she told herself. So 1 ?il.il,st be filiae.

Nl Gessner could conclude was that she rvas now in the
throes of what medical literature termed an OBE-out-of-
bodv experience--'.t hallucination that occurred when critically
injuled patients were resuscitated after clinically dying.

OBEs almost alr.vavs presented in the same manner-the per*
ception that one's rnirid had been temporarilv separated from
its physical body, Iloating upu.ard and hovering without fbrnr.
Despite f"eeling like real experiences, OBEs rvere nothing but
imagined journeys, usually riggered 14, the eft"ects of extreme

stress and hypoxia on the brain, sometimes in conjunction rvith
emergency room anesthetics like ketamine.

I am hallucirtntingthese iruages, Gessner assured herself, gazing
down at the dark cun'e of the Vltara River snakirrg through the
city" But if this is an OBE . . . thett I rnttst be in the prlcess af dying.

Surprised by her orr,'n calm, Gessner tried to remember what
had happened to her,

I am n healthy .fontr-nine-yetr-ald luantn?t . . , tVhy zuauld I be

dying?

In a blinding flash, a frightening memory materialized in

Tt::

Gessner's consciousness,

bodv was l1,ing at this r er
lr'hat u'as being done to :

She was on her bacir
herself had created, A r
looked like some kir-rd o:
of the earth. His face an,

Iaver of filthy clay. crrci,
moon. Onli, his hate-h-].
nrask, Crudely etched ac

an ancient language,

"\\hy are you doine :

"Who are you?l)) Wnt .t

"I am her protector.
hollow, his accent vazue.

betrayed her."
"\\4ro?l" Gessner den
T'he monster spoke a

of panic, Hou, cnn he pr,:,,t,

A'rr icy weight mater:.
the monster had started :
able pinpoint of pain b1o,

her median cubital r-ein

shoulder, "Please, stop.

"Tell me everythine."
tion reachcd her arnrpi:

"I willl" Gessner fra:
the machine, halting the :

burning remained.
Racked with terror, (

through clenched teeth. ;

yowed to keep. She ans,,,

turbing truth about s'h::
beneath the cit1, of Praq:

-fhe monster stared c

ntask, his cold eves flash1-
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8 DAN BROWN

"You'\,e built an underground house of horrors," he vr.his*

pered. "You all desene to die." \\rithout hesitation, he nrrned
the machine back on and headed for the door.

"No , . . l" she shrieked as the agony seized her aner.v, surging
through her shoulder and into her chest. "Please don't lear.e . . .

f'his will kill rnel"
"l'es," he said over his shoulder, "But death is not the end, I

have died many times."
With that, the monster evaporated, and Gessner was sud-

denlv hovering again. She tried to shout an appeal for merry, but
her r.oice was muted b), a deafening thunderclap as the skv above

her seemed to open wide. She felt herself gripped b,v an unseen
fbrce-a kind of reverse gravity-lifting her higher, dragging
her upward.

For years,, Dr. Brigita Gessner had derided her patients'
claims of rerurning from the brink of death. Novr she fbund her-
self praying that she could join the ranks of those rare souls who
had danced to the edge of oblir.ion, peered into the ab1,55, 

"116
somehou'stepped back from the precipice.

I cnn't die . . , I haae to zrttrn the athers!

But she knerv it r.l'as too late.
This life was over.

E"- B obert Langdon au c

M strains of classical n
$ *qbedside 

table, Grieg
obvious choice, but he had
minutes of music to staft
Langdon savored the uncr
quite where he was.

Ah jtes, he remembered. r

dred Spires,

In the dim light, Langdo
window, fanked by an antic
ter lamp. The plush, hand-l
rose petals from last nights

Langdon had come to l
had on previous visits, chr
When the manager insisted
to the three-bedroom Rorz
his own brand loyalty or, n
woman with whom he rvas

"Our most celebrated I

accomrnodation, " the mane
The suite included tlrt

baths, a living room, a dini
tral bay window with a lar
blue tulips-a welcome gif
private dressing room offe
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1O DAN BROWN

lnonograrnmed u'ith the initials RL. Somethfug tells nte that's txlt
Ralph Ln,uren, he thought, irnpressed by the personalized touch.

Now, as he luxuriated in bed and listened to dre music from
his alarm, he felt a tender hand touch his shoulder,

"Robert? " a soft voice u,hispered.
Langdon rolled over and felt his pulse quicken. She rvas

tlere, smiling at hirn. her smok1, gray eyes still half-asleep, her
long black hair tousled around her shoulders,

"Good morning, beautiftil," he replied.
She reached over and stroked his cheek, the scent of Balade

Sauvage still on her wrists.
Langdon admired the elegance of her f-eatures. Despite being

Four vcars older than Langdon, she \vfls nrore srunning everl- tinrc
he saw her-the deepening laugh lines, the faint wisps of gra,v in
her dark hair, her playful eyes, and that mesmerizing intellect.

Langdon had known this remarkable woman since his days

at Princetclrl, u'here she was a young assistant professor while
he was an undergrad. I-Iis quiet schoolboy crush on her had

gone either unnoticed or unrequited, but drey'd enjoyed a flirta-
tious, platonic, friendship ever since, Even after her professional
career skyrocketed, and Langdon became a hieh-profile profes-
sor known throughout the rvorld, the rwo of them had kept in
casual contact.

Tinting is eaerythirug, Langdon nou. realized, still marv-eling at

hou,- qtrickly they had fallen fbr each other during this spontane-
ous business trip"

As "Morning Nl[ood" crescendoed into the ftill orchestration
of the theme, he pulled her close r.vith a strong arm, and she

mrzzled into his chest. "Sleep okay?" he whispered. "No more
bad dreams?"

She shook her head and sighed. "f'm so embarrassed. That
r,vas awful,"

Earlier in the night, she had au,oken in terror from an excep-

tionally vivid nightmare, and Langdon had needed to comfort
her for nearlv an hour before she could get back to sleep, The
dream's unusual intensi6r, Langdon assured her, had been the
result of her ill-advised nightcap of Bohernian absinthe, which

THE SE

Langdon had dways belier
Popular daringrte Belh Ept

"Never agair',,' she assur

Langdon reached orer ar

eyes. I'11be back in time fior

"Stay witl me," she teas

day of swimming."
"Not if you want me to l

said, sitting up with a lop'sr

had jogged the three kilom
for his morning laps.

"It's dark out," she pressr

"In the hotel pool?"
*Why not? It's water.n

"It's tiny. Tivo strokes an,

"There's a joke there, Rc

Langdon smiled. "Funns

1rcu for breakfast."
She pouted, threw a pillc
Langdon donned his facu

for the dooq choosing to t
cramped private elevator.

Downstairs, he strode
connected the hotel's Baror
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12 DAN BROWN

Katherine's lecture last night had been standing room onlH
no small feat considering she had spoken in Prague Castle'.s leg-
endary l,4adislav Hall-a cavernous, r.aulted chamber used dur-
ing the Renaissance to host indoor iousting competitions q,ith
knights and horses in ful1 regalia.

The lecture series was one of Europe's most respected and

alu'avs drerv accomplished speaket's and enthusiastic audiences

from around the u,orld. Last night had been no exception, and

the packed hall erupted u.ith applause when Katherine was

introduced.
"'fhank you, e\rervone," Katherinc s:rid, taking the stage

r.l,'ith a confident calm, She wore a rvhite cashmere su'eater and

designer slacks that fit her flawlessly. 'oI'd like to begin tonight
by answering the one question I am asked almost el/ery clay." She

grinned and pulled the microphone offits stand. "\\4rat the hell
is noetic science?t"

A wave of laughter rolled through the hall as the auclience

settled in.
"Simpl1, stated." Katheriue began, "noetic science is the stud,v

of human consciousness. Contrary to rvhat many believe. con-
sciousness research is not a new science-it is, in fact, the old-
est science on earth. Since the dalvn of historv rve havc sought
answers to the enduring mvsteries of the human mind . . . the
narure of consciousness and of the soul. And for: centuries, u"e

have explored these cluestions primarilv through " . , the lens of
religion,."

Katherine stepped off the stage, rnoving torvard the front rorv
of attendees. "And speaking of religion, ladies and gentlemen.
I couldn't help but notice that rve have in the audience lvith us

tr:night a wodd-renou,ned scholar of religious spnbolop,, Pro-
fessor Robert Langdon."

Langdon heard murfflurs of excitement in the crorvd. tr|4:ttt

the hell is she doing?!

"Professor," she said, arriving before hirn u.ith a sr-nile, "I won-.
der if u,-e might avail ourselves of your expertise fbr a moment?
Wbuld you mind standing up?"

THE SECT

Langdon politely stood, c

this grin.
"f'm curious, Professor.

gious symbol on earth?"
The answer was simpie, ar

don's article on the topic and
about to be very disappointer

Langdon accepted the mir
of eager faces, dimly lit br d
chains. 'oGood evening, erer
booming through the speaker

for putting me on the spot u:
The audience clapped.

"Nl right tlen," he said, "
srrrmbol? Does anyone have a

A dozen hands went up.
"Excel1ent," Langdon sai

crucifixl"
Every single hand went dr
Langdon chuckled. "It's r

common, but it is also a uniq
fact, one aniaersal symbol th
religion in history."

The audience exchanged 
1

"You've all seen it manr t
on the Egyptian Horakhtr- str

He paused.

"FIow about the Buddhis
Christ Pantocrator?"

Silence, Dead stares.
Oh boy Langdon thought
"ft also appears in hundrt

sance paintings-Leonardo d
Fra Angelico's The Annunciat
Timptation of Chri*, and cou
chitd.,.?"
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DAN BROWN THE SE

graphed the radiant crown
I.{ew York Harborl" Lang
tion grew in the crowd.

"The Statue of Libertr.l
o'Exacdy," Langdon said

ant crown-an ancient hal
through history to identif
possess divine enlightenrr
consciousness,"

As Langdon handed tl
beaming. Thank yoa, she tr
seat amid applause.

Katherine walked back
don has just stated so eloqu
ing consciourness for a long
science, we have trouble dr

afraid even to discass consc
and whispered, "They call :

Scattered laughter rippl
Katherine nodded to

"Ma'am, how would you de
The woman thought a n

of my own existence?"

"Perfect," Katherine sai

corne froml"
"My brain, I guess," she

tions . . . the brain activin' t
"Yrry well said, thanl r

to the audience. "So can trr
Consciousness is created br
dle of eighty-six billion ne1

fore conscioueresx is located ir

Nods all around.

"Wonderful," Katherine
currently accepted model of
she sighed heavily. "The pr

Still nothing.
"-I'he sltnbol I'm referring to," he said. "is the btlo."
Katherine smiled, apparently knowing this rvould be his

anslYef.

"'I'he halo," Langdon continued, "is the disk of light that
appears over the head of an enlightened being. In Christianirl,.
halos hor.er overJesus,l'Iarv. and the saints, Going fur'ther back,

:r sun disk hovered over the ancient Eg,ptian god Ra, and in
Eastern religions a nirnbtts halo appeared over the Buddha and

the Flindu deities."
"\4bnderful, thank you, Professor," Katherine said, reaching'

for the microphone,, but Langdon ignored her and pivoted aw-ay

playftilly-a touch of pavtrack. llleur ask nn historinn a questiort

yatt don't zL1ant ansTLtered -fril|y.
"I should add," Langdon said as dre crorvcl laughed appre-

ciativelv, "that halos come in all shapes, sizes, and artistic rep."

resentations. Some are solid gold disks, some are transparent,
and some are even square. Ancient Jewish scripture describes

,\toses's head as being surrounded by a 'hila' -the l{ehreu, u'ord
for 'halo' or 'elnanation of light,' Certain specializecl forms of
halos have ravs of light emanating from them . , . glowing spines
that radiate outrvard in all directions."

l,angdon turned back to Katherirre with a devious smile,
"Perhaps Dr. Solomon knor,vs *'hat this rvpe of halo is calledl"
IIe tipped the mic to her.

"A radiant crown," she said u'ithout missing a beat,
Sonr.eone did her reoding. Langdon brought the mic back to

his lips. "\ts, the radiant crown is a particularlir signlficant syr11-

trol, It appears throughout history adorning the heads of Horus,
Helios, Ptolem1,, Caesar. . . and even the to.il'ering Colossus of
Rhodes."

Langdon gave the crowd a conspiratorial grin. "Few people
realize this, but the most photographed object in all of Neu. York
City happens to be . . , a radiant crow'n."

Przzled looks, even from Katherine.
"Aly guesses?" he asked, "None of vou has ever photo-
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