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Foreword






What began as a single novel has evolved into a trilogy. This is the second in the series, with the third, “Nexus of Conspiracies,” currently taking shape. Having spent half my life in South Africa, I've woven the country’s landscapes and spirit into each narrative, creating a bridge between my two homes.


This novel covers Britain, Egypt, South Africa, and the Namib Desert in what was then known as South West Africa (now Namibia).


As always, I’ve attempted to bring the scenes to life by creating a film without the use of a camera—where words alone must construct the scene, illuminate the characters, and draw readers into a world they can see, feel, and inhabit.


“Nexus of Retribution” showcases one of the characters from my first novel, “Nexus of Deception”. 


This story also represents my story and the culmination of journeys, friendships, and influences that have shaped the narrative and its author.


I hope you will enjoy reading it as much as I have enjoyed writing it.













CHAPTER ONE










OUTSIDE NORTHAMPTON, UK
19 December 1979, 21:30 GMT


The skeletal trees became spectral fingers clutching at the night as Heather fought the Mercedes through the blinding snow. Each violent gust sent her pulse racing, the wheel threatening to wrench from her hands. Through the veil of falling white, the landscape dissolved into nothingness—a void broken only by the cold gleam of reflectors marking the knife-edge between road and oblivion.


The engine’s growl competed with the blustering wind. Twelve years in Japan had taught her patience, but here, in the English countryside that had once been home, old ghosts surfaced with the odour that now invaded her mind—the acrid tang of petrol, transported her instantly to a black van where childhood had ended. Adrenaline surged through her veins, feeding not fear but a cold, calculated fury that had sustained her through years abroad.


They had warned her that revenge was a poison, but some poisons, properly administered, could become medicine. Each mile marker emerged from the swirling chaos like a countdown to justice. The men who had trafficked her, who had laughed as they sold her, believed their past crimes buried. They couldn’t know she had surpassed their cruelty, or that she now returned, her body a weapon, honed to extract payment in blood.


The narrow lane twisted through the darkness like her life’s convoluted path. Glimpses of distant farmhouses appeared between gaps in the pines—everyday lives untouched by the horrors she had survived.


Her eyes, once wide with terror in this country, now narrowed with purpose. The rearview mirror reflected a serene face, but eyes that had witnessed too much—windows to a soul reclaimed through discipline and pain.


The Mercedes carved through virgin snow, its wipers battling the relentless flakes. She felt exposed in this stillness, this pristine white isolation—the only movement in a frozen tableau. Even the snowplough had passed hours ago, leaving her alone with her memories and her mission.


As the wind died down, the muffled crunch of tyres on pristine snow was the only sound disrupting the winter silence in this unspoiled corner of the countryside. Pure solitude reigned in the snow-covered woods on this serene night. Branches from the trees hung low under the weight of snow.


Then came the interruption—high beams flashing urgently behind her, followed by the impatient blare of a horn, shattering her focus. Heather’s training took over, as she yanked the wheel left, creating space where there seemed to be none.


The Kawasaki H2 750 screamed past her, its engine wailing like the souls of the damned. The sound pierced the night’s silence—a mechanical banshee that had no business on these treacherous roads. Beneath her calm exterior, Heather’s mind calculated angles and trajectories, a habit from years of training.


What happened next unfolded with the terrible inevitability of fate. Brake lights flared crimson against the snow, twin points of violent colour in the monochrome night. Time stretched into a viscous flow as the motorcycle fishtailed, its back wheel finding no purchase on the icy surface.


The rider separated from the machine in a graceful, horrifying arc—a dark silhouette suspended momentarily against the snow-filled sky before both disappeared into the void beyond the road’s edge.


A burst of crimson tore through the night like a fiery comet, casting a brief radiance over the surroundings. The motorcycle careened recklessly, a symphony of screeching engine and grinding metal rising into a chaotic crescendo.


Showers of sparks erupted into the night, painting the air with a blazing display and heightening the sense of imminent catastrophe.


Her heart skipped a beat as she slammed on the brakes. The car skidded to a stop on the icy road. The sound of the disc brakes engaging echoed across the snowy landscape, stopping her only inches away from a tree branch lying in the middle of the road.


An eruption of snapping bushes and crackling fire drowned out the motorcycle engine’s scream as the spinning bike veered off the asphalt and into the woodland.


Her eyes remained fixed on the blaze engulfing the motorbike, casting an ominous glow on the snowy terrain. The flames danced with malevolent energy, devouring the machine daring to defy reason.


Despite the tumultuous scene unfolding before her, a pang of empathy gripped Heather’s heart as she pondered over the daring, albeit stupid, rider’s fate.


Upon flinging open the door, the acrid scent of gasoline and burning rubber assaulted her nostrils, mingling with the damp, earthy aroma of the decaying vegetation around her. The crunch of the boots on the pristine snow, the crackling fire and the moans of the injured man were the only sounds disrupting the night’s silence. Fiery, flickering flames from the bike illuminated both sides of the road, lined with gnarled trees that formed a canopy of wet snow overhead.


The snowflakes swirled around her, each a delicate crystal melting against her flushed cheeks. The chill of the air seeped through her clothes, sending involuntary shivers down her body.


The motorcyclist lay crumpled on the slushy tarmac, yards away.


Her heart raced as she rushed to his side. She lifted off his black crash helmet, revealing a shock of dishevelled hair matted with sweat. His left leg twisted at an unnatural angle, stark against the asphalt. Her anger dissipated, replaced by a surge of compassion as she knelt beside him.


Struggling for every shallow breath, he gazed at her with eyes clouded with pain. There was a metallic tang of blood, and pink foam trickled from his trembling lips, staining the snow below. Her hands trembled as she reached out to comfort him, her fingers brushing against his clammy skin.


As she gazed at the injured man, she remembered the terror and helplessness she had experienced as a child, when her own life had been so cruelly interrupted. Would this man, too, have his future stolen from him?


She stroked his forehead. “Lie still. Let me clear the road so I can get you help.”


Broken ribs punctured his lungs. It’s no wonder they call those damn things ‘the Widow Makers!’


Racing to the branch, she cleared the path before returning to her car. More snowflakes fell. A strong gust of wind tore through the trees, showering her with wet snow, while the scent of gasoline and burning rubber hung in the night air.


The headlights beamed in his direction as she drove closer to the prostrate man. Leaping from the vehicle, she rushed towards him. As she approached the downed rider, her voice rose. “Hey! Don’t sleep; stay with me.”


His eyes flickered. “What...”


Heather produced a tissue and wiped the sweat from his forehead, her voice softening with empathy. “Don’t move too much. You’ve had a nasty bike accident. A fallen branch was in your way, and you couldn’t avoid it in time. You’ve broken your leg, and I suspect you have cracked ribs as well—one of them is piercing your lung.”


Her eyes darted around. Wrinkles of worry creased her brow as she took in their secluded surroundings. “I’m not familiar with this area. Can you tell me if there’s a town close by?”


Her gaze flickered back to the injured man, pleading for reassurance. With a pained effort, he managed a feeble nod, his shallow breaths punctuating the tense silence.


“Does it have medical facilities? A hospital?” He nodded again, his face pale.


She stroked his cheek. “Excellent news. What’s your name? Don’t worry, I’ll get you into my car and take you to the hospital right away.”


Her hand hovered near his arm, hesitant yet ready to help, as her voice wavered with quiet urgency. “Is there someone specific you’d like me to notify?”


His voice was a rough and ragged whisper, like a dying ember struggling to stay lit in the freezing night. “I’m Erwin Summers.”


He strained to lift himself but stopped abruptly, clutching her arm as he grimaced in pain. His body quivered uncontrollably under the strain, and she placed a soothing hand on his chilly forehead.


As he writhed in discomfort, every minor shift causing him to groan in agony, he tightened his grip on her. His words came out barely louder than his breath against the wind chill: “It’s so cold... I think… I’m going to pass out.”


I shouldn’t move him, but I can’t leave him here. He needs a hospital, pronto.


As she assessed his condition further, she determined his height was about six feet tall, and he was thin for his height. His protective leather attire had absorbed some of the impact from the crash.


With a comforting pat on his tousled brown hair and a gentle shake of his shoulder, Heather urged him, her voice soft. “Hey there, Erwin, stay with me.”


His eyelids fluttered at her command. “I’m going to hoist you into the back of my station wagon. I won’t lie. The pain will be excruciating, but it’s a better option than leaving you here in the snow while I go looking for help. Hold on, let me immobilise your leg.”


Realising his leg needed splinting, she ventured into the surrounding woods. The crunch of dead pine needles and brittle twigs underfoot echoed with each step she took, releasing an earthy aroma of decay, suggesting the forest had been untouched for years.


Venturing a few feet off the road, she scoured the area until her eyes settled on a suitable branch, which she snapped off. Using this makeshift splint and duct tape from her glove box, she managed to secure his broken limb. At times, he threatened to drift off into unconsciousness, and she nudged him awake with a soft, concerned voice.


After opening the back of her vehicle, she placed her hand on the injured man’s back. She steadied him as he struggled to sit upright. His face was contorted in pain, his eyes fixed on her slender figure with desperation and doubt. “You can’t lift me; you’re not strong enough.”


Her face wrinkled into a smile. “Be quiet. Put your arms around my neck and hold on tight.” Squatting by his side, she held onto him. After sliding one arm beneath his knees and the other under his back, she straightened up as if he weighed nothing.


He screamed in agony and lost consciousness as she manoeuvred him into the back of the Mercedes-Benz 280 TE Estate car.


Minutes ticked by as Heather toiled to make Erwin comfortable. The man’s body trembled uncontrollably, winter’s icy tendrils gripping his weakened form.


She unwrapped a thick blanket, draping it over him, shielding him from the harsh elements.


Beads of sweat dripped from Heather’s brow, joined by the melting snowflakes clinging to her hair. She closed the vehicle’s rear door, shutting out the frigid air. Sliding into the driver’s seat, she smoothly pulled away.


As she adjusted the blanket, her keen eyes caught a flicker of movement in the rearview mirror. A golden light bathed the world outside, casting an otherworldly shimmer over the grass and leaves.


As she focused on the advancing lights, their brilliance cutting through the night, the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end, a primal signal of impending peril. Closer and closer came the following car, its headlights like sharp blades slicing through the descending snowflakes.


The crunch of tyres on snow added to the tense atmosphere as her heart raced with each passing second and her instincts heightened to an almost unbearable degree.


Here comes more trouble, but this time, I’m prepared.


With her free hand, she reached into the back, her fingers gripping Erwin’s shoulder.


“Erwin, can you hear me?”


He struggled to catch his breath, his voice croaking. “Yes.”


“There’s someone following me. Do you know why?”


Each breath he took was a struggle—his words trembled. “I’m... sorry. Now you... are involved.”


“Don’t worry about it. I can take care of myself. But why are they after you?”


Grunts and gasps of anguish, accompanied by unseen movements, filled the vehicle’s interior. With effort, she forced herself to focus on the road ahead, her concentration unwavering despite the mounting tension.


“Erwin, stay still. You’re worsening your injuries. Try to relax until we reach the hospital.”


The snowfall intensified, obscuring her vision and making the journey even more treacherous. He grunted and yelped in pain, his struggles reverberating through the car.


Time appeared to stretch, each passing moment laden with uncertainty. An eternity seemed to pass before his hand finally slipped between the seats, revealing a package enveloped in aged, weather-beaten brownish skin. With it was a crumpled business card.


“I was certain... I’d lost them. They... want... this.” He let out a deep, hoarse sigh. “They mustn’t get their hands on it... Keep it safe for me. It could change history. Give it to no one.”


The object was compact enough to fit snugly in the palm of her hand. Upon receiving the package from him, her eyes widened, and her fingers gripped it. “Who is chasing you? Who wants this and why?”


“The Vatican... They’ll... kill for it. You’re in danger... Conceal it.”


A cry of anguish erupted from the back, followed by an unsettling silence. Yet, the vehicle behind continued its pursuit. Her attention remained fixed on the road ahead and the open A-to-Z map book resting on her knee.













CHAPTER TWO










OUTSIDE NORTHAMPTON, UK
19 December 1979, 21:30 GMT


Falling flakes muffled the engine’s sound as the snow-covered landscape blurred around her. The smell of burning rubber still lingered inside the car as she sped over the crisp, fresh snow.


The snowstorm intensified by the minute. It whirled around like a tornado, and she had to slow the car as her visibility continued to diminish.


The road was disappearing, becoming a more serious hazard with each passing moment. A thick layer of snow covered most of the windscreen, making it almost impossible to see ahead.


Even with the heater blasting and the wipers racing at maximum speed, she was losing the battle against the never-ending onslaught of snowflakes.


The piercing light reflecting off the snow made her head throb painfully.


She drove as fast as she could. Nearing the town’s outskirts, Heather spotted streetlamps and a sign indicating the hospital.


After following the arrow signs through the treacherous snowstorm, she glimpsed the hospital in the distance. There were a few vehicles in the parking lot. She manoeuvred her car through the snow-covered asphalt and parked in a spot reserved for ambulances. The snow whirled up under her heels as she strode to the entrance labelled ‘Emergency.’


Approaching the swinging doors, a burly man in a white coat stood inside. He beckoned her, signalling her to move her vehicle. Ignoring his demand, she pressed forward. The man swung the door open but extended his arm to block her path. “You can’t park there. It’s designated for ambulances only.”


Her eyes flashed with concern for the injured man, and suppressed anger simmered beneath the surface. She tightened her grip on his shoulder, fingers digging into a nerve centre. The man’s cry of pain echoed in the room as he crumpled to his knees. “Instead of running your mouth, help me. There’s a wounded man outside in my car. He’s in critical condition.”


Adjusting her black slacks, she glanced down at her snow-soaked, mud-streaked, fur-lined boots. Straightening her back, she assisted him in standing and met the man’s gaze. “Now, are you going to assist me or not?” Her voice resounded, reaching everyone in the crowded waiting area. The scent of disinfectant fought with the pungent aroma of alcohol, vomit, and body odour, making the waiting area almost unbearable.


All eyes turned toward the commotion, fixated on the unfolding scene. She flicked off a tiny twig lodged in her thick, black turtleneck sweater.


The attendant’s face flushed with embarrassment as he lowered his head. “My apologies, Miss. I didn’t...”


Before he could finish his sentence, two more men arrived with a gurney. He fell silent and rushed to assist them. Together, they transferred the injured man onto the gurney, wheeling him inside, where warmth awaited.


Heather adjusted her hair, styled in an oriental fashion, and the receptionist, a young woman with a beehive hairstyle and dressed in a white coat, gestured for her to approach the front desk.


The woman retrieved a form. “You are?”


“Heather Tanaka.”


“And what is the patient’s name?”


“He said he was Erwin Summers.”


“Address?”


“Why are you asking me all this? I’m a tourist, and I’m heading to Derbyshire. This man crashed his motorcycle on the icy road, so I brought him here.”


“What is his relationship to you, madam?”


Heather narrowed her eyes in a stare of sheer incredulity. She pointed to her mouth. “Watch my lips, you ignorant woman. I am not a relative, I told you, I’m a fucking tourist. What part of that statement are you struggling to understand? I don’t have time nor inclination for this shit.” After pivoting on her heels, she stormed out into the snow, hastening to her car.


A black Daimler DS420 limousine with darkened windows, parked a short distance behind her, caught her attention. However, the interior light illuminated the driver, who appeared to be a typical chauffeur. As she observed, the passenger door opened, and a priest of a religious order emerged.


Are these the people who pursued Erwin?


Heather chuckled and started the engine, letting the heater run for a minute or two before departing. As she drove out of her parking space and raced off, the Daimler activated its headlamps and pulled out behind her.


Despite the icy roads, she pressed down on the accelerator and drifted around several corners. Glancing in the rearview mirror, she noticed the vehicle still following her.


Through the windscreen, the ever-increasing snowfall continued to accumulate on the roadway. She passed a group of men exiting a pub. The snowstorm swirled around them, whitening their outlines so they were almost invisible.


I'll have to stop and wait for it to clear.


A well-lit garage was nearby. There was no sign of the car behind her, so she pulled in and parked under some trees, turning off her headlamps. She glanced at her wristwatch: 23:45. Soon after, as she gazed at the road, the black Daimler drove past. To see where he was heading, the driver had the window open, and his head protruded.


Bastard!


She planned to remain there until the snowploughs cleared the roads. It could take a while. With a heavy sigh, she reached into the back and retrieved the thick woollen blanket she had used to cover Erwin. Upon receiving the car, she made a practical decision to purchase it for situations like this.


Heather fumbled in the passenger-side footwell, pulled out her shopping bag, and extracted a vacuum flask filled with black coffee. After propping it in the seat, she wrapped herself in the blanket and fell asleep.


In the hushed confines of her dream, an unseen force immobilises Heather, tethered to a chilling past she yearns to erase. She grapples with an icy mental precipice, its surface slick and unyielding beneath her bare feet. The harsh echo of her desperate attempts rings out in the frosty air, a haunting soundtrack to her struggle.


The biting cold sears through her skin, sinking into her bones as she strives to scale this insurmountable peak. Each breath forms a visible puff in the frigid atmosphere, dissipating like the hope once fuelling her ascent. The taste of despair clings stubbornly to her tongue, bitter and relentless.


A wave of terror engulfs her as vivid shards of her past invade her thoughts—the sickening scent of stale sweat and fear permeating the traffickers’ den; the cruel laughter echoing in her ears long after they’d sold her into their world of darkness; the rough hands snatching away innocence after mother’s death, leaving a void too vast for any child to bear.


Her heart pounds against her ribcage like a frantic bird caged inside its skeletal prison, each beat echoing with raw panic. Tears carve icy trails down her cheeks as anguished cries tear from between clenched teeth—primal sounds torn from deep within.


Yet, despite the desperation clawing at her insides and the burning determination coursing through her veins, she remains trapped in this perpetual nightmare.


Each time she nears what could be salvation—the elusive summit—an unseen hand yanks her back down into an abyss of torment. It is a cruel reminder that no matter how far she climbs or how hard she fights, there is no escaping this cycle of dread burned so deeply within.


An hour later, the scrape of metal on the pavement jolted her awake. A snowplough flashed its lights as it passed by, and she rubbed her eyes and yawned. The snow had ceased except for the occasional flake drifting from the sky.


Her throat was dry, and she poured herself a cup of coffee. After gulping it down, she rushed into the ladies’ room in the garage.


When she emerged, she jumped into her car and headed out, following the same route as the snowploughs.


From time to time, she glanced in the mirror. Several cars dotted the highway, briefly appearing before veering off and vanishing from sight.


After driving for over an hour, making reasonable speed in such lousy weather, she pulled over. Leaving the motor running, she studied her map book and the diagram her husband had given her. Two miles further was a turnoff from the highway.


It was time for coffee. As she finished the cup, a vehicle pulled off the road not far behind her. It could be the car from the hospital parking lot. Keeping her eye on the rearview mirror, she continued driving.


Soon, she arrived at the exit she needed to take, and the lamps of a motorcar materialised again. The snowploughs hadn’t ventured onto the minor roads. Cutting the lights made no difference. With or without them, it was almost impossible to distinguish the tarmac from the remainder of the surroundings.


Only a few miles later, all signs of the tarmac disappeared, transforming into an endless expanse of white. She had no idea where the road led, so she turned off the engine. There was nothing to do but wait. All she had was the remaining black coffee, an old-fashioned quart cider bottle with a screw top filled with water, and no food.


It might take days for a vehicle to traverse this path.


Two options presented themselves. Commence walking or remain inside.


Did the car trail me here? Where the hell is it?


Heather unlocked both doors in case she needed to exit quickly. Carefully adjusting the blanket, she ensured a smooth escape free from any entanglements. It wasn’t long before she drifted off to sleep.


Her mother’s body lies sprawled at the foot of the stairs, a grotesque marionette with strings cut loose. Once vibrant and warm, the pallid skin now bears an eerie bluish tinge under the harsh glare of the light. Her hair spreads around her head like a dark halo, strands in the crimson pool expanding from beneath her.


A metallic odour hangs in the air, along with the faint aroma of her mother’s favourite perfumes—lavender and vanilla. The stench of death now taints a smell that has always been comforting.


She bursts through the door into the night. With each gasping breath she takes, the winter chill and panic taste of her. She hammers on her neighbour’s door until it swings open to reveal startled faces.


The next few hours are a blur, flashing lights painting red and blue streaks on their suburban façade. Uniformed figures swarm their home, as an ambulance whisks away what remains of her mother.


Amidst this chaos stand the women from Social Security, whose faces wear practised sympathy as they wrap her in an embrace meant to be comforting but more like shackles.


They keep repeating like a mantra over and over. “Everything will be all right.” But it wouldn’t be, would it? Not when these same hands holding her tight are going to sell her off to a bunch of perverts.


She still feels the phantom pressure of the insincere hug from twelve years ago; it has become an emblem of betrayal stamped deep into her soul. It’s a constant reminder of how justice has still been denied. No proper investigation was launched despite signs pointing towards foul play and whispers about ‘accidental falls’, which were anything but accidental.


As she woke from this recurring nightmare, drenched in cold sweat, anger simmered within her. The social worker’s sweet words repeat in a never-ending loop, each repetition stoking the flames of resentment.


She spat into the darkness. “Everything will be all right.” A bitter laugh escaped her lips. Nothing was right, and it would never be until justice was served.


Heather’s eyes narrowed with a determined purpose. The people who had destroyed her childhood would finally pay for their crimes. She could almost taste the bitter sweetness of revenge on her tongue, a poison she had learned to wield with precision.


A part of her longed to leave this all behind, to return to the safety and normalcy of the lives she had glimpsed in the distant farmhouses. But the demons of her past refused to be silenced, driving her ever onward on this path of retribution.


Senses still numbed from her impromptu slumber, her pulse quickened at a sudden, frantic tapping on the window. Beyond the transparent barrier, a mysterious silhouette cast a looming presence, hidden behind tattered attire that concealed any defining features.


Her breath created a mist on the glass as she gazed out, her eyes squinting to see through the darkness outside.


His form wavered in the shadows, backlit only by the glow reflecting off the fresh snow.


One hand clenched something at his side, yet she couldn’t discern its shape in the gloom. Her muscles were coiled tight, ready for action at the first inkling of danger. But for now, caution demanded she remain stationary, gathering clues without alerting him to her preparation.


An ear pressed to the door, listening for any telling noises beyond. Glass muffled what little sound may escape his covered lips.


Her chin tilted ever so slightly, casting furtive glances around for alternative paths if needed. Shadows shrouded the landscape, yet her eyes were keen, not missing what lingered amongst the tree line, should backup await its call.


The tapping on the window grew more insistent, a steady rhythm that seemed to echo the beat of her heart. Heather’s grip tightened on the door handle, ready for instant action at the first sign of threat. The air seemed to thicken with tension, the silence pregnant with unspoken danger.


The mysterious package in her pocket seemed to get heavier, reminding her of the peril now surrounding her. What secrets did it hold, and who was willing to kill to possess it? Only the rhythmic tap-tap broke the silence; everything else lay dormant. But how much time would pass before impatience grew and his reasons showed?


In the stillness of the night, fear and courage waltz in the shadows of the unknown.


Tensing her muscles, she prepared to confront whatever was outside.













CHAPTER THREE










THE VATICAN


ROME


Thursday, 13 December 1979, 08:30 GMT


Shadows trembled against ancient stone as Father Thomas Castelli descended the worn staircase. Each step, carved by forgotten hands centuries ago, led him deeper beneath the Vatican’s public facade. The air grew dense with history: parchment, mineral dust, and something more primal that no amount of incense could mask—the scent of buried truth.


The torch sconces cast writhing patterns across the wall carvings, which seemed to shift in his peripheral vision. Figures frozen in stone—angels wrestling demons, martyrs in ecstasy, serpents devouring their tails—appeared to exchange whispers as he passed. Father Thomas had walked this path seventeen times in his thirty years of service, yet familiarity bred no comfort here.


A cold current slithered past his ankles, though no draft should exist this far below ground. His breath condensed before him—visible evidence of life in a place that belonged to the dead and their secrets. Each footfall echoed with an accusation against the silence as if the catacombs themselves resented this intrusion.


The stairway opened at the bottom into the innermost sanctum of the Vatican Secret Archives—a chamber most cardinals denied even existed. Megalithic blocks formed impenetrable walls, fitted with such precision that not even light could penetrate their seams. Symbols older than Christianity itself adorned their surfaces—remnants of knowledge the Church had absorbed rather than destroyed.


White marble columns, their surfaces engraved with spiralling patterns that defied conventional geometry, encircled the chamber like silent sentinels. The air felt animate—stagnant yet conscious, as though centuries of isolation had transformed it into something sentient. It pressed against his lungs with each breath, reluctant to surrender its ancient molecules.


Father Thomas approached the centre with reverence. Processions of the chosen few had worn the uneven floor beneath his feet, smooth in paths across millennia. Above him, gargoyles leered from stone archways—not decorative fantasies but painstaking renderings of entities once encountered by those who had ventured beyond sanctioned knowledge.


A massive limestone sarcophagus, repurposed from some pagan temple, now served as an altar of illumination. Dozens of candles breathed yellow light across the chamber, their flames unnaturally still in the motionless air. The combined scents of cold stone, beeswax, and time itself created an atmosphere of suspended reality—a pocket where centuries compressed into irrelevance.


This cavernous repository stretched beyond the reach of candlelight, housing artefacts whose existence would shatter faith and rewrite history. Documents detailing truths too dangerous for even the most devout believers—knowledge capable of toppling not just the Holy Church but the foundations of Western civilisation itself.


Four men awaited him at a table hewn from ancient oak. Wood that had witnessed the fall of Jerusalem to Crusader swords. Their faces, half-shadowed by candlelight, bore secrets no confessional could absolve.


The man at the table’s head—Cardinal Carlo Ricci—traced his bloodless fingers over the glass encasement with an almost sensual reverence. Between the protective plates lay a fragment of parchment so ancient it seemed to absorb light rather than reflect it. The jagged edges hinted at a violent separation from a larger text, its incomplete symbols like half-formed prophecies. At its side, the Italian translation appeared almost profane in its modern clarity.


When Ricci’s eyes swept the chamber, the gathered men instinctively straightened. Those eyes—obsidian pools devoid of warmth—had witnessed the excommunication of three bishops and the unexplained disappearance of a Vatican archivist who had spoken too freely.


“I assume you have all reviewed this document again, as I requested?” His voice rasped like stone grinding against stone, each syllable carrying unspoken threats.


Archbishop Salvatore Coppola shifted in his seat, the leather of his chair creaking in the silence. “Yes, Your Holiness, we’ve known about this information for years and scrutinised it many times.” His eyes flicked toward the man across from him, seeking alliance. “Isn’t that so, Bishop?”


Bishop Francesco Carbone met Ricci’s gaze with practised deference. “It’s true, Your Holiness. What appears to be the problem?” His tone suggested casual inquiry, but the rigid set of his shoulders betrayed his unease.


With deliberate slowness, Ricci withdrew a letter from within his robes. The parchment bore the Cambridge University crest, its official appearance incongruous in this chamber of ancient secrets.


“Professor Watkins, head of archaeology at Cambridge, has made contact.” Ricci’s voice dropped to a murmur against the silence, somehow filling the cavernous space. “A student has discovered what may be the key to the vault described here.” His fingertip tapped the glass with a sound like a death knell.


The four men exchanged glances weighted with understanding. Carbone’s fingers drummed once, twice, then stilled. “Many have made claims, Your Holiness.”


“Yes.” Ricci leaned forward, candlelight casting his face into a death mask of shadows. “But if this document speaks truth—and I believe it does—then what this student may unearth could unravel fifteen centuries of faith. Both Christianity and Islam would face a revelation from which neither would recover. He must not be allowed to lay his hands upon it. The longer this knowledge is in an outsider’s hands, the more danger we are all in.”


He paused, allowing the implications to suffocate the room. “Such knowledge cannot exist in the world. It must come here, to join the other truths too dangerous for mankind and the existence of our Holy Church.”


As Ricci studied the manuscript, something in his expression suggested more profound knowledge—secrets within secrets, lies nested in half-truths. The other men noticed but remained silent, knowing that questions invited scrutiny, and Ricci’s scrutiny had ended careers and lives.


Cardinal Jacopo Battaglia cleared his throat, the sound unnaturally loud. His fingers worried at his watch as if counting down the remaining hours. “How do we proceed, Your Holiness?”


“The student’s name is Erwin Summers.”


Ricci pronounced the name like a diagnosis of terminal illness. “Professor Watkins has agreed to delay him until Christmas break, giving us less than a week.” His gaze settled on the youngest man present. “Father Thomas, you depart for Britain tomorrow. Cardinal Giuliano Moretti will oversee the operation from London. You will be his instrument in this matter.”


The silence that followed felt like a physical pressure against the eardrums before Ricci continued, each word falling like an executioner’s axe. “Your instructions are beyond explicit. Locate this student. Secure whatever he uncovers.” His voice lowered to a register that made the candle flames tremble. “And use your military combat training to ensure his permanent silence. Do I make myself absolutely clear?”


Father Thomas nodded once, his face a careful mask. “You have my word, Your Holiness. I will attend to the matter.” A heartbeat’s pause. “I assume Moretti has operatives at his disposal?”


“Of course.” A smile touched Ricci’s lips, but failed to warm his eyes. “As guardians of the faith, certain measures require... specialised implementation. You will not act alone, but the spiritual burden of this task falls to you.”


The implicit message was clear: success would bring advancement; failure would not be an option he would live to regret. “Come to my quarters for your travel documents and whatever else you require for the journey.”


Cardinal Ricci’s gaze lingered on each man in turn, a silent inventory of loyalty and resolve. “Unless you have questions about preserving our Holy Church’s foundation, I adjourn this meeting.”


None dared speak.
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Cambridge University


Monday, 17 December 1979, 11:00 GMT


Father Thomas left the Vatican behind, along with the whispers of secrets and duty. The flight across Europe was a blur of rosary beads and silent prayers, though the familiar Latin words felt hollow against the weight of his true mission. Thou shalt not kill—the commandment echoed mockingly in his mind as the distant hum of engines underscored his conflicted resolve.


London greeted him with a cold mist that clung to his cassock as he exchanged brief words with Cardinal Moretti’s chauffeur at the airport. The city’s grey skies mirrored the storm brewing within him. Sixteen years had passed since his last visit to Britain, and while the landscape had changed, the nature of his work remained brutally constant. It wasn’t the first time he had killed for the Church, but the weight of it never lessened - each assignment leaving another scar on his soul that no amount of confession could heal.


After spending Saturday in a hushed conference with Moretti, discussing the student and his dangerous claim to have discovered the artefact’s location, they drove to Cambridge on Sunday. The hotel room felt like a cell, and Thomas had spent the night on his knees, seeking absolution for sins not yet committed.


Now, standing on the snow-dusted cobblestone paths of Cambridge University, Thomas felt the air shift from sacred to scholarly. The ancient stones seemed to whisper of centuries of learning, a stark contrast to the Vatican’s secrets. His breath formed silver clouds in the bitter cold as life bustled around him—young women in colourful scarves hurried past, their animated conversations about weekend plans and upcoming exams creating a symphony of innocence. Male students strode by with confident purpose, some clutching steaming coffee cups, others balancing towers of books against their chests. A group of female undergraduates laughed near a Gothic archway, their joy piercing Thomas’s heart with its purity.


Distinguished professors moved through the crowd like ships cutting through waves - elderly men with wild grey hair and leather patches on their tweed jackets, younger women with determined gazes and modern briefcases, all carrying the weight of knowledge rather than the burden of violence. Their scholarly debates drifted on the winter air, fragments of philosophical discussions about Chaucer and quantum mechanics, a world away from the dark purpose that had brought him here.


Thomas pulled the overcoat over tighter over his cassock, feeling like a wolf among sheep. How many of these bright young faces would he be willing to extinguish if the Church demanded it? The thought made his stomach turn. Before him stood Professor Watkins’ door - solid oak with brass fittings, a threshold between the academic sanctuary surrounding him and the Vatican mysteries that had followed him across continents.


He raised his hand to knock, then hesitated. Once he crossed this threshold, an innocent student’s fate would be sealed. The snowflakes continued their gentle dance, each one unique and beautiful, soon to melt and disappear, much like the life he was about to destroy.


Steeling himself with a whispered prayer for forgiveness, he rapped on the oak door of Professor Watkins’ office. The odour of coffee filled the passageway. The intricate stained-glass windows cast colourful patterns of light across the hallway, illuminating the worn stone floor beneath Father Thomas’s polished black shoes as he waited outside the door.


“Come in.”


Sitting behind his desk was a thin, white-haired man with a wispy grey beard and horn-rimmed spectacles. Thomas surveyed the room—an untidy mess of broken pottery shards, bones, metal bits, and papers stacked everywhere. The smell of pipe smoke and tobacco masked some of the odour of urine, must, and decay. Upon seeing the priest, he rose and extended his hand.


They shook. “I am Father Thomas; I believe you are expecting me.”


Watkins nodded. “You are here about Summers?”


“Cardinal Ricci sent me. Is he the student who knows where the artefact is? Tell me, is this student of yours a Catholic?”


“No, I’m afraid not. His religion is the Church of England, but he has little time for it. Coming all this way to converse with him is pointless. I told His Holiness so.”


Thomas inclined his head. “An unbeliever. What a pity. Perhaps I should call at his house and speak with him. Please give me his address.”


The professor scribbled on a piece of paper and handed it over. His broad nose twitched as he spoke. “He leaves on Saturday morning for Canterbury. According to what I’ve pieced together, the artefact may be in the cathedral’s crypt.”


A frown creased Thomas’s brow. “Hmm. I suppose he has a car. What model is it, do you know?”


Watkins glanced at him. “He keeps his vehicle in the local garage. The owner is a friend of his. I don’t know what model it is, I’m afraid. Why do you ask?”


He shrugged. “We might need to trail him and ensure the relic doesn’t fall into the wrong hands. Where does he keep all his notes and such?”


“Oh, I forgot to say, he preserves all the details in a folder. I assume he locks it in his house because I’ve never seen him with it since I talked to him about it.”


He glanced at his watch. “Could you point the young man out to me?”


“But of course. In fifteen minutes, he’ll be in the refectory for coffee.” Watkins placed his hand on the priest’s shoulder and motioned to the door with his other arm. “Come, and I’ll buy you a cup. It is quite delicious.”
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After a freezing night, a thick patina of frost coated all the cars and the countryside. Thomas dressed in boots, black trousers, and a heavy woollen sweater in the same colour. There was no reason to anticipate any problems. Students occupied the row of terrace houses, one of which Erwin shared with another student, and by nine o’clock, they were all in classes, deserting the neighbourhood.


He put on his ski mask after a brisk walk to the dwellings. Using a plastic card, he unlocked the Yale lock on the front door and slipped inside.


Within a few minutes, he began sweating as he surveyed the area. It was evident that scholars resided here—the kitchen sink teemed with yesterday’s dishes, with boxes and books scattered everywhere. The stench of pizza, stale beer, and unwashed socks permeated the air.


There was no hurry. The house would remain empty until five o’clock. After removing his ski mask, he emptied all the cartons and tossed the drawer’s contents on the floor. He searched in every cabinet, behind the beds, and under the mattresses, but he couldn’t find any evidence of Erwin’s notes, Canterbury, or anything related to the artefact.


Damn!


Glancing at his watch, he saw it was almost two in the afternoon, and he descended the stairs. The front door swung open, and a young man entered, glaring at the chaos and then at Thomas.


His face reddened, and he yelled in rage. “What the hell are you doing?”


Attempting to evade the imposing figure, a surge of panic washed over him as he moved away.


The man, bigger and more powerful than him, aimed a swift kick towards his crotch. Thomas winced as the blow landed on his thigh, sending a sharp jolt of pain through his body.


He doubled over as a punch struck his solar plexus, stealing his breath and making him collide with the wall, emitting a guttural grunt of agony.


Emboldened, the man charged, but Thomas recovered, blocking the head strike before smashing his attacker into the doorframe.


With a swift motion, he dodged his assailant’s grasp. Engaging his training, Thomas executed a flawless manoeuvre, leveraging his opponent’s momentum to flip him over.


As the man crashed onto the coffee table, the noise of splintering wood echoed in the room.


He winced at the sight of blood oozing from a cut on his palm sustained during the scuffle.


His opponent staggered back, blood dripping from a split lip. Thomas launched a spinning kick towards the man’s head. The kick missed its mark as the student grabbed his leg, hurling him into the television with a thunderous crash, filling the room with shattered glass and sparks.


The man lunged forward, aiming to stomp on Thomas’s head, his heavy boot thudding against the wooden floorboards.


He narrowly avoided the brutal strike with a quick roll to the side. He retaliated by sweeping his opponent’s legs out from under him, sending him crashing down with a resounding thud reverberating through the room.


They both rose to their feet, circling each other before the man charged again, attempting another headlock. 


They grappled, and the fight carried them into the tiny kitchen, where his adversary snatched a carving knife, thrusting it towards his neck. Dodging the blow, Thomas seized his attacker’s arm and twisted away, wrenching it over his shoulder. As he yanked down hard, the bones snapped, the tendons ripped, and a scream of pain erupted.


He turned back and struck him in the throat. The punch made him dip his head, drop the knife and clutch at his windpipe. He finished him with an uppercut elbow to the forehead.


The table crumbled as the man collapsed onto it, hurling him to the floor.


Thomas’s boot stomped down, crushing the trachea and shattering his opponent’s vertebrae.


No time to hide the body. What if someone heard?


 In a moment of panic, he left the house, walking as fast as he could without running to the car waiting for him further down the road.


Thomas sprang into the back seat of the Daimler. his chest heaving with exhaustion. Beads of sweat trickled down his brow as he struggled to catch his breath. “I scoured every inch of the place. Not a single clue about the artefact.”


Worry flickered across his face like a shadow. “But his roommate returned unexpectedly.” Thomas’s voice was tight with apprehension. “He’d seen me in the refectory, and I couldn’t... I couldn’t risk being identified.”


The tone of his voice lowered. “I had no choice but to kill him. It wasn’t part of the plan. He was innocent.”


A line formed between Moretti’s brows. “Such a pity, but God’s mercy is infinite, and I absolve you, my son. It is my job as well as yours to protect the faith. We are God’s crusaders. Say ten Hail Marys.” He made the sign of the cross. “Don’t worry about him. Soon, the area will be swarming with police.” He paused for a moment and pursed his lips.


“We’ll wait for him in the morning and shadow him to Canterbury. It’s unlikely the authorities will delay his trip. He wasn’t involved. They’ll take his statement, and because he’s a student, they’ll let him go. Once he has the item, you will take it from him, and we can leave. I doubt he’ll put up much of a fight, as you described him to me. A tragic mugging gone wrong.”
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At a bustling lunchtime in the crowded dining room, Erwin sat across from his roommate, Brian. The air was filled with the savoury aroma of sizzling grilled burgers, and the room buzzed with the chatter of students along with the clatter of cutlery.


Erwin’s brow furrowed with worry, eyes darting around, betraying his nervousness. “I think the Vatican is after my discovery.”


Brian’s face contorted into a puzzled expression, a deep frown creasing his forehead as he leaned in. “You’re paranoid. What makes you think so?”


Erwin’s hands were clenched on his fork, and his voice was frayed at the edges. “First, a priest visited the professor yesterday. Why would a cleric come here? Unless the old bugger spilt the beans to the clergy about my work, which will lead to finding the artefact? Watkins is a lackey at the local Catholic church.”


He paused, glancing over his shoulder towards the entrance. “There was a limousine parked at the bottom of our street. Didn’t you notice it when you left the house?”


“Yeah, come to think of it, I did, because it had tinted windows. Have you got all your notes with you?”


“Sod that, I leave everything with my friend Pete and his missus at the garage. Pete would sort out anyone who came looking.


They finished their meal, and Brian stood. “I forgot my notes for this afternoon. I’m going to pop back and grab them. Catch you later.”
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His friend studied biology on the other side of campus, so Erwin didn’t meet up with him until the end of the day’s classes. It wasn’t unusual for the pair to leave at different times. The sky was grey and threatening, so Erwin hurried to the house.


The doorknob turned with familiar resistance under Erwin’s hand. The door swung inward, and before his eyes could process the scene, the wrongness hit him—a subtle shift in the air, as if something had violated the house.


The living room materialised in fragments of horror. Shards of the shattered television screen caught the fading daylight like obsidian knives. His academic papers were scattered in violent disarray, some pages bearing crimson smudges that hadn’t been there when he’d last revised them.


What struck him most was not the chaos, but its deliberateness—this wasn’t random destruction, but a methodical ransacking, disguised as mindless vandalism.


“Brian?” His voice emerged as a stranger’s—thin, wavering. “You here, mate?” The silence that answered carried weight. The house seemed to hold its breath as if reluctant to reveal what it had witnessed.


A half-footprint in rust-brown led toward the kitchen. His body registered the danger before his mind could process it—hair rising on his arms, muscles tensing to flee, even as he forced himself forward.


The rational part of his brain still clung to explanations: Brian had cut himself, had a nosebleed, spilt wine—a catalogue of harmless possibilities disintegrated when he crossed the threshold. Brian lay splayed on the kitchen tiles.


Nature did not design the human body to lie in such a grotesque position.


His roommate’s eyes—always animated with humour during their late-night philosophical debates—stared at the ceiling with the dull opacity of marbles.


The blood pooled beneath him had already darkened at the edges, separating into serum and clot.


What transfixed Erwin wasn’t the smashed face and neck, or the defensive wounds on his hands, but the expression frozen on his face—not fear or pain, but a kind of bewildered betrayal, as if death had arrived wearing the face of someone he’d trusted.


A sound escaped Erwin’s throat—not quite a scream, something more primal. His stomach convulsed, and he barely turned away before vomiting. The acid burn in his throat provided a perverse anchor to reality, as his mind tried to retreat from what his eyes had absorbed.


The wall clock’s ticking suddenly seemed obscene in its normalcy, measuring out seconds in a world that had irrevocably changed. A calendar hung askew on the wall, and Brian’s shifts at the pub were marked in his distinctive handwriting.


Tomorrow’s shift was circled in red.


He imagined something moved in the shadowed hallway beyond the kitchen. Erwin’s body locked in place, lungs refusing to draw breath.


Had the killer returned? Or never left?


A tile above the sink detached with a crack that echoed like a gunshot, shattering against the counter.


The sound broke his paralysis. He backed away, slipping in his own vomit, one hand pressed against his mouth to trap the scream building in his chest.


The stench hit him in waves—copper-rich blood, loosened bowels, and something else: a cologne or aftershave that didn’t belong to Brian or himself.


The killer’s scent lingered like a signature—recognition crystallised with terrible clarity.


The archaeology department’s warnings about protecting significant finds, Professor Watkins’ unusual insistence on secrecy, and the questions about his field journal hadn’t been paranoid, but more likely an attempt to warn him.


He failed to understand until it was too late. His notes and research indicated where the Knights Templar had hidden the artefact—the key to knowledge that would unleash a tsunami across the world.


His latest notes were in his backpack—still slung over his shoulder—and suddenly it felt like a radioactive core, pulsing with deadly potential.


They had killed for it. They would kill again.


Erwin stumbled backwards through the living room, his gaze darting to each shadow, each potential hiding place.


At the doorway, his peripheral vision caught a glint of metal beneath the overturned sofa—the corner of a small silver object that hadn’t been there this morning.


He picked it up—a small old coin engraved with a Templar’s cross.


His legs carried him across the street to his neighbour’s door before his mind had fully formed the decision to flee.


His fist hammered against the wood, while his eyes remained fixed on his front door, half-expecting to see a figure emerge, perhaps wearing a clerical collar stained with his friend’s blood.


The chill December air crystallised his breath, constricting his muscles and knotting his gut. But the cold he felt came from within—the icy certainty that Brian’s death was merely the opening move in a game, whose rules and stakes he was only beginning to comprehend.


The sudden realisation hit him like a sledgehammer. He had always been aware of their ruthlessness, but he never expected them to resort to cold-blooded murder.


He leaned against the wall, seeking any semblance of support in the face of this unimaginable horror.


The door swung open. Max stared at Erwin’s face. “What’s wrong, chum? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” Erwin’s knees buckled, and he collapsed to the ground.


“M—Max, you have to help me. Brian’s dead.”


Max frowned, and his lips twitched into a grin. “Come on, mate. It’s way past April Fools’ Day.”


Erwin seized Max’s arm and pulled himself to his feet. “Do you think I’d joke about something like this? Come and witness it yourself.” He dragged him towards his house’s door. Terry, Max’s roommate, emerged. “What’s happening?”


As the trio stepped over the threshold, a wave of shock washed over them. The once-familiar interior was now a macabre tableau. Terry’s eyes widened, his breath hitching in his throat as he took in the grotesque sight of Brian’s lifeless form. His pallid face betrayed the terror gripping him as he staggered back a pace.


His gaze whipped towards Summers, accusation burning in his eyes. “Bloody hell, Erwin, what the hell happened? Did—?” He couldn’t finish the sentence. Unable to give voice to the unthinkable suspicion taking root in his mind.


Max reacted to Terry’s insinuation. His hand shot out, connecting with Terry’s shoulder with a sharp smack. His words were a mix of revulsion and fear. “Don’t be an idiot. Erwin was barely a step behind us.” He gestured around at their surroundings, emphasising the silence in the room. “We would have heard something.”


He swivelled towards Erwin; desperation stamped on his face. “Any clue who could’ve done this?”


Erwin’s thoughts swirled, making it almost impossible to breathe. “I think they were searching for my research. Brian returned home after lunch to retrieve his course material, and he must have disturbed them. We should call the cops. It’s the reason I came to your place. We don’t have a phone.”


Erwin contacted the authorities while Terry brewed coffee for the three of them. Soon, the sound of police sirens pierced the air.


The next few hours were a nightmare. He provided a statement, but could only tell them why his roommate had left after his midday meal—to collect his notes.


At last, the officers removed the body, but he had to sleep on his neighbour’s sofa, as his house was now a crime scene.


Not to worry; tomorrow, I’m quitting this place. The cops gave me the okay.


Sleep, when it finally came, offered no sanctuary. Brian’s murder infected Erwin’s dreams, distorting them into crimson-stained tableaux, where his friend died a hundred different deaths, each more horrific than the last. In the nightmare landscape, his eyes would find Brian’s lips moving with accusations: You brought this on us. They came for what you discovered.


Erwin jolted awake for the fifth time; sheets drenched in sweat despite the December chill, seeping through the neighbour’s poorly insulated windows. The digital clock read 3:17 AM—the witching hour, his father used to call it—when the veil between worlds thins and truth slips through.


Father. The thought ambushed him, bringing with it a connection he’d been subconsciously evading since finding Brian’s body.


His hands trembled as he fumbled for the prescription bottle beside the bed. One more sleeping pill wouldn’t kill him. The irony of the thought made him laugh—a hollow, broken sound in the empty room. He swallowed the tablet dry, his throat constricting around it. His almost empty coffee cup had enough cold liquid to wash it down. He shuddered at the taste.


As chemical oblivion approached, a memory surfaced from the silt of his consciousness—his father in his study, phone pressed to his ear, voice uncharacteristically sharp: “I’ve authenticated it. The inscription matches the fragment in the Vatican Archives. They’d stop at nothing to keep this buried.” His father had looked up and seen thirteen-year-old Erwin in the doorway, and his expression had shifted from excitement to something Erwin now recognised as fear.


Three days later, Dr James Summers died in what police called a “single-vehicle accident” on a straight stretch of dry road.
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Dawn arrived as a pallid smear across the unfamiliar ceiling. Erwin’s body felt leaden, and his mind cottoned to grief and pharmaceutical aftereffects. He dragged himself to the window, parting musty curtains that smelled of someone else’s life.


The street below appeared deceptively normal—a postcard of British suburban tranquillity. Blue and white police tape fluttered around his former home, turning tragedy into a spectacle. He imagined Brian’s parents arriving later today, standing where the coroner had stood, trying to comprehend why their son would never come home again.


A detail from last night resurfaced—the coroner’s assistant asking if Brian had enemies or if there’d been unusual visitors. The detective studied casualness when asking about Erwin’s field of study. “Archaeology. Anything... controversial?”


They knew. Somehow, they already knew what this was about.


His gaze drifted across the street, then froze. The black limousine sat precisely where it had the day before, its windshield reflecting the morning light at an angle that obscured the driver. But Erwin knew someone watched from behind that tinted glass—patient, professional, waiting for him to lead them to the artefact.


His fingers instinctively sought the leather cord around his neck, following it to the small pouch hidden beneath his shirt. Inside lay the fragment he’d unearthed last week—inscribed with symbols that matched no known ancient language, yet felt hauntingly familiar.


The revelation crystallised with terrible clarity—his father’s “accident” fifteen years ago and Brian’s murder were connected by an invisible thread—one now wrapped around his own throat.


Erwin stumbled back from the window, heart hammering against his ribs. A wild, cornered-animal panic threatened to overwhelm him. He needed to run, but where was he supposed to go? The university? Police? Neither would offer protection against people who could reach into a locked house and leave no evidence beyond a dead body and an old coin.


His father’s last words to him resurfaced—spoken on that final morning, with a gravity Erwin had attributed to parental melodrama: “If anything happens to me, remember that truth is never what it appears. Look beneath the surface of all things.”


His father had known what was coming. Had tried to warn him.


His backpack lay by the door where he’d dropped it last night. Inside were his course notes, field journal and a page of his latest research notes, following from where his father had left off. Research notes—something people were willing to kill for. People who represented the Vatican. People who had silenced his father when he’d discovered... what?


His hand closed around the backpack strap as the revelation struck him with the force of physical pain: he wasn’t just running for his life—he was running to finish what his father had started fifteen years ago.


And in his father’s research lay the key to understanding why the most influential religious institution on earth would sanction murder to keep an ancient secret buried.


His pulse pounded like a relentless drumbeat of fear, and he swallowed hard against the dry lump forming in his gullet.


A surge of anxiety gripped him. His breath caught in his throat. The situation’s intensity washed over him, and adrenaline surged through his veins.


The idea of someone watching and pursuing him ignited a primal instinct, urging him to flee, and the wave of panic was almost intoxicating.


Oh shit!
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An eerie stillness engulfed the surroundings, as the near-dark sky loomed above, almost grazing the rooftops of the surrounding houses. Snow, whipped by the chilling northern winds, enveloped the town, blanketing the world in a muted palette of whites and greys.


Erwin’s heart raced, and his gaze locked on the black Daimler stationed at the street’s edge. Fixated, he stood in silence. The prospect of his impending doom loomed over him like a dark cloud.


He checked his wristwatch. The hands pointed accusingly at a quarter past five, each tick of the second hand echoing in his ears like an ominous countdown. The world around him held its breath, anticipating what was to come.


The acrid scent of burning firewood soured the crisp winter air, wisps of smoke curling lazily from chimneys nearby. His instincts sharpened to a painful clarity as he prepared for the danger ahead. 


With every passing moment, Erwin was a lone figure standing on the precipice of uncertainty, teetering between retreat and facing whatever awaited him by the threatening car.


Collecting my stuff early was a prudent choice.


Before opening the back door, he steeled himself for the first blast of cold. Once it swung open, he peered outside. Rays of light from the house illuminated the frost, making it sparkle on the weed-infested grass.


At the far end stood a brick wall. Shaking his head, he returned to the warmth, grabbed the telephone, and dialled Pete and his wife, the garage owners, around the corner. He’d known them since primary school, and he’d been the best man at their wedding.


The phone rang twice, and a woman answered. “Pete’s Repairs.”


“Hi Jean, I want to confirm everything’s ready for me to collect my gear.”


“Yeah, of course. Do you think they’re still watching you?”


Erwin ran his hand through his tangled hair. “I don’t think—I’m certain. They’re parked alongside the road. I’ll be with you in a few minutes. There’s no way out without them spotting me. At this stage, I don’t care.”


He scribbled a message for Max and Terry, explaining his premature departure, blaming the weather. With most of his belongings stored with Pete and his wife, he slipped out of the front door and sprinted to the garage, making as little noise as possible. His breath billowed from his lungs in steamy clouds.


His friend swung the door open and ushered him inside. The aroma of sizzling bacon and brewing coffee stirred his hunger.


Pete grasped Erwin’s arm. “Jeez, you’re lucky. It could have been you instead of poor Brian. What you’re searching for must piss them off. What the hell is it?”


He shook his head. “The less you know, the safer you’ll be, but if Dad is correct, it could change history or get me killed. If anyone asks you, it’s easy to say you don’t know, without resorting to lies.”


As he spoke, Jean entered the room. “Hey, I’ve prepared breakfast for you. Come on, you can’t go on an empty stomach.”


They stepped into the kitchen, relishing the sound of bacon and sausages sizzling, and took their seats at the table. The radio announcer prattled on about the Lancaster House agreement. They quickly finished the plates of food Jean brought to the table.


Erwin sipped his drink of squeezed orange, the cool liquid refreshing his parched throat. Pete flicked his lighter and lit a cigarette, its bright tip glowing as the smoke drifted through the air, creating a blue haze. “So, what’s the plan?”


Erwin set down his fork. “I’m counting on the weather forecast being accurate. They predict heavy snow this morning. Look at the sky. If I can hit the gas and leave them behind, I’ll head for the M11.”


A frown creased Jean’s face. “The thick frost will make the highways icy. You shouldn’t risk your life by speeding and pushing the bike too hard.”


“No, as long as I stay away from the sides where the water runs off, the roads should be fine. I can lose them on the motorway. When I reach the A406—the North Circular—I’ll need to slow down. I’m hoping for snow. It will impede them more than me.”


Pete rubbed his chin and blew a smoke ring into the air. “Do they know where you’re headed?”


“Oh, for sure, Prof. Watkins will have informed them. They’ll tail me, and they’ll be waiting when I leave the cathedral, but I can only devise a plan once I’ve retrieved what I’m searching for.”


He paused and glanced at his wristwatch. “Damn. It’s almost six. Let me get out of your hair. Be cautious. They might come after you, too.” He drank his coffee and headed to the garage.


After donning his leather trousers and jacket, he slipped on his lambswool-lined boots. Once dressed, he packed his folder and research notes into a suede pouch. Satisfied, he stashed it in his inside coat pocket and zipped it shut.


“Hold on.” Pete placed a hand on his shoulder. “Wait here for a minute. I’ve got something you might need.” He hurried off but returned in a couple of minutes, handing him an eight-inch boot knife in a sheath. “Tuck this into your boot top. You might have to use it.”


He had intended to decline, but changed his mind. “Thanks, pal.”


He swung his leg over his Kawasaki H2 750cc motorcycle, turned on the petrol tap, and pressed the electric starter button, bringing the machine roaring to life.


Pete opened the garage door, and Erwin revved the throttle. His middle finger extended toward the occupants as he surged on the bike’s back wheel past the Daimler.


Navigating the narrow street, he weaved through a maze of parked cars, the motorbike gliding effortlessly between them.


The smell of the bike’s exhaust fumes hung in the surrounding air, as well as the distant sounds of honking horns. A lone sedan cut across his path as he approached the bottom intersection.


His muscles tensed as he instinctively slammed on the brakes, downshifted, and expertly swerved to avoid a collision. The rush of adrenaline was electrifying as he narrowly escaped disaster.


Taking a deep breath to steady himself, he continued on his journey. The wintry landscape around him displayed shades of white and grey, with frost coating the ground like a shimmering blanket.


Despite the cold conditions, only scattered patches of ice posed a threat to the road. He was grateful for the lack of a thaw since the snowfall began; it spared him from encountering treacherously slippery surfaces.


With each passing mile, he maintained cautious optimism. His pursuers in the Daimler would respect the limits imposed by Mother Nature.


The winter weather acted as an unexpected ally, concealing his movements and slowing any potential threats.


He hoped nature’s icy grip would force them to slow down, even if they were close behind. Aware that law enforcement would be hesitant to set speed traps in such harsh conditions, he pressed on regardless.


Looking back was pointless—it was too dangerous. He needed all his concentration on the road ahead.


Speeding well over 80 miles per hour, he weaved past the occasional car and joined the A10. He raced as fast as he dared until he hit the M11 motorway.


Once on the highway, he unleashed the throttle. His bike’s triple-cylinder engine roared as the rev counter climbed to 6500 rpm.


Its velocity surged to 115 mph, spewing oily blue smoke in its wake. The vibration was intense, and Erwin clung on, hoping to avoid icy patches.


There were few motorists to impede him. It was early Wednesday morning, and the Christmas season meant people were staying home, recovering from parties the night before.


By the time he reached the last stretch of the M11 and merged into the A406, swirling snowflakes filled the stormy sky. Slowing down, he struggled to maintain the top end of the speed limit.


The highway transformed into a tangled mess of vehicles, each vying for space amidst the congestion. Undeterred by the crowded lanes, he dared to test the boundaries of speed, skilfully manoeuvring between cars and disregarding the symphony of honks echoing around him.


As he approached the A2 junction, a blanket of snow descended from the sky, thickening to obscure his view ahead. The world outside blurred into a white haze, forcing him to ease off the throttle until his speed matched a sluggish crawl.


Through the veil of falling snowflakes, he smirked at the idea of his pursuers battling worse conditions in their vehicle. The motorway gave way to narrow country lanes, then to the outskirts of Canterbury itself. Stone cottages huddled against the storm, their chimneys sending smoke spiralling into the grey afternoon. A faded Conservative poster clung stubbornly to a lamp post—Thatcher’s determined smile barely visible through the accumulating snow. The ancient city seemed to slumber under winter’s blanket, its medieval bones showing through the modern veneer of shop fronts and car parks.


Having passed lunchtime, he caught sight of the magnificent Gothic structure erected by Saint Augustine in 597 AD. Erwin’s first concern was where to conceal his motorbike, a spot where no one would discover it.
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As he paused at the majestic Christ Church Gateway, admiration surged through him.


Though he was not a believer, the monument before him was a testament to the remarkable craftsmanship of bygone eras. Its towering presence demanded attention, adorned with intricate heraldic elements and noble coats of arms, declaring the cathedral’s storied history.


Mythical creatures, frozen in stone, appeared to come alive in their ornate splendour, their eyes watching his every move.


The gates served as a portal into a world untouched by contemporary advancements. In a world relying on power tools and cranes, replicating such a formidable structure was inconceivable.


The disappearance of bygone artistry and the slow erosion of traditional craftsmanship resulted in the loss of the finely honed skills of ancient stonemasons.


Visibility was poor as Erwin manoeuvred through the falling snow toward the Postern entrance, his eyes and ears attuned to any sign of his pursuers. The snowflakes muted the sound of his motorcycle’s engine, while the swirling flakes around him resembled a ghostly dance.


A subtle smile played on Erwin’s lips as he surveyed his surroundings, plotting his next move.


The Quenin gate, a lesser-known access point to the cathedral precincts, provided an ideal hiding spot for his motorcycle. It was a literal and metaphorical gateway, leading to an area few ventured into. They would expect him to park his bike inside the precinct, and never think to look here on the outside of the stone city walls.


Securing the rear wheel with a chain and padlock, in case of a prowling thief, he braved the blinding snowstorm, each step muffled by the thick carpet of snow beneath his boots. The entrance, part of the medieval city wall, loomed through the swirling white curtain before him. It required a key to unlock—a key he didn’t possess.


On foot, he hurried to the Postern Gate, the ancient hinges groaning in protest against the bitter wind. Once inside the precinct, the storm’s howl became a distant whisper, replaced by the hushed silence that only falling snow could create. He sprinted to the Quenin Gate, his breath forming ghostly clouds in the frigid air. The damp stone walls exhaled centuries of cold moisture, filling his nostrils with the musty scent of age and weathered mortar.


After unlatching the gate from within, he propped it open with a stone to prevent the lock from re-engaging—the metallic scrape echoing off the narrow passage walls. It was a precaution. A means of facilitating a swift escape if the need arose.


Rushing through the snow-laden landscape, his footsteps now barely audible against the soft powder, Erwin stormed into the cathedral. The heavy oak doors thudded shut behind him, sealing out the storm’s fury and wrapping him in the profound silence of sacred stone. The crypt, erected in 1100 and later extended in 1184, held the answers to his quest.


His late father’s notes unveiled the artefact he sought, hidden within the depths of this construction, shrouded in mystery and guarded by the passage of time.


The Knights Templar, custodians of ancient secrets, had chosen this crypt as the sanctuary for the relic, for it was believed to unlock a secret chamber in distant Egypt.


The implications of its discovery loomed large, posing a grave threat to the Church’s very foundations and the delicate balance of power that had endured for centuries.


As Erwin ventured farther into the cathedral, uneasiness seized him. Each step he took brought him closer to the truth, but also deeper into danger.


He descended into the crypt. The place was damp, and the scent of age permeated the air.


He strode to the end of the catacombs with extreme caution, a location where few people dared to tread. His mission was to discover the tomb of Isabella, Countess of Gloucester.


It was freezing and gloomy, so he extracted a tiny flashlight from his jacket pocket and consulted his research notes again.
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