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This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any actual person, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locals is entirely coincidental.
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Foreword






The cobblestone streets and ancient walls of Canterbury have a way of seeping into one's imagination. Growing up in England and being educated at Simon Langton Grammar School within that historic city, I found its medieval architecture and winding alleys inevitably weaving themselves into the fabric of my stories.


My life took me across continents, with many years spent in South Africa before returning to Europe in retirement. It was then that I first ventured from technical writing into fiction writing—a few short stories that gradually expanded in ambition. The initial path was uncertain; writing communities sometimes felt like collective wandering rather than guided progress.


Then came two pivotal encounters. Susanne Howitt offered encouragement when I needed it most, seeing potential where I saw only drafts. Shortly after, I connected with Thom Tate, a fellow author living 7,000 kilometres away. Though we've never met in person—and perhaps never will—we forged a friendship that transcends distance. His insight and support have been instrumental in shaping my work.


Thanks to Sue and Thom's unwavering belief, what began as a single novel has evolved into a trilogy, with the third instalment 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.


I've come to understand that writing fiction is akin to filmmaking without a camera—where words alone must construct the scene, illuminate the characters, and draw readers into a world they can see, feel, and inhabit. Thom Tate masters this art in his works; his books Intercept, Spear Garden, and The Auroral Contingency exemplify the immersive quality I've strived to achieve in my own writing.


Nexus of Deception represents not just my story but the culmination of journeys, friendships, and influences that have shaped both the narrative and its author.













CHAPTER ONE










CANTERBURY


KENT, BRITAIN.


14 August 1948 10:15 GMT


While much of Canterbury lay devastated, its buildings reduced to jagged silhouettes against the sky, the Dane John Park remained miraculously intact—it had survived the Luftwaffe. Its tranquillity would not survive this August morning.


Towering trees offered pools of cool shade on this sweltering August morning. The paths twisted and turned like unruly curls, blanketed by layers of crunching gravel, where a handful of locals sought refuge from the desolation surrounding them.


The symphony of nature enfolded them like a mother’s embrace. Water from the fountains hummed soothing harmonies as liquid crystal cascaded down their tiers—a gentle counterpoint to the buzzing of bees among vibrant flowerbeds.


There were benches—not only iron and wood, but stories waiting to be written against the captivating backdrop of vibrant floral gardens bursting with colour.


Complementing this peaceful scene was a row of green-painted swings, on one of which a little girl in a blue dress giggled as she watched her father sitting on one of the park’s many benches. His bowler hat and pinstriped suit were immaculate, despite the summer heat. He peered at his watch as another man drew nearer.


Two shots rang out from the park’s edge in a heartbeat, shattering the tranquillity as the sounds reverberated, tearing through the air like vengeful spirits.


The noise crashed against the bomb sites and buildings, splintering the silence and driving birds into a frantic frenzy of wings and feathers.


Terrified squawks abruptly replaced their joyful warbling, casting a dark shadow of fear over the surroundings.


The once serene morning light dimmed, swallowed by a growing darkness, threatening to engulf the entire area as dark clouds blotted out the sun.


The few people walking dashed for cover, their footsteps pounding against the gravel path, while others huddled together, trembling with fear.


Silence fell as everyone held their breath, waiting for the ordeal to pass. The war had brought so much death, and people longed for it to end.


A solitary drop of crimson traced down the man’s forehead, merging with his sweat and ravaging his consciousness. Battling against oblivion, he struggled to maintain his grip on the wooden bench.


His fingers twitched involuntarily, coated with a slippery mixture of blood and perspiration. It took every ounce of strength for him to prevent himself from collapsing to the ground.


His head throbbed, each pulse rippling through his skull in sync with his racing heartbeat. A metallic tang permeated his mouth. The world around him spun and blurred into a chaotic whirlwind of park benches, trees, and panicked people.


A woman’s shriek shattered the eerie calm lingering after the gunshots, piercing through the air and echoing from far away. However, her cries were abruptly silenced—cut short—as a third shot rang out, leaving only an unsettling stillness contrasting with the formerly vibrant ambience filled with birdsong.


The woman’s hands flew to her mouth, and an expression of horror spread over her face as the man jerked. His bowler hat fell from his head as a scarlet patch grew, staining the immaculate white shirt and pinstriped suit. In a final convulsion, the man fell to the ground.


Across the path, another body collapsed. A man in a grey suit sprawled face-up on the gravel. His vacant eyes stared at the darkening sky, while his mouth froze mid-scream in eternal silence. A pool of crimson seeped beneath him, staining the pristine gravelled pathway.


The atmosphere grew heavier, suffocating those remaining in its grip. The echo of the last gunshot resonated off the surrounding bombed-out buildings, amplifying its oppressive presence as it faded into the distance, leaving behind an unsettling void.


Without warning, the child’s joyful laughter transformed into horrified screams. Blood pooled around the lifeless body, soiling the grass and imbuing it with a macabre beauty.


“Daddy!” The child’s joyful voice transformed into a terrified wail as she caught sight of her motionless father. She leapt from the swing and ran toward the bench, her patent leather shoes slipping on the grass.


A woman nearby gasped and lunged forward, catching the child before she reached the spreading crimson pool. “No, sweetheart, no. Don’t look.”


But the girl had already seen. She escaped from the woman’s arms, her tiny hands reaching for her father. “Daddy! Wake up!”


The ghastly tableau stunned everyone, and the woman rushed after her and pulled the kid away from the gruesome scene. But she couldn’t escape the gory mess now smeared on her hands and clothes. The air grew heavy with a dark, metallic scent as she cradled the sobbing child, her little blue dress drenched in her father’s blood.


Amidst the chaos, a shrill whistle pierced the air, drawing everyone’s attention to its source. A police constable, his face set in granite, strode through the crowd of onlookers. His crisp uniform and shiny badge stood out among the distraught faces.


As he reached the centre of the commotion, his features twisted in shock at the sight before him: two lifeless bodies surrounded by a circle of horrified witnesses. Blood already congealing stained the once-emerald green grass, creating a home for swarms of buzzing flies, a jarring contrast to the peaceful park’s backdrop.


The woman clutched the toddler, tears streaming down her face as she rocked the child back and forth. “Where’s your mommy?”


Wide-eyed and trembling, the little girl thrust a tiny finger towards the shops nearby. “Hair.”


The hairdresser?” Another woman clarified. When the girl nodded, she dashed off towards the High Street, leaving the child in her friend’s arms.


As she turned the corner, fading sirens joined new ones. The noise grew louder in the distance. A reminder that tragedy had shattered what had been, for many years, a tranquil haven.


A second constable appeared as the first knelt beside the first victim, checking futilely for a pulse. The colleague circled the perimeter, eyes scanning rooftops and bushes for any sign of the assassin. Both men worked with the grim efficiency of those who had seen too much death in recent years.


#


Lucy Carpenter rounded the corner, her raven hair still wet and heavy against her shoulders, water dripping onto her blouse. She’d been under the dryer when a woman burst into the salon, screaming something about the park, about a shooting, about a little girl—


Her eyes found the scene before her mind could process it.


Harold. Her Harold, sprawled on the grass beside the bench. His ridiculous bowler hat was lying in the dirt. His immaculate pinstriped suit—the one he’d been so particular about this morning—was now ruined with crimson.


Her hand flew to her mouth, but she couldn’t stop the sound escaping—part gasp, part moan, something inhuman that couldn’t have come from her throat.


Where was—?


Her gaze snapped to the woman holding a small, blood-soaked figure in a blue dress.


No. No, no.


Instinct propelled her forward. She snatched her daughter from the stranger’s arms, not registering the woman’s sympathetic murmur. The warm weight of her child pressed against her chest—solid, real, breathing.


She’s alive. Focus on that.


But the blood. God, the blood covering her little one’s dress, her hands, her face. Harold’s blood.


Lucy’s vision swam, and bile rose in her throat. The world tilted, and for a moment she thought she might collapse right there on the gravel path.


No. Not now. Not in front of her.


She forced her face into something resembling calm, though her heart hammered so hard it seemed it might burst through her ribs. Every instinct screamed at her to look at Harold again, to go to him, to somehow make this not real. But her daughter was trembling in her arms, and she had to matter more than the impossible thing lying on the grass.


“Shh, sweetheart. Mummy’s here now.” The words came automatically, soothing sounds she didn’t feel, couldn’t mean. Not with Harold dead. Not with everything falling apart.


A constable approached, young, uncertain, notebook already in hand. “Ma’am, I’m sorry to ask you, but—”


“You must be joking.” The ice in her voice surprised even her. “I was in the bloody hairdresser. My child needs me right now.”


An older officer joined them, silver streaking his temples, his expression one of practised sympathy she wanted to claw off his face. “We understand you’re grieving, ma’am, but could you at least provide your name and address for our records?”


Grieving? She wasn’t grieving. She was drowning. She was disintegrating. She was holding herself together with pure will while her entire world haemorrhaged out onto the park grass.


She grabbed the younger officer’s notebook and scribbled their agreed name and an address in Hampshire. This emergency was unimaginable. Her hand shook so much that the letters came out jagged.


She thrust the notebook back at him and turned toward the park entrance, clutching her daughter against her chest. She had to get out of here. Had to think. Had to figure out what the hell had just happened and why.


The senior officer gripped her wrist. “Why were you in Canterbury today?”


She stopped but didn’t turn around. Couldn’t let them see her face. “Had to get my hair done. Now, if it’s all right with you, sir, I’ve got to clean up my little girl.”


She didn’t wait for permission—she wrenched her hand away. Her legs carried her forward—one step, then another—away from Harold, away from the constables and their questions, away from the nightmare sprawled on the grass behind her.


The Rover’s cream-coloured paint gleamed in the sunlight, absurdly cheerful. She fumbled the keys twice before getting the door open, settled her daughter in the passenger seat, and slid behind the wheel.


The engine roared to life. She pulled away from the kerb too fast, tyres squealing.


Think. Think. My husband is dead. Shot. Someone betrayed us. Who?


The forty-eight miles to Wickham blurred past. She drove on autopilot, her mind racing through possibilities, protocols, contingencies. Her daughter had gone quiet in the seat beside her, shock settling in. Lucy wanted to comfort her, should comfort her, but she couldn’t find words that made sense.


Plan B. We go to Plan B. We get what we need, and we disappear.


The village came into view—familiar lanes, familiar houses, the life they’d built here over the past two years. All the carefully constructed fiction, and now someone had torn it apart.


She was yards from home when she spotted them. Blue strobes pulsing against the sky like a frantic heartbeat. Fire engines. Smoke.


Her foot slammed the brake. The Rover skidded, tyres shrieking, and she wrenched the wheel, pulling off the road.


No. Not possible. Not the house as well.


She left the car where it stopped and stumbled forward on numb legs. The shadows of trees loomed overhead, branches reaching down like accusing fingers.


They promised the safe house would be secure, unknown, and protected from an attack. Firefighters battled the flames, but Lucy could see it was hopeless. Everything inside would be ash. The documents, the money, the backup identities. Everything.


Someone burned it. Someone wanted us erased.


Her hand moved of its own accord, smoothing an errant blonde curl on her daughter’s head. The soft texture grounded her, pulled her back from the brink of panic.


She kissed her child’s cheek, tasting salt—tears or sweat, she couldn’t tell. “Don’t worry, sweetie. We always have Plan B.”


The words rang hollow even as she spoke them. And gazed upon the smouldering ruin that had once been their sanctuary. The shadowy outline of the charred timbers and the eerie glow of the fire’s embers painted a bleak picture of their future—uncertain, precarious, and forever changed.


Someone had done this. Someone had killed Harold and burned their home, and wanted them gone.


And she had no idea who, or why, or what to do next.


#


The next day, police discovered the abandoned Rover tucked away in a forgotten back lane, its cream-coloured paintwork marred with traces of blood. Inside, the scattered belongings led them to the car’s owner, Harold Carpenter. But the man himself remained an enigma, shrouded in impenetrable darkness.


Investigations into Carpenter’s life revealed nothing.


His occupation? Vanished.


His past? A blank slate.


Someone had erased every detail of his existence. It was as if a phantom surgeon had excised every trace of the man from reality. The fabric of the world now bore an eerie, person-shaped void where Carpenter should have been.


His wife was also a shadowy figure. Records showing she was born across the seas in Japan were no less elusive—a spectre with no discernible history and no point of origin.


It seemed someone had expunged this family from the face of the earth, leaving behind only the faintest whispers of their former selves. Tabloid headlines speculated, but concrete facts remained frustratingly scarce.


The other man who had fallen victim in the park that day was no less of a mystery. Police found no identification on his person, and no one knew who he was or where he had come from. Even his clothing offered few clues, save for the suggestion he, too, had worked for the government in some capacity.


Investigators could not trace the.22 calibre bullets that killed both men to any known weapon. The deaths appeared to be the work of a ghost—an unseen, invisible assassin who had slipped seamlessly into the tranquil park and vanished without a trace.


Whether these were random, isolated acts or the beginning of a darker, more intricate narrative remained to be seen. But one thing was sure: the tranquil sanctuary of Dane John Park had been forever scarred, and the echoes of those fatal gunshots would linger, unanswered and unsettling, long after the last traces of the blood had washed away.













CHAPTER TWO










CANTERBURY,


KENT, ENGLAND.


15 May 1965, 20:10 GMT


The late spring air was warm and gentle as the sun set over the rooftops. Couples walked arm in arm along the High Street, their voices soft with evening contentment as they made their way to dinner. The old street lights flickered to life one by one, glowing against the dusky sky.


Dominic glanced up at the ruins of St George’s Clock Tower as he passed.


Almost eight o’clock.


As the twilight deepened and he continued walking, the majestic Westgate Towers loomed over the scene. Their ragstone walls glowed golden in the lamplight beneath the twinkling stars. A few students lingered by the museum and library, debating philosophy and politics in hushed tones.


From somewhere in a side alley, the fragrant scent of roasted coffee beans began to drift through the streets. The roasting machine in the coffee shop worked hard to keep up with the evening rush. From every direction, a medley of enticing scents wafted through the air, blending the warm, comforting fragrances of freshly baked goods and savoury dishes from the nearby restaurants, luring passers-by with the promise of delicious comfort food.


A lone guitarist had also set up near the library and museum, playing folk songs. Notes of “Scarborough Fair” drifted on the breeze. Couples strolled hand in hand, winding down from a busy week, relaxed and at peace in the charmed quiet of this ancient city as the night fell gently all around.


His thoughts were on his destination—a familiar haunt, a pub he frequented after gruelling sessions at his grandfather’s dojo. He absently picked at the fabric of his black T-shirt, trying to create some space between it and his overheated body.


His mind churned through the day’s training—his students’ triumphs and failures, their progress.


The anticipation of a cold beer was tantalising. It was an icy balm promising relief from physical exertion and mental fatigue. It was more than just a drink—it had become an end-of-day ritual for him.


He stiffened as a woman’s shrill scream shattered the serenity of the humid dusk, startling him into immediate alertness. His eyes snapped towards the source, every muscle in his body tightening with a primal instinct to protect. What unfolded in the High Street filled him with disbelief and revulsion.


Ski-masked figures surged forward, their hands clutching a young woman’s arms, propelling her with brutal force towards a waiting black Bedford van.


Desperation etched across her face as she kicked, thrashed, and hurled insults at them, her muscles straining against their formidable strength. Yet, her struggle proved futile against her assailants’ sheer size and brutality. Meanwhile, pedestrians strolled along the city pavements, their gazes deliberately averted, consciously oblivious to the horror unfolding mere feet away. Some quickened their pace, while others paused to check a newspaper, creating a bubble of feigned normalcy amidst the violent tableau.


Rage and instinct seized him in an instant. His body burst into motion, his actions unfolding faster than his thoughts could keep pace. His legs covered the distance, his hands already forming fists, ready for whatever was about to unfold.


He launched into a hiza tobikomi geri, a flying dropkick. His foot crashed into the top of the man’s back, sending him sprawling face down onto the pavement.


One of the remaining men released his grip on the woman. He drew a knife from a sheath on his belt and lunged, aiming to slash the newcomer’s throat.


Dominic intercepted his attacker’s arm thrust, redirecting the motion into a circular path before abruptly changing direction and contorting it into a grotesque position.


With a scream of agony, the weapon slipped from the brute’s grasp.


As the blade caressed the earth, he unfurled a palm strike to his opponent’s chest with the explosive might of a cannonball.


From the corner of his eye, he glimpsed the woman delivering a powerful punch to the third man’s face. Her expression radiated more anger than fear.


The force of Dominic’s blow sent the man hurtling towards the van, where the sliding side door stood wide open. With a resounding crash, the man collided with her other assailant, propelling them both backwards into the van’s interior. Blood seeped through the fingers of the one she had punched, adding a grim touch to the unfolding scene.


As Dominic whirled around, the man he had kicked displayed a crimson stream cascading from his nose and mouth. Spitting out broken teeth, he struggled back into the passenger door while the van sped away with the other two inside, leaving behind smoking tyres and the acrid scent of burning rubber.


A crowd had assembled, their curiosity ignited by the commotion. Amidst the onlookers, his attention switched to the woman before him.


She checked her rumpled, stylish, practical ensemble: a blouse, high-waisted pants, and a light cardigan. After finger-combing her hair, she bent over with her hands on her knees, gasping.


Her eyes shifted from the gathering audience to him, then back, and to the blade on the ground. Inhaling, she stood straight and stepped over to retrieve it. A wry smile graced her lips as she appraised him. “Gee, thanks, big guy.”


Her unmistakably American accent betrayed her origins, further captivating him. The woman pivoted on her heel, her gaze penetrating the spectators congregating around them.


With searing intensity, she unleashed a barrage of abuse on the onlookers, her voice seething with anger and contempt. “What the hell are you all gaping at? Not a single one of you spineless jerks lifted a finger. Goddamn cowards!”


Her audacity enthralled him, their eyes locking in a moment of shared understanding. It was as if they both stood as outsiders amidst this sea of indifferent faces.


Breaking the spell, she invited him with a glimmer of warmth in her eyes. “Let me treat you to a beer or something, big guy, and escape from these cowardly fools.”


Her grip on his arm was firm. His eyes were drawn to her suitcase on the ground. The onlookers’ murmurs filled the space as they dispersed, leaving him and the woman standing in the confrontation’s aftermath. With each step they took away from the scene, their connection deepened, forged by a shared defiance against the apathy surrounding them.


He furrowed his brow. “What the hell did those guys want with you? What’s happening?”


She shrugged. “Beats me, buddy. I only arrived in this goddamn country this morning. I guess I got lucky. I slept on the flight, so I spent an hour or so exploring London, ate lunch, and caught the train to this place. I was heading to the bus depot. Some gal back there.” She gestured behind them. “Told me it was down here by the massive stone edifice across the road.”


He chuckled. “The structure you’re referring to is the Westgate Towers, the old medieval city gate. But the bus station moved years ago. You must have missed it. I was on my way to grab a drink myself. Should we stop by the police station first?”


“No, I think they mistook me for someone else. Between the two of us, we handed them a beating. Godammit, I need something strong and alcoholic after dealing with those bastards. Let’s go.”


His gaze fastened on the knife she still held, raising an eyebrow. “What about the thing in your hand?”


She glanced down at it and assessed the edge with her thumb. Opening her handbag, she stowed it inside. “I suppose I’ll hang onto it in case another group of assholes mistake me for some other woman.”


He picked up her suitcase.


Nodding in appreciation, she slipped her arm through his. “What’s your name, fella?”


He beamed. “Dominic Wolfe. And you?”


“Me? Claire Greene. Where’s a damn pub? My hair’s a mess, and my blouse is torn under my arms. Two of my buttons are gone, too. I’m gonna have a bunch of bruises where they grabbed me. Bastards.”


They sauntered through the street, enveloped by the kaleidoscope of city sights and the cacophony of sounds.


As they strolled, they passed the grand library steps, the imposing museum entrance guarded by ancient stone statues. The Blackfriars Bridge arched over the river’s gentle flow, its waters reflecting the city lights.


As they turned into a narrow alleyway, the cobblestones underneath their feet reverberated with each step. Tall buildings cast elongated shadows, evoking mystery and fascination.


After a short walk, they arrived at an aged wooden door adorned with a faded swinging sign. ‘The Seven Stars.’ Inside, the sounds of lively conversation and clinking glasses greeted them.


When they pushed open the weighty door, the pub’s cosy ambience enveloped them, illuminated by dim wall lights and ornamented with quaint trinkets hanging on the walls. Laughter and music permeated the air as they found an unoccupied table, offering a refuge from the chaotic city streets outside.


The jukebox blared Freddy and the Dreamers’ chart-topping hit, ‘I’m Telling You Now.’ The woman clasped his hand. “Hey, so what’s your drink of choice, buddy? This one’s on me, okay? I wanna say thanks a million for your help!”


“I’ll have a Guinness if you insist.”


“I sure do. No need to worry. Sit back and relax; I’ll take care of it.” She sauntered over to the bar.


Are all Americans this brash? She doesn’t appear to be concerned about three blokes attempting to grab her in the middle of a busy street. It feels… wrong.


She reappeared moments later with a glass of what might have been whisky and his pint. She sipped his stout and made a face. “Holy crap. Do you folks drink this stuff? Godammit, it’s warm!”


Placing it on the table, she settled into her seat and gulped her drink. “So, do you live here?”


“A few miles away, in a little village. Where are you headed once you reach the bus station?”


“A place called Sturry. It’s my folks’ house. They’ve returned to the States. They purchased the place as a holiday home, so I can use it while I’m here.”


A broad smile illuminated his face. “We’re almost neighbours. I live in Fordwich. It’s a fifteen-minute walk for you.”


She grasped his hand and examined it. “Hmm, no ring. Not married?”


He blushed. “No, never had the time. Too busy training and studying.”


She lifted her drink and downed its contents. “I’m getting another.”


He snatched her empty glass. “No, this one’s on me.”


“Make it a double.”


“A double of what?”


“Scotch. Isn’t it what you guys drink over here? I’m gonna pop into the ladies’ room and sort myself out.”


He pushed through the crowded bar, the throng of people stretching before him like a sea of impatient faces. After an eternity, he reached the counter and ordered their drinks. With a pint in one hand and a double Glenfiddich in the other, he navigated his way back through the crowd, using his elbows to clear a path. As he approached the table, a smile spread across his face, and he offered her the whisky with a flourish.


She accepted the drink with a nod, her eyes meeting his briefly. Her voice was low and more composed. “Thanks.” She took a sip, her eyes widening. “Hey, this is excellent stuff. What’s it called?”


“It’s Glenfiddich, a single malt. Far superior to the blended rubbish.”


After another taste, she placed it on the table. “So, out of all those people, you were the only one who aided me. Weren’t you scared? I was terrified. Those guys were enormous, and they caught me off guard.”


He grinned. “I was confident I could handle them. I teach Aikido at my grandfather’s dojo. Besides, how could I stand by and do nothing while three men were assaulting you? It goes against the spirit of Budo.”


“Yeah, I had some karate and self-defence training, but they appeared out of nowhere, and I’m still adjusting to the time difference. I’ve never heard of Aikido, but it worked fine.”


She lifted the glass to her lips, savouring the rich, smoky flavour of the Scotch as it mingled with hints of sweetness. As she spoke, her voice was smooth and measured. “I’m not certain, but I’ll be here for some time.” The soft clinking of ice against the glass seeped into the space, punctuated by the murmur of conversations around them. She took another sip, letting the whisky warm her throat.


He observed her with interest. “Ah, you’re on holiday?”


Bitterness tinged her laughter. “I’ll be working for a company in Blean called Chemcorp. Are you familiar with them?”


“No, I haven’t come across them before. Blean is quite a distance from Sturry; you’ll need a car. I could take you to a couple of places where you can find a fair deal. What does Chemcorp do?”


“I don’t know much about them. I’m new here. You’re the one who should know. I will start there on Monday. I’m only a humble lab assistant.”


All the way from America for such a lowly position? Sounds odd.


He nodded, though his curiosity only intensified. Chemcorp was unfamiliar, and her vague description of the business raised more questions than it answered.


“So, how do you commute to your workplace every day? It’s too far to walk.”


She laughed and finished her Scotch. They provide a company bus to transport us to and from work. My parents’ vehicle is at the house, but I don’t feel comfortable driving on the opposite side of the road. Not until I’m accustomed to it.”


He swigged the last of his Guinness. “Are you ready to leave now? You must be exhausted.”


“Yeah, not to mention a bit tipsy.”


Clutching her suitcase, he guided her out of the pub, their clothes carrying the lingering scent of stale beer and cigarette smoke. Claire clung to his arm as they made their way through the park, the melodious chirping of birds filling the air.


At last, they arrived at his vehicle, a Sunbeam Rapier with a bright red hood shimmering in the moonlight. He caressed the smooth surface with his fingers as they approached the passenger side.


The supple seats inside exuded the characteristic smell of a new car, in contrast to the musty pub they had left. He opened the door for her, and she slid into the seat, her perfume overpowering the odour of tanned leather.


A grin creased her face. “A perfect gentleman. They’re hard to come by these days.”


He put her suitcase into the boot, and they drove on for a few minutes. With a broad smile, he turned to her. “I guess getting used to being on the left side of the car with no steering wheel and resisting the urge to reach out to steer is a challenge.”


She laughed. “Yeah, something like that.”


Trees blurred past the window as she sat deep in thought before she spoke again. “I have no friends or acquaintances in this country. I feel lost here. Are you busy tomorrow?”


“I have a class to teach in the evening. Why do you ask?”


“You might want to show me around the area?”


He chuckled. “Isn’t it the gentleman’s role to invite the lady out?”


She smirked. “I’ll treat you to lunch and your Guinness. Are you interested?”


“Why not? Sounds fine to me.”


“Fantastic, something to anticipate. What time shall we start?”


“The entire day works for me. How about ten o’clock? We could take a drive to your new workplace if you like.”


“No.” She paused. “Er… I don’t want to put you out of your way.”


“It’s not a problem—”


“Steady.” She grasped his arm as the wheels jolted, passing over the level crossing. “Turn right! Turn right!”


He spun the wheel sharply and made the turn. He was even more curious now and decided not to follow up, lest he embarrass her.


How does this woman know where to turn if she’s never been here? Isn’t it normal to check out the place where you are going to work?


“Slow down. It should be somewhere along here, on the left, I believe. It has a white gate. You’re likely not far away.”


To his left, the landscape unfolded with estates owned by the affluent, their manicured lawns and ornate façades screaming wealth and exclusivity. He had barely driven a few hundred yards when a pair of imposing white gates stood sentinel at the entrance to one of these opulent properties.


She grasped his shoulder. “This is it. It’s this one.”


He slowed. “How do you know this is right if it’s your first time here?”


She blinked, then laughed quickly—too quickly. “Oh, my mom sent me pictures. Said it was just past the level crossing on the left.” She gestured vaguely. “White gates, fountain, the works.”


The owners had manicured the lawns, precision-cutting every blade of grass to create a seamless expanse of emerald green. At the centre, an ornate fountain stood as a focal point. Intricate carvings on its circular top released water, which cascaded into an ornamental pool.


The fountain’s soft gurgle filled the air, blending with the sweet scent of blooming flowers. In the moonlight, a peacock strutted across the grass, its iridescent feathers glimmering as it wove through the flowerbeds.


The entire estate radiated an aura of opulence and refined luxury, every detail crafted to showcase its wealth and elegance.


Dominic halted outside the house. It was an impressive bungalow with pristine white outer walls and a thatched roof. He stepped out and opened the passenger door for her. The house lay shrouded in darkness. As she rummaged in her bag for her keys, he pulled her suitcase from the boot and set it down.


She waved the keys with casual elegance, the metallic jingle echoing in the night air. His fingers instinctively tensed around her arm, the warmth of her skin seeping through his clothes like a gentle caress.


Her soft and seductive voice whispered against his ear, but beneath its husky tone, he detected her weariness, a subtle tremor betraying the strain of the night’s events.


“Want to come in for coffee?” Her words were a subtle invitation, hinting at more than just a warm beverage. The suggestion pressed against the silence, a tantalising promise of comfort and connection.


As he gazed into her eyes, he glimpsed the shock she had experienced earlier, still lingering beneath the surface. A trace of alcohol lingered on her breath, a reminder of how much she had already consumed. Despite the unmistakable desire that flickered in his gaze, he hesitated, torn between his longing and the need to be a gentleman.


At that moment, he made a silent decision to give her a chance to rethink, his expression reflecting conflicting emotions—desire tempered by restraint, curiosity overshadowed by concern. The silence stretched between them, laden with unspoken possibilities and hesitations, as they lingered on the precipice of a decision that could change everything.


He pondered for a moment. “No, I don’t think so. I appreciate the offer, but I have a headache. I sense a storm brewing; tomorrow would be a better option. I’ll be here around ten o’clock. We can grab a bite to eat at lunchtime. How about a meal after class?”


The hair on the back of his neck bristled. The Japanese call it haragei—a sixth sense signalling danger.


He pressed his finger to her lips. “Shh. Quiet. I think someone else is here.”


She shook her head. “No, it’s impossible. My parents are abroad.”


“Stay here. I’ll circle and approach them from behind.”


“No.” She clutched his arm with surprising strength and shouted into the darkness. “Come out, or we’ll come for you!”


The bushes rustled, and a voice called out—flat, unamused. “It’s only me, Miss Greene.”


A figure stepped out of the shadows. Not apologetic. Assessing.


Claire’s laugh sounded forced. “Tom, you scared us. What the hell are you doing out here?”


The man took a few steps closer—muscular, army boots, moving like someone used to being obeyed. His eyes slid over Dominic with cool calculation.


How does this man know her if she’s never been here?


A figure emerged from the darkness. Claire furrowed her brow. “Tom, you scared us. Why the hell are you prowling around at this time of night?”


The man took a few steps toward them, his muscular physique and army boots making him appear more intimidating.


Dominic assessed him as he approached: ex-military, strong, and self-assured.


In an attempt to ease the tension, she forced a laugh. “Tom takes care of my parents’ house and garden. Everything is under control.”


Under Tom’s intense gaze, Dominic couldn’t deny the uneasiness creeping up his spine. He carried an odour of earth and sweat, and the sound of leaves crunching beneath his boots added to the eerie atmosphere.


It was evident that the so-called gardener was scrutinising him with suspicion and caution.


He raised an eyebrow.


Gardener? Like hell.


“Thanks, Miss Greene, and goodnight.”


He turned and strode away, but not before Dominic spotted the bulge in the man’s waistband.


This is strange. A woman straight from the USA. A man carrying a firearm in Britain. If he’s a gardener, my arse is a king-sized melon. She’d never been there, but she knew where it was, and this guy was waiting for her. How the hell did he know she was on her way? Why did those men try to grab her?


Sliding into the car seat, he shot her a knowing smirk, his eyes lingering on her enticing figure. Without a word, he waved casually, a silent agreement passing between them. Tomorrow couldn’t come soon enough.


Gunmen? Chemcorp? Something’s wrong here. What the devil is she up to? Should I care?
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Dominic turned onto the road, and a car further up switched on its lights—two luminescent orbs in the darkness. His instincts flared immediately, a cold thread of warning tightening inside him.


Hell’s bells, what kind of mess have I wandered into?


Had it not been for the firearm, he may never have taken any notice, but his mind was already in top gear.


Pushing aside the temptation to veer towards his Fordwich home, his vehicle devoured the tarmac, hurtling towards Canterbury and breaking all the speed limits. The familiar countryside blurred into a tapestry of muted greens and browns as he pressed the accelerator, the engine’s low growl a counterpoint to his racing thoughts.


As the city of Canterbury materialised, its ancient spires piercing the twilight sky, he plunged into the labyrinth of narrow streets and shadowy alleys. The anonymity of the urban landscape enveloped him, and losing the tail became a simple matter of navigating the medieval maze, which was second nature for him.


Yet, even as he wove through the city’s arteries, persistent unease gnawed at his insides. The unsettling realisation that he’d been followed for a long time stuck with him, impossible to ignore even in his present surroundings. He returned home and tucked into bed, but sleep eluded him.






The following morning, he awoke with questions still buzzing in his head. The bright fluorescent light illuminated the cosy kitchen, casting a crisp glow over the space. Through the open window, the peaceful tones of wind chimes came from the meticulously landscaped Japanese garden.


Dominic’s mother, Jasmine, stood at the stove, frying eggs in a skillet while the cheerful sizzle and the smell of frying bacon unfurled around them. His grandfather, Jerry, sat comfortably at the wooden table, reading the morning paper as he waited for breakfast.


As Dominic entered after his shower, towel drying his hair, Jerry glanced up with a raised eyebrow. “Where did you get to last night, young man? You were back late.” His mother turned from the stove, spatula in hand, with an inquiring expression.


Dominic exhaled, his hand reaching for the ornate brown teapot on the kitchen’s central island. As he poured the steaming liquid into his cup, the fragrance of Earl Grey wafted through the air. He took a moment to collect his thoughts before speaking.


“It was the oddest thing.” His voice was low and contemplative. “On my way to the pub, I stumbled upon a scene straight out of a crime thriller. There was this van, you see, and a group of men attempting to abduct a woman. She was putting up one hell of a fight.”


He paused, taking a sip of his tea. “I couldn’t just stand by, so I intervened and helped her escape.” A frown creased his brow. “Afterwards, she was understandably shaken. She wanted a drink to calm her nerves, so I obliged and took her to a nearby bar.”


Dominic’s fingers tapped restlessly against the warm ceramic of his cup. “Later, I drove her home. That’s when things got even stranger. There was this bloke at her place. She introduced him as the gardener, but something felt off. Then I spotted it—he was carrying a gun, trying to conceal it, but not well enough.”


He shook his head, his expression a mix of confusion and concern. “I can’t shake the feeling that I’ve stumbled into something much bigger than a random attempted abduction.”


Jerry stopped eating. “He what? A firearm? Are you certain?”


“You haven’t heard the half of it.” He leaned in closer. “She’s American. She flew into Heathrow yesterday morning and made her way to Canterbury. The house belongs to her parents, according to her, but she’s never set foot in it. I suppose it’s not entirely implausible, given they haven’t owned the place for long.”


He paused, his brow furrowing as he recalled the events. “But here’s the kicker—her unfamiliarity with the area didn’t show. She guided me to the house with the confidence of someone who’d lived there for years. It was uncanny. She navigated the streets of Canterbury like a local, not someone who’d just touched down on English soil.”


His voice lowered, filled with suspicion. “I’ve seen tourists struggle with our medieval maze of streets, but she moved through them like she had a map imprinted in her mind. It’s as if she’d studied every nook and cranny of the city before arriving. Strange, don’t you think?”


Grandfather shook his head. “Something stinks.”


Dominic poured another cup of tea. “Yes, but there’s more. When I left, a vehicle followed me. At first, I thought it was imagination, but instead of returning here, I drove into Canterbury. He stayed behind me until we entered the city. You know how easy it is to lose a car there.”


Jerry frowned. “Who is this woman? What’s her name?”


“Claire Greene, and she lives on the road to Hersden.”


He leaned back in his chair. “Did you arrange to meet her again?”


“You may think I’m stupid, but I want to know what they are up to. I’m supposed to meet up with her later today. I’m going to confront her.”


Jerry shook his head. “No, don’t. Make it like nothing happened. Stay with her, but be careful. It sounds as if something nefarious is going on.”


#
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Claire’s anger smouldered as she stared out the window. The garden’s beauty—dew-sparkled grass, vibrant blossoms—only reminded her of last night’s attack. A tension headache throbbed behind her eyes.


She slammed her fork down, barely restraining herself from hurling the dish into the sink. She dry-swallowed three pills and tapped her fingers on the table, each tap an explosion of scarce contained fury.


The door burst open.


As she lifted the coffee cup to her lips for another sip, a thunderous crash shook the room as the door burst open. The sudden intrusion pierced through the silence, carrying with it a gust of cold air, the sharp aroma of cut grass and the earthy scent of moist soil. In the doorway stood Tom, his muscular frame filling the space, his bare arms glistening with perspiration and rippling with unbridled strength.


“Who was the character you brought here last night?” His brow furrowed in annoyance as he wiped away a bead of sweat with a dirty forearm. “You never mentioned you were bringing someone here. I expected you earlier. I was concerned.”


The air around him was heavy with the pungent scent of expensive cologne, a potent aroma clinging to every fibre of his being. She sprang to her feet, her finger jabbing into his chest, the gesture as swift and precise as a dagger thrust. Her eyes, cold and unyielding as flint, bored into him with a ferocity that made him recoil, his body instinctively shrinking back from the intensity of her gaze.


Ice edged her words. “There’s a mole somewhere. I almost got taken last night. I was told you were supposed to come and meet me.”


Her fingers prodded him again, punctuating each word like a threat. “Some assholes tried to grab me on the High Street. From the few words they spoke, they were German. Probably Stasi. Someone from the Dugway lab or the CIA must have informed them I was coming here. That guy rescued me. I want to cultivate him; he may be useful.”


She stepped back to the table, waiting for a reaction from Tom. Her ire reached its apex, and she slammed her fist against the table. She glared into his face. “Somebody told them my fucking itinerary. The bastards were waiting for me. I was lucky Dominic was around.”


He stepped back. “Don’t blame me. I didn’t tell anyone anything. I got a message from the Director telling me you would arrive at Heathrow yesterday morning. No one told me I should meet you.”


She paced back and forth, her brows furrowed in irritation. “This is a bloody awful start. I couldn’t bring my other gun or any ammunition on the plane. I hope at least they didn’t screw that up.” Tom shook his head and turned towards the door. “No, it’s at the cottage out back. I’ll fetch it for you.”


She stretched out her arm to stop him. “Not now, Dominic—the guy—he’ll be here soon. Get a message to the director and tell him about last night. I’ve half a mind to call the whole operation off. We’ve been betrayed.”


Tom scowled. His eyebrows formed a dark bar across the bridge of his nose. “Be careful with him. When you get angry, you lose the damn phoney American accent you’ve worked so hard on.”


He turned and left, and she got ready to go out, but she was almost sure Dominic wouldn’t come.


The sound of gravel crunching in the driveway surprised her. She rushed to the front door. With its red top, the pristine white Sunbeam Rapier came to a graceful stop, and he stepped out of the car.


Dominic stepped out of the Sunbeam, and Claire found herself assessing him with professional eyes. Six-two, athletic build, a martial artist’s fluid control in every movement. She’d spent yesterday thinking of him as a rescuer, a gentleman. Now she questioned: who would win in a fight—Dominic or Tom?


With confidence radiating from every step, he strode toward her and raised his hand in a friendly greeting. His demeanour defied his age, projecting wisdom beyond his years.


She smiled. “I wasn’t sure if you would come. Thanks again for last night.”


Closing the distance between them, he positioned himself in front of her. “Are we ready to go?”


“Yes, let’s be off. Wait a moment. Let me get my handbag and secure the house.”


She ran inside, grabbed her bag and locked the door.


Without hesitation, he extended his arm, inviting her to join him. Rather than going to his car, he steered her along the driveway. “Why don’t we take the bus instead? Someone else can do the driving.”


For a second, she was confused, but it was a feasible idea.


“Why not, indeed.”


They walked down the gravelled drive and crossed the road to the bus stop. His eyes darted back and forth as he scanned the street.


The bus came, and when they arrived in the city centre, they wandered along Canterbury’s narrow streets. His eyes never stopped scanning the cars and the people around him. She tugged his arm. “I’m sure it was a case of mistaken identity. I’ve got nothing anyone would want. My folks wouldn’t pay a ransom. Let’s forget last night and concentrate on our day out together.”


He smiled, and she moved closer to him.


Medieval buildings rose around her, their weathered stone bearing witness to centuries past. As they strolled through the streets, the old-fashioned charm around them fascinated her.


Curiosity sparked within her, and she turned to face him. “Are there any intriguing places to explore around here?”


His eyes sparkled with anticipation. “Allow me to guide you through the halls of Canterbury Cathedral. It’s a part of history and architectural prowess, drenched in centuries of mystery and spiritual resonance.”


She flicked her hair dismissively. “What, venture into a dank old church? What makes it so remarkable? You never struck me as being religious.”


“I’m not. I’m a Buddhist, but I respect history and age.” His brow furrowed in annoyance. “You Americans are oblivious to the depth of history. Canterbury Cathedral remains a majestic monument, tracing its lineage back to 597 AD when it first took root. The current edifice, however, owes its inception to Archbishop Lanfranc in 1066, signalling the start of an awe-inspiring voyage across time.”


With a firm grip on her arm, he steered her towards the towering entrance. As they stood dwarfed before the Christchurch gate, she gasped in wonderment. “Incredible! I question whether modern craftsmen could replicate such grandeur.”


He navigated her through the precincts until she stood awestruck before the imposing structure.


He gestured toward the cathedral, eyes tracing its towering arches. “This place shaped English culture and literature.” His voice softened as he brushed dust from a carved pillar. “Its past is crowded with stories.”


He stopped beneath a shadowed alcove. “Thomas Becket walked these halls. Archbishop. Twelfth century.” His hand hovered over the stone as if feeling for an echo. “He died here—murdered in 1170 at Henry II’s command. The nation reeled.”


A faint shiver crossed his expression. “From that moment, pilgrims flocked to this place. The cathedral’s name sank deep into the chronicles of power and faith, bound to history’s darker turns.”


She recoiled. “Oh! I read about that. But standing here, where it actually happened...” She touched the stone wall, and for a moment her professional mask slipped. History had always been real to her in archives and briefing papers, but this was different. This was visceral.


“Yeah, let’s go inside. You’ve got me interested.”


Almost an hour later, they stepped outside and away from the cathedral’s magnificent interior.


She clutched his arm. “Oh, wow, it’s incredible.”


Despite having visited the area several times over the years, she had never been to any of the historical places and found them fascinating.


They stopped for lunch in a cramped restaurant, and soon after the meal, the Cathedral’s Great Dunstan Bell chimed two o’clock.


Moving closer to him, she gripped his arm. “It would be lovely to visit Fordwich. Can we go there next?”


“Sure, it’s a quaint little spot. We can go on the river if you like.”


“Gee, fantastic. I’ve never been in a boat.”


They travelled back on the bus and alighted at the turnoff to the tiny village.


As they strolled along the winding country lane, a gentle breeze rustled through the trees, carrying the scent of blooming flowers. He clasped her around her waist.


A captivating array of architectural styles flanked the narrow streets, with medieval, Tudor, and Georgian structures standing side by side, each a tribute to the village’s rich history.


The crooked half-timbered houses, their wooden beams weathered to a warm, silvery grey, leaned inwards as if sharing secrets, their timeworn charm infusing the village with a timeless allure.


The cobblestone streets, polished smooth by centuries of foot traffic, added to the enchantment, weaving a spell of nostalgia and tranquillity over the entire scene.


They reached the Fordwich Arms pub and walked onto a creaky wooden jetty, gazing at the boats bobbing on the water. The river meandered along, its surface shimmering under the soft sunlight.


He paid for a rowing boat, and the sound of the oars dipping into the water and the faint chirping of distant birds added to the experience as they rowed down the River Stour.


She spotted a convenient willow tree ahead. Its branches swayed in the wind, casting dappled shadows on the bank sloping downward towards the water’s edge. The roots reached out like fingers, creating a natural mooring place. She raised her hand and pointed.


“Why don’t we stop here for a while?”


She hopped out and settled onto the soft grass, which beckoned to be touched. Patting the ground beside her, she invited him to join her in this serene spot. The grass tickled their legs as they sat together, soaking up the tranquil environment.


Everything seemed to slow as they sat on the riverbank, the quiet settling around them like a held breath. Leaves shifted overhead, and the River Stour lapped gently at the shore, a rhythm that steadied them both.


They sat close, fingers linked, the simplicity of it enough to make the moment feel whole.


Before them, the grassy bank unfurled in soft greens, the water catching the sun in scattered flashes. Wildflowers nodded at the river’s edge, stirred by the light breeze.


Birdsong drifted from the trees — not a symphony, just the easy chatter of robins and warblers going about their day. A trout broke the surface with a quick flick of silver, then vanished again, leaving only ripples behind.


She squeezed his fingers. “So, what do your mom and dad think of you working in a dojo?”


He was silent for a moment. “My father died a few days before I was born. He was a bomber pilot, and they shot his plane down during the war.”


“Oh my God, it must have been dreadful. I guess many young men met their end in the same way. Wars are horrific. What are your dad’s parents like?”


He frowned. “Because his folks despised anyone who was not European, they disowned him when he married Mom. I’ve never met them and have no desire to do so. My grandmother, Yumi Tanaka, was Japanese, but she passed on when I was three years old in the terrible winter of 1947, so I remember little of her.”


“So, Wolfe was your dad’s name?”


“Correct. How about your mom and dad? What do they do when they aren’t holidaying in Britain?”


“No, my dad was… My dad died a long time ago, in 1948. My Mom eventually remarried, so I have a stepfather, and we tolerate each other.”


A sharp glint from the distant trees caught her attention—sunlight on glass. Binoculars. Or worse, a scope.


Dominic’s muscles tensed. He’d seen it too.


He scanned the area, preparing to rise. He coiled his body like a spring, ready to pounce. “We have to move now. I have to prepare for my class, but if it’s okay, I’ll come to your place when it’s finished.”


She clung to him, preventing him from rising. “No. Let me come with you. I’ll sit by the mat, and you won’t know I’m there.”


She leaned in and kissed him. For a moment, he responded—warm, present, his hand coming up to cup her face. Then he pulled back.


“We need to leave. Someone’s watching us, and after last night, I’m not taking chances.”


Disappointment crashed through her. She’d hoped the kiss would soften his resolve, but his protective instinct was stronger.


His response was disappointing. “We need to get away from here. I think someone is watching us, and after last night, I’m not taking chances. Let’s go.”


Her attempt to seduce him into her bed today had failed miserably.


The moment had gone. She let out an exasperated sigh, her shoulders slumping in frustration. “Please, Dominic, you are overreacting. No one is after me. Last night was someone’s mistake.”


He grasped her arm. “After I dropped you off, a parked car was on the road outside. It followed me. I lost whoever it was, but something wasn’t right. Someone might have mistaken your identity, but I’m taking you home. Lock the doors. Here’s one of our cards from the dojo. Use the number for Jerry Sharman. I live there, and he’ll call me. During the day, call the dojo.”


He escorted her back to the boat and rowed back downstream. She gazed at his muscles as they rippled when he pulled on the oars,


On their way home, she tried again to persuade him to stay the night, but it was apparent he was more interested in her safety and his damned class at his dojo.


Destiny decided that spending another night of frustration alone in her bed was to be her fate.


After switching off the lights, she prepared to climb into bed, but a movement outside the window caught her eye. She froze, her heart pounding. Cautiously, she drew back the curtain just a crack and peered out.


A dark figure crept across the lawn, its outline barely discernible in the shadows. Claire’s breath caught in her throat as the intruder made slow, stealthy progress.


Her hands trembled. She strained to make out distinguishing features, but the figure blended seamlessly with the darkness.


Adrenaline surging, her mind raced. Was this one of the same people who had attacked her the night before? 


Had they followed her home? She retreated from the window, every muscle tensed, ready to fight or call for help. 


The curtain fell back into place, blocking out the ominous silhouette, but Claire’s security had been shattered. 


Opening her handbag, she pulled out her Model 71 Beretta, screwed on the silencer and checked the magazine.
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Dominic’s fingers tightened on the steering wheel of his mother’s green BMW. He’d parked half a mile from Claire’s gate, far enough not to be spotted, close enough to see the transport arrive.


The bus, a hulking metallic leviathan, halted at her gate, its doors creaking open like a mechanical yawn ready to devour passengers. His stomach twisted with guilt when Claire stepped aboard, a heavy knot refusing to loosen.


He told himself that watching over her was an act of protection—but the rationalisation felt hollow, like a brittle shell struggling to contain his unease. A darker thought gnawed at the edges of his mind: what if she wasn’t as innocent as she seemed?


The possibility that she might be involved in something sinister clashed with his desire to shield her from harm. The conflict churned within him, leaving him stranded in a limbo of doubt and self-reproach.


Like a shadow, he kept well back and tailed them as they navigated through meandering rural byways. The scenery changed around him—from manicured lawns and grand houses to sprawling fields and rustic farmhouses.


His hands ached from gripping the wheel as doubts clawed at his resolve. What if she spotted him? What if this reckless pursuit shattered the fragile trust between them? The thought sent a jolt of unease through him, but he couldn’t stop now. His mind churned with conflicting emotions—fear, guilt, and a gnawing suspicion that refused to let go. Each turn in the winding rural byways echoed the twists in his thoughts, the scenery blurring past him—manicured lawns giving way to sprawling fields and weathered farmhouses—as if the world itself were conspiring to obscure the truth. The tension coiled tighter with every mile, an invisible thread pulling him deeper into a web of uncertainty and potential regret.


As each mile passed, he maintained a steady distance behind the bus, careful not to arouse suspicion. Man-made intrusions became fewer and farther between.


The landscape opened up—rolling green fields, decaying barns, sheep grazing. Peaceful. Too peaceful for what he suspected lay ahead.
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