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This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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To my grandfather, a true hero.

At just fifteen, you lied about your age to fight for your country, stepping into a war no child should ever have to face. You fought bravely, were wounded and captured, and endured three years of unimaginable cruelty in a Japanese prisoner of war camp. You witnessed horrors most could never fathom, yet you survived—though the scars, both seen and unseen, never truly left you.

When freedom finally came, you were barely more than a shadow, a man broken but not beaten. Though the war had stolen so much from you, you refused to let it define you. You spent the rest of your life working on the railways, building instead of destroying, creating instead of taking. A quiet, humble existence, yet one forged in the fire of resilience.

You never spoke much about what you endured, but your strength, your courage, and your unwavering spirit left a mark on all who knew you. This book is dedicated to you, and to all those who sacrificed more than we can ever understand.

You will never be forgotten.

RIP George Henry Waites

––––––––
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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

History has always fascinated me—not just the events we all know, but the hidden corners, the lost stories, the unanswered questions that linger in the shadows. Echoes Of Time was born from that fascination, blending real historical mysteries with a fast-paced adventure that takes Jonny Walker and his team to the darkest secrets of World War II.

This book is a journey through time, conspiracy, and the thrill of discovery. It’s about ordinary people thrust into extraordinary circumstances, about loyalty, courage, and the weight of the past. I wanted to create a story that keeps you on the edge of your seat, while also making you wonder—what if some of history’s greatest secrets are still out there, waiting to be uncovered?

I hope you enjoy this adventure as much as I enjoyed writing it. Thank you for coming along for the ride, happy reading.

[Paul Roche]

––––––––
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​Prologue
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North Atlantic Ocean, 1945

The sea was a black abyss beneath the battered hull of the Wolfram, a Kriegsmarine cargo vessel repurposed for one final, desperate mission. The war was lost. Berlin was in flames. But deep within the bowels of the ship, hidden behind reinforced steel doors, lay the last vestiges of Hitler’s plunder—gold bullion, priceless paintings stripped from the walls of occupied Europe, religious relics of untold value, and a wealth of documents that could incriminate the highest ranks of the Reich.

Captain Reinhard Koenig stood on the bridge, his face grim beneath the dim red glow of the emergency lighting. The Wolfram had been running dark for days, slipping through the Atlantic under the cover of a storm, evading Allied patrols. His orders had been clear: escape to Argentina, to the haven promised by the secret network of sympathizers waiting in the shadows of South America. If they made it, the Reich’s dream could one day rise again.

But fate had other plans.

The first shell struck just after midnight.

A Royal Navy destroyer, the HMS Valiant, had somehow picked up their trail. The Wolfram’s lookouts barely had time to shout a warning before the second shell tore through the aft deck, sending men and twisted metal screaming into the sea.

"Hard to port!" Koenig roared, gripping the railing as the ship lurched. His first officer, a gaunt man named Hauffman, was already barking orders to the engine room.

Gunfire erupted. The British ship loomed in the darkness, its guns flashing, its searchlights sweeping across the churning waves. The Wolfram’s deck guns spat back in defiance, but they were outgunned, outmatched. The Valiant had speed, firepower, and the element of surprise.

Another explosion rocked the Wolfram, sending crates of stolen antiquities tumbling across the deck. Fire leapt from the stern, the acrid scent of burning oil mixing with the salt spray. The ship groaned as water poured into her lower compartments.

"We can’t make it!" Hauffman shouted, his face slick with sweat and seawater. "We’re taking on too much—"

"Then we disappear," Koenig growled, making a decision that would seal their fate.

He turned to the helmsman. "Head for the storm! Maximum speed!"

The Wolfram plunged into the raging tempest, swallowed by rain and howling wind. The Royal Navy ship hesitated, unwilling to risk running aground in uncharted waters. The chase was over.

But victory was short-lived.

The damage was fatal. The Wolfram was sinking. The sea clawed at her hull, swallowing the fortune she carried. One by one, the desperate crew abandoned ship, leaping into the freezing black water. Koenig stood on the bridge until the last moment, watching as his ship—his mission—was lost to the abyss.

The Wolfram vanished beneath the waves, taking its secrets with it.

The wreck would remain undiscovered, forgotten.
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​Chapter One - Dough And Disaster
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The scent of fresh bread filled the warm air inside Angelo’s bakery, mingling with the occasional bursts of laughter from the night crew. The ovens roared, their steady heat radiating across the flour-dusted workstations where trays of ftira and pastizzi lined up like soldiers awaiting battle. Outside, the streets of Xlendi were quiet, the occasional hoot of an owl or the distant crash of waves against the cliffs the only sounds of the night.

Jonny Walker stood at the main worktable, rolling a lump of dough under his hands with practiced ease. His shoulder still twinged now and then—a souvenir from his last misadventure—but he ignored it. Across from him, Isabella shaped loaves with the precision of a symbologist decoding an ancient manuscript. Mario worked at the far end, humming a tune under his breath while Pia—blessed hurricane of chaos that she was—wrestled with a sack of flour twice her size.

"You need help with that, Pia?" Jonny asked, watching her struggle with barely contained amusement.

"I have it under control, ħelu," she grunted, her arms wrapped around the sack as she tried to heave it onto the counter. Her dress—probably not bakery-appropriate—hugged her figure in all the ways she intended it to. "You just keep making your fancy loaves and let the real woman handle the heavy lifting."

Angelo, working the oven, scoffed. "Pia, for the love of God, don’t—"

But it was too late.

The sack slipped from her grasp, hit the counter edge, and exploded like a flour grenade. A white cloud engulfed the kitchen. When it finally settled, Pia stood in the middle of the chaos, her face completely dusted in white, blinking at them like an apparition from a baker’s nightmare.

Mario burst out laughing first, doubling over with tears in his eyes. Isabella shook her head, wiping flour from her apron. Jonny, grinning, reached for a towel and tossed it to Pia. "Control, eh?"

Pia wiped her face, smearing the flour more than cleaning it, and placed her hands on her hips. "Well, the flour is where it needs to be, isn’t it?"

Angelo muttered something in Maltese that probably wasn’t fit for polite company and returned to the oven, shaking his head.

Jonny leaned against the counter, still grinning. "You know, you have a talent for turning simple tasks into theatrical disasters. Ever thought of a career change?"

"Please," Pia huffed, dusting herself off. "You wouldn’t survive without me."

Isabella smirked. "I think we’d manage just fine."

Pia ignored her and turned back to Jonny, her eyes lighting up. "So, about tomorrow. What time are we going diving?"

Jonny hesitated. He and Isabella had been looking forward to a morning dive off Comino, just the two of them exploring the crystal-clear waters and the hidden caves dotting the coastline. It was meant to be relaxing. And safe. The last thing they needed was Pia somehow setting off an underwater avalanche or getting tangled in her own dive gear.

"Pia..." he began carefully.

She folded her arms, her impressive chest only making her stance more formidable. "I am a dive instructor, you know. Certified and everything."

"That’s what worries me," Jonny said under his breath, earning a nudge from Isabella.

"I heard that, sabih," Pia said, her voice dangerously sweet. "I’ll have you know, I’ve led dozens of dives, all without incident."

Mario snorted. "What about the time you kicked your own regulator loose and had to be rescued by that Italian tourist?"

"That was one time!" Pia shot back. "And he was very handsome, so technically it worked out for everyone."

Angelo, still tending the bread, finally turned to them. "Jonny, just let her come. Otherwise, she’ll nag us all to death and that’s worse than anything that could happen underwater."

Jonny sighed, looking to Isabella for backup. She just gave him an amused look, clearly not planning to get involved in this particular battle.

"Fine," he said at last, pointing a flour-covered finger at Pia. "But on one condition."

She grinned. "Anything, ħelu."

"You bring food."

Pia gasped in mock outrage. "Do you think I would ever let you two go on an adventure without proper sustenance?"

"Considering how much you eat, yes."

She swatted his arm. "Rude." Then, flashing a satisfied smile, she turned on her heel and strutted to the storage room, presumably to raid whatever she could find for their trip.

Jonny exhaled and turned back to Isabella, who just smirked.

"You were never going to win that one," she said.

"I know," Jonny admitted, rubbing the back of his neck. "But you can’t blame a guy for trying."

The rest of the night passed with the usual rhythm of the bakery—the warmth of the ovens, the smell of fresh bread, the familiar banter that made the night shifts almost enjoyable.

As dawn approached, Jonny stretched his aching muscles and glanced at Isabella, who was already tidying up. "Come on," he said. "Let’s go get some sleep before Pia makes this dive into another chapter of ‘The Disaster Chronicles.’"

She chuckled, shaking her head. "You love it, really."

Jonny sighed, grabbing his bag. "I need to get better at lying."

With that, they left the bakery behind, ready for whatever the next day—and the depths of Comino—had in store for them.

—-
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THE GOLDEN MORNING sun cast a warm glow over Mgarr Harbour, the water shimmering like liquid sapphire as the first boats of the day rocked gently at their moorings. The scent of salt and freshly brewed coffee mingled in the air, blending with the occasional call of seabirds circling above.

Jonny and Isabella sat at a small outdoor café near the water, both nursing espressos and sharing a plate of ftira stuffed with tuna, olives, and capers. Jonny savored the bite, letting the rich flavors mix with the caffeine kick.

"See? This is why I love Malta," he said, leaning back in his chair and stretching out his legs. "Perfect weather, good food, and—most importantly—no one shooting at me."

Isabella smirked over her coffee cup. "Yet."

He gave her a look. "Can we not jinx it for once?"

She laughed, but before she could respond, a familiar, loud voice cut through the peaceful morning.

"Mela! Are you two actually on time for once?"

Jonny sighed dramatically as Angelo and Pia strolled up to the café, both dressed casually, though Pia had already decided to turn heads.

"Speak of the devil," Jonny muttered, taking in the sight of Pia in a tight, low-cut sundress that did nothing to conceal her voluptuous curves. Her dark hair was tousled to perfection, and her sunglasses perched on top of her head, giving her the look of a model casually gracing the harbour with her presence. She smirked as she caught Jonny looking—he was sure she had planned this exact reaction.

Angelo, ever the contrast to his sister, was dressed in cargo shorts and a plain T-shirt, arms folded across his chest as he eyed Pia warily. "I came to make sure she doesn’t sink the boat or somehow cause an international incident," he said, taking the seat opposite Jonny.

Pia gasped in mock offense. "I have never caused an international incident."

"Not for lack of trying," Angelo shot back.

Jonny ran his hand over his face. "It’s too early for this. Let’s eat before we all regret inviting Pia."

Pia pulled up a chair, dramatically placing her sunglasses on the table. "Please, you love me being here, ħelu. Besides, I brought food for the boat. Would you really want to be stuck out at sea without my expertly prepared snacks?"

Jonny gave her a look. "That depends. Did you actually prepare them, or did you raid Angelo’s fridge?"

"Does it matter?" she asked sweetly.

Angelo groaned. "It matters if I go home and find my fridge empty, ħuta tal-baħar."

She ignored him and turned back to Jonny, smirking again. "Are you going to keep undressing me with your eyes, or are we going diving?"

Jonny choked on his coffee. Isabella, grinning, leaned in. "That’s one point to Pia."

Jonny shot her a betrayed look. "Whose side are you on?"

"Who says I have to choose?" Isabella said, finishing her espresso.

Angelo rolled his eyes. "Can we just get on the boat before Pia finds a way to cause another mess?"

Pia sighed dramatically. "You’re all so mean to me."

"Because we know you," Jonny muttered as he stood up.

Pia winked. "And yet, you still can’t resist me."

Jonny groaned. "Let’s just get on the boat before I regret this even more."

Comino was a diver’s paradise. Crystal-clear waters, stunning rock formations, and hidden underwater caves made it one of the most breathtaking spots in the Mediterranean. Their boat bobbed gently on the calm sea as they geared up for their first dive.

Jonny took a deep breath as he adjusted his mask, watching Isabella double-check her gear with state of the art military comms. Pia, already in her wetsuit, was stretching in a way that was definitely not necessary for diving. Angelo, meanwhile, sat in the captain’s chair, looking entirely too comfortable as he sipped a beer.

"You’re not coming in?" Jonny asked.

Angelo shook his head. "Someone has to stay topside in case Pia lures a shark."

"Ha ha," Pia deadpanned, pulling on her fins. "Are you ready, or are you just scared I’ll out-dive you?"

Jonny snorted. "If you can out-dive me without accidentally kicking your own regulator loose, I’ll be impressed."

Pia flipped him off before adjusting her mask. "Let’s go."

With that, they all rolled into the water.

The moment Jonny submerged, the world above faded away. Below them, the seabed stretched out like an alien landscape, dappled in shifting sunlight. Schools of fish darted between ancient rock formations, while hidden caves yawned like the mouths of forgotten giants.

Jonny and Isabella led the way, gliding effortlessly through the water as Pia followed. To her credit, she was a graceful diver—until she got distracted.

At one point, she spotted an octopus camouflaged against a rock and swam closer to get a better look. Unfortunately, she misjudged her buoyancy, and her fins sent up a cloud of sand that startled the octopus, which promptly squirted ink and shot off.

Jonny, watching the whole thing, shook his head. Of course.

Pia turned to them, hands up in a classic Oops gesture. Isabella just rolled her eyes, while Jonny gave her a thumbs-up for effort.

They spent the next few hours exploring underwater caves, weaving through narrow passageways filled with shimmering fish. When they surfaced, they took turns lounging on the boat, enjoying the sun and the gentle breeze.

Pia sprawled out on the deck, stretching her arms over her head. "See? No disasters. Admit it, I was an asset."

Jonny smirked. "The day’s not over yet."

She nudged him with her foot. "Always so negative."

Angelo, still in the captain’s chair, raised an eyebrow. "You do realize you’re the reason we expect disaster, right?"

Pia groaned. "You’re all so dramatic."

Isabella leaned over, grabbing a sandwich from the cooler. "You say that, but we all remember the ‘incident’ in Valletta."

"That wasn’t my fault!" Pia protested.

Jonny laughed. "Sure, and I suppose the broken statue just fell on its own?"

Pia huffed, crossing her arms. "I hate all of you."

Angelo took a sip of beer. "No, you don’t."

Pia grumbled something under her breath but didn’t argue.

As the sun started to dip toward the horizon, Jonny stretched out, feeling more relaxed than he had in months. No gunfights, no treasure maps, no secret societies—just good friends, good diving, and the warm Mediterranean sun.

But deep down, he had a feeling it wouldn’t last. It never did.
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​Chapter Two - Ghosts Beneath The Waves
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The late afternoon sun cast a golden shimmer over the water as Jonny and the others prepared for their final dive of the day. The sea was calm, its surface gently undulating with the rhythm of the tides. Their boat rocked slightly as they did their pre-dive checks, ensuring everything was in order before descending into the depths once more.

Jonny had always loved the quiet beneath the surface. Down here, it was a world apart—no noise from the bakery, no cryptic puzzles, no gunfights. Just the deep blue, the soft hum of his breathing, and the occasional flicker of marine life moving past like ghosts.

Jonny Walker is a man shaped by experience. At 43, his body bears the scars of war, his mind sharp from years of service in Oman, Iraq, and Afghanistan. After leaving the British Army, he settled in Gozo, drawn by its rich history and slower pace of life. He works at Angelo’s bakery, content to knead dough instead of dodging bullets—most of the time, anyway. Despite his gruff exterior, Jonny is fiercely loyal, possesses a wicked sense of humour, and has a deep love for AC Milan, fishing, and a well-poured pint.

Isabella is his partner in adventure—and in life, though she’d never let Jonny get too comfortable. At 38, she is a skilled cryptologist and symbologist, a woman who could decipher ancient texts as easily as most people read the morning paper. She had once worked in a high-end restaurant but now dedicated her time to the bakery and honing her investigative skills. Sharp-witted, beautiful, and endlessly determined, Isabella is the perfect counterbalance to Jonny’s often reckless nature.

Pia Attard, the embodiment of chaos in human form, is Angelo’s younger sister and Jonny’s never-ending source of frustration—and temptation. A full-figured, striking brunette in her mid-40s, she has ten children, a household full of pets, and an energy that could outmatch a hurricane. A trained dive instructor, seamstress, and expert flirt, Pia thrived on teasing Jonny, much to Isabella’s irritation. Clumsy beyond belief, she is also fiercely protective of her family and can be terrifying when provoked.

Angelo Attard is the gruff but big-hearted owner of the bakery, a man in his early fifties who curses in Maltese more often than he speaks in English. A passionate hunter and bird-keeper, Angelo has no patience for nonsense—unless it is his own. He supports Inter Milan, despises Juventus (which made working with Mario interesting), and has a sharp mind hidden behind his grumpy exterior. Despite his rough demeanor, he has a deep respect for tradition and loyalty, traits that have served him well as a secret member of the Knights of Malta.

Mario, Angelo’s brother-in-law, was the quiet one—until he wasn’t. At 49, he works at the bakery but spends much of his time lost in books or flying his drone over Gozo’s landscapes. A musician, a thinker, and a Juventus supporter (which Angelo would never forgive), Mario is the kind of man who seems easygoing but has layers of wisdom beneath his calm surface.

As Jonny and the others neared the end of their dive, he caught a glimpse of something unnatural against the sandy ocean floor. It was barely visible—just a faint, corroded shape sticking out from beneath the sediment.

He frowned and kicked toward it, signaling to the others to follow.

Isabella reached him first, her eyes narrowing behind her mask as she pointed at the shape. It was metal, long buried but unmistakable.

Pia arrived next, her eyes widening as she traced the outline. It was cylindrical, with corroded edges and markings almost hidden beneath the sea life clinging to it.

Jonny reached out, brushing away some of the sediment, revealing something that made his stomach tighten.

A faded black cross.

His heart pounded. No way.

Isabella moved closer, her fingers trailing over the metal as she turned to Jonny, eyes wide.

A Nazi U-boat.

The others stared at it, their minds processing what this meant.

Jonny glanced at his dive watch. They were out of time.

He pointed upward, signaling that they needed to surface. Pia hesitated, wanting to investigate further, but even she knew better than to push their oxygen limits.

As they ascended, Jonny’s mind raced. A Nazi U-boat meant one thing—secrets buried beneath the sea.

And secrets never stayed buried for long.

After loading up the boat and returning to Mgarr, they packed away their gear in near silence. The excitement of the day had been replaced with an unspoken tension—what they had just found was big.

But as Jonny stepped onto the dock, reality caught up with him. The U-boat would have to wait. They had a night shift at the bakery, and if they didn’t show up, Angelo’s mother would be muttering Maltese curses about them for the next week.

"Right," Jonny sighed, rubbing his neck. "We go home, we eat, we sleep for a couple of hours, and then we pretend we’re normal people who bake bread instead of finding Nazi submarines."

Pia grinned. "Sounds easy enough."

Angelo shot her a look. "You do realize you work at the bakery too, right?"

Pia waved a dismissive hand. "Details."

Jonny shook his head, exhausted but already eager for what was coming next. The U-boat wasn’t going anywhere.

But soon, they would be back. And he had a feeling it was only the beginning.

—-
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THE SMELL OF FRESHLY baked bread filled the small bakery as Jonny and the others powered through another night shift. The comforting warmth of the ovens contrasted with the cool air outside, and the rhythmic sounds of kneading dough, clinking trays, and occasional bursts of laughter created a familiar atmosphere.

But tonight, something was different. There was a charge in the air, an unspoken excitement.

They weren’t just thinking about bread.

They were thinking about the Nazi U-boat.

Jonny worked the dough in front of him, his hands moving automatically, but his mind was still at the bottom of the sea. A German submarine, hidden beneath the waves for nearly eighty years. What was it doing here? Had it been fleeing? Had it been carrying something important?

And most importantly—what would they find inside?

Isabella, working beside him, nudged his shoulder. "You’re kneading that dough like it owes you money."

Jonny blinked, realizing his knuckles had turned white. He relaxed his grip and smirked. "Sorry, just thinking."

"About what?" Pia piped up from across the room. She had flour on her cheek, her dark hair tied up in a messy bun, and was currently attempting (and failing) to carry a tray of pastries without dropping them.

"The U-boat, obviously," Isabella replied.

Pia gasped dramatically. "Oh my God, you do think about things other than me!"

Angelo snorted. "I’d be shocked if Jonny thought at all."

Jonny rolled his eyes as he reached for a coffee. "And yet, I’m still the one that found it. You’re welcome."

Pia dusted her hands off and leaned against the counter. "So, what’s the plan? We going back first thing in the morning?"

Jonny nodded. "After some sleep and lunch. We’ll need our strength. And no, Pia, that doesn’t mean you can bring an entire picnic."

Pia gasped, clutching her chest. "How dare you? Food is essential for survival!"

Mario, who had been quietly observing from the corner, finally spoke up. "I’m coming."

Everyone turned to him.

Mario was an experienced diver, but his real passion was photography. He wasn’t just interested in the U-boat—he wanted to document it.

"If this is real, and I believe it is, we should have a proper record of what we find," he said, adjusting his glasses.

Jonny nodded. "Good idea. Bring your best equipment."

"And Kira?" Isabella asked.

Kira, their Venezuelan colleague, friend, historian and an adventurous spirit, had overheard their conversation earlier. When she learned about the U-boat, she had practically begged to come along.

"I don’t see why not," Jonny said. "She’s a good diver. More eyes on the wreck means less chance of missing something important."

Angelo grumbled. "That’s too many people. Someone’s gonna break something."

Pia smirked. "Relax, that’s my job."

Angelo shot her a look. "That’s what I’m worried about."

Jonny chuckled, shaking his head. "Alright, let’s finish up here and get some rest. Meet at Mgarr for lunch, then we head back to Comino."

Pia clapped her hands together. "I’m bringing food."

Jonny sighed. "Of course you are."

The sun had barely risen when Jonny dragged himself out of bed, his muscles stiff from the previous day’s dive. He stretched, grabbed a quick shower, and threw on a fresh T-shirt and jeans before heading out.

By the time he arrived at Mgarr Harbour, Isabella was already seated at their usual café, sipping coffee and scrolling through her phone. She looked up and smiled as he approached.

"Morning, soldier," she said.

Jonny groaned. "Too early for talking."

She smirked. "You say that every morning."

He dropped into the chair opposite her, ordered a coffee, and rubbed his head. "Remind me why we do this to ourselves?"

"Because you’re incapable of ignoring a mystery," Isabella said. "And because you’d rather be on an adventure than doing literally anything else."

"Fair point."

A few minutes later, Angelo and Pia arrived.

Angelo was his usual gruff self, muttering about the early morning and how he should be sleeping, while Pia arrived looking—unfairly—fantastic. She wore a snug wetsuit that hugged every curve, a pair of sunglasses perched on her head, and a bright smile that could melt steel.

Jonny sighed inwardly. Pia, for the love of God, stop existing like this.

She plopped down beside him, stretching like a cat. "I hope you’re all hungry. I made sandwiches."

Jonny raised a brow. "How many?"

Pia grinned. "Enough to feed a small army."

Angelo shook his head. "You mean your kids, right?"

"Same thing."

Mario arrived a few minutes later, carrying a case of camera equipment, and Kira followed soon after, her excitement barely contained.

"Alright," Jonny said, finishing his coffee. "Let’s do this."

As they boarded the boat and set off for Comino, a familiar feeling settled in Jonny’s gut.

Excitement.

Anticipation.

And the knowledge that this was just the beginning.
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​Chapter Three - Ghosts Of The Deep
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The boat rocked gently as they neared the dive site. The sun was high in the sky, glinting off the shimmering turquoise waters around Comino. Jonny sat at the edge of the boat, already kitted out in his wetsuit and double-checking his diving gear. The others were doing the same, the excitement palpable.

Kira sat beside him, adjusting her mask and fins. She was a striking woman, with deep brown eyes that held an air of mystery and a warm, sun-kissed complexion. Her long, dark hair was tied back in a thick braid, and though her chest was almost nonexistent, her backside was so outrageously large that Jonny often wondered how physics allowed it to exist.

She had a quiet intensity about her, one that revealed itself in the way she moved and the way she listened. Though her English was basic, she was sharp, observant, and utterly fascinated by history—especially anything to do with the Second World War.

Jonny caught her looking at him out of the corner of his eye, but when he turned his head, she quickly looked away, pretending to be focused on her gear.

Isabella smirked, nudging Jonny. "She likes you."

Jonny scoffed. "Everyone likes me."

Isabella rolled her eyes. "Not like that, idiot."

He shrugged, but said nothing.

"Alright, everyone ready?" Pia asked, clapping her hands together.

Angelo grumbled something about the sea being a godless place, but otherwise, they were good to go.

With a final check, Jonny signaled the dive. One by one, they rolled backward into the water and descended into the deep.

The submarine was a hulking mass of rusted steel, partially buried in the sandy seabed. Time and the ocean had worn it down, coral and marine life clinging to its once-pristine hull. The swastika, though faded, was still faintly visible on the conning tower—a haunting reminder of what it once was.

Jonny ran his gloved hand over the hull as he swam alongside it. This was a ghost ship, forgotten by the world.

Mario drifted above them, his camera clicking away as he documented their exploration. Pia moved with surprising grace, her instructor skills evident as she helped guide Kira, who was still getting used to the depth. Isabella swam ahead, leading them toward an opening in the hull where the metal had been torn apart.

The damage was extensive—obviously from combat. The Royal Navy must have landed a direct hit, possibly with deck guns or depth charges, causing catastrophic failure. The submarine had likely tried to surface, only to be finished off before it could escape.

Inside, the passageways were cramped and eerie, with rusted pipes and corroded control panels lining the narrow corridors. Everything was frozen in time—charts still hung on the walls, empty bunks remained in place, and the skeletal remains of a few unfortunate crew members lay scattered where they had perished.

As they moved deeper, Jonny felt the weight of history pressing down on them.

This wasn’t just a wreck.

This was a tomb.

After multiple dives, carefully documenting and exploring different sections of the submarine, they finally reached the captain’s quarters. It was larger than the other rooms but still claustrophobic, filled with decayed furniture and remnants of the past.

Isabella hovered near a rusted-out desk, brushing away silt when she noticed something unusual—a reinforced panel in the wall. She reached out, running her hand along its edges, and then turned to Jonny, her eyes wide behind her mask.

A safe.

Jonny swam closer, inspecting the corroded metal. Unlike the rest of the room, the safe had held up remarkably well against the passage of time. It was built to last, sealed tight against water damage.

Mario and Kira floated nearby, watching as Jonny signaled for them to give him space. He reached for the tools attached to his belt and set to work. His military training had given him plenty of experience with locks and security mechanisms. Even corroded, he knew how these old safes worked.

After a few tense minutes, he felt the tumblers shift. With a final twist, the lock gave way.

The door creaked open.

Inside, almost perfectly preserved, was a small metal chest.

Jonny pulled it out slowly, his breath catching as he saw what was emblazoned on the top.

The Nazi swastika.

His heart pounded.

This wasn’t just some lost paperwork or a captain’s log.

This was something else.

Something important.

He turned to the others, eyes meeting Isabella’s first.

Whatever they had just found...

It was only the beginning.

—-
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THE BOAT ROCKED GENTLY as they surfaced, the late afternoon sun casting golden streaks across the shimmering sea. Jonny pulled himself up first, his muscles aching from the effort of the long dive. One by one, the others climbed aboard, water dripping from their wetsuits as they sat heavily on the deck, catching their breath.

The metal chest sat between Jonny’s feet, small but dense, its surface worn but still bearing the unmistakable Nazi swastika. Isabella knelt beside him, running her fingers over the intricate locking mechanism.

“This isn’t just a simple latch,” she murmured, her brow furrowed. “It’s some kind of complex mechanical lock. I’ve never seen anything quite like it.”

Pia leaned over his shoulder, her dive suit clinging to her curves as she studied the chest. “Well, open it, genius.”

Jonny rolled his eyes. “Oh sure, Pia, let me just tap in the secret Nazi password.”

“Try ‘Hitler123’,” Angelo muttered as he flopped onto the bench, stretching his legs out. “They weren’t that smart.”

Mario chuckled, shaking his head. “It’s not that easy. That lock looks custom-made. Whatever’s inside, they really didn’t want it to be found.”

Kira sat quietly, staring at the chest, her fingers trailing through the water dripping from her hair. “It could be... gold, documents, lost Nazi plans.”

Jonny sighed, giving the lock one last frustrated tug before standing. “Either way, it’s not opening right now. We’re exhausted, and the bakery isn’t going to run itself tonight.” He glanced at the horizon. “Let’s head back. The chest can wait.”

The excitement hadn’t faded, but the promise of warm showers and a few hours of rest was too tempting to ignore. With one last glance at their mysterious find, they set course for Mgarr.

By the time they arrived back in Xlendi, showered, and changed, the bakery was already buzzing with the sounds of kneading, mixing, and the soft hum of the ovens. The night shift was in full swing, and despite their exhaustion, the entire team was running on an adrenaline high.

Pia, as usual, was causing chaos. She had knocked over a tray of imqaret within the first ten minutes, nearly set a towel on fire, and somehow managed to get flour in Jonny’s coffee.

“I swear to God, Pia,” Jonny groaned, wiping the flour off his shirt, “you are a hazard to all things edible.”

Pia smirked. “You love me really.”

Angelo snorted. “We tolerate you.”

Between proofing dough and shaping loaves, the conversation kept circling back to the chest.

“What if it’s full of Nazi gold?” Pia asked, flipping a croissant tray with more enthusiasm than was strictly necessary.

“Or secret war plan,” Kira added excitedly.

“Or,” Angelo said, his voice deadpan, “it’s just some German captain’s stash of dirty magazines.”

Mario chuckled. “Well, whatever it is, we need to open it.” He dusted flour off his hands and leaned against the counter. “And I might have an idea.”

Jonny raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“Valentina,” Mario said simply. “She’s a watchmaker, remember? If anyone can figure out a complex mechanical lock, it’s her.”

Jonny and Isabella exchanged glances. It wasn’t a bad idea.

“She does love a challenge,” Mario continued. “And this? This is the kind of thing that’ll drive her mad until she cracks it.”

Pia clapped her hands together. “Perfect! Let’s take it to her tomorrow. We’ll meet for lunch and take the chest to her shop.”

Jonny hesitated for a moment, staring at the locked chest resting on the bakery’s back counter. Whatever was inside had been sealed away for decades. It could be something priceless... or it could be nothing.

But there was only one way to find out.

“Alright,” he said, wiping his hands on a towel. “Tomorrow, we take it to Valentina.”

The team cheered, their excitement renewed. The night shift continued with the usual banter, but now, an undercurrent of anticipation ran through every conversation.

Tomorrow, they would take the next step toward unlocking a mystery lost to time.
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​Chapter Four - The Watchmaker
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After another long night at the bakery, the team finally locked up in the early morning. The smell of freshly baked bread clung to their clothes as they trudged home, exhaustion pulling at their limbs.

“Nap,” Jonny declared, rubbing his face. “Then food. Then mystery chest.”

Pia groaned as she stretched. “I don’t know how you’re all so excited. I need at least twelve hours of sleep and a massage.”

“You need an exorcism,” Angelo muttered.

Isabella rolled her eyes. “Just be at the restaurant on time. No disasters.”

Pia gasped in mock offense. “How dare you.”

Angelo simply yawned, already walking away. “Sleep. Before I murder someone.”

With that, they all went their separate ways, collapsing into their beds with the satisfaction of another shift complete and an adventure waiting in the afternoon.

The group gathered at a seaside restaurant in Xlendi Bay, the waves gently lapping against the shore. The sun was high, the sky a perfect blue, and the food was already on its way.

Jonny and Isabella arrived first, grabbing a table outside. Mario and Valentina arrived soon after, hand in hand. Valentina was an attractive woman in her late forties, her dark hair streaked with silver, her sharp eyes filled with amusement. Strong-willed but warm, she was the kind of person who commanded respect without demanding it.

“You’re late,” Jonny teased as they sat down.

Valentina smirked. “I'm married to Mario. Of course, I’m late.”

Mario rolled his eyes. “She likes to pretend she doesn’t love me.”

Pia and Angelo arrived next, Pia looking effortlessly stunning as usual. Jonny tried not to stare.

“Alright, let’s see this mystery chest,” Valentina said after they’d ordered their food.

Jonny carefully placed the metal box on the table. The swastika on the top gleamed faintly in the sunlight, the intricate lock mechanism still securely in place.

Valentina ran her fingers over the metal, her brow furrowing. “This isn’t just any lock. It’s German precision at its finest. Whoever built this knew exactly what they were doing.”

Mario leaned in. “Can you open it?”

Valentina exhaled, shaking her head. “I can try. But this will take time.”

After finishing their meal, they made their way to Valentina’s watchmaker shop, a cozy little space filled with intricate clocks, delicate gears, and half-finished projects. The air smelled of oil and polished brass.

Valentina set the chest on her workbench, adjusting her magnifying lenses. “Alright. Let’s see what we’ve got here.”

For hours, she worked meticulously, studying the lock, testing different methods. Mario assisted her, the two of them moving in sync, exchanging ideas in a language of their own.

Pia, growing impatient, leaned over Jonny. “You think they’ll be done before we all die of old age?”

Jonny smirked. “Depends. Do you plan on causing any disasters in the meantime?”

“Not on purpose,” she said sweetly.

Eventually, Valentina let out a satisfied hum. “Got it.”

The group held their breath as she turned the final piece of the mechanism. With a soft click, the lock disengaged, and the chest popped open slightly.

Mario grinned. “I knew you’d get it.”

Valentina wiped her hands. “Of course. I’m a genius.”

Jonny lifted the lid carefully. Inside, nestled in protective cloth, was a leather-bound book. Its cover was marked with a faded swastika, and its pages looked old but well-preserved.

Isabella carefully picked it up, running her hands over the worn leather. “It’s some kind of map book.”

Kira leaned closer. “But look... it has a keyhole.”

Indeed, the book was sealed shut with a small metal clasp, and in the center was a tiny, delicate keyhole.

Jonny sighed. “Looks like our mystery just got a lot more complicated.”

Pia pouted. “I hate cliffhangers.”

Mario chuckled. “Welcome to history.”

The group stared at the book, their excitement mixed with anticipation. They had uncovered a secret lost for decades, but there was still more to unravel.

And they were just getting started.

—-
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THE REST OF THE DAY passed in routine—at least as routine as life could be for Jonny Walker and his crew. After their discovery at Valentina’s shop, they went their separate ways, each lost in thoughts about the book and the key they needed to open it.

That night at the bakery, the usual banter filled the air, though there was an undeniable undercurrent of anticipation.

Pia, kneading a mound of dough, sighed dramatically. “I don’t see why we couldn’t have just broken the book open.”

Isabella shot her a sharp look. “Because we’re not barbarians.”

“I don’t know,” Jonny smirked. “Pia does have a point. A crowbar would be much faster.”

Pia gasped, hand to her chest. “Finally! Someone recognizes my brilliance.”

Angelo grunted as he pulled a tray of ftira from the oven. “Brilliance? You once got your hair caught in the dough mixer.”

“That was one time!” Pia huffed.

Kira, busy decorating pastries, chuckled. “You mean last week?”

Pia pouted, then turned to Jonny. “You wouldn’t let them bully me if you truly cared.”

Jonny grinned. “Pia, I’d protect you from a hail of bullets, but not from the truth.”

Angelo, smirking, leaned on the counter. “Speaking of bullets, maybe Jonny should sit this dive out. He’s not exactly been lucky in avoiding getting shot lately.”

“Ha ha,” Jonny deadpanned. “That’s the best thing about diving—nobody’s shooting at me.”

Yet.

As the night shift wound down, their conversation kept drifting back to the U-boat. The excitement was undeniable. The mystery of the book, the hunt for the key—this was exactly the kind of adventure Jonny lived for.

By the time the sun began to rise, they were all exhausted, but the anticipation of the next day kept them buzzing.

The next morning, they gathered at a café near Mġarr Harbour, the smell of fresh coffee and pastizzi filling the air.

Jonny and Isabella arrived first, grabbing a table outside. The morning was warm, the sea breeze gentle, and despite the lingering fatigue from their night shift, they were both in good spirits.

Pia and Angelo arrived next, Angelo muttering under his breath about how he was only coming to supervise Pia.

“You do realize I am a certified dive instructor, right?” Pia said as she sat down, flipping her hair dramatically.

Angelo scoffed. “And yet, somehow, disaster follows you everywhere.”

Jonny smirked. “It’s like having an adventure magnet around.”

Kira and Mario arrived soon after, Mario carrying his camera bag, already eager to document their dive.

“Do you think we’ll actually find the key?” Isabella asked as she sipped her coffee.

Jonny leaned back, stretching. “It has to be somewhere on that sub. If the captain kept it in a safe, he must have had a way to open it.”

“Unless it’s at the bottom of the ocean,” Angelo grumbled.

Pia rolled her eyes. “Don’t be so negative. Today’s going to be amazing. I can feel it.”

Jonny chuckled. “Let’s just hope your feeling doesn’t involve the sub collapsing on top of us.”

With their breakfast finished and their excitement barely contained, they gathered their gear and headed toward the boat.

Today, they were going back to the wreck.

And with any luck, they’d be one step closer to unlocking the secrets of the past.

—-
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THE WATERS AROUND THE sunken U-boat were eerily still as Jonny and his team descended once more, their torches cutting through the murky depths. The submarine, now partially reclaimed by the sea, loomed ahead like a ghost from another time.

Inside, they resumed their search, weaving between rusted metal and long-forgotten remnants of war. It was slow, methodical work—sifting through debris, checking compartments, and prying open corroded drawers.

“Remind me why we’re looking for a tiny key in an entire U-boat again?” Pia asked over the comms.

“Because you insisted on coming,” Angelo deadpanned.

“I mean, wouldn’t it be easier to just break the book open?”

Jonny sighed. “Pia, for the last time—”

A sudden clang interrupted him.

“Oops,” Pia muttered.

Jonny turned to see Pia upside down, her flippers flailing as she struggled to free herself from a rusted pipe she’d somehow gotten wedged between.

“Oh for—Pia, how?” Angelo groaned.

“I tripped!”

“We’re underwater!”

Jonny swam over, shaking his head as he helped her untangle herself.

“You’re a dive instructor?” Kira asked, amused.

“Shut up,” Pia grumbled.

As Jonny was about to make another remark, his torch caught something glinting in the dim light. He froze, moving closer.

There, slumped in a corner, was a skeletal figure still clad in the tattered remains of a Kriegsmarine uniform. Around its neck hung a chain, and at the end of it, a small, heavily corroded key.

“Found it,” Jonny said.

The others quickly gathered around as he carefully retrieved the key. It was rusted but still intact, the metal worn down by time and the sea.

“This better be it,” Angelo muttered.

“Only one way to find out,” Isabella said.

With their prize secured, they made their way back to the surface, their excitement building with every meter they ascended.

Returning to Xlendi, they made their way to Valentina’s workshop, where she was already waiting, eager to see what they’d brought.

Mario placed the key on her workbench, and she peered at it through her magnifying glass. “It’s in bad shape, but not beyond saving.”

Carefully, she began the delicate process of cleaning the key, removing the worst of the corrosion before placing it in a strengthening solution.

“It needs at least twelve hours,” she said. “Any sooner, and it might break when you try to use it.”

Jonny sighed. “Figures. Another night shift before we can open that damn book.”

Pia grinned. “More time to speculate wildly about what’s inside!”

Jonny rolled his eyes. “Wonderful.”

That night, the bakery was filled with the usual chatter, but an extra layer of excitement buzzed in the air.

Jonny stood by the oven, expertly sliding trays of golden-brown loaves onto the counter. “So, what are we thinking? Treasure map? List of Nazi sympathizers? Hitler’s lost diary?”

Pia gasped dramatically. “What if it’s a spell book?”

Angelo scoffed. “Jaħasra, if it was a spell book, you’d have accidentally turned yourself into a toad by now.”

“I would not,” Pia huffed.

“You turned your oven mitts into charcoal last week,” Isabella pointed out.

“That was... unrelated.”

Mario chuckled. “My money’s on a map. Nazis loved hiding treasure.”

Jonny smirked. “Speaking of hiding things, we all know where Angelo’s hiding his real passion.”

Angelo narrowed his eyes. “Don’t start.”

Pia grinned. “Oh, you mean his love for Inter Milan?”

Angelo grumbled, shoving a tray into the oven. “At least I don’t support Juventus.”

Mario feigned offense. “I will not stand for this slander.”

Jonny laughed. “AC Milan is the only logical choice.”

“Bah, logical,” Angelo scoffed.

As the football debate raged on, Kira slid up beside Jonny, handing him a cup of coffee with a sweet smile.

“Here, you must be tired,” she said softly.

Jonny grinned. “Gracias, Kira.”

Pia immediately appeared on his other side, dramatically leaning against him. “Ohhh, Jonny, let me get your coffee next.”

Kira’s eyes narrowed slightly. “He already has one.”

“Oh, but Jonny loves my coffee.” Pia fluttered her lashes.

Angelo sighed. “Here we go.”

Isabella, watching from the other side of the counter, clenched her jaw. “Really?”

Pia smirked. “What?”

Jonny, wisely sensing the growing tension, took a big sip of coffee and changed the subject. “So, Valentina said twelve hours, right? That means by lunchtime tomorrow, we finally find out what’s inside.”

Pia grinned. “Exciting, isn’t it?”

Isabella folded her arms. “I just hope we can get through lunch without any more drama.”

Jonny chuckled. “With this group? Not a chance.”

As the shift wound down, the anticipation was almost unbearable. Tomorrow, they’d open the book.

And whatever was inside... could change everything.
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​Chapter Five - Shadows Over Berlin
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Beneath the streets of Berlin, in the basement of a historic yet unassuming building, a group of men gathered around a long wooden table. The air was heavy with cigar smoke, the scent of aged whiskey, and the quiet hum of tension. These men, powerful and ruthless, were the remnants of an old dream—the Reich reborn.

At the head of the table sat Otto Reinhardt, a man in his early fifties with silver hair slicked back like polished steel. His piercing blue eyes, sharp and unrelenting, surveyed the room. To his right, Klaus Meisner, an industrialist and financial mastermind, swirled his whiskey in contemplation. Across from them, Helmut Krüger, a former Bundeswehr colonel, exhaled smoke through his nose, his fingers drumming against the table.

They were the leaders of Neue Reichsbrüder, "New Empire Brothers"—a clandestine organization dedicated to restoring Germany to its former glory by any means necessary.

Reinhardt cleared his throat, silencing the murmured conversations. "Gentlemen, we have a problem."

Meisner smirked. "Just one?"

The room chuckled, but Reinhardt remained serious. "Funding is drying up. Our weapons stockpiles are insufficient. And our attempts to acquire further resources have met... resistance."

Krüger leaned forward. "Then we must change our approach. We have sleepers in government, men in finance, influence in the underworld. What we lack is capital. Without it, the Reich will remain a dream."

Reinhardt nodded. "Which brings us to why we are here. We may have found a solution." He gestured toward Erik Wöhler, a younger man with a sleek, modern appearance, the kind of man who thrived in the digital world. "Erik?"

Wöhler leaned forward with a smirk. "Our cyber operations are progressing. We’ve begun using cryptocurrency laundering, dark web dealings, even some state-backed cyber heists. The money will flow soon enough, but it’s not immediate." He flicked open his laptop, turning it toward the group. "However, we do have something immediate."

On the screen was a grainy surveillance image of a group of people at a dock in Malta. A man in his forties, rugged and fit, stood beside a striking brunette. Another image showed them on a boat, pulling up diving gear. The final image was of a chest, covered in rust but still bearing a distinct swastika.

Reinhardt’s eyes narrowed. "Who are they?"
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