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The late October afternoon filtered through the tall, dusty windows of the Rila Monastery's western wing, casting a pale, anemic light. Its rays, heavy with golden dust motes, sliced through the cold gloom and caressed the faded faces of saints whose stern eyes had witnessed centuries of prayer and silence. The air was thick, saturated with the cold breath of ancient stone, the sweet scent of old beeswax, and the faint, sharp odor of rotting wood. Here, in this section closed to visitors, time had ceased to flow.

Dr. Kera Petrova did not feel the chill seeping through her thin merino wool sweater. Her entire being was focused on the fresco before her—a 14th-century Christ Pantocrator, whose eyes followed her every move. Her hand, clutching a Rotring 0.5 mm mechanical pencil, moved methodically across the pages of her Moleskine notebook, cataloging the erosion of the lapis lazuli in the Savior's mantle and the specific peculiarities of the painter's technique.

Pigment has flaked off in the lower left corner, covering an area of approximately 15 square centimeters, she noted with a restorer's inherent precision. The plaster base remains stable, but slight bulging is evident due to moisture.

But this was merely the facade, the academic discipline masking her true purpose. Her thoughts were not on the canonical images of martyrs. They were on the heretics. On those whose names had been erased, whose books had been burned, and whose faith had been declared a diabolical plague. The Bogomils.

And more specifically, on one man—her great-grandfather Nikola Petrov, a historian from Sofia University, whose career and reputation were crushed by the Communist regime in 1953 because he had dared to claim in his monograph, The Bogomil Doctrine and Its Roots, that Bogomilism was more than mere peasant superstition. That it was a complex system of knowledge, a key to something lost and deliberately erased.

Kera stopped writing and closed her eyes for a moment. The image of her great-grandfather surfaced in her mind—a tall, wiry man with piercing blue eyes, as she remembered him from the sole surviving photograph in the family album. The picture was taken in 1952, a year before his arrest. He stood before the entrance of the Boyana Church, his small leather satchel tucked under his arm, with the expression of a man who knows he is on the right path but also knows this righteousness will cost him dearly.

You weren't just a scholar, Nikola. You were seeking atonement for something. But for what?

For Kera, this was not merely a scholarly expedition. It was a pilgrimage. A search for answers that neither her family nor official history were willing to give her.

She opened her eyes and ran her fingers over the cold, rough surface of the wall—a gesture she had begun almost unconsciously every day since she started working in this wing. It was a ritual movement, a search for an anomaly, a rupture in the familiar. Her "superpower," as she jokingly told her students at New Bulgarian University, wasn't in reading ancient texts, but in pattern recognition—in symbols, in architecture, in the silence between words.

Her fingers slid over the coarse stone and suddenly stopped.

Right beneath her hand, behind a thin layer of newer plaster, the surface felt different. Smoother. And colder. A coldness emanating from within, unnatural for the rest of the masonry.

Words echoed in her consciousness, torn from the yellowed pages of her great-grandfather's diary—a small, dark blue "Georgi Bakalov and Sons" notebook with faux leather covers, the only item of his to survive the confiscation.

September 15, 1952. Rila Monastery, western wing. Conversation with Father Metodi. He knows more than he says. Mentioned the "cold stone"—places where the Bogomils hid their secrets. Not under altars or in gold. Seek where the faith has grown cold.

Her heart leaped. Blood roared in her ears, drowning out the millennia of silence.

This could be a coincidence. Condensation. A different material used in some later repair.

Her rational mind, the mind of a scholar with a doctorate in medieval history, tried to find a hundred logical explanations. But instinct, fueled by a decade of family obsession and thousands of hours spent poring over her great-grandfather's notes, prevailed.

Kera looked around. The wing was empty—the long corridor with its cells sank into shadows and silence. From afar came the muffled noise of the restoration team—scraping and quiet conversation in Italian, but they had finished their work here for the day. They wouldn't return before morning. She was alone.

She opened her canvas bag—a practical, workmanlike gift from her mother for her graduation—and took out her set of tools. A fifty-gram restorer's hammer with a fine, hardened steel tip. A small chisel with a beechwood handle. A natural bristle brush for dusting.

Her heart was pounding so hard she feared someone might hear it despite the emptiness. With careful, practiced movements, honed during her specialization in Rome, she began to chip away at the plaster. Each strike was measured, sure. Fragments of dry mortar fell silently onto the stone floor, scattering like fine snow.

Beneath the plaster, a stone was revealed. Its color was different—more reddish than the surrounding gray limestone, with sharper edges, set into the masonry in a way that disrupted its ancient structure. Someone had placed it here later, perhaps centuries after the monastery's construction. Someone who had wanted to hide something.

Her fingers, still in the leather work gloves, found a small gap along the stone's lower left edge. She set aside the hammer and strained with her whole body. The stone didn't budge. Kera bit her lower lip—a childhood habit when concentrating. Adrenaline chased away the last trace of chill.

She tried again, wedging the chisel's tip into the gap and using it as a lever, bracing it with the palm of her other hand. The muscles in her shoulders tightened to the breaking point. With a grating screech that echoed like a groan in the silence, the stone gave way.

She shifted it aside. Before her gaped a narrow, dark cavity in the heart of the wall—a niche no larger than a shoebox, carved into the massive structure.

The draft from within carried a breath of antiquity and dryness, of metal, and something else indefinable.

There, folded in a piece of coarse hemp cloth, turned to ashen fragility by time, lay a hidden object.

It wasn't a book, as she had hoped. It was a lead cylinder—a massive, dense scroll the thickness of a wrist, sealed with wax that had long since lost its color, becoming a grayish-yellow alloy. Symbols were engraved on the surface of the lead—not Cyrillic letters, but something older, more peculiar.

With trembling hands, Kera extracted it from the cloth. It felt unusually heavy for its size—at least a kilogram, maybe more. Its coldness pierced her leather gloves, holding within it the winter of the centuries. The metal had the dull sheen of old lead, and as she turned it toward the meager light from the window, the symbols on it gleamed.

This is no ordinary find, her great-grandfather's words sounded in her mind. This is the proof. The vindication he sought his entire life.

In that moment of pure elation, a distant noise reached her ears—footsteps and the muffled chatter of workers returning for forgotten tools or a final check. Men speaking Italian. Panic, cold and sharp, pierced Kera.

Without a moment's hesitation, she shoved the solid scroll into her large canvas bag, replaced the stone as best she could, and with a few quick kicks scattered the plaster fragments into the shadows at the base of the wall. The cover-up was clumsy, but in the half-light, it wouldn't be noticed, at least not immediately.

She was seized by a strange mix of feelings. The thrill of the discovery still simmered in her chest, but it was now tinged with a primal, inexplicable fear. She was gripped by the sensation that she hadn't found a key to the past, but had opened a door that was meant to remain locked forever.

Her knuckles white, gripping the handle of her bag, Kera Petrova left the wing and hurried down the monastery's cold stone corridors. The soles of her shoes tapped softly on the flagstones. The solidity of the object in her bag offered both comfort and threat. The weight of the history she finally held in her hands.

As she passed the porter's tower and stepped out into the cold October air, she allowed herself to breathe more deeply. The parking lot was almost empty—just her white Škoda Octavia and two tourist buses preparing to depart.

She had no way of knowing that fifteen hundred kilometers away, in a sterile, silent room deep beneath St. Peter's Basilica in the Vatican, a single red light blinked on an otherwise dark screen. The ancient lead scroll was wrapped not only in cloth but also in a thin layer of the radioactive isotope Cesium-137, with a half-life of 30.17 years—harmless in such quantities, but easily traceable by satellites and specialized detectors.

The silent alarm, dormant for centuries, had finally been triggered. The Guardians had been notified.

In the underground room beneath the Vatican, the monitor displayed the coordinates: 42°08'04.8"N 23°20'22.4"E. Rila Monastery, Bulgaria. The system status changed from "AT REST" to "ACTIVE TRACKING."

The time for silence was over.
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The silence in Kera’s laboratory was palpable, lying over the sleeping city of Sofia like an intoxicating fog. It was past midnight, and the lights on the other floors of the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences building had long been extinguished. Only here, in her office under the roof, the cold blue light from the monitors fought with the warm golden glow of the desk lamp.

The place itself was a living contradiction: beneath the high ceilings from the socialist era, with their massive plaster cornices and worn oak parquet, was gathered the most modern equipment the academic budget could afford. There were microscopes with digital cameras, a spectrometer for material analysis, climate-controlled chambers for conservation, and three monitors whose fans hummed almost imperceptibly in the nocturnal silence like mechanical hearts.

Kera sat before the workbench, clad in a sterile lab coat and thin nitrile gloves. The lead tube lay before her on an anti-static mat—ancient and enigmatic, resembling an object from another world. The metal had darkened with age, but its integrity seemed unbroken. Once opened, however, it would never be the same again.

She activated the specialized diamond-blade saw—an instrument with a blade as fine as a hair, designed for delicate work with fragile materials. The motor's whirr was barely audible against the backdrop of the other equipment. Carefully, with a hand that did not tremble despite the adrenaline coursing through her veins, she began to cut through the seam at the tube's base.

The lead yielded softly under the diamond tip. Kera worked slowly, conscious that the slightest error could destroy the contents. She had seen enough documents ruined by haste or carelessness—entire layers of history, lost forever due to a single careless moment.

When the last particle of the seam separated, she set it aside and peered into the opening. Inside, she could see something pale—parchment, rolled into a tight scroll. With long archaeological tweezers, she carefully extracted it.

The material was astonishingly well-preserved. The vellum had that creamy-white hue of something that had never seen sunlight or moisture. The lead casing had preserved it as if in a time capsule, protecting it from the destructive effects of the centuries.

She placed it under the specialized LED lamp for conservation work—a cold light with a precisely measured spectrum that wouldn't damage the ancient pigments. Then, holding her breath, she began to slowly unroll it.

The first few centimeters revealed something unexpected. No text. No lines of ancient letters. Instead—lines. Complex, intertwined lines that formed...

What is this?

Kera leaned even lower over the parchment.

Her mind, accustomed to analyzing visual structures and seeking hidden patterns in data, began by habit to process the image. In the center stood out a figure that at first glance resembled a stylized tree, or perhaps two serpents entwined. But something about the proportions, about the mathematical rhythm of the curves...

Her heart skipped a beat.

It was a double helix.

The structure, familiar to her from hundreds of scientific papers and diagrams. The shape of the DNA molecule, depicted with astonishing accuracy. But that was impossible! This document was over eight hundred years old, and the structure of deoxyribonucleic acid hadn't been unraveled until the mid-twentieth century.

She stood up and took a step back, trying to regain her sober judgment. Maybe I'm imagining it. Maybe my drive to find connections between antiquity and modern science is making me see patterns where none exist.

But when she returned to the microscope and magnified the image, her doubts scattered. Along the entire length of the helix, dozens of smaller symbols were drawn. Some indeed resembled astronomical signs, but from a system she didn't recognize. Others were clean geometric shapes—circles, triangles, complex polygons. In their arrangement, one could sense a logic, a mathematical sequence that betrayed a deep knowledge of some natural process.

And then her gaze caught something else. Something that disrupted the harmonious arrangement of the diagram. At seven points along the length of the helix, much larger and cruder symbols were imposed. Unlike the others, which seemed a natural extension of the structure, these were forced upon it. They resembled massive iron hoops or wax seals, constricting the helix and breaking its rhythm.

Kera moved the lamp closer and stared at the first symbol. A stylized chalice, from which liquid poured out.

Baptism.

Her pulse quickened. The next one—a hand placed on a head, with a droplet of liquid above it.

Chrismation.

The third—a fish and a round object... right, bread.

The Eucharist.

One by one, with growing astonishment and horror, she recognized all seven. These were the ancient, archaic depictions of the Holy Sacraments of the Christian Church. But here they were not symbols of blessing or a path to grace. They were presented as obstacles. As shackles, restraining and suppressing the helix.

She recoiled from the microscope and leaned against the wall, her thoughts buzzing in her head like a furious swarm. This can't be a coincidence. It can't be a random artistic fancy.

The structure was too distinct, the symbolism far too deliberate.

With trembling hands, she activated the digital camera on the microscope and began methodically capturing the entire diagram, sector by sector, at the highest resolution. Each image was transferred to the powerful workstation, where specialized software immediately sprang to life—comparing the shapes with thousands of databases, searching for matches in historical archives, analyzing the geometric ratios.

But while the algorithms calculated, her consciousness had already pieced the puzzle together.

This wasn't a medieval allegory. Nor a theological debate clothed in symbols. It was a scientific schematic. A diagram of a biological process, understood and mapped with stunning detail, beyond the grasp of medieval knowledge.

The message was chilling in its clarity: The Holy Sacraments of the Church were not a path to spiritual salvation. They were a mechanism of control. For suppressing something inherent in human nature itself.

Adrenaline surged through her veins—sharp and invigorating. Her great-grandfather, Nikola Petrov, had been right. The Bogomils turned out to be far more than just another medieval heresy. They had uncovered a biological truth that the official Church had striven to erase at any cost.

But even he hadn't imagined the scale. This wasn't just about religious doctrine. It touched the very essence of humanity. Epigenetics. Gene expression. The way external factors could alter gene activity.

She returned to the keyboard to record her initial observations. Every sentence was charged simultaneously with the feverish excitement of discovery and the cold discipline of a scientist. This was the discovery of her lifetime. It would overturn everything.

Her hand reached for the phone on its own.

I need to call Professor Alistair Finch.

Her mentor from the University of Amsterdam was the only one who could comprehend the scale of what had happened. With his profound knowledge of religious history and his subtle understanding of modern science, he was the ideal confidant.

Her fingers were already dialing the international code when something flickered at the edge of her vision. She looked up towards the laboratory door, but the corridor beyond the glass partition was swallowed by darkness.

It must be the fatigue. I'm imagining things.

She lowered her gaze to the phone again, but somewhere deep within her, a cold sensation of danger rose—an ancient instinct whispering that she wasn't alone.

There, in the corridor's darkness, beyond her field of view, the motion sensor had blinked once—a brief, red flash that the darkness swallowed again, leaving behind only one question: who else knew?
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Deep within the heart of the Vatican, far from the gilded halls and the whispers of tourists, existed a space that belonged to no single century. Here, no Gregorian chants echoed, nor was the fragrant scent of incense present. The air was filtered, cold, and silent, filled only by the low, almost imperceptible hum of latent power.

Cardinal Valerius's office was a cathedral of minimalism. The walls were of dark glass, which at that moment served as black mirrors, reflecting the room's only furniture: a raw steel desk, polished to a sheen, and a single chair. Overhead, light diodes tracked his ocular movements, ready to activate any of the screens embedded within the walls.

Valerius himself, dressed in a simple black cassock, sat before the desk, hunched over two sources of knowledge. In his left hand, clad in a thin leather glove, he held a parchment manuscript—a copy of Irenaeus of Lyons's Against Heresies. On the tactile screen embedded in the desk before him glowed a complex molecular diagram of a protein chain. To him, there was no difference between the two. In both the ancient text and the modern biochemistry, he saw the same thing: symptoms of an ancient Gnostic virus, threatening to infect the very soul of humanity.

The Cardinal focused on a specific passage from Irenaeus, where the Alexandrian bishop described how the Valentinian Gnostics claimed to possess secret knowledge of the divine's true nature. They lay claim to a knowledge that surpasses even that of the Apostles, Valerius thought, tracing the words with a finger. That was precisely how the modern heirs to this heresy behaved—convinced that their biological "modifications" brought them closer to God, rather than distancing them from His true will.

The protein chain on the screen resembled a complex mandala—beautiful, hypnotic, and profoundly dangerous. Valerius knew that somewhere within those molecular bonds lay the code the Bogomils had called the "Divine Seal"—a biological mechanism allowing chosen individuals to attain states of consciousness unknown to ordinary people. The Church had condemned it as demonic, but Valerius knew the truth: it was technology, left behind by a civilization so ancient that even the Bogomils did not fully understand what they had inherited.

The silence was broken not by sound, but by light. In the periphery of one dark wall screen, a small icon pulsed: a stylized cross, fractured at its center. The symbol of the Congregatio pro Soterologia—the unofficial organization within the Curia that Valerius had built over the past fifteen years. The signal was subtle, yet commanding.

The Cardinal did not look up. Only the fingers of his right hand slid across the desk's glass surface. The system recognized the motion and triggered the "High Priority" protocol.

The icon expanded, filling the screen. A photograph appeared of a woman with piercing, resolute eyes, slightly disheveled hair, and an expression of utter concentration—Dr. Kera Petrova. Beside her picture, her file loaded: a concise, professional summary of an academic career. "Paleographer," was noted in the "Mission Code" field. Specialist in medieval manuscripts, New Bulgarian University, currently on temporary assignment at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences. Granddaughter of Nikola Petrov—the historian who had vanished in the Stalinist camps along with his dangerous discoveries.

And beneath it all, brief and clear, was the report from their source in Sofia. The source's name was hidden behind the codename "John the Baptist," but Valerius knew it was Father Metodi from the Rila Monastery. The old monk had passed information to Kera's great-grandfather back in the late forties, and now, seventy years later, his successors at the monastery continued to serve The Congregation. The report contained just three words: "The artifact is found."

Valerius's face remained a mask of calm neutrality. There was no triumph, no surprise. Only a confirmation of the inevitable. All these years, searching for the remnants of the Bogomil "library," he had known that one day someone would find what Nikola Petrov had hidden. The question was whether The Congregation could recover it before the information became public.

With another fluid motion of his fingers, he initiated an encrypted video link. The signal was directed to coordinates somewhere in the Saxon Switzerland mountains, where one of The Congregation's training bases was located.

The wall opposite him came to life. The image was slightly flickering, transmitted from a camera mounted on a tactical vest. The screen showed the face of a man around thirty-five. It was streaked with sweat, cutting clean trails through the grime on his cheeks. He was breathing heavily, but his eyes were calm and focused. They held the unsettling clarity of a man who had replaced doubt with purpose.

Anton Dragoshevich, known in The Congregation's circles as "The Hunter," was in the midst of a harsh training labyrinth. Behind him, the figures of targets were visible, some still dripping paint from weapon impacts. Some were made of cloth and straw, others of ballistic gel mimicking human torsos. All bore flawless hits to vital organs.

Valerius's words were quiet, even, devoid of any inflection—the words of a surgeon giving pre-op instructions.

"Anton, it is time. Sofia. The target is 'Paleographer.' Primary objective: secure the manuscript. Secondary: no witnesses."

Anton listened to the instructions without moving. Through all his years working with Valerius, he had learned to read between the lines. "No witnesses" meant exactly that—the target had to disappear along with everything she knew. This isn't murder, he thought. This is a cleansing intervention, meant to save humanity's soul from a plague.

"What is the timeframe?" he asked quietly.

"By tomorrow morning. Your plane from Dresden departs in forty minutes. You will receive the detailed briefing in the air."

Anton asked no further questions. He merely gave a single, sharp nod. A drop of sweat trailed from his temple and splattered onto his tactical vest.

"It will be God's will," he replied, and his words carried not submission, but a righteous fire. For him, this wasn't a job. It was a mission.

With a flick of his wrist, Valerius terminated the connection. The screen became a black mirror once more. The Cardinal turned slightly in his chair and looked toward another wall, which had until then remained dark. The eye-tracking system registered his movement and automatically triggered the cartography module.

A huge, stylized map of Europe appeared on the wall. A small dot in the heart of the Balkans pulsed with a faint, purple light—a single drop of blood on black satin. Next to it, real-time information appeared: "Hunter-One: In transit to target. Time to contact: 6 hours 23 minutes."

The brief, intense interruption was over. The weapon had been deployed—a flawless instrument, homing in on its target. Valerius felt the familiar, almost liturgical satisfaction he experienced every time he sent Anton on a mission. The man was his greatest achievement—a former Serbian commando, transformed into a perfect instrument of divine will.

The Cardinal returned to his desk. His gaze drifted from the ancient manuscript to the protein chain. The problem would be resolved within hours. And he could continue his work—the quiet, patient physician tending to humanity's sickness.

For the first time that evening, Valerius's lips curved into something resembling a smile. Not from cruelty, but from deep religious conviction. The Bogomil heresy had survived for twelve centuries, hidden in ancient manuscripts and secret lore. This night would be its end.
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Her phone vibrated in her palm – Alistair Finch's name lit up the screen. Kera stared at the device, her last anchor to a normal world: a world of university meetings, academic debates, and worries about whether some article would be approved for publication. Her finger slid across the glass surface to accept the call.

And then she heard a sound that froze her in place.

It wasn't the phone's ringtone. It was a dry, distinct click – the sound of an electronic lock disengaging.

In an instant, all the lights in the laboratory died. The fluorescent tubes above her head hissed and went dark, the monitors flickered and switched to backup power, and the vast room plunged into a ghostly half-light. Only the bluish glow of the screens and the red diodes of the emergency lighting cast dancing shadows on the walls. The monotonous hum of the ventilation, which she never paid attention to, cut out, and the room was filled with a deafening silence.

Kera clutched the phone like a talisman. An instinct, honed to a razor's edge by hours of nagging anxiety, screamed in her mind. Her gaze locked onto the laboratory door – the same white door she had opened thousands of times. Now, however, it looked ominous, a portal to something unknown.

Before her mind could assemble a coherent thought, she caught a second sound. Barely perceptible, but crystal clear to her hearing, sharpened by fear. A soft click in the lock mechanism. It hadn't been forced. It had been opened with expertise.

The door swung open slowly and silently, but behind it wasn't the familiar sterile corridor, but something entirely different. Silhouetted against the meager light from outside were three figures – not human beings, but humanoid shadows. They didn't enter the room. They slipped into it with the movements of predators entering their territory.

The figures wore black tactical gear that seemed to swallow the light. Ballistic masks hid their faces, revealing only their eyes – cold, calculating, scanning the room with mechanical methodicalness. The long barrels of their weapons, equipped with suppressors, moved in perfect sync, sweeping every corner of the laboratory. They didn't move like soldiers. They moved like phantoms.

Time stretched to infinity. Kera felt her muscles locking up in an attempt to merge with the shadows, to become invisible through absolute stillness. Her mind, capable of navigating the most complex theological debates and reconstructing entire philosophies from the fragments of ancient texts, collapsed before this primal, brutal reality. This wasn't an intellectual puzzle solvable through analysis and deduction. This was death, clad in tactical gear and armed with a purpose that brooked no discussion.

The leader of the group – taller than the others, with an authoritative gait – stepped forward without a sound.

His eyes, visible through the slit in the mask, fixed on her with the sharpness of a laser beam. Without looking away, he raised his weapon – slowly, deliberately – and aimed it squarely at her chest. It wasn't a threat. It was a sentence.

Just in the moment she realized these were her last seconds of life, the window behind her exploded.

The glass burst inward with a deafening crash, scattering thousands of sharp shards like a deadly blizzard. Icy night air rushed into the room, carrying the smell of wet asphalt and city smog. Through the jagged opening, with the agility of a big cat, a figure swung in.

This man wore no uniform. He was dressed in dark, functional clothing: a black tactical shirt, dark blue pants, and combat boots. Unlike the masked men, his face was exposed. It was rugged, with sharp, Anglo-Saxon features, carved by an experience not gathered in university lecture halls.

His eyes – cold, gray eyes – took in the situation with a single, calculating glance.

He didn't see a threat. He saw a task.

David Mason had arrived.

A struggle ensued, devoid of cinematic drama. There were no heroic shouts, no deafening gunshots to rip through the night. The only sounds were the muffled hiss of suppressors, followed by the dull thuds of bodies colliding, the crunch of bone, and the clatter of shattered glass on the floor.

Mason didn't fight in the conventional sense. He dismantled the situation with methodical and ruthless precision. He wasn't stronger than his opponents – they were younger, bigger, better armed. But he was faster, more agile, and possessed something they couldn't match – a decade of experience in turning any space into a battlefield.

With one fluid motion, he toppled a massive microscope stand onto the nearest opponent. The metal sank into the man's shoulders with a wet, sickening thud. Knocked off balance, he crumpled, his weapon clattering across the floor.

In the next instant, Mason was already gripping a broken metal panel from the shattered equipment – simultaneously a shield and a weapon. With it, he deflected the bullets of the second attacker while relentlessly closing the distance between them.

Kera's laboratory – her sanctuary of order and scientific strictness – had become an arsenal, where every instrument, every piece of furniture, every object became a lethal tool in his hands.

Through the veil of terror that gripped her, a single instinct managed to prevail.

The manuscript. The priceless Bogomil text, the cause of this entire nightmare.

She lunged for the work desk, snatched the parchment, and pressed it against her chest in a desperate attempt to shield it with her body. Her hands trembled uncontrollably, and she almost dropped the priceless scroll.

Mason had already neutralized two of the assailants. One lay motionless under a pile of wrecked apparatus, the other writhing on the floor, clutching his shattered wrist.

But the third – their leader – didn't succumb to the chaos. Anton Dragoshevich had seen enough battles to know when to change his approach. He paid no attention to Mason. His task was clear and specific. Kera Petrova and the manuscript had to be eliminated. No witnesses. No traces.

He raised his weapon with unshakable confidence, aiming not at the new opponent, but directly at Kera's head. She was the easier target. She and the document. One single bullet and the mission would be over.

Mason deciphered his intention from his stance, from the way he took aim. Without a second thought – thought was a luxury he couldn't afford – he lunged forward. Not toward Anton, not in an attempt to disarm him. He lunged toward Kera.

He slammed into her with all his might. She tumbled to the floor like a rag doll, the air forced from her lungs in a painful gasp. The sharp pieces of glass dug into her palms, but she barely felt it. Before she could react, could comprehend what was happening, an iron grip clenched the collar of her sweater and dragged her across the floor, through the debris and scattered documents.

"The manuscript!" A piercing shriek tore from her throat as she tried to protect the text she still clutched to her chest.

"You have it?" Mason growled without slowing his pace. His tone was businesslike, utterly devoid of sympathy. This wasn't a chivalrous gesture. It was the extraction of a valuable asset from a combat zone.

He dragged her toward the shattered window, glass crunching beneath their bodies. For a moment, she saw Anton adjusting his sight, compensating for the changed angle. The expression behind his mask was calm, focused. A man doing his job.

But Mason was faster and better prepared. With one hand, he pulled a small device from his belt – it looked like a pistol, but with a wider barrel. He aimed it through the window at the roof of the opposite building and pulled the trigger. A quiet hiss was heard, and a steel grappling hook with a thin, strong cable embedded itself into the concrete cornice with a sharp metallic ring.

"Hold on," he uttered, but it didn't sound like advice. It was an order.

Without any warning, without a moment for preparation or consent, Mason grabbed her around the waist, pressed her against him like an inanimate object, and leaped into the void between the buildings.

Kera's scream was lost in the rush of the night wind as they swung over the dark chasm. The icy air whipped her face, the manuscript slipped from her fingers, and the ground spun far below their feet. She closed her eyes, unable to bear the sight, and tried not to think about what would happen if the rope snapped or the anchor gave way.

The last thing she saw, before the horror consumed her and she lost consciousness, was the silhouette of Anton Dragoshevich, standing motionless in the frame of the shattered window, silently watching as his target disappeared into the night over Sofia.
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The tires screeched against the wet asphalt. Mason grabbed Kera's elbow in an iron grip and pulled her into a dark alley where an old white Opel Astra was parked between two dumpsters. The car looked like it was on its last legs—caked in mud, with scratched doors, no side mirrors, and a broken headlight. The perfect cover for the night streets of Sofia.

"Get in!" he ordered, opening the passenger door.

Kera instinctively recoiled. After everything that had happened in the last twenty minutes, any semblance of trust had evaporated. But the distant wail of sirens and the memory of the ice-cold eyes of the man choking her made her slide inside. Her fingers were still clutching the Bogomil manuscript—her only link to reality in this nightmare.

Mason slipped behind the wheel and shut his door with a dull thud. For a moment, the only sounds in the car were Kera's ragged breathing and the approaching sirens heading toward the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences building. He leaned forward, pulled a thin-bladed knife from his jacket pocket, and with a few deft movements, pried open the plastic casing under the steering column.

"What are you doing?" she asked, breathless.

"Securing us transport," he replied without looking up from the bundle of wires.

His movements were quick and practiced—clearly not his first time hotwiring a car. A green and a red wire touched. The engine coughed once, then roared to life with a reluctant growl. Mason revved the engine until the sound settled into a steady rumble and shifted into gear. The car jerked forward, slamming Kera into the seatback.

He drove aggressively yet with control, navigating the narrow downtown streets. Every turn was calculated, every maneuver deliberate. Kera watched as his eyes constantly darted between the mirrors, his hands turning the wheel with the confidence of a man who had driven hundreds of times in high-stakes situations.

"Who are you?" she finally asked once she caught her breath. "And don't give me that 'your savior' line again. I want the truth."

Mason ran an orange light, overtaking a bus in the middle lane.

"My name is David Mason. I work as an independent security consultant."

"Security consultant?" she repeated with irony. "You just stole a car!"

"I retrieve items whose owners are reluctant to part with them voluntarily," he clarified in a flat tone. "In your case, I was hired to acquire the manuscript you're holding."

His words hit her like an icy wave. She pressed the parchment even tighter against her chest.

"You're a thief! You came to steal my work!"

"Not exactly," Mason replied, wrenching the wheel sharply left to avoid a truck pulling out of an alley. "My client was very specific. They didn't want a copy or photos. They want the original. And they insist on remaining anonymous."

Kera stared at him with mounting horror. Everything was falling into place in the worst possible way.

"Who hired you? Who were those men who attacked me?"

"Can't answer the first one. My contract has a confidentiality clause. As for the second..." He paused for a moment, glancing in the rearview mirror, "they're mercenaries. A team specializing in wetwork. I recognize their style."

The blood froze in her veins.

"Why did they want to kill me?"

"Because you're the only one who can decipher that thing," he said, nodding toward the manuscript. "And because someone doesn't want that to happen."

At that moment, two bright headlights flashed in the rearview mirror. A black Audi A6 emerged from a side street behind them and began accelerating, ominously silent.

"Perfect," Mason muttered and floored the accelerator.

The old Astra surged forward, its engine screaming in protest. Mason wrenched the wheel right, and the car slid into a narrow alley between two apartment blocks. The tires squealed on the wet asphalt, and Kera gripped her seat, clutching the manuscript so tightly the parchment began to crumple.

The black Audi followed about fifteen meters behind, its engine almost silent even at high revs. Mason jerked the wheel hard left, forcing the car through a gap between buildings that was far too narrow. The sides of the Opel scraped against garbage bins but managed to squeeze through.

"Who are they?" Kera shouted over the roar of the engine.

"They call themselves 'The Ghosts'," Mason answered, cutting into traffic on Tsarigradsko Shose Boulevard. "Their leader is a former Serbian commando. Anton Dragoshevich. Extremely dangerous."

He made a sharp maneuver across two lanes, overtaking three cars at once. Behind them, the black Audi mimicked the move, but even more aggressively, not bothering with turn signals.

"How do you know them?"

"Run into their work before," Mason replied grimly. "They work for an organization that doesn't like leaving witnesses."

He swerved sharply right onto one of the city's exit arteries, leaving the center heading for the highway. The light was red, but he didn't slow down, instead squeezing through a narrow gap between two buses.

"Listen to me carefully," he said, performing another impossible maneuver to bypass a line of cars. "As long as we have this manuscript, they won't give up. They'll chase us to the ends of the earth if they have to. Our only chance is to keep moving and stay one step ahead."

Kera looked in the rearview mirror. The black Audi was still following, but the distance had increased. Its driver was obviously good, but Mason was better.

"What if I just give them the manuscript?" she asked desperately.

"Then they'll kill you to make sure you never reveal what you've read," he replied coldly. "And they'll kill me because they know who I am."

With one last, daring maneuver, Mason turned into the industrial zone near Mladost, where rows of warehouses and factories provided countless places to hide. He killed the headlights and stopped in the shadow of a large hangar, letting the engine idle.

The black Audi sped past on the main street without spotting them. Mason waited a full two minutes before turning the headlights back on and smoothly pulling back onto the road.

Soon, they were leaving Sofia behind. The city's lights faded into the distance like a distant, yellowish glow. The Trakia Highway stretched before them like a black ribbon, flanked by dark fields and the occasional glimmer of village lights.

Kera sank back into her seat as the adrenaline slowly drained from her body. She studied the profile of the man beside her—the firm jaw, the focused eyes, the hands holding the wheel with assurance. Then she stared out into the darkness ahead.

The life she had known had ended the moment that monster had burst into her lab. Now she was a fugitive, dependent on a dangerous man whose motives she didn't understand, carrying a secret apparently worth more than a human life.

In her hands, the Bogomil manuscript lay silent and still, but she felt not so much the parchment in her grasp, but the weight of the knowledge hidden within it. Knowledge someone was willing to kill for.
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The hotel room on the third floor of the Hotel Central was steeped in the smell of stale cigarette smoke and disinfectant with a hint of lavender. The dark veneer furniture was a relic from the eighties, and yellowish damp stains blotched the corners of the wallpaper. Anton Dragoshevich had chosen this place not for its comforts, but for its anonymity—one of those forgotten nooks in the heart of Sofia where you paid in cash and no one asked questions.

He sat on the room's only chair, his back ramrod straight. Before him, on a clean cotton cloth he’d brought in his bag, lay the disassembled parts of his Zastava M88A—a Serbian weapon he knew better than his own breath. Every movement of his hands was economical, perfected through countless nights in barracks, in the mountains of Kosovo, in the hidden camps of The Congregation across Saxon Switzerland.

The soft, methodical clicking of the oiled metal was the only sound in the room, broken only by the muffled noise of traffic from Vitosha Boulevard below. He felt neither the fatigue of the long day nor the bitterness of failure. Those emotions belonged to his old life—the life before he had knelt before Cardinal Valerius in the gloomy hall of the Saxon Switzerland castle and begged absolution for his sins.

On the cheap laminated table beside him, a Dell laptop cast his calloused hands in a cold, blue light. The screen displayed a map of Bulgaria with a zoomed-in image of the area west of Sofia. A red dot blinked every two seconds, crawling slowly along the road to Pernik. The GPS transmitter he had attached beneath the woman's Toyota's rear armor was working flawlessly.

Anton finished assembling the weapon with one final, distinct click and set it aside. He picked up the small, encrypted Motorola earpiece from the table and fitted it into his left ear. He pressed the single button on the compact transmitter. The connection was instant—the signal routed through three servers in different countries before reaching its recipient.

Cardinal Valerius's words were clear and cold, as if coming not from Rome but from the next room.

"Report."

Anton stood up out of habit, though no one could see him.

"The manuscript has not been secured, Your Eminence. A third party intervened during the operation. A man with military training. American, likely former military or a mercenary."

"Describe the contact."

"Male, around forty. Approximately one hundred eighty-five centimeters tall, weighing about eighty-five kilograms. His movements are those of a special forces veteran. He recognized our ambush tactics immediately and organized a defense. He was armed with an HK416 and wore full combat gear."

A silence settled on the other end of the line. Not an angry one, but a calculating one. The Cardinal was analyzing the data, recalculating the variables in his grand game.

"Was the woman with him?" the question finally came.

"Yes. Kera Petrova. She remained unharmed and retreated with the American."

"Did you lose them?"

A faint shadow of a smile touched the corners of Anton's mouth. It was the smile of a man who perceived divine providence even in the chaos of failure.

"No, Your Eminence. The Lord has granted us an opportunity for something more valuable. I placed a GPS tracker on their vehicle during the retreat. They are currently moving west of Sofia."

Another pause, this one shorter.

"Good," Valerius said, and that single word contained a world of approval. "Do not let them out of your sight. I want detailed reports on their every movement, every meeting, every conversation. Do not intervene until you receive orders. We want them to lead us to their entire network. To everyone who knows about the manuscripts."

"Understood, Your Eminence."

"And Anton..." the Cardinal's tone grew even more subdued, almost a whisper. "This failure may prove to be our greatest blessing. If the woman is truly a descendant of Nikola Petrov, she will lead us straight to the Bogomil legacy."

"God's will, Your Eminence."

The connection severed as abruptly as it had been established.

Anton left the immaculately assembled weapon on the table and stood. He walked to the window overlooking the sea of lights of the sleeping city. Pulling the thick curtains aside, he looked down at the boulevard. He could make out the late-night pedestrians, the taxis, the neon signs of the shops. But his thoughts were far from this cacophony. He saw a world gnawed by heresy. A world in need of his merciless mercy.

He recalled the woman's face in the laboratory—the spirited, resolute face of Kera Petrova. She did not know what she carried in her blood, the threat posed by the knowledge she had inherited. She did not understand that the Bogomil heresies, hidden within the ancient manuscripts, could shake the very foundations of the true faith.

But he understood. And he would stop her.

Then, with a slow, deliberate movement, he stepped back from the window and knelt on the worn blue carpet beside the bed. He clasped his hands before his chest, but this was not a prayer in the usual sense. It was a report to the Almighty.

He did not pray for forgiveness for the failure—the failure was a trial, a lesson, a path to greater wisdom. He prayed for the strength to bear the responsibility he had undertaken. For the patience to wait for the right moment. For the purity of divine wrath that would allow him to complete his sacred mission.

The rest of the "Ghosts" team had long been dead, fallen in various conflicts over the years. He was the last. The last of the sinners granted a second chance. And he would not squander it.

When he rose, his gaze was clear and unwavering. On the table, the laptop screen still showed the moving red dot. The hunt was beginning anew.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 7


[image: ]




Deep within the heart of the Bosnian mountains, sheltered behind impenetrable spruce forests and stone ridges that even the most modern satellites struggled to distinguish from natural rock formations, the community lived on as a living embodiment of human tenacity. Here, at fifteen hundred meters above sea level, where the air was thin and frigid even in summer, time flowed according to its own, long-forgotten laws.

The great council hall was the heart of the community—a space steeped in the centuries-old history of generations. Massive pine beams, blackened by the smoke of countless fires and aged to the dark hue of mahogany, crisscrossed beneath the high ceiling. Each one bore the memory of the men who had hewn them with their own hands four centuries ago.

Along the walls, carved into the very wood with the patience of generations, were symbols weaving a complex tapestry of meaning. Intertwined serpents, embodying the wisdom and danger of knowledge. Stylized suns with fourteen rays—the number of completion in Bogomil cosmology. Geometric figures—circles within squares, triangles within hexagons—reflections of the secret language of the manuscript they had sworn to protect.

The air in the hall was saturated with a mixture of scents. It smelled of burning beech from the hearth, of damp wool from the rugs woven by local women, and of something deeper—the aroma of ancient wood, layered over the ages. But in one corner of the room, this ancient world clashed sharply with modernity. Several monitors bathed the nearest walls in a cold, blue light, and the quiet hum of servers mingled with the crackling of firewood. Cables snaked discreetly across the floor, hidden beneath traditional rugs yet still visible to a careful eye—arteries of information within the body of ancient wisdom.

This was the paradox of the Guardians—a millennia-old mission conducted with the tools of the twenty-first century.

Elena Radojčić stood before the central hearth, her back straight and defiant of her seventy-three years. The flames cast dancing shadows across her face, etched with a chronicle of decades of vigil. Every wrinkle was a map of anxieties, every crease by her lips a memory of a fateful choice made in the name of their mission. Her eyes, though laced with the webs of time, were clear and sharp as mountain crystal, holding a perceptiveness that neither the years nor the responsibility had managed to dim.

She was the living memory of the community, the last bridge to a past the others knew only from legends. She held in her mind the names of all who had sacrificed themselves for the mission, the faces of those who had renounced ordinary lives to guard the secret. She knew every word from thousands of pages of ancient documents, every detail from the accounts of the consequences when knowledge was revealed to the unprepared. She was a witness not only to the history, but to its price.

Milan, the man in charge of communications—a forty-year-old technician with prematurely gray hair and eyes weary from endless hours before screens—had just uttered the words they had all feared for decades. He sat before the largest monitor, his hands still trembling over the keyboard in a silent hope that if he retyped the message, it would change.

"The message from our observer in Bulgaria is confirmed."

His voice, usually quiet and cautious, now rang in the unnatural silence of the hall like a funeral bell.

"The Teacher's manuscript has resurfaced."

They knew this day would come. All of them knew it. But when it finally arrived, it found them unprepared, divided, confused by their own fears and contradictions.

An oppressive, crushing silence filled the room. It was not a silence of respect or contemplation, but of fear—a primal, animal fear of what their grandfathers and great-grandfathers had described as the very essence of annihilation. The older members of the community bowed their heads, broken by the invisible burden suddenly laid upon their shoulders. Some crossed themselves, others whispered prayers in languages the world had forgotten. Their centuries-old debt was summoning them once more, and they realized most of them would not live to see its end.

Elena felt the tension in the room swell, the air buzzing as if before a storm. Every breath was an effort, every movement an ordeal. And just as the silence threatened to suffocate them all...

A single word shattered the grim stillness—clear, bold, and filled with a fire that refused to be quenched by the fear of the others.

This is not a curse, but a sign!

Stefan Božović rose from his seat in the back row. His movement seethed with an energy that barely fit within the confines of the room. He was young—thirty-four—but carried within him all the intransigence of a generation raised on tales of greatness but which had never experienced the horror that had spawned it. His tall frame towered over those seated, his shoulders squared with a pride the elders immediately recognized as dangerous. His eyes—dark, almost black, a legacy from his Serbian great-grandfathers—burned with the flame of a visionary who had waited too long for his moment.

"The centuries of waiting are over!" His words echoed off the wooden walls, bold and confident. "We have hidden in the shadows like cowards long enough, while the world suffers in ignorance! It is time they learned the truth that has been hidden from them!"

Elena turned slowly, with a controlled grace that masked the storm in her breast. When she looked at him, her eyes held not anger, but something worse—the disappointment of one who had placed her hopes in the wrong heir.

"You do not know what you are talking about, boy." She said it quietly, but each of her words was weighted with the experience of decades. "You do not remember the consequences. You have not seen the faces of people when knowledge drove them to madness. Our vow is to protect humanity from this 'truth,' not to push it toward ruin."

Stefan took a step forward, his hands clenching into fists. His tone held a contempt he didn't even try to conceal.

"Protect them?" he sneered, and his laughter sounded bitter in the silence. "Or keep them in chains? We are the descendants of those who sought to free humanity from the shackles of ignorance, and we have become its jailers! Cowards hiding from our own history!"

The word echoed in the room like a blow—jailers. It was an accusation that split the community along lines that had been festering in silence for years.

Elena felt something break inside her. A pain, as deep and ancient as the mountains around them, flashed in her eyes. When she spoke, her words were quiet, but they contained the entire burden of memories that Stefan could never bear.

"You are a child playing with a fire that has consumed worlds." She laid out her words one by one, like stones in a mosaic of pain. "We remember, Stefan. We remember the times when knowledge was revealed indiscriminately. We remember the chaos and madness that followed. We remember those who took their own lives to escape what they had learned. Our vow is sacred precisely because it is consecrated with innocent blood."

She stepped toward him, her gaze locked on his eyes.

"We will find the manuscript. And we will destroy it, as should have been done long ago."

Stefan looked at her with contempt etched into every feature of his face. In that gaze was not merely disagreement, but something deeper—a complete denial of everything she represented.

"If you lack the courage to use it..." he said slowly, and his words sounded like a whisper, more sinister than any scream, "...we do not."

He turned to the room, his gaze sweeping over the faces of those present and settling on the younger members. They looked at him not with the fear of the elders, but with admiration and hope. In his anger, they saw a promise of change. In his drive, a path to the greatness they had only heard tales of. In her wisdom, they perceived only timidity and a refusal of their sacred duty.

One by one, silently and without ostentation, the younger men and women rose. Their movements were confident but not hurried. This was not a sudden impulse—it was a choice that had been maturing within them for months, perhaps years. They did not glance at Elena, they did not utter words of farewell. Their eyes were fixed on the back of their new leader, who promised them not security, but upheaval.

Stefan turned toward the door with a deliberate theatricality that escaped no one. His forged boots—military issue, a remnant from his service in the Serbian army, Elena noted—clattered on the wooden floor with the rhythm of a march.

The door slammed shut behind the last of them—a girl barely twenty, the granddaughter of one of the founders. The crash echoed in the room and faded, leaving behind a silence more oppressive than any before.

The schism that had been smoldering for years beneath the surface of polite conversation and restrained disagreements was now out in the open. The Guardians of Silence and the Whisper Bearers had set out on their separate paths, each side convinced of its own righteousness and ready to fight for it.

Elena remained by the fire, surrounded by her few loyal followers—faces as old and weary as her own. Milan, the technician, still stood before his computers, his face pale in the blue glow of the screens. Old Petar, who could still remember their grandfathers. Maria, the healer, who had devoted half a century to caring for the community. Twelve people in all, down from the forty-three there had been that morning.
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