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FOREWORD
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One afternoon in 2000, I returned from watching Mission: Impossible II. I went directly to my laptop with one-half screen (the other an iridescent display of cracked LCD) and began typing out a book. I wanted to write a book with superb cinematography and incredible action sequences. Over two years the book came together and remained in spiral bound A4 printed format on my library shelf. When I discovered Scribd I uploaded the manuscript and promptly forgot about it. Then, years later, in 2010, I was shocked to discover that Ingram — as I had named it — had some 800+ views and an average rating of 4.5. Realising its potential, I brought it down and a friend introduced me to a publisher. They liked the first chapters and within a month — after frenzied rework to align the book with the times and tie up hanging subplots — I was on my way to publishing my debut novel, now renamed, Haunted.

I asked an ‘established’ writer to guide me with publicising Haunted and remember this bit of the conversation:

'What is the book on?'

'It's a thriller, and —'

'Oh, nobody reads thrillers, nobody will read your book.'

I'll accept somebody who has read Haunted saying this, but to not read and say it?

Good, I didn't listen to him. 

Haunted went on to be praised by every reviewer inside and outside India. It was tremendously encouraging and vindicating. Within a year, I'd finished my second thriller, and then two years later, my third. 

In 2015, I began working on a book that would bring the action home, to India. And Kirk Ingram was supposed to make a cameo. But then he took over the book and it felt nice to work with him again, like a visit from an old friend. The plot lined up and though the action didn't lead home, Diablo fell into place as a solid action thriller. 

Come 2017, returning from a holiday to Italy and I was bursting with inspiration for the third Ingram thriller. I'd been toying with this exciting idea of what happens to Ingram after the events of Diablo and finally, against the backdrop of these structures dedicated to Christendom, I had a way to neatly redeem my tortured hero and produce what I call Phase 1 of Kirk Ingram. I refrain from saying this wraps up the Kirk Ingram thrillers because God knows, I'd like to work with him again.

Here it is, readers. I'm certain it's going to knock the ball out of the playing field, I can feel it. 

This is dedicated to

#persistence, #keepwriting, #keepkeepingon, #ignorethenaysayers and to my family and my fans on Goodreads who've stuck with me all these years. 

Read on...


-  Douglas Misquita (2019)
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ACCOMPANIMENTS
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Spectre refers to places in ancient and modern Rome and Florence. So that you have the best experience, I’m putting out a few weblinks you could use to acquaint yourself.


-  http://pelagios.org/maps/greco-roman/ provided graciously by Jan van der Crabben, CEO & Founder, Ancient History Encyclopaedia, https://www.ancient.eu

-  Rome’s historic centre http://www.orangesmile.com/travelguide/rome/high-resolution-maps.htm and of course, Google maps

-  Civitavecchia port http://ontheworldmap.com/italy/city/civitavecchia/large-detailed-map-of-civitavecchia.html 

-  Exploring Santa Maria del Fiore at https://www.planetware.com/florence/cathedral-of-santa-maria-del-fiore-i-to-fd.htm

-  Florence’s historic centre http://www.orangesmile.com/travelguide/florence/high-resolution-maps.htm and of course, Google maps
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PROLOGUE
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Bethany, 2 miles from Jerusalem, 33 CE

The little boy yanked aside the drape over the doorway, poked his head into the house and announced in a breathless, excited voice, “The rabbi is here!”

At his words, a stirring rippled through the mourners who were gathered in the house. 

The sisters of the deceased regarded the boy; the elder of the pair muttered, “Now he comes!” 

Even whispered, she was unable to conceal the bitterness in her tone. While others would be reluctant to be so expressive, her frustration only revealed the comfortable relationship that the sisters shared with the rabbi. 

The younger was more understanding. She placed a calming hand upon her sister’s forearm. “He always has his reasons.”

The sisters had sent word of their brother’s illness to the rabbi days ago, entreating him to hurry to Bethany and be with them during their trying time. The messenger had returned alone with a reply that the rabbi would follow in a few days. The elder’s indignance was justified. She went outside, drawing her veil, shielding her eyes from the harsh sun. She looked toward a crest on the land, in the direction from where the rabbi would approach. 

She spotted the crowd the moment they topped the crest, led by the familiar figure. He was attired in a white, ankle-length tunic, and a brown mantle over his shoulders. Even from afar, his confident stride was distinct. The procession was joined by villagers, who were eager to be in his presence. A man such as he, who spoke with such profundity, wit and compassion; who assured them of the presence of God, was not without followers wherever he roamed. Some stayed by his side out of curiosity, others in hopes of witnessing the inexplicable deeds – miracles – that he had become famous for. It was rumoured that he detested the attention on that account and would not be goaded into performing his magic. It was also rumoured that the upholders of the Law were looking to make trouble with him, and so he had grown cautious. 

The rabbi spotted her waiting outside the house — within which he had fond memories of family and friends — and the serenity on his countenance cracked and dissipated. 

It was then that the elder sister felt guilty for thinking the rabbi had been detached from her grief. For, she saw that, unlike tradition when he would have been talking to his followers as he walked, it was clear that no sagely wisdom had been imparted that day. His entourage was trotting to keep up with his anxious, long strides. And when he was close enough for her to behold the worry and concern in his eyes, she was reminded that he was never detached from anybody’s worry. 

He only never let his emotions weigh upon those who were around him. His tribulations were his to bear... as he had so often told them.

In a voice filled with dread, he asked her, “Where... where is he?” 

He fears the answer.

Her grief overwhelmed her and with tears welling her eyes, the elder blurted, “If you had only come earlier, he would not be dead.”

At her affirmation of his deepest fears, he cast his eyes downward, unable to meet her gaze. She buried her head in his chest and sobbed. He held her, making his pain known to her. And in his embrace, she felt comforted, strong.

But not he, not immediately. Why did I delay? he wondered in an outpouring of doubt. Had he not gathered from the urgent message how ill her brother, his dear friend, had been? But the Voice had urged him to delay his departure. And as he had always done, for most of his life, he had heeded the Voice, believing that every deed, every word glorified the Father, even if it was not immediately apparent. 

He looked heavenward and seemed to draw strength from an invisible source. He felt his faith returning, and the words escaped his lips: “I am the resurrection and the life. Anyone who believes in me will never taste death.” When he finished speaking, her face was cupped in his hands, his eyes locked upon hers. He searched her face and asked, “Do you believe this?”

She did not comprehend, but she nodded. 

The drape parted and the younger sister was framed in the rustic doorway. Seeing her, the rabbi was inundated with a flood of emotion. A cry of grief escaped the younger’s lips and she threw herself into his embrace. He rested his chin upon her raven black hair, as her sobs were muffled by his chest. His eyelids fluttered and tears stained his cheeks.

His followers, who witnessed his fragility, stared at one another. Never had they witnessed this facet of his humanity. He requested something that was only audible to the sisters, but the elder’s response was clear, “It has been four days; there will be an odour.”

He raised his lips from the younger sister’s hair. “Take me to his tomb. Please.”

The procession that made its way over the winding, narrow path to the tombs was a solemn one. They walked in silence, even his closest disciples maintained a respectable distance. He held the younger, and more aggrieved of the pair, following the footsteps of the elder. Their sandaled feet stamped through the dust, the hems of their robes rustled and caught on, the dry shrubs lining the path.

Eventually, they stood before the tomb. The crowd fanned out, setting themselves up for a ringside view of whatever was unfolding. He was aware of their expectations and felt nothing like the performer they made him out to be. How he wished for this to be done away from the public eye. But it was destined to be witnessed by a multitude. A murmur shot through the gathering when he commanded, “Roll away the tombstone.”

Nobody moved. The elder sister made to repeat her concern about the decaying body, but a look from him stayed her. There was a fierce determination in his eyes. When nobody came forward, he stepped to the roughly circular tombstone and placed his calloused, carpenter’s hands upon its surface. He tested its weight and then put his full strength to it. The heavy stone did not budge; his sandaled feet slipped in the mud. Seeing his pitiable struggle, and shamed into action, his disciples lent their bodies to the task. Under their efforts, the stone rolled away accompanied by a deep rumbling. It gathered some momentum and they scampered out of its way.

The entrance to the tomb yawned, black and foreboding. The crowd adjusted itself to peer inside. 

He stood alone, before the portal. The sisters clung to each other. The disciples stood ready for trouble. This would not be the first time their rabbi’s deeds had resulted in a confrontation with the locals. They were accustomed to a hasty retreat.

He took a breath, and commanded loudly, clearly, “Lazarus, come out!”

Nothing. 

People exchanged glances; there was some snickering. The sisters were confused. Were they to be subjected to ridicule? One of the disciples was about to caution his rabbi when a gasp went up from the crowd. At first, the disciple thought that the scene was about to turn ugly, and spun to face the offender. Then he saw that a number in the crowd were gaping at the cave, hands were raised, fingers pointed. He turned to look...

And froze at the sight of the figure, clad in burial wrappings, stepping forth, from the darkness. The sisters were trembling on their knees, as were others. Some in the crowd shrieked in fright and fled, screaming at the top of their lungs. Others were watching hungrily and babbling among themselves. 

“We must leave,” suggested a disciple.

“Take him...”

“Get the women, too.”

“If word reaches the Temple...” The thought was finished by an ominous shake of the head.

The rabbi was oblivious to everything about him. He spread his arms in welcome, and the dead man — no, the man risen from the dead — walked unsteadily forward, encumbered by his bandages. They hugged each other, to the accompaniment of chanting of praises to God from a section of the crowd. If it was possible, it appeared that the crowd had swelled, people were crushing inward, desiring to touch the rabbi. The disciples formed a protective cordon around the embracing men, keeping the mob away, keeping a wary eye for Temple spies or Romans. 

They were so preoccupied with crowd control, that nobody witnessed the shudder that racked the rabbi’s body. He slumped, weakened from performing the miracle, and the risen man supported him gently. 

The rabbi rested his fevered brow on Lazarus’s shoulder. Nobody could have been aware of the thoughts running through his mind. He had done the impossible; what was hitherto only in the power of God. This singular act thrashed all his hopes of remaining inconspicuous. After this, there would be no stopping the inevitable. People would rally to him. The Temple priests, the Law, the Romans would be fearful of him disrupting the volatile peace that rested over Jerusalem. He saw his path vividly, and at the end, there was only... a horrible death.

Yet, he trusted, for if nothing else, he firmly believed that everything he did was for the glory of the Father. 
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Fufluna, Italia, March 325 CE

By afternoon, the sky was overcast, smudged with streaks of dirty orange. Dark clouds, pregnant with rain, hovered over the earth, threatening to burst at any moment, and break the respite from the morning’s deluge. The air was electric, rife with petrichor. Jagged forks of lightning lanced earthward like probing fingers. The sky flashed momentarily, thunder rumbling explosively across the countryside.

Flinching under the sound, the two horsemen urged their steeds faster, neither wishing to be caught in the open when the storm broke. The animals, which had been mercilessly ridden by their masters during the interruption in the storm, snorted and foamed at the mouth. Their breath fogged like mini-geysers from the exertions of galloping in slush. Clods of muck were kicked back by their glistening hooves. 

Also playing on the riders’ eagerness to arrive in town, was a mysterious summons, received late the previous evening, from the trecenarius — the senior-most centurion — of the Praetorian Guard unit they had belonged to. 

Constantine had arrived in Roma and declared himself sole emperor, unifying the east and west ends of the Empire. His contestant, Maxentius, had ingloriously drowned in the Tiber under the weight of his body armour. Aware of the double-edged sword that was the Praetorian Guard, the new emperor set upon the task of disbanding the Guard for being complicit in the attempted coup d’etat. He had personally overseen the razing of Castra Praetoria. In addition to the prefects and tribunes, only select high-ranking officers from the Guard were retained in administration across the provinces. Wisely, Constantine recognised their influence was invaluable to the cohesiveness of the empire. 

The riders’ trecenarius was one such wily commander, who had worked his way into the favour of Constantine’s court. A summons from this man for two of his most trusted soldiers heralded something.

Perhaps, they dared to dream, a reinstation of the elite office was in the offing.

The coastal city of Fufluna came into view. On the fringes of the city, on Via Aurelia, they passed an immense earthen-dome-shaped tumulus.

Named for the Etruscan god of wine, Fufluna had come into wealth on the wine industry. It had been spared conflicts with the Sicilians by its southern Etruscan neighbours, and thus, continued to thrive. Its strategic location upon the sole natural harbour in the Gulf of Baratti allowed Fufluna to become a major Mediterranean trade point, dealing in the production of bronze from the nearby ore-rich Colline Metallifere; and taking over iron smelting from nearby Elba. When the city came under Roman governance, it continued to hold on to its industrial and strategic importance, and its wealth. 

The riders arrived in Fufluna just as the first big drops of rain splattered the earth. The otherwise busy streets were deserted because of the imminent storm. The riders were thankful for the loneliness because it afforded them secrecy. They navigated streets that led them through a squashing of insulae, past temples, public squares. Lightning cast the streets into stark illumination and threw heightened shadows on the walls of the inns that they rode past. Yellow lights glowed from stained windows; they heard occasional raised voices in inebriated song or conversation, and the music of lyres and lutes. The clip-clop of their horses’ hooves reverberated as they splashed through puddles. At one point, they had to detour around a slag deposit from a nearby foundry. Sounds from within the structure indicated that the inclement weather had done nothing to afford the workers a holiday. Black smoke spewed from the chimneys of the foundry, its surrounds were distinctly warmer. More turns through the maze of streets before they broke free of the sprawl and climbed to the acropolis, which saddled two hills. 

Their destination was the trecenarius’ domus, located within the acropolis. A cream-coloured, one-storey-high perimeter wall afforded the trecenarius with privacy. They dismounted, patting their horses in appreciation, clutching their cloaks tighter about the neck and bowing their heads against the downpour. The shops fronting the domus were shuttered because of the foul weather. One of the riders grasped the brass knocker, clenched in the maw of an angry lion-head, and rapped loudly. Their call was unheeded, and by the time they knocked again and elicited a response, their cloaks were water-logged, their tunics clung to their skin.

They were escorted by a loinclothed slave, who helped them shed their wet cloaks, and presented them with towels reserved for guests. Another slave assured them their horses would be sheltered and fed. As they towelled dry, the two soldiers looked around the lavish atrium. The marble flooring had an intricate decoration; wax busts of the trecenarius’ ancestors on pedestals adorned one side, leading to a sheltered cove in which stood the lararium. The impluvium in the centre of the atrium, open to the sky via the compluvium, was erupting in a frenzy, in response to the heavenly onslaught. Water dripped from the eaves into the courtyard, turning the atrium dangerously slippery. The domus was large, airy as befitting a man of the trecenarius’s social standing, and the wind and spray gusting into the atrium did nothing to keep them from shivering slightly.

Their observations were interrupted by the sound of sandals slapping against the marble and beheld a higher-ranking slave in a white tunic approaching them.

Still uncomfortable in their wet tunics, they relinquished the towels to the first slave. Their discomfort was not unnoticed, and the higher-ranking slave obviously had instructions, for he suggested, “The master is yet busy; you may warm yourselves by the fireplace.” 

The riders shared a look: whatever trecenarius Albus’ current political ambitions, he was a soldier at heart, and had not forgotten the nights he had weathered at the mercy of the elements, while on war campaigns. They gratefully accepted, followed the slave, skirting the impluvium, passing through a doorway, deeper into the house, leaving a trail of rainwater. Behind, the slave who had greeted them at the door produced a mop and silently went to work. 

The slave entered another room, with the guests close on his heels, when he came to an abrupt stop. The soldiers bumped into him, propelling him clumsily into the room. “I beg your pardon, my lady,” the slave apologised, recovering and bowing, making to retrace his steps, while simultaneously trying to usher the soldiers out. 

The soldiers saw that they were in the triclinium – literally, three couch room – where the family dined. On one of the couches reposed a beautiful woman, in an exquisite toga that flowed like water around her curves. A fire crackled in the hearth. A low table had been set up within easy reach of the woman, and upon it was a brass bowl laden with fruit. The woman swept a curl of hair from her face, popped a plump grape into her mouth and regarded the intruders as she bit into it. She raised a hand and said, “Are these the men my husband summoned?” She licked grape juice from her lips. The slave nodded, not looking her in the eye. The woman cast a sultry gaze upon the guests. “They have travelled far, offer them refreshments. They can wait with me.” She dismissed the slave with a flick of her hand. 

This was Albus’s wife, a woman whose beauty was rumoured to be unmatched among the wives of the Praetorians. Under her loaded gaze, both men felt a warmth rise within them. The rumours were not unfounded. It was only because Cato Plebius, the older of the two soldiers, was happily married to a woman he treasured more than his own life, that he could suppress the desire that engulfed him. Not so, Germanus, the junior of the pair. Cato could see that the woman had ensnared Germanus. When she said, “Come. Sit.”, it was a command neither could refuse. Her gaze tracked Germanus as the soldiers took the couch opposite her. 

Cato knew that Albus was guarded about his wife, primarily because of the embarrassing stories that her beauty had seduced many a stoic male, while her husband was on a battlefield afar. To be fair, Albus wasn’t entirely faithful and Cato had witnessed his transgressions first-hand. Now that Albus was more at home, it was apparent in his wife’s hungry expression, that her licentious freedom was constricted. 

It was a dangerous situation. For, to fall out of favour with Albus at this juncture would be unwise. Cato was wondering how he could subtly convey a warning to Germanus when Albus himself was framed in the doorway. The woman swept her gaze upon her husband, smiled warmly at him. Germanus blinked, as if emerging from hypnosis and Cato was in awe of her ability to appear so innocent. She did not rise. “Ah, dear husband, there you are. I was about to invite our guests to stay until the storm abates.”

Julius Albus was a stocky man with greying hair, attractive as a man who commanded power and influence, with a face that bore an expression of constant suspicion. His eyes moved from the two men, who had jumped to their feet, to his wife, before returning to Cato. “Come, Cato,” he beckoned. Then he answered his wife, “There is an inn nearby, I will dispatch a slave to make arrangements.” If his wife was unhappy, she masked it with an obedient smile. 

Germanus made to follow but at a tiny shake of Albus’ head, Cato stayed his companion. “Wait for me, here.” Germanus flushed with embarrassment. Cato followed Albus out of the room. 

A faint rustling of cloth; the fragrance of a heady perfume pervaded Germanus’ nostrils, and he turned to behold the prefect’s wife, standing uncomfortably near. “They have retired to my husband’s tablinum,” she informed him. He noticed a trace of a smile curled her lips seductively. “I imagine they will take enough time.” When her fingertips brushed his, Germanus lost self-control.
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San Joannus Abbey, Italian Alps, June 2017

Jovanni Rossi’s love for mountaineering saved his life. 

The previous afternoon, after partaking of a light lunch with his 28 brothers and sisters, he had shouldered a backpack, hefted his gear, and departed from the abbey. 

Of course, he did not have 28 siblings; but within the community, everybody was a brother or sister. They were related by the unique gift they possessed. Unique. That was how he had been told to regard himself by the wizened, and senior-most teacher at the abbey, Grandmaster Scusti. 

Though still referred to as an abbey by its residents, the building hugging the face of the snow-covered mountain in the Italian Alpi had long ceased to be inhabited by any religious order. 

It served as a school. The isolation afforded by the location provided the perfect environment for students to meditate, learn about, and most importantly, master the skills necessary to control their gift at will. 

One afternoon, Rossi had discovered an old journal of a former student in the library. The thin, leather-bound volume was dusty and cold, ignored in a cubby hole for centuries, probably. The script was elegant, and well preserved. Reading it, Rossi had felt a communion with the writer, a link that traversed time, uniting them in their love for the outdoors. The author had hand-drawn a trail that led behind the abbey buildings. Desiring a break from his training, Rossi had decided to explore the trail. That evening, he put forth a request to his teacher and was promised that it would be relayed to the council. The next day, the council had summoned Rossi. He had entered the long room with some trepidation. In his month at the abbey, he had yet to find a rule that forbade a break in the regimen. The council was chaired by Grandmaster Scusti. 

“Come,” Scusti had beckoned in a firm voice. When Rossi stood opposite him, he said, “I hear you wish to explore the mountain.”

“Yes, sir, you see, mountaineering is a hobby. A day is all I ask.”

The teacher dismissed his anxiety with a wave of a hand. Rossi noticed that the old man’s eyes were twinkling. “You may go, Mr Rossi, on one condition.”

“Sir?”

The teacher patted the leather journal. “To access the trail, you must go past the gate in the back of the abbey.”

“Okay...” He was aware of that; had inspected the door. It was thick and sealed a stone archway in the abbey’s courtyard. It was fastened by a bolt that looked as if it had been fashioned for a giant. The bolt was so thick that Rossi’s hand just about encircled it.

“That gate has been locked for centuries,” came the explanation, “The last person through that gate was the author of this journal.” The old man smiled. “You find the key that opens the gate, and you may go.”

“Find the key?”

In answer, Rossi was led to the deepest cellar of the abbey and shown a wall festooned with key rings. Each ring held a bunch of rusty keys. There were more than a hundred keys of varying shapes and sizes, age, and cuts. “All yours,” he was told with a challenging smile.

Rossi’s quest to locate the key that unlocked the portal in his free time became the source of much excitement in the abbey. Wagers were placed, and the faculty and students would often gather in the courtyard to watch Rossi running to the gate with a set of keys and try each of them. Some fit, but didn’t turn; some turned and then stuck, others snapped and he had to extricate them from the keyhole. On the third day, his tenacity paid off. After having tried several keys, Rossi was alerted to the very motion of the key mating perfectly with the contusions in the keyhole. It felt right. 

He looked at the small gathering of students watching him. Unusually, the wizened Scusti was also present. As if he had sensed somehow. 

Rossi returned his attention to the key, and with a breath twisted it. The lock needed to be cajoled into releasing its hold on the door. When it finally popped open, Rossi was rewarded with applause from his audience. The bolt resisted. Rossi disappeared into the diesel generator shed and returned with a dollop of diesel. He slathered it on the bolt and tried again. Three tugs and its rust flaked away; on the tenth heave, it slid open. With a poof, a cascade of dust, mud and grime, the door opened a crack, enough for Rossi to squeeze through.

Triumphant, Rossi had arranged to be on his way the following afternoon, ensuring to pack his camera, having recharged its battery from the only available electricity power strip in the generator shed.

He faced a narrow causeway atop a ridge, which connected the butte upon which the abbey sat, to the sweeping concave of the mountain face. Inhaling the cool, fresh mountain air, Rossi took the first fateful step. The trail was almost non-existent, the ancient markers, weathered to time. But occasionally, Rossi would spot a sliver of planking nailed into the rock. After three hours of careful trudging, he arrived at the precipice that had attracted him from the abbey. He would bivouac on the lip of rock, and set up for the dawn. 

He stood there, alone at the top of the world, and spread his arms, closed his eyes, humbled by the vastness and emptiness of the landscape around him. In the fading light, the Alpi marched away in all directions. To the south, and below him, was the abbey. He could see the spire of the chapel, the arches of the gallery that faced east, and the plume of smoke rising lazily from the kitchen. The abbey was a picture of tranquillity and union with nature. 

It was the place where Rossi had found acceptance, where he had discovered with immense relief that he was not losing his mind, where he hoped to find the answers to the disturbing visions that tormented his waking hours. 

From his perch, he could appreciate the colour of the abbey’s stonework, noting how it was perfectly camouflaged with the mountainside. Indeed, it would be very difficult, if not impossible, to spot the buildings from above. The only object that stood out boldly was an old, mint-green Fiat Moretti Camioncino pickup truck – the abbey’s only means of transportation – parked beside the generator shed. 

Rossi himself had found the abbey only because of very specific directions, and that too, after a point in his journey, one of the students had rendezvoused with him. He had been requested to switch his phone off to avoid being tracked. This, even though the mountains presented a blind spot in cellular service. After waiting three more days, during which the student ascertained that Rossi had not been followed, they commenced the final leg of the journey in the pickup truck. If Rossi doubted the pickup, he soon learned that it had been modified for the terrain. Its engine and tires were selected for climbing. The student had explained that one of the abbey’s former residents was a mechanic. The weight of supplies in the carrier bed did nothing to hinder the truck’s determined climb. They had reached the abbey by night. 

A shudder convulsed Rossi’s body. If the world found out about the abbey and the kind of people who studied there... he was fearful of completing the thought. But the answer came to him unbidden. 

Every one of them would be exterminated, or worse sequestered in some godforsaken facility to be studied or used. 

Just as it had always been, for Resurrectionists, through the ages.

Turning from the view, he unpacked his camera, affixed the zoom lens, set it within easy reach. He got a pot of water heated on a portable stove and brewed a herbal tea. As night fell upon the land, Rossi munched on a sandwich, sipped his tea, and fell asleep at the top of the world.

Dawn broke with a majestic performance put on by the sun. The mountains dazzled in the sunlight. After etching the sight in his memory, Rossi powered up the camera and began clicking. A mournful screeeee caught his attention. He raised his camera viewfinder to his eye and was so absorbed tracking the flight of a lone falcon that he failed to hear the first screams that emanated from the abbey.

It was only when Rossi heard a muffled explosion that he flinched and looked first toward the summit of the concave ridge. For a moment, he was alarmed when he saw loose stones trickle down the mountain face. Then his gaze swung to the abbey, drawn by what he had seen in his periphery.

A cloud of smoke belched out of the arches in the gallery and was quickly twirled away on a gust of mountain air. His first thought was that the abbey was ablaze. But before rushing to help, he needed to ascertain what was going on. To that end, he raised his camera to his eye and worked the zoom, searching for the source of the conflagration. Over the next few seconds, Rossi saw everything without his brain assimilating the optical signals. Only later, would he comprehend the events that unfolded in the lens of his camera.
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CHAPTER 3
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As the smoke cloud dissipated, five students ran into the gallery, terror writ on their faces. Giving chase, were two swarthy figures, brandishing swords. The pursuers wore unbuttoned sleeveless vests that exposed their wiry, muscular chests and arms. In the zoom lens, the tattoos that decorated the chest of the leading attacker were visible: a crucifix, a Star of David, a crescent moon, all obliterated with an ‘X’ scarring.

Rossi could only imagine the agony of the branding.

The lagging, stout female student pitched forward to her face, and lay supine, a sword sticking out of her back. The blade heaved with her dying breaths. Blood pooled under her, running in rivulets in the floor’s grouts lines.

The second assailant leapt over the student, swinging his sword viciously. At the cusp of its swing, the blade hacked off another student’s head. The head was swatted aside on the momentum of the blow, and it flew out the arched window of the gallery, bouncing off the stonework of the abbey, before lobbing on a rock and flying out into the valley, like a grotesque football. The decapitated body crashed to its knees.

The trailing assailant paused to pull his sword free from the female student’s back. The blade was wedged so deep that with the first tug, the body lifted off the floor. Then the assailant placed his boot upon the corpse’s nape for leverage and yanked the blade up. The corpse arched upward, the blade came free in a spray of blood. The tattooed assailant twirled the sword like a baton and took up the chase.

The hunters and prey were lost as they entered a section of the abbey at the end of the gallery, an elbow turn that spilt out to the inner courtyard.

But when Rossi panned his camera to the point of egress, only the assailants emerged, swords stained with blood... which left Rossi no doubt that the students had met a horrible death. 

Meanwhile, other areas of the abbey were under attack.

From the faculty living quarters above the gallery, two bodies were sent flailing out, plunging to their deaths, their screams diminishing. He could discern teachers resisting within, no match to the attacking force. In the courtyard, a massacre was underway. Students ran helter-skelter, rudely interrupted from their morning meditation exercises. Some fought bravely, but they were ill-prepared for the sword- and axe-wielding assailants. They were corralled and then squeezed inexorably by the pressing circumference of assailants. Smaller fights broke out as some students and teachers tried to flee, some falling to their knees and begging for their lives, but no mercy was shown. One resident was impaled upon the very portal that Rossi had opened, a lance quivering as it pinned the hapless body to the wood. Blades sang in the morning, issuing death upon contact. 

The plume of smoke from the kitchen chimney grew dense and black, in contrast to the frail tendril that usually emanated. A stronger blaze had caught within. The attackers had set fire to the abbey!

Students ran for the church taking Grandmaster Scusti with them, barricading the doors after them, leaving the less fortunate exposed. The slaughter on the steps of the church painted the doors in swathes of copper-red. One of the assailants stayed the execution of a student only to coerce the student to climb into the pickup, start her up, and use it as a battering ram. The church doors yielded without resistance and the truck continued onward into the structure. Three assailants entered after the battering ram, and less than sixty seconds later, only the Grandmaster came faltering out, his movements and countenance mired in shock. A pair of assailants in the courtyard blockaded his path. The old man spun in a confused circle, ending up walking toward the very church from which he had emerged. An axe came cartwheeling out of the church’s door and thudded into his chest. The old man flew with the impact, to land in a dying heap in the courtyard. The three assailants sauntered out of the church. The tattooed leader sneered as he approached the dying man and nonchalantly stepped on the axe, pushing the blade deeper into the entry wound, until the body stopped squirming. 

The assailants congregated in the courtyard, stepping over the dead bodies, their footwear leaving deep impressions in the soil, which had turned pliable because of the blood infusion. The tattooed leader issued orders. One man entered the generator shed, another entered the church, two others callously stacked the dead bodies. A few minutes later they regrouped in the courtyard, stood around the mound of corpses. A torch was lit and thrust into the bodies, lodging amid the tangle of limbs. With a whump the human flesh caught fire. 

Then, before Rossi’s transfixed gaze, the courtyard simmered like he was seeing it through a heatwave. He blinked this time, incredulous at the sight of ripples emanating through the courtyard as if the very air was undulating. And then...

Disbelieving, Rossi looked away from the viewfinder, rubbed the tense muscles around his eye. He looked back into the courtyard.

And there was nobody moving. 

The assailants had simply... vanished!

The generator shed and the church exploded at nearly the same time. The boom was loud and he instinctively ducked, falling on his butt into his bivouac, heard something crunch beneath his weight. Stonework and wood were vomited from the epicentres of the explosions. Ungainly fiery missiles struck the walls of the other structures of the abbey. Holes materialised in the masonry; the fire spread rapidly. 

The blast resonated in the natural amplifier formed by the mountain’s concave face.

The earth moaned. Rossi heard a distinct crack! He pivoted, staring at the ridgeline. And saw rocks heave.

Landslide.

The tremors grew pronounced as the mountain shed itself. Boulders dislodged themselves, gaining momentum. The cascade would engulf him in seconds. The mountaineer in him sprang into action. There was no time to set up a line and clamber down. He’d have to shelter under the precipice. 

The boulders rushed at him with a deafening roar.

Rossi stepped to the edge of the precipice, faced the oncoming avalanche, and lowered himself. Gripping the edge of the precipice, he could now sense – not see – what was coming at him, and that was scarier. Working hand over hand, he searched for protuberances and crevices in the rock. His head ducked beneath the level of the precipice just as the landslide reached him.

The shock was transmitted through the rock to his fingers which desperately clung on for dear life, to his hands and arms. Rossi scrunched his stomach, coiled his knees up, and gripped a knob of rock between them, adding to his anchorage. The landslide hammered the precipice, parting like a waterfall of rock, stone and mud, on either side. Rossi closed his eyes, focussing his energy on maintaining his grip and hoped the precipice did not shear away under the hammering. His arms trembled and his muscles were on fire from the struggle with keeping a fingertip-hold on life, against being sucked into the abyss by gravity. Rossi clenched his teeth and screamed.

His eyes were still screwed shut a few seconds after he realised that the landslide had ebbed. The roar still sounded in his ears, mud dust enveloped him, and he was still screaming. When he could finally feel no impact of the rocks on the precipice, he knew the immediate danger had passed. Sucking a breath against the pain that shot through his limbs, and careful that his grip should not falter from a muscle cramp, he released one hand, flexed his fingers, feeling relief that brought tears to his eyes. He stretched back and gripped a hold closer to the lip of the precipice. Only then, did he release his right hand, and work it through the relief process. Once he had movement in both arms, he released his knee-grip, uncurled his stomach, keeping his knees drawn in, and hoisted himself onto the rubble-strewn precipice. 

The mountain face had changed. Most of the snow cover had been carried away exposing swathes of brown and grey rock beneath. His bivouac was buried and irretrievable. He moved away from the edge, looked to the abbey. Part of the wall-structure had been demolished by the landslide, but their absence only brought the grim scene into focus: the dead bodies were still there. 

And that was his destination.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 4

[image: ]




Acropolis of Fufluna, Italia, March 325 CE

Albus plopped into a chair in his office. Cato, not wishing to soil the furniture remained standing and Albus did not bid him sit. The tablinum was adjacent to the atrium; rain drummed against a shuttered window. A small fireplace radiated a warmth which Cato welcomed. He inched toward it. Albus wasted no time with pleasantries, “Cato,” he asked with a heavy sigh, “what do you know about the Christians?”

The question caught Cato off guard. He took a moment before summarising appropriately, keeping Albus’ perspective on Christians in mind. 

“I know that they are a pestilence that is to be harshly dealt with.”

The great persecution of the Christians was something that Rome would not forget easily. Cato had been present at several spectacles in which scores of Christians (suspected or otherwise) were slaughtered at the hands of soldiers, mauled by animals from Asia Minor, or hunted as part of a blood sport.

“And of Jesus Christ?”

Cato needed to clarify, “The Christ? Their king?” Albus nodded, watching him closely. Cato felt the need to assert himself. “Sir, I assure you that –”

“You are not being accused, Cato. Please speak freely.”

In a guarded tone, Cato answered, “The Christ is regarded as their king, their messiah. He was a carpenter from Jerusalem. Whether he was a sage, a zealot or a true lover of peace cannot be ascertained. He was shrewd, knew what had befallen previous messiahs, and employed radical methods to gain support. Finally, he staged a riot at the Temple. That infuriated the priests and threatened their power. They arrested him, and Pontius Pilate gave the order for crucifixion as befits a seditionist.” He paused and Albus was anticipating his next words. “But Christian sect proclaims he rose from the tomb on the third day.”

“And what is your take on that?”

“A rumour vehemently perpetrated by his disciples. The man is dead. Another failed messiah.”

“I see.” Albus made a steeple with his fingers. “Cato, I am told that Constantine had a vision in Milan, and this same messiah, Jesus, promised him victory if he believed. Constantine believed. He is now the emperor. I do not know the degree of conviction in his belief nor the veracity of the events in Milan, but I know that the emperor is smart. What better way to unify this empire and bring others into the fold than by showing acceptance of the Christ and his followers?”

Cato was never a man who could tolerate a lengthy play on words. He was a man of action, accustomed to receiving orders and carrying them out. This parley was taking its toll. “Sir, why am I here?”

“Ironically, because of the very Christians that we so despise.”

“I do not follow.”

“The Christians believe that the Messiah alone has the God-given power to raise the dead to life.”

Cato scoffed. He’d seen enough of death in his tenure to know that it was impossible to raise the dead. “To think that such a feat can be performed is preposterous!”

Albus ignored the outburst. “You know of Centurion Scipio?”

Cato did. Centurion Felix Scipio Africanus, mighty leader of North African military campaigns. Following a crippling accident, Scipio had vanished into oblivion.

“Scipio has gone into business,” Albus said. Cato had heard the rumours. “He oversees a quarrying operation in the Colline Metallifere. There is an unverified report from Christian proselytisers, that among Scipio’s slaves, exists a person – not a Christian, mind you – who can perform such a feat.” Albus eyed Cato seriously. “If this is verifiable, then the Christian messiah is belittled. And Constantine’s grand unification scheme will fail. That is where you come in, my dear Cato.”

“If I may speak, sir?” Albus indicated that he could. “Are we on the side of the Christians, now?”

“We are on nobody’s side but our own, my dear Cato.” 

The rain had abated by the time Cato left Albus’s office, having spent more time beleaguering the details of his mission. He did not find Germanus in the triclinium, nor was Albus’ wife anywhere to be seen. The loinclothed slave appeared as if by magic and informed Cato that his companion was waiting in the atrium. Cato met Germanus by the door, where their horses waited. 

“What did the trecenarius want?”

“I’ll tell you,” Cato promised and looked skyward. The dark clouds had moved on, and the sun was making an appearance, with a promise to reward the remainder of the evening with sunshine. Cato sniffed the air, took the reins of his horse. “I believe we have accommodations nearby,” he said.

“There is a reputable inn, near here.”

“Lead on.” 

The two companions trotted down the road. Cato sniffed the air again. Then he commented, “Her perfume lingers on you.” When Germanus answered with silence, Cato warned him, “Be very careful; I cannot protect you from Albus.”
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Fiumicino Airport, Rome, June 2017

"FCO Tower, Axium twenty-three-fifteen, requesting immediate emergency landing thirty-four left."

"Axium twenty-three-fifteen, state nature of emergency, please." A five-second silence ensued, during which the air traffic controller at Rome’s Fiumicino airport spoke to another flight that was inbound, "Delta twenty-one-fourteen, I may need to put you in a holding vector to accommodate an emergency, standby."

"Roger, FCO tower, standing by, Delta twenty-one-fourteen."

"Passengers in immediate need of hospitalisation, Axium twenty-three-fifteen."

"Delta twenty-one-fourteen,” the controller hailed, “Emergency confirmed for thirty-four L, off your left, I will clear you later"

"Delta twenty-one-fourteen, roger; good luck."

The controller had no time to acknowledge the captain of Delta 2114 because she was already assisting the Ethiopian captain on Axium 2315. "Axium twenty-three-fifteen, plan ILS, thirty-four L, please."

"ILS, thirty-four L," came the confirmation.

"Twenty-three-fifteen, souls and fuel, please."

"Standby, Axium twenty-three-fifteen."

FCO Ground Control: “Attention! Emergency equipment respond to runway thirty-four L. Attention! Emergency equipment respond to runway thirty-four L."

FCO traffic control, approach: "Axium twenty-three-fifteen, you'll see some traffic on your 3 o'clock, he's clearing away for you."

"Thank you, for giving us some space, twenty-three-fifteen."

Emergency responder Truck 1: "Truck 1, FCO tower?"

FCO Ground control: "Go ahead, Truck 1."

FCO traffic control, approach: "Twenty-three-fifteen, when you can, souls and fuel, please."

"Standby, twenty-three-fifteen, a crew member is assessing..."

Truck 1: "Truck 1 and company waiting, over."

FCO Ground control: "Truck 1, Ground Control, wait at thirty-four L."

Truck 1: "Ok, Ground Control, we're moving."

"One hundred and ninety souls, we have seven in critical condition from a violent altercation, four hours of fuel, thank you for the responders, twenty-three-fifteen."

The controller looked at her peers in disbelief. Seven critical casualties from an onboard altercation? She needed to confirm. “Twenty-three-fifteen, you have seven critical casualties?”

"Roger, FCO tower, seven critical, Axium twenty-three-fifteen."

In all her twenty years, the controller had not heard of such a situation. Though everybody in the control tower was curious, it was not their job to probe. ENAC, the Italian civil aviation authority, would review the incident. Right then, the controller had to focus on getting 2315 safely on the ground. In a practised, inflectionless tone, she said, "Axium twenty-three-fifteen, calm wind, thirty-four L clear to land. Emergency responders on hand."

There was no response. 

Ground Control: “Truck 1, Axium twenty-three-fifteen is inbound with seven critical casualties.”

Truck 1: “Okay, control, we’ll be ready.”

FCO traffic control, approach: "Axium twenty-three-fifteen, I know you have a lot going on up there, I say again: emergency responders on hand, calm wind, thirty-four L, still clear, whenever you're ready."

A burst of static, then, "Axium twenty-three-fifteen, sorry, I’ve got my starboard engine acting up suddenly."

FCO traffic control, approach: "Anything else you want me to tell the equipment."

Car 20 out on the runway reported in, "Tower, from Car 20, thirty-four L is closed to other traffic at this time, clear for emergency landing twenty-three-fifteen."

Axium 2315: "FCO Tower, I'm going to bring her in for a full stop, and evacuate, okay? Just to be safe from that engine."

FCO Ground control picked up and relayed the message to the emergency responders, “Truck 1, Axium twenty-three-fifteen is reporting a faulty starboard engine. He’s going to do a full stop and evacuate, switch to one-two-one-point-six-five."

Truck 1: “Thirty-four-L, was that one-two-one six-five?"

FCO ground control: "Truck 1, affirmative, frequency one-two-one, six-five, when he lands. Car 20, keep an eye out for the starboard engine."

Car 20: "From the... ah... Axium?"

She rolled her eyes. Obviously. FCO ground control: "Yes, just be prepared for debris, Car 20"

FCO traffic control, approach: “Twenty-three-fifteen, you can talk to emergency on frequency one-two-one-point-six-five.”

Car 20: "Tower, I see him, oh, - " The rest of what Car 20 said was drowned in the scream of Axium 2315’s jets.

“Axium twenty-three-fifteen,” confirmed the captain. 

Truck 1: "Tower, Ground, Truck 1, smoke issuing from starboard engine."

The air traffic controller stood and craned her neck, as much as the curly cable on the headset allowed, to look out the ATC tower windows. She saw the landing lights on the Axium Boeing 737 as it swooped in over runway 34L. The strobing roof lights of the emergency vehicles armada, that would soon begin chasing the aircraft was masked in the dense cloud of smoke belching out of the starboard engine. The 737’s rear wheels kissed the asphalt; its nose descended gently without event. As the jetliner went by the control tower, the controller gasped, as the ill-fated aircraft jettisoned something on the runway.

Truck 1 swerved wildly. A section of the engine cowling suddenly burst out of the smoke cloud, whisked in the jetstream, shooting off from under the wing. It landed on the asphalt in a burst of sparks, bounced end-over-end, before it came to a rest, rocking on its curvature. The emergency responders in Truck 1’s cab heard the squeal of tires from the following emergency vehicles, as they drove around the ejected piece. “That was close!” the passenger admitted. They heard a crash, and both glanced in their rearview mirror. One unlucky airport vehicle had ploughed into the cowling and was nudging it onward. The driver braked, reversed, and navigated the obstruction, having suffered only a dented front grille and bumper.

Ahead, the 737 had come to a halt; its wings soaring over the emergency vehicles. In the bright airport lights, the yellow inflatable ramps were deployed, engorged on air, taking form. 

“Axium twenty-three-fifteen, this is Truck 1, we’re going to check out your right engine. Advise evacuate your passengers on the left side, first.” 

“Copy, Truck 1, will convey.”

The fire tenders rushed to the engine, ready to tackle a blaze. Jets of fire suppressant foam sprayed over the wing and engine, coating it like snow.

The left side of 2315 was abuzz with activity. A mobile gangway was cautiously but determinedly approaching the forward left door. Its job was to take on the injured who would be unable to use the slides. Emergency personnel were standing on the gangway, ready with stretchers and medical equipment. With the assistance of the crew, passengers were sliding into the capable hands of the paramedics. The distraught evacuees were assisted to their feet, comforted; the more traumatised were segregated for immediate attention, handed off to the mobile units.

“Truck 1, we need security onboard.”

“Twenty-three-fifteen, state the intent to help us organise.”

“We have restrained a male passenger and need assistance transporting him off.”

Not understanding, Truck 1 said, “The paramedics can handle a terrified passenger, sir.”

“No, Truck 1,” came the steel calm voice of the captain, “this is the man responsible for the altercation. He’s...” they heard the captain conversing with a female crew member, confirming what she wanted to relay. The captain said into the radio, “It’s almost as if he’s possessed.”
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The Axium 2315 investigation dropped into Inspector Mattia Bottone’s lap.

He and his wife had a breakfast appointment with a representative of the caterer they had selected for their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary celebration. With the big day imminent, there were a thousand minutiae Mrs Bottone desired to go over again and again.

She asked the rep how big the prawns were going to be and the ingredients that went into the Indian tandoori masala. “I don’t want our guests breathing fire,” she explained with a slight smile. The rep was in the midst of an assurance when Bottone’s phone went off.

He apologised, turned away, spoke in a hushed tone, that soon took on an urgent air. Mrs Bottone knew instantly that it was work-related. When he disconnected and confirmed her suspicion, she simply nodded and presented her cheek. He pecked it, excused himself from the meeting.

“Mattia,” she called after him. He turned. “Be safe, okay? 25 years!”

“Always,” he promised, with a flying kiss, and left the café.

Their 25th had originally been planned as a low-key affair... Until the sudden passing of a senior partner at the investment bank where Mrs Bottone worked created a vacancy. The board decided that Mrs Bottone, a long-serving employee with an exceptional track record was perfect to fill the void. With the promotion came an ungodly pay raise. With the windfall in finances, and reminiscing that they had been judicious in their expenditure for most of their married life, the Bottones decided that they could have a bigger, lovelier affair. From there, things spiralled out of control. The ‘affair’ was now a management nightmare, with the aforesaid thousands of decisions, and thousands of cogs. Mrs Bottone threw herself at it with a passion that impressed Mattia. His role was nominal. She didn’t mind that he wasn’t around for the catering meeting, for that way, she could hold sway over the menu. They were planning a speciality Indian cuisine to accompany the Italian fare. 

She smiled as the rep produced a high-res picture of the glistening, delectable tandoori prawns. Mrs Botton found that her mouth was watering.

She leaned forward eagerly. “Please, continue...”

As Inspector Bottone’s car drove past the café, he glimpsed his wife staring appreciatively at the rep’s tablet computer. He shook his head, a wry smile curling his lips. He’d have to resort to emotional blackmail to insert some of his ideas into the menu. Getting in two items could be considered a success. He wasn’t unhappy for the summons because, despite the coffee, it had taken all his effort to suppress two gaping yawns at the meeting. 

He dialled the airport police, as he merged with traffic on the highway toward Fiumicino. 

“So, this is what it takes to get Ispettore Mattia Bottone to visit,” answered the deep voice of Roberto Nesco. 

Bottone laughed at the play-mocking tone of his old acquaintance. “Roberto, am I glad to hear your voice. How’d you know it was me?”

“Truecaller.”

“Okay...” Bottone had heard of the service, never used it. He was careful with privacy. But he was aware that, increasingly, an individual was not in control of his/ her privacy. Rather, it was the tens of relatives, hundreds of friends who shared that responsibility – irresponsibly.

He allowed his gripe to take a backseat.  “What have we got, Roberto?” 

“Axium 2315 out of Malaysia requested an emergency landing. Seven casualties, four critical, one perpetrator who has also sustained injuries. All have been rushed to hospitals.”

The dispatcher had been unclear if the incident was being treated as a terror attack. Possible lone-wolf terror incident. He needed to get that bit out of the way, “Does it look like a terror attack?” 

“No, the smoke was the result of genuine engine trouble.”

“I am not following you. Nobody told me about engine trouble.”

“Oh, I thought you knew. When the plane landed there was smoke out of the right engine. That sparked concerns about a terror incident. But first responders have confirmed that there was no explosive device. Boeing engineers are on-site.”

Bottone could immediately see that the investigation would be a public relationships quagmire. He would have to deal with international witness testimonies and their lawyers, the carrier and its lawyers, the insurance companies, the media. Everybody would be watching and he’d be in the spotlight. He didn’t like the spotlight. It meant unnecessary pressure. He also deduced why he was selected for the assignment: Bottone went by the book. He was a career police officer, and the media respected him.

Polizia di Stato was putting their poster boy out in front. 

“Um, ispettore,” Nesco’s voice impinged on his thoughts, “The airline reps are here. They want to move the passengers.”

Axium would be doing everything in its power to make the inconvenienced passengers comfortable and feel cared for. It would earn the company brownie points, defuse the situation, avoid or mitigate the risk of lawsuits, and limit the damage to Axium’s reputation on social media. ENAC would also be on the scene to ensure passengers were treated per regulations.

“Alright, listen: Get the passenger manifest. I need the hospitals that the injured have been taken to. Their travelling companions are to be available for interviews. We will also interview anybody who was near the incident. Ensure that the Axium rep is present when you ask the passengers nicely. This is non-negotiable and in the best interests of everybody. Axium will agree. There will be passengers who will absolutely want to be on the earliest flight out of Rome, onward journey. Get their contact information and they must sign a consent form that allows us to talk to them via Interpol.” He paused. “You got all that?”

“I’m not a rookie, ispettore.” The bristle in Nesco’s tone was obvious.

“I am sure you are not, Roberto. Forgive my impudence. I hope the perp isn’t in the same hospital as the injured?” 

“No, he isn’t. But his companion is with him.”

“There were two?”

“Only one,” Nesco clarified. “The companion is a woman who tried to calm him. She was injured in the struggle.”

“Okay.” Bottone rubbed his brow. “I need the hospital where he’s at.” He needed to get security to the hospital to prevent any rage-fuelled revenge being exacted on the perp.

“Texting you now.” 

Bottone’s phone beeped with the message. “The crew are at the airport?”

“They’ve been sequestered by Axium.”

Expected, Bottone thought. The company would want to debrief the crew. “Make it clear to the Axium guys that the crew must not leave the country until I say so.”

“Already done.”

“Good, thank you. I’ll be there soon.” He disconnected, turned onto Via Mario de Bernardi. He adjusted his spectacles. He’d gotten adept at the unsafe practice of juggling his attention between his phone and the road. His wife’s parting words resounded: be safe, 25 years. Bottone was at higher risk from a road accident than his line of work. He connected with dispatch to send security to San Giovanni hospital, where the perp was being held. Then he tossed the phone onto the passenger seat and gave the road his full attention.

Airport security was waiting to escort Bottone. He was led through a secluded entrance, away from the main halls. Through windows, he could look out into the airport hall and clusters of people. They were on their phones but did not appear panicked. Airport management had done a good job of isolating the incident and maintaining normal operations. On instinct, he fished his phone, launched Twitter and searched for #axium and #fiumicino. He found three tweets about the emergency landing and a few comments. Before his eyes, BBC retweeted. The media circus was beginning, he thought, as he hurried to keep up with airport security.
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Bottone became aware of an incessant thrumming – the cacophony characteristic of a congregation of conversing people. The airport security guard pushed against a crash bar on a double-door, throwing the doors wide open. Bottone assimilated the scene before him quickly. 

Axium had appropriated an unused hall to corral the stranded passengers. Passengers from Axium 2315 were standing, lying down, sitting, appearing listless or inconvenienced or restless or angry. Alone, or in pairs, and in groups. Many had their phones pressed to their ears, or were dabbing at their phones. Packaged drinking water and sandwiches, fruit and cupcakes had been distributed. In one corner, passengers were bunched around a helpdesk. He could hear the questions directed at Axium staff: “What about our bags?” “What about our onward journey?” The staffers were attempting to placate the more raucous and agitated passengers with gentle assurances. The main commotion was off to the other side. A huddle of passengers was arguing with a small joint force of Axium staff and airport security. It was clear to Bottone that this group was more antagonised than the rest of the passengers. The women in the group were doing most of the talking, their indignant voices carrying across the hall. Children in the group were weeping silently, others staring, shock-still. The few men in the group were alternating between attempting to placate the women, and joining in the fray, thus ensuring no speedy resolution.

Bottone spotted Roberto Nesco engaged in a fervent dialogue with an Axium rep. The two men were gesticulating emphatically. The Axium rep was a youthful man with a long neck and a prominent Adam’s apple. He was in over his head: his tie was askew, his thinning hair plastered to his sweaty scalp, and his brow creased in worry. He was arguing with Nesco when Bottone intervened. 

“Buongiorno, Nesco.”

At the same time, a tall woman approached them. She nodded tersely at Bottone and did not introduce herself. The badge clipped to her coat lapel identified her as Maria Gonzales with ENAC.

“Ispettore Bottone!” The relief was apparent in Nesco’s tone. His earlier embitterment with Bottone was forgotten.

The Axium rep put out a sweaty palm. “Janus Romano from Axium. Listen, ispettore, there are –”

Nesco interrupted. “There are passengers who were near the incident who do not wish to be detained.”

“Is it necessary, ispettore?” Romano blurted, looking at Maria for support.

“I cannot tell the ispettore how to do his job, Janus,” she replied wisely. “His investigation will play into the overall investigation and review. Ispettore, ENAC expects that the passengers of Axium 2315 are treated well and sensitively.”

“You have my word,” Bottone promised. Then he said to Romano, “Yes, it is necessary, to avoid a travesty of facts.”
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