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About Tom Fox


Tom Fox’s storytelling emerges out of many years spent in academia, working on the history of the Christian Church. A respected authority on that subject, he has recently turned his attentions towards exploring the new stories that can be drawn out of its mysterious dimensions. Delusion is a prequel spinoff to Tom’s second novel, The Seventh Commandment.




Praise for Tom Fox’s novels:


‘With The Seventh Commandment, Tom Fox has produced another fine mystery thriller that is both well-written and as intriguing as it is exciting, and its Rome setting is excellent. I look forward to the next!’ For Winter Nights


‘Head and shoulders above the usual Church-themed thrillers with an intelligent plot and thoughtful characters’ For Reading Addicts


‘Fox takes the reader through a fast-paced exploration of the inner workings of the Holy See and attempts to place faith and proof under the proverbial microscope. A fascinating thriller that will pull readers in from the opening pages, Fox delivers and shows his potential as a first-rate writer in the genre’ Pechey Ponderings


‘A twisting, turning thriller with an intriguing mystery at its heart, pits good against evil, faith against cynicism, truth against lies . . . and is guaranteed to keep the pages turning from the knockout opening sequence to a shocking and nail-biting conclusion’ Wigan Today




About the Book


In the heart of Rome, one man will kill another – and touch evil.


When Father Laurence de Luca receives a mysterious letter, everything changes in an instant. The handwritten note is signed by D and M, two nameless strangers who claim to know the disillusioned priest – and understand the despair he has been hiding for years.


Who are these two men, who promise so much?


And, as Laurence is increasingly drawn into their dark world of ritual and experiences he can’t explain, he finds himself tested like never before . . .


Available exclusively in ebook, this is the prequel to Tom Fox’s electrifying novel, The Seventh Commandment.




By Tom Fox and available from Headline


Dominus


The Seventh Commandment


Digital Short Stories


Genesis (prequel to Dominus)


Exodus (sequel to Dominus)


Delusion (prequel to The Seventh Commandment)




To Tori.


Just wait for it . . .




To the Reader


Like that I first created for Dominus, the world I forged for my most recent novel, The Seventh Commandment, is filled with what I hope is all the spectacular beauty and mysticism of Rome and Vatican City, with their unique cultures and incomparable histories, combined with a sense of mystery and foreboding that their secretive, hidden dimensions dangle tantalisingly before us. Yet, while both novels are drenched in the atmosphere of places and sights that I revel in evoking on the page, they are driven by the characters that grow, collide, embrace and interact in those locales. As is the case with any novel, some of the characters that wend their way through the plot of The Seventh Commandment are encountered by readers without the space to get to know them more fully; and so we arrive at the wholly modern joy of being able to complement big books with digital shorts – opportunities to go a little further, to examine a touch more closely some of the apparently tangential figures tucked away in that concert of voices.


What you have before you is precisely that: a sidetrip into a moment of ecstasy and a moment of death, that brings you into the head – and history – of one of the figures whose presence is key in The Seventh Commandment. If you’ve already read the novel, I hope you will enjoy (and be slightly horrified by) this little excursion into its past; and if you’ve yet to read the book, I hope this ‘taste’ of one of its characters will draw you towards a story in which he plays a part in something far grander than himself, and far darker. Something that changes the world.


Tom Fox
July 2018




A Technical Note


This story is set twenty-seven years before The Seventh Commandment, in approximately 1990.


For those reading it on the latest tablet or smartphone, with enough computing power in your palm to run a small city, we beg your indulgence to hark back to a time, so recently in humanity’s past, when computers were large boxes sat on table tops, with floppy disks the size of dinner plates and screens that glowed a steady and singular shade of limegreen; when a modem that could download data at the rate of one megabyte every fifteen minutes was futuristic; and when, for a scant few years, the computing revolution was in the hands of a few, rather than all.




Chapter 1


The blood that covered the man’s hands was sticky and thick. He’d never before experienced blood in such quantities, much less felt its texture or strangely elastic density. The warmth, and the sheer grip of it, surprised him.


Strange that these, of all things, should be what surprised him.


The blood coated his fingers and caused them to cling to each other, as if there was some sentient, active suction to the contents pouring from the other man’s flesh – the liquid that had so long given life didn’t want to let go, to stop with its charge, and it would cling to anything that might give it the hope of carrying on.


Of course that, like most things, was mere hyperbole.


Nonsense.


Around the lifeless corpse, the blood congealed into a deep purple.


The man with the blood on his hands tried to wipe it away, but his trousers wouldn’t absorb the thickening mess and it streaked across his thighs and wound its way up his wrists. He looked worse than when he’d begun, but at least the rearrangement of the gore off the pads of his fingers allowed him to regain a firmer use of his hands. The knife had fallen to the floor after the eleventh or twelfth strike, and he knew he needed to pick it back up. The damned thing had proved slippery, however. Fidgety. Like it didn’t want to be back in his fingers.


Finally the blade pulled away from the pool of blood on the tile floor, and he wiped both sides of it against his shirt before forcing it back into the deep pocket inside his coat. He took a breath, exhaled slowly, and stood tall.


Below him, his victim lay face down, rosetted in red. All at once, that didn’t seem right. Face to the floor, hidden. He could be mistaken for a man asleep, if it weren’t for the blood. A pious saint with his face bowed to the earth. It was more peace than he deserved.


His bloody fingers drying, he braced himself on a bloodless section of the floor and kicked at the dead man’s side with his black leather boot. Once, then twice, applying more pressure. Finally the body flipped over.


The dead man’s face was contorted in fear, his eyes wide and bloodshot. That was better — that was how it ought to be.


Then, for only a moment, it seemed as if he was staring straight up into his killer’s face; and his eyes, despite all the horror, looked soft and pastoral. Even warm. Just like they had before, when this had all begun.


The man with the knife in his pocket took in a sharp breath through clenched teeth as he gazed at the victim whose piety had so briefly inspired him. There was no compassion in his heart any more, but no anger left there, either, despite what he’d been through only moments before. He’d done what he had to do. Simply that, and nothing more.


Now he was free.


Now the lie was over.




Chapter 2


A WEEK EARLIER


RIONE CAMPITELLI, ROME


Father Laurence de Luca tugged at the white plastic insert at his neck. The small flaps in the black collar released it without much effort, and he flung the offending item on to the battered kitchen table.


A simple flick of the wrist, and the only visible sign of his calling flew away. The dog collar rattled on the table before it came to a halt.


The whisky bottle was open a second later, two cubes of ice clinking in a cheap glass as he poured the liquid over them. A triple shot, at the most conservative. But Laurence wasn’t feeling conservative, and that was really the whole point.


He downed the entire drink in a single, prolonged swallow, and was pouring another before the fiery, gold alcohol had hit his stomach.


His eyes passed slowly over the small confines of his kitchen. Simple. Pleasant enough.


Home.


Laurence released a long, slow sigh. From the front room he could hear the familiar rustlings of his old cat, Augusto, but he wasn’t in the mood to play the caregiver or companion just now. The priest was tired, down to his very core. It wasn’t the day that had drained him. It was only two-thirds over, and had been no more eventful or demanding than any other. Mass in the morning, thirty-five minutes. Breakfast, fifteen. Correspondence from the parish that came in envelopes bundled together with an elastic band, forty-five minutes. A scheduled block in the confessional, with fewer visitors than the church would like to be the norm, two hours. Lunch, with a pint, thirty minutes. Then a coordinating meeting with the organisers of a youth group and a session with religious instruction teachers, setting them on the right course for the next two weeks’ efforts. A spot of shopping. Then the flat.


It had been a day of nothing. A day Laurence de Luca had had a thousand times before.


Or rather, closer to three thousand. He had been a parish priest for nearly eight years, and day after day his life had rolled through a routine that varied less than the unchanging contents of the scriptures. It was possible it had inspired him once, back at the beginning of it all, when he’d been fresh out of seminary and, as that stupidest of all sayings went, the world had been his oyster.


An oyster. For a moment the image struck him. A crustacean with an interior that looks like entrails and smells like sick.


Maybe it wasn’t a stupid saying after all.


That had been how Laurence’s life had gone – with the glory of entrails and the romance of a stomach ailment. All the awe that he had felt in the presence of the marble edifices and velvet robes of Rome had passed, and swiftly. The romance of Latin chant, too, had grown monotonous soon enough after seminary. Candles had become just dim lights. Even the scent of incense, in which he had once exulted, had been transformed into only another shade of air freshener, sent up in clouds to hide the fact that the church he served was stale, just as they all were. Vacuous, empty spaces, filled with hollowness and shadow.


Smoke, however brightly scented, could never fill a vacuum that was meant to be filled by people. Or a heart that had once dreamt of serving God, but now either doubted that God existed, or perhaps didn’t even care.


All this, only eight years into the priesthood, and at the ripe age of just thirty-nine.


Father Laurence downed another dram of the whisky, the melting ice cold as it collided with his upper lip. At least the potency of liquor didn’t fade, as everything else in his life seemed to have done. It remained as strong as it had always been, and more familiar than he’d ever let it be before. An intimate acquaintance. The only kind, it seemed, the priest was destined to have.


He slammed down the bottle, a little more forcefully than he’d intended. His cat, startled by the noise, let out a whine from the other room as the kitchen table rattled under the blow. For a moment Laurence let his eyes rest on its otherwise empty surface.


Then they rose to the counter, and focused, as they had every day for the past two weeks, on the note.




Chapter 3


It had been left in his letter box just over a fortnight ago. A simple sheet of paper, without letterhead, folded once across its middle and stuffed unceremoniously inside a plain envelope. Ordinary stock, not woven of cottonfibre or specially watermarked, or in any way opulent. Just scratch paper, cheap and flimsy.


On the page, four lines in blue ink.




Father: There is more to life than you have found.


There are more ways that the Divine speaks.


He will speak to you.


Meet us on Tuesday the 29th, at the Trevi Fountain.





In lieu of any proper signature, the note concluded simply ‘—D. and M.’ There was no return information. The letter, moreover, had come without a stamp, hand-delivered, which meant someone had taken the care to bring it directly to him. Yet it provided no means of identifying who, nor any opportunity for reply. There were dozens of individuals Laurence knew whose names started with those letters. The note might have come from any of them. Or none.


At first, he had simply ignored it. Junk mail. Spiritual propaganda in a city full of zealots and activists – not entirely unexpected. He’d had flyers for faith rallies before, and adverts for theological conferences. He’d received posters decrying the state of the church, others lauding it as the only truly holy institution left on earth. This was Rome, after all. Religious bustle was like oxygen. So it wasn’t remotely unusual that he’d receive a religiously themed piece of correspondence, strange as this one might be.


He’d tossed the letter on to the countertop with the magazines, the dross, and all the rest. But he hadn’t consigned it to the bin, because it began with that one word.


Father.


Whoever had made the journey to his flat and placed the handwritten note in his letter box had known who Laurence was. At the very least, that he was a priest. This wasn’t a purely random mailing. It had come for him, personalised, and that had been enough to spark his curiosity.


It arrived on the fourteenth of the month, which meant that its vague reference to the 29th had still been two weeks into the future the afternoon that Laurence had first flung it aside. But as those two weeks became one, he’d found himself oddly returning to the folded sheet of paper on his counter. At first, just an occasional glance at its shape, still nestled amongst other junk. But then the junk had been gradually binned, piece by piece, yet the note remained.


He’d read it a second time, then dropped it on to the counter again.


And the next day, again. And the next. The words wouldn’t go away, and for whatever reason, he couldn’t let go of them. Like an emotional magnet, they inexplicably drew his attention.


The situation made him deeply uncomfortable. But what made him more uncomfortable still were the words themselves.


God, if there really was such a being, didn’t speak to Father Laurence de Luca. He hadn’t, not in a long time, if he ever had at all. Laurence had once been sure, as many young people are, that he was up there, somewhere; but that had faded. It’s easy to convince oneself of spiritual truth when life is still all potential and hope and goodness is always on the horizon. Youth is a natural womb for birthing a zealous belief. Wisdom, though, and the scars of experience, eventually weigh heavier than hope. When what is longed for never comes, and what is believed in never makes itself known, realism starts to speak with a clarion voice.


God wasn’t there. And despite what the letter said, he didn’t speak – especially to a wayward priest.


But the page’s blue scrawl called out.




He will speak to you.


He will speak to you.


He will speak to you.





Words that Father Laurence didn’t believe and didn’t want to hear; but to which, for some reason, he couldn’t stop listening.


It was absurd, he knew that. Twaddle for the gullible. Everything that had been magnetic about his calling had gone limp and impotent over the years. The Scriptures were well worn now; he knew them word in and word out. The Mass was familiar, and so it had become ordinary. Every syllable rolled off his tongue by memory, every gesture automatic. And he had delivered every homily there was to give in the eight years since his ordination. How many times can a priest preach on the Good Samaritan or Jesus walking on the water? They were tracks on repeat these days, cycling through all the familiar platitudes. And they would be for God knew how long. Forever. Shit, forever. The span of it was an oppressive weight on Father Laurence’s heart.


And the note lay on the counter, its ink marking out its offering.




There are more ways that the Divine speaks.


There are more ways . . .





He tried to ignore it, he really did. He didn’t need religious nonsense from unnamed sources interfering with his life – a life that was the epitome of institutionalised religion at its core. The collar, the robes, the blessings. All of it, every day. He didn’t require to be told about God, or faith, or life. He’d resigned himself to feigning faith to the pious and doing his best to encourage the weak, and that was the full breadth of it for him: life, as it had been boiled down to its vacuous core for Father Laurence de Luca. None of it had any meaning that stirred him more than a handshake from a stranger or a good drama on the television. His existence had descended into the ordinary. The mystery was spent.




There is more to life than you have found.


There is more to life than you have found.


There is more to life . . .





The damned words wouldn’t let him alone in peace. They wouldn’t stop calling. They wouldn’t fucking disappear.


It had been on the 28th, a Monday, that Laurence felt he could take it no more. The ridiculous sheet of paper had taunted him for half a month. The next day’s date was the only concrete detail it included, apart from the location, and he decided that the following morning he would act on it. He would go to the Trevi Fountain, as daft as the idea was. He would find nothing, of course, save for the famous marble waterworks he’d passed a hundred times before, submerged in crowds that never got any thinner.


God wasn’t going to meet him there, that much was damned certain. Or faith. Or even the slightest sprig of hope. The meaning Laurence hadn’t found in all these years of struggle wasn’t going to manifest itself at a tourist trap.


Yet he felt strangely called, and once he’d decided he would go, the thought compelled him. It became concrete. Not a mere possibility: a fact.


Tuesday the 29th. Meet us.


Whoever had written the note had issued an invitation.


Laurence was going to take it.




Chapter 4


ELSEWHERE IN ROME


The ritual, when it came time for it, would be the customary kind. The one they’d been through on so many occasions before. The format, perfected over time, would be repeated as if sanctified by God himself: every element according to the rite the two men now knew by heart. Each step was significant.


The room where the initiation would be carried out was already prepared. The two mystics, brothers in their common work, had seen to every detail. The surroundings were spartan, so as to eliminate worldly distraction and open up the soul to higher things. The candles were ready, though not yet on the table — they would be brought out at the given moment. Chairs were moved. Distractions were eliminated. The way the furnishings were arranged, the tenor of the decor, the placement of the necessary elements – all of it was precise. Each element led to the right experience, and the right outcome.


They had done their work in silence, words not a necessity in these labours. What they did, they did as one – and for one end.


The invitation had been issued in the same way they all were. The words had been vague, but personal enough that the priest wouldn’t be able simply to dismiss them. He would know they were meant for him, and they would speak to him.


They were sure of it.


They were sure because, as with every new initiate, they had done their research. They had learned about the man. Looked into his life. Peered into his miniscule existence. Watched him. He had what they looked for; and they would be what he was looking for – it was as sure as up from down or right from left.


Contact would come in return; they were convinced of this, too. The invitation would not be ignored.


Tomorrow, the eldest of them would go to the meeting place. It was there that they would make their first face-to-face contact with the new initiate, and lead him into something he had been longing for his whole life. Something they were uniquely prepared to give him.


Something that would change them all forever.




Chapter 5


THE NEXT DAY


TREVI FOUNTAIN – CENTRAL ROME


The sun was shining on Tuesday, causing the water in the Trevi Fountain to radiate an almost supernatural teal from the gloss-painted surface beneath its flowing plumes. The tourists, as always, were out in their droves. Water poured from the urns and arms of the figures surrounding the towering marble statue of Oceanus at the fountain’s centre, as it had since Pope Urban VIII had commanded its construction in the early seventeenth century. The only difference was that today the gawping crowds snapped endless photos on cheap disposable cameras, rather than sporting parasols and eyes trained for capturing memories. The scents of espresso and beer mingled with chlorine and cigarette smoke in the air, and the noise of the crowds was, as always, overwhelming.


Laurence rather disliked the whole lot of it. It wasn’t that he disapproved of tourists, as many Romans instinctively did. They came with the territory, like cathedral domes and overpriced fashion shops. But the sheer mass of bodies in squares like this one – among the most iconic in Rome – was simply too much. They were outside, in the sunshine and air, and yet it was hard to breathe. Hard to find the space to take a single step in any direction over the ancient cobbled square without bumping into someone with a camera or foldaway map or a megaphone broadcasting generalised historical inaccuracies to a mass of multilingual followers. It was utterly different from his normal surroundings, not all that far away from this spot geographically, but in a part of Rome that felt like another world. There the streets were quiet, tourists were almost unheard of, and Laurence could walk between his home and his church in an environment that felt more like a countryside village rather than a quarter of the Eternal City. Rome was like that: chaos and crowds on one street, and surprising emptiness on the next. And Christ, if Laurence didn’t prefer the emptiness.


But it was here that his mysterious letter had told him he would be met, and so here he had come. All that was necessary now was for him to connect with whomever had left the note.


A task that was essentially impossible.


The regret, and the surprising disappointment, were almost immediate. Of course this is impossible. It would be a remarkable feat to locate his closest friend – if he had one of those – in such a sea of humanity. But Laurence hadn’t the faintest idea whom he was meeting. Whether it would be a male, or a female. Young. Old. And that was assuming there would even be anyone here at all.
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