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THE FIRST LIGHT OF dawn crept over Salisbury Plain, casting long shadows from the ancient monoliths of Stonehenge. The summer solstice celebration had wound down hours ago, leaving behind a scatter of sleeping revelers and a carpet of discarded cups and flower crowns.
Detective Inspector Jack Holloway ducked under the police tape, his tall, lean frame moving with purpose. His piercing blue eyes scanned the scene, taking in every detail. Despite the early hour, he looked alert and composed in his well-fitted suit, his jet-black hair slightly tousled by the morning breeze.
“What have we got?” he asked, approaching the white-suited figure crouched near the Altar Stone.
Dr. Eliza Blackwood looked up, her green eyes bright with a mix of excitement and concern. Her long auburn hair was pulled back in a messy bun, and there was a smudge of dirt on her cheek. “Jack,” she greeted him, standing up. “It’s... well, it’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen.”
Holloway raised an eyebrow. “Coming from you, that’s saying something.”
Blackwood nodded grimly. She pulled back the sheet covering the body, revealing the victim’s arm. “Male, late 40s to early 50s. Cause of death appears to be loss of blood from these deep knife-wounds in the throat and chest. But it’s these skin-drawings that are truly baffling.”
Holloway leaned in, his eyes widening slightly. The man’s skin was covered in an intricate lattice of lines, forming symbols and patterns that seemed to flow across his flesh. “Are these... tattoos?” he asked, unable to keep the perplexity from his voice.
“No” Blackwood replied. “They’ve been drawn with a felt-tip pen, and it was done after he drew his last breath. Hundreds of designs, all over his body. And they were done with incredible precision. It’s inexplicable.”
Holloway straightened up, feeling a chill that had nothing to do with the early morning air. “Do we have an ID?”
“Emmet Faulkner,” a new voice answered. They turned to see a young constable approaching, evidence-bag in hand. “We found his wallet. He’s a local – amateur archaeologist, apparently.”
“Thank you, Constable.” Holloway nodded. I want this place locked down tight. No one in or out without my say-so. And get me everything you can on this Faulkner – friends, family, any enemies.”
“Yes, sir,” the constable replied, hurrying off.
Holloway turned back to Blackwood, who was studying the symbols with intense concentration. “Any ideas about these markings, Eliza?”

She shook her head slowly. “They’re unlike any language or code I’ve ever encountered. It’s as if someone has created an entirely new script using elements from various ancient cultures. Celtic, Norse, maybe even some early Semitic influences... It’s going to take time to decipher.”
“Time we may not have,” Holloway muttered. “If this is as strange as it seems, it won’t be long before CODEX gets involved officially.”
Blackwood’s eyes lit up at the mention of their clandestine organization. “Well, then we’d better get to work, hadn’t we?”
As if in answer, a gust of wind whispered through the stone circle, carrying with it the faintest hint of something old and powerful. Holloway and Blackwood exchanged a look, both suddenly certain that this case was going to lead them down paths they’d never imagined.
“What do you think, Jack?” Blackwood asked, her voice low. “What are we dealing with here?”
Holloway’s gaze was drawn to the looming stones that surrounded them. In the growing light of day, they seemed to watch over the proceedings with ancient, inscrutable judgment. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But I have a feeling we’re about to uncover something big.”
Blackwood nodded, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth despite the grim situation. “Well, then,” she said, pulling out her magnifying glass, “shall we see what secrets Stonehenge is hiding this time?”
As they set to work, the sun finally crested the horizon, bathing the ancient monument in golden light. The mystery of the Stonehenge cipher had claimed its first victim. And Holloway and Blackwood had a sinking feeling it wouldn’t be the last.
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THE CRYPTOGRAPHER

Three days had passed since the grisly discovery at Stonehenge, and Dr. Eliza Blackwood was no closer to unraveling the mystery of the symbols traced onto Emmet Faulkner’s body. Her office at CODEX headquarters had become a fortress of academic texts, crime scene photos, and hastily scrawled notes.

Blackwood’s fingers danced across a worn stone tablet, tracing the intricate patterns etched into its surface. Her auburn hair, pulled back in a messy bun, caught the amber glow of the desk lamp, casting a warm halo around her head. She leaned in closer, her eyes narrowing as she focused on a particularly puzzling set of symbols.

“Well, you sneaky little hieroglyph,” she muttered, a smirk playing at the corners of her mouth. “What secrets are you hiding?”

The quietude of her office was suddenly shattered by the shrill ringing of her phone. Blackwood started, her hand instinctively flying to her chest. She glared at the offending device for a moment before snatching it up.

“Blackwood,” she answered, her tone clipped.

“Eliza, it’s Holloway,” came the familiar voice of Detective Inspector Jack Holloway. “We’ve got a new development at the Stonehenge site.”

Blackwood felt her pulse quicken. “Another body?”

“No, but we’ve uncovered something. Something I think you need to see in person.”

She glanced at her old-fashioned watch. “I can be there in a couple of hours. What am I looking at, Jack?”

There was a pause on the other end of the line. “It’s... hard to explain over the phone. But it’s connected to the symbols we found on Faulkner’s body. And Eliza? Bring your kit. I have a feeling we’re going to need every tool at our disposal for this one.”

Blackwood’s mind was already racing with possibilities. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

She ended the call and leaned back in her chair, her eyes falling on the framed photograph on her desk. It showed a group of people standing in front of an ancient Egyptian tomb, all smiles and sunburned faces. Her gaze lingered on Holloway’s figure, tall and handsome with his jet-black hair and piercing blue eyes.

Blackwood shook her head, banishing the thought. “Focus,” she muttered to herself. “You’ve got a mystery to solve.”

With practiced efficiency, she packed her laptop, a selection of reference books, and her trusty magnifying glass into a worn leather satchel. As she shrugged on her jacket, her eyes swept the office one last time, making sure she hadn’t forgotten anything crucial.

The drive to Stonehenge was uneventful, giving Blackwood ample time to mull over the case. The summer solstice murder had been puzzling enough, but now with this new development... She couldn’t shake the feeling that they were on the verge of uncovering something highly significant.

As she approached the site, Blackwood could see the flashing lights of police vehicles surrounding the ancient monument. She parked her car and made her way towards the stone circle, flashing her CODEX credentials to the officers on duty.

Holloway was waiting for her at the entrance to the site, his tall figure silhouetted against the afternoon sun. 

As Blackwood approached, she noted the tightness around his eyes – a sure sign that whatever they’d found in the intervening hours had put him on edge.

“Took you long enough,” Holloway said by way of greeting, the barest hint of a smile softening his words.

Blackwood raised an eyebrow. “Some of us were actually trying to decipher those blasted symbols, Holloway. Not all of us can stand around looking brooding and mysterious.”

“Glad you could make it.”

She flashed him a smile. “And miss all the fun? Not a chance. Anything new?” 

His expression turned grim as he led her into the circle. “We were doing a thorough sweep of the area, looking for anything we might have missed during the initial investigation. One of the constables noticed something odd about the ground near the Heel Stone.”

They approached the massive upright stone that stood apart from the main circle. Holloway pointed to a patch of earth at its base. “Watch this,” he said, before pouring a bottle of water over the spot.

Blackwood’s eyes widened as the water seeped into the ground, revealing a complex pattern of lines and symbols etched into the earth. “My God,” she breathed, kneeling down for a closer look. “How did we miss this?”

“It was invisible until
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