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      “Do not be surprised if you fall every day; do not give up, but stand your ground courageously. And assuredly, the angel that guards you will honor your patience.” - 


    

    
      St. John Climacus.
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  Corradino Correctional Facility

  
  




Boris Ognen sat on the edge of his narrow cot, the dim light filtering through the barred window casting long shadows across the concrete floor. Five years had passed since he was sentenced, a sentence that felt both like a lifetime and a fleeting moment in the quiet confines of the prison. The silence was broken only by the occasional distant clatter of keys or the muted echo of footsteps in the corridor.

Malta’s prison system was a stark contrast to what he had imagined. With crime rates low, the facilities were sparsely populated. Most of the cells remained empty, reflecting the island’s relative peace. Yet, for Boris, the solitude was suffocating. He had entered the prison a man burdened by the weight of his past, and as the years dragged on, that weight only grew heavier.

Every morning, he followed the same routine: breakfast served in the common room, a brief hour of exercise in the yard, and then back to his cell. He would often watch the seagulls wheeling above, their cries a reminder of the freedom he had lost. The prison’s small yard offered little more than a patch of concrete surrounded by high walls, but it was there that he found fleeting moments of clarity.

As he paced the yard, he thought of the outside world—the bustling streets of Valletta, the warm sun on his face, the laughter of children playing by the sea. Memories flickered like old film reels, each one more poignant than the last. Boris had not committed the crime, but being set up like this ate him from the inside.

The few inmates who populated the prison were not the hardened criminals he had expected. They shared stories during the meager hours of recreation, each tale revealing a fragment of their lives before imprisonment. Boris listened, absorbing their experiences as if they were lifelines thrown into his sea of regret. Most of them thought and claimed they were innocent, but Boris, as a former police detective, knew that all convicted individuals claim they are innocent. For himself, he knew for sure, but he was not sharing that with the inmates.

One afternoon during yard time, Boris struck up a conversation with a fellow inmate named Luca. They spoke of their dreams, of life beyond these walls, and of the families they had left behind. Luca, a quiet man with kind eyes, had been incarcerated for three years for a crime of passion, and he often spoke of his daughter, waiting for him on the outside.

As the sun dipped lower in the sky, painting the walls with golden hues, Boris felt a flicker of hope. The prison, though a cage, had become a place of reflection. He had learned to confront his demons, to acknowledge the mistakes that had led him here. Each day, he scribbled in a worn notebook, capturing his thoughts and aspirations. In those pages, he began to envision a future, one where he could reclaim his life and make amends.

As the years passed, Boris found solace in small victories: the gradual acceptance of his situation, the forging of friendships within the prison, and the commitment to change. He understood that his time in Malta’s prison was not just a punishment but an opportunity for redemption. With each sunrise, he was reminded that beyond the prison walls lay a world waiting to embrace him again, should he ever find the courage to reach for it.

Prison gave Boris Ognen something he had never had before—time. Time to replay every moment that had led to Duchess Vitale’s death, and the choices that had chained his fate to that single night. His thoughts often drifted to Elena Kostova. When they first met, she had been a suspect in the killing of the billionaire Petar Petrov, only to become a key witness and later a victim of threats herself. He remembered the moment he had saved her from those threats back in Bulgaria, the brief, unspoken understanding between them—something he had been certain she felt too. That fragile connection had shattered the day she saw him with Duchess Vitale in the Dragonara casino. Yet in the long silence of prison, where a man could sift through his thoughts and strip them down to what truly mattered, Boris realized that his feelings for Elena had only grown stronger.

Boris found himself consumed by thoughts of the murder of Duchess Vitale the chilling details replaying in his mind like a haunting melody. Every waking moment was overshadowed by questions that gnawed at him: Who could have orchestrated such a heinous act? Who stood to gain from her demise? He meticulously considered the events of that night, each one a potential suspect cloaked in the guise of grief.

Boris could not stop thinking and connecting the dots. The realization gnawed at him, a relentless itch in the back of his mind. Who could be the dark mind behind the setup, the orchestrator of this twisted game that painted him as a murderer? The veil of doubt swirled around him, and the whispers of conspiracy grew louder.

Could it be Bulgaria’s State Agency for National Security, DANS? He remembered the hidden agendas and the murky tactics employed by those in power, always willing to sacrifice a pawn for their own gain. Petar Popov’s murder case had been rife with unanswered questions, and Boris couldn’t shake the feeling that he was somehow entangled in it all. Petar had been involved in something deeper, a conspiracy that had links reaching far beyond their borders.

Or was it some other country’s secret service, leveraging the chaos for their own purposes? Boris recalled the uneasy alliances and the whispers of betrayal that had permeated the air during his time in Bulgaria. The specter of foreign interests loomed large, each possibility more sinister than the last. As the pieces of the puzzle began to converge, Boris felt the weight of paranoia settle over him. Time was running out, and he needed to uncover the truth before he became the ultimate scapegoat in a game he never wanted to play.

During his years in prison, Boris experienced a stark shift in the nature of his visits. In the first two years, his lawyer, Dr. Marcello Grech, was a constant presence, frequently visiting Boris to share messages of hope. Dr. Grech reassured him that an appeal was in progress and that there was a chance for a favorable outcome. However, without any prior notice, Dr. Grech abruptly ceased his visits, leaving Boris in a state of confusion and uncertainty.

In addition to his lawyer, a representative from the Bulgarian embassy also made several visits. This representative informed Boris that the Bulgarian authorities were working on a plan to transfer his sentence to be served in a Bulgarian prison. However, he never conveyed any belief in Boris’s innocence or expressed confidence that the conviction would be overturned. Ultimately, Boris found little value in the embassy representative’s assurances about the transfer; he had no interest in merely changing the location of his imprisonment. As a result, the embassy representative soon stopped visiting as well, leaving Boris to navigate the remaining years of his incarceration largely alone.
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  Elena’s visit to the prison

  
  






Elena stepped into the dimly lit visiting room, her heart heavy with a mix of emotions. The air was thick with a sense of despair, punctuated by the distant echoes of footsteps and muted conversations. She spotted Boris sitting at a small table, his face drawn and weary. Despite the rings under his eyes, he looked up as she approached, a flicker of hope igniting in his gaze.

As she sat down, Elena could feel the tension between them. Boris had always been perceptive, and she knew he sensed the remnants of her anger and jealousy. The image of Duchess Vitale, with her poised elegance and confident demeanor, lingered in Elena’s mind. It gnawed at her, even in this moment, but she pushed those thoughts aside.

“Boris,” she began, her voice steady but soft. “I came because I believe in you. I know you didn’t do this.” Her words hung in the air, a stark contrast to the uncertainty that clouded their relationship.

Boris’s expression softened, but the lines of worry remained etched on his forehead. “Elena, I wish you could believe in me without reservations. I can feel your anger, your doubts. It’s hard to shake them off when I’m here, trapped in this place.”

“I know,” she replied, her voice barely above a whisper. “But I can’t help how I feel. Seeing you like this, knowing that you are not capable of killing Duchess… it hurts.” The admission felt like a weight lifted, but it also opened a wound that had yet to heal. “Do you know, I have been thinking of visiting you several times during these years, but then I gave up because I didn’t know what to say to you.”

He leaned forward, the desperation in his eyes matching the urgency in his voice. “You have to understand, Elena. I didn’t want it to happen like that. I thought of you from time to time in here. What happened with the Duchess is just a distraction. Being with Lilly Vitale is not something that I didn’t want; it just happened—but the murder, I couldn’t even remember the night when it occurred. So I understand why you didn’t come to visit me all these years.”

Elena’s heart raced at his words. There was sincerity in his tone, a plea that resonated deep within her. Yet, the jealousy simmered beneath the surface, threatening to spill over. “Then why did she have to be involved at all? Why did they choose her?”

“Because they wanted to hurt me, to make me look guilty. But you know the truth, don’t you? You’re the only one who believes in my innocence.” He held her gaze, imploring her to see beyond her feelings.

Elena took a deep breath, searching for the strength to overcome her insecurities. “I want to believe you, Boris. I really do. I just need to see a way out of this mess.”

Boris sighed. “The question here is, who are they? That is something that did not give me a minute of relaxation here. I still cannot understand who could do that to set me up. Who has the power to orchestrate and cover all of this?”

Tears stung her eyes as she squeezed his hand. “I almost forgot to tell you. Vladislav is dead. He was murdered back in Bulgaria. The strange thing is that I received a long letter from him a week before I read the news about his murder.”

The name Vladislav struck Boris like a sudden gust from the past—Vladislav Ivanov, Petar Petrov’s friend and business rival, the very man who had brought him to Malta and, by a cruel twist of fate, had unintentionally introduced him to Duchess Vitale… and now Vladislav too was dead.

“Dead.” Boris thought about it. “This explains the end of Dr. Grech’s visits. No pay, no game. So he no longer has an obligation to work on my case.”

Elena asked Boris, “What will happen if there isn’t a lawyer for your case?”

“Case? What case, Elena? You see, everything is already set. Dr. Grech was coming only because Vladislav was paying him. Once the money stopped, he gladly stepped away, as he knows very well, as a lawyer, that nothing more can be done here,” Boris replied, his voice filled with despair.

“No, Boris, don’t think like that. There’s always a chance for better days. Things will turn around for you before long,” Elena said, though even she wasn’t entirely convinced.

“How is this possible? I am the target of a massive conspiracy. They even placed my fingerprints on the weapon and altered my letter. How can I combat such a formidable force?” Boris hung his head and briefly closed his eyes due to the emotional pain of what he was saying.

“I’m not sure, Boris, but we can pray and have faith, and you’ll see that things will turn out well,” Elena said, attempting to sound more reassuring.

“I hope I will have your faith and strength,” Boris added sadly, suddenly remembering her words about the letter from Vladislav. “You said Vladislav had sent you a letter prior to his death. What did he write to you?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t opened it yet,” Elena replied. “I just didn’t have to do anything with it.”

Boris stood by the prison window in the visiting room, watching the seagulls outside. He turned to Elena, who was still sitting in the chair. “Elena, you do realize that Vladisav is gone, right? You saw the news. How can you act like that without opening that letter?”

She looked up at him impassively. “I don’t know, Boris. Maybe I don’t care anymore. I do not want to be involved with anything related to that.”

“But this is your chance to understand everything! To know what he wanted to tell you before… before it was too late,” he urged, frustration creeping into his tone.

Elena turned her hands over, her fingers tracing her own skin, as if searching for an answer in her palms. “What if it just makes everything worse? What if it changes how I remember him?”

Boris looked at her and shook his head, incredulous. “You can’t just ignore it. This is Vladisav’s last message to you. Don’t you owe it to him to at least see what he wrote?”

She hesitated, glancing at the door as if hoping for a distraction. “What if it’s something I can’t handle?”

“Or what if it’s something that brings you peace?” Boris countered, his gaze steady. “You owe it to yourself to find out. You can’t just let fear keep you from the truth.”

Elena sighed, the weight of the letter heavy in her hands. “I just… I didn’t expect this. I thought there’d be more time.”

Boris stepped closer, his voice softening. “And now you have to confront it. Open it, Elena. You deserve to know.”

In that moment, she met his eyes, and for the first time, resolve began to rise in her chest. Then she hesitated again. “I don’t know, Boris. Maybe I will open it one day.” She added, “I must go now. Please keep your head and spirit up. I will definitely come to visit you again.” She made a gesture to the guards to show them that the visit was over. The guards then came to bring Boris back, and she was escorted out of the visiting hall.
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  The Nazi key

  
  





Near Berlin, Third Reich, Nazi Germany, 1945







The atmosphere in the Fuhrerbunker was one of deep despair as Major Anatoli Potapov and several other Red Army officers entered the dimly lit chamber. The oppressive silence was only broken by the sound of their boots against the cold, hard floor. The air was heavy with the scent of gunpowder and decay, a stark reminder of the violence that had unfolded just moments before.

As Potapov’s eyes adjusted to the gloom, he spotted the lifeless body of Adolf Hitler slumped in his chair, a gun still clutched in his hand. His face was frozen in a grimace, a testament to the chaos that had engulfed him in his final moments. Beside him lay Eva Braun, her pale figure eerily serene, a cyanide capsule having done its grim work. The sight struck Potapov with a mix of revulsion and a strange sense of triumph—the end of a tyrant and the collapse of a regime.

But as he surveyed the room, something caught his eye. Amidst the remnants of a shattered world—maps, documents, and the oddity of personal effects—lay an ancient key, ornate and gleaming in the half-light. It was unlike anything Potapov had ever seen, its surface adorned with intricate designs that hinted at a history steeped in mystery. Hitler’s fascination with ancient artifacts was well known, and the presence of this key seemed to echo the man’s obsession with power and the supernatural.

His curiosity piqued, Potapov felt an inexplicable pull toward the key. He glanced around to ensure no one was watching, the other soldiers too preoccupied with their grim task. With a swift motion, he pocketed the key, feeling its cool metal against his palm. The act felt both reckless and exhilarating, a secret that would accompany him back to the world above.

As they moved to leave the bunker, Potapov couldn’t shake the feeling that he had stumbled upon something significant—perhaps a remnant of a dark legacy or a clue to a hidden past. The war was ending, but in that moment, he sensed that his own journey was only just beginning, sparked by an ancient relic that held the potential to unlock mysteries far beyond his imagination.

Once more, the ancient key played a crucial role in shaping world history. Its influence appeared to both grant and withdraw power, yet the timing and manner of this remained unknown and unpredictable.
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  Turning point

  
  





Corradino Correctional Facility, Malta, present day







Boris sat in the dim light of his prison cell, the scent of damp concrete lingering in the air. The door creaked open, and he squinted against the sudden burst of light. The guard entered his cell with news that someone had come to visit him. The guard brought him to the visiting hall. When he recognized Dr. Marcello Grech, his lawyer, he felt a surge of relief mixed with confusion.

“Dr. Grech, it’s been a while,” Boris said, his eyebrows raising in surprise. “I thought maybe you had given up on me.”

Dr. Grech stepped inside, his features carved with determination, the shadows in his gaze carefully masked behind a practiced composure. “I would never abandon you, Boris. I’m still your lawyer, despite Vladislav suddenly stopping paying my fees. The law obligates me to represent you.”

Boris felt a flicker of hope. “What’s going on? Why are you here now?”

Dr. Grech leaned in, lowering his voice. “There’s been a significant development that could change everything for you. I’m not sure if you’ve had access to any news in here, but it’s making headlines. There’s a scandal involving the ruling party that has erupted across the media.”

Boris’s brow furrowed. “What kind of scandal?”

Dr. Grech hesitated for a moment, then continued. “Hidden recordings have surfaced, implicating several leaders of the ruling party. They are from Duchess Vitale’s villa in Gozo—the same place where the hard drives from the surveillance I’ve been requesting were supposedly lost. But those seem to be records from hidden surveillance being conducted at Duchess Vitale’s villa. Very well hidden.”

Boris’s heart raced. “The hard drives? What do they contain?”

Dr. Grech’s eyes sparkled with urgency. “Critical evidence—recordings of those party leaders engaging in sexual encounters at the Duchess’s villa over the years. Among those records, we found the recording from the night the Duchess was murdered. The key part is that this evidence could work in your favor. The prosecutor and police are currently verifying the authenticity of these records. If they prove to be genuine and not manipulated, we have a strong basis to reopen your case.”

A surge of adrenaline coursed through Boris. “You’re saying there’s a chance I could be released?”

“Yes,” Dr. Grech affirmed, his tone firm. “But we need to move quickly. The legal process can be slow, but I want to ensure that we’re prepared when the time comes. I’ll need your full cooperation, and we’ll have to strategize how to present this information effectively.”

Boris nodded, the tension in his chest twisting between the chill of uncertainty and the quickening pulse of possibility. “What do I need to do?”

“Stay focused and hopeful,” Dr. Grech replied. “I’ll be in touch frequently as things develop. Just know that there’s light at the end of this tunnel, Boris. You’re not alone in this fight.”

As Dr. Grech left the cell, Boris felt a renewed sense of purpose. The walls around him seemed less suffocating now, and for the first time in a long while, he dared to imagine a future beyond the bars.

Boris sat on his prison bed, the weight of the world suddenly feeling lighter. Dr. Grech had just delivered news that sparked a flicker of hope inside him. The diagnosis had been grim, but the latest advancements in treatment were promising. As Dr. Grech explained the new options, Boris felt a surge of encouragement.

He began to think about the next steps. What could he do to prepare? Research? Gather more information? But how to do that in prison? The possibilities seemed endless. He envisioned each day filled with new routines, healthier choices, and an unwavering determination to fight.

What thrilled him the most was the idea of telling Elena this news. He could already envision her face brightening with happiness, her eyes shining with optimism. He pictured himself calling her. “Elena, you won’t believe what I just found out! It alters everything! You were right. There is always hope.”

His heart raced as he imagined the conversation and the plans they could make together. This might be their journey, and he felt ready to embrace it, buoyed by the promise of what lay ahead.
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Clandestine base, located close to Malta







The dimly lit office in the high-rise building radiated authority in the gleam of its polished mahogany desk, the weighty silence between its black leather chairs, and the regimented rows of law books standing like sentinels along the wal Man One, dressed in a crisp black suit, stood rigidly before his superior, who mirrored his attire, an imposing figure behind a massive mahogany desk.

“Your report on the operation in Malta,” the supervisor began, his voice steady yet laced with disapproval. “It seems the evidence we provided to the opposition party has been messed up. This isn’t just a minor oversight; it’s a serious lapse in judgment.”

Man One shifted slightly, the weight of the accusation heavy on his shoulders. “Sir, we believed the documentation was secure, and our focus was on ensuring the operation’s success.”

“Believed? This isn’t a matter of belief. We had records that could expose our other operations, and you let them slip through your fingers. Do you understand the implications of this negligence?” The supervisor leaned forward, his expression hard.

“Yes, I understand, but—”

“No excuses,” he interrupted sharply. “This is about accountability. You and your team were tasked with safeguarding vital information, and you failed. I expect you to take immediate measures to rectify this situation. We cannot afford any leaks, especially not now.”

Man One nodded, his mind racing with the potential fallout. “I will assemble the team and devise a plan to mitigate the damage, sir.”

“Good. You have forty-eight hours. If you don’t have a solution by then, we will need to discuss your future here.” The supervisor’s tone softened slightly, but the gravity of his words lingered. “Remember, the stakes are higher than ever. We can’t lose everything we’ve worked for.”

With that, Man One turned on his heel, determination igniting within him. He had no choice but to act swiftly and decisively.
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Corradino Correctional Facility, Malta





Boris stood in the prison yard, the sun casting harsh lines across the cracked concrete. The usual sounds of inmates mingling and shouting filled the air, but there was an underlying tension that day. He had sensed it, a shift in the atmosphere that made his instincts prick with unease.

Suddenly, a figure lunged at him from the side, a glint of metal flashing in the sunlight. The attacker, a wiry man with wild eyes, wielded a self-made knife, its blade crudely fashioned from scrap metal and wrapped in fraying cloth. Boris’s training kicked in instantly; years of discipline in Aikido and Combat Sambo surged to the forefront of his mind.

As the knife slashed toward him, Boris sidestepped fluidly. He grabbed the attacker’s wrist, twisting it sharply and using the man’s momentum against him. With a swift movement, he pivoted, bringing the attacker crashing to the ground. The sound of flesh meeting concrete echoed in the yard, drawing the attention of nearby prisoners.

The attacker struggled, but Boris maintained his grip, pressing the man’s arm down until he heard a sickening crack. The man screamed, the knife dropping from his hand and clattering to the ground. Boris kept his knee on the man’s back, ensuring he couldn’t rise. He could feel the adrenaline coursing through him, but his breathing remained steady, his years of training helping him to stay calm.

“Stay down,” Boris warned, his voice low and firm
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