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  For every quiet guardian of the past—

the archivists, the rebels, the restless.

You keep the world from forgetting

what should never be repeated.
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  The Historian Who Walked Away

  
  




The call came on a gray Thursday afternoon, just as Ethan Cross was starting to believe he’d escaped his old life for good.

Rain hammered against the narrow windows of his converted barn house in Wiltshire, turning the countryside into a watercolour blur. His desk was cluttered with half-finished projects—local-history booklets, museum pamphlets, and a stack of unopened letters from university colleagues wondering when he’d “come back home.” Ethan ignored them all. Academia had drained him, drained the joy from discovery and replaced it with committees, jealous rivalries, and the constant pressure to publish or perish. He’d walked away two years ago and sworn never to return.

His phone buzzed again. Persistent. Unknown number.

Ethan sighed, snatched it up, and answered with the tone of a man expecting a scam caller.

“This is Cross.”

“Mr. Cross, forgive the intrusion.” The voice was crisp, polished, and older—someone used to giving orders. “My name is Sir Reginald Harrington. I’m calling about a private collection in my late brother’s estate. You come highly recommended.”

Academic muscle memory twitched. Ethan resisted the pull. “I don’t deal with university collections anymore.”

“Good,” Harrington said. “My brother despised universities. This is a private matter. And time-sensitive.” A pause. “You’ll be well compensated for your discretion.”

Compensation. Discretion. Two words that could lure even a retired historian out of hiding.

Ethan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “What exactly am I appraising?”

“Wartime materials. Mostly from France and Germany. Acquired during his years with the Foreign Office. Quite a mess, I’m afraid.” A deliberate, weighted breath. “Some items appear… unusual. Potentially valuable. I need an expert who can recognise significance where others see clutter.”

That did it. That old familiar spark—the curiosity he hated and missed in equal measure.

Within the hour, Ethan had packed a rucksack, locked his cottage, and driven through winding country lanes toward Harrington Manor.







The estate loomed behind wrought-iron gates, its stone façade cracked with age but still imposing. A drizzle clung to the air, the kind of mist that seeped into clothes and bones. Harrington himself met Ethan in the long entry hall—a tall, silver-haired aristocrat whose formal suit looked stitched from a different century.

“Mr. Cross,” he greeted warmly. “I appreciate your haste.”

Ethan nodded. “You mentioned you had boxes?”

Harrington gestured toward a side corridor. “Dozens. My brother collected artifacts obsessively in his later years. I’d burn it all if I didn’t fear destroying something important.”

They descended a narrow staircase into the cellar. Rows of crates filled the space, stacked haphazardly, some collapsing under their own weight. Dust motes danced in the lamplight as Ethan pried open the first lid.

Inside lay rust-flaked helmets, dog tags, torn field maps, and bundles of letters in French and German. He sifted through them quickly, recognising nothing unusual.

The second crate, however, held something different.

A leather-bound diary, water-damaged and warped with age.

The initials D.M. scorched into the cover.

Ethan felt a quiet unease settle over him. He lifted the diary carefully, as if afraid it might dissolve. The leather was brittle, but the clasp still held. He opened it.

The first entry was a blur of smeared ink, but legible enough:

If this reaches anyone… I pray they understand what we tried to do. What we had to bury.

Ethan frowned. The handwriting was hurried, slanted with fear.

He turned another page.

Judas walks among us. I must stay ahead of him. If he finds the relic, all is lost.

A relic? His pulse quickened.

He flipped through more pages—fragmented entries, coded messages, hastily scrawled warnings. The last page had a partial cipher, clearly encoded, accompanied by a word circled three times:

“Silence.”

Ethan’s historian instincts sharpened to a razor point. Diaries like this weren’t common field scribbles. This was wartime intelligence. A codebreaker? A courier? Someone in the Resistance?

A name suddenly appeared in the margins: Mercer.

His breath hitched.

Lieutenant David Mercer.

A British codebreaker rumoured to have gone missing in occupied France, 1944. His work was sealed, his missions classified. Ethan had come across the name once during his dissertation years ago.

He’d found nothing. No file. No records. As if the man had vanished from history.

And now a diary? In a Wiltshire cellar?

Ethan turned the final page again, studying the cipher. It wasn’t typical military encryption. It reminded him of layered substitution ciphers used by Resistance networks—complex, personal, designed to keep secrets within secrets.

His fingers tingled. This was something extraordinary.

Something dangerous.

A soft clearing of the throat behind him made him jump. Harrington stood a few feet away, eyes fixed on the diary.

“You recognise it?” Ethan asked.

Harrington hesitated. “Only that my brother guarded it fiercely. Hid it away from even his closest associates. I thought it might interest you.”

“It does,” Ethan murmured.

Too much.

He continued browsing through the crates until Harrington excused himself, leaving Ethan alone with the artifacts.

Minutes became an hour as Ethan skimmed documents, cross-referencing fragments, piecing together hints of a mission gone terribly wrong. His pulse quickened as he connected Mercer’s final cipher to known Resistance routes.

Suddenly, footsteps echoed above. Heavy. Purposeful.

Ethan stiffened.

Not Harrington.

He closed the diary, slipped it into his rucksack, and moved toward the shadows of the cellar wall just as two men descended the stairs.

They were dressed smartly—too smartly for antique dealers, despite their attempt at casual charm.

“Mr. Cross?” one of them called. “We understand you found something of interest. A wartime diary?”

Ethan stayed silent.

The second man scanned the room, eyes cold, calculating. “We’re prepared to pay handsomely.”

Ethan stepped out slowly, measuring their stance. Their hands hovered too close to their jackets. He’d seen that posture before—in soldiers, not historians.

“I didn’t find anything worth selling,” Ethan lied.

The first man smiled thinly. “Let’s not waste each other’s time. Where is it?”

He moved closer. Too close.

Ethan noticed dirt beneath the man’s fingernails—fresh, dark, not the sort found in English gardens. The kind found in forest soil. In graveyards. In places people weren’t meant to go.

He took a step back. “Leave.”

The second man sighed. “We tried to be polite.”

He reached into his jacket.

Ethan grabbed the nearest object—a broken metal lamp—and swung it instinctively. The blow glanced off the attacker’s arm, giving Ethan just enough time to bolt up the stairs.

He burst through the manor’s side door into the cold rain, sprinting across the lawn. A shout echoed behind him. Footsteps followed.

His car was parked at the end of the drive. Ethan fumbled for his keys, slipped, cursed, then finally yanked the door open and dove inside. The engine sputtered to life just as the two men emerged from the manor, shouting angrily, one of them raising something that glinted unmistakably like a weapon.

Ethan floored the accelerator.

Gravel sprayed. The car fishtailed before gripping the wet road. In the rear view mirror, the two men retreated, their silhouettes swallowed by the rain.

Ethan didn’t slow down until he reached the main road.

His hands shook violently.

“That wasn’t random,” he whispered to himself. “They knew.”

Of course they knew.

This diary had been hidden for nearly eighty years. Someone had been waiting for it to resurface.

Someone who believed it was worth killing for.







Back at his cottage, Ethan slammed the door behind him, locked it, and leaned against the wood until his heartbeat slowed. Thunder rolled across the hills. The storm outside matched the one inside his head.

He grabbed his phone.

There was only one person he trusted with something like this. Only one person who understood how secrets bled across generations.

He dialled.

Sophia Alvarez answered on the second ring. “Cross? Haven’t heard from you in a while. Did the real world finally bore you enough to come crawling back to the truth?”

Her teasing tone soothed him more than he expected.

“I found something,” Ethan said. “Something dangerous.”

A pause. All playfulness vanished. “Where?”

“In a private collection. A diary belonging to someone named David Mercer.”

Sophia inhaled sharply. “Mercer? The missing codebreaker? Ethan… do you have any idea what you’ve just stepped into?”

“Yes,” he said quietly. “I think I do.”

“Tell me everything.”

Ethan paced across his living room as he recounted the cellar, the handwriting, the cipher, the two men. Sophia listened without interruption, absorbing every detail.

When he finished, she spoke gravely.

“I’ve been following whispers of a modern cartel with deep wartime roots. They’ve been tracking lost artifacts across Europe—anything connected to the Resistance, codebreaking operations, and experimental technologies. Most people think they’re just smugglers. They’re not.”

“Who are they?”

“I don’t know yet,” she admitted. “But they operate under a symbol. A name whispered in archives and intelligence circles. Judas.”

Ethan felt a chill crawl up his spine.

The diary. The warnings. The urgency of the two men.

It all aligned.

“What should I do?”

“Send me the pages,” Sophia said. “Then get out of that house and disappear for a few days. If those men followed you once, they’ll do it again.”

Ethan bristled. “I’m not running.”

“This isn’t academia anymore,” she snapped. “People have died for less than what you’re holding.”

He opened the diary again. Ink smears. Blood stains. A final cipher unfinished. A voice reaching across eighty years begging to be heard.

Sophia softened. “Ethan… you’ve stumbled onto something Mercer died trying to protect. Something that mattered enough for the Resistance to bury and for modern men to kill for. This isn’t just a relic. It’s a secret someone wants erased.”

Ethan swallowed. “Then we uncover it.”

Silence. Then: “I’ll book a flight to London. Don’t do anything stupid.”

“For me, that’s asking a lot.”

Sophia laughed once, strained but genuine. “Just stay alive.”

When the call ended, Ethan stood alone in the dim room, the storm rattling his windows.

He opened Mercer’s diary again, letting his fingers trace the final coded passage—the one hinting at something far greater than a wartime trinket.

A relic that must never be found.

A conspiracy stretching beyond 1944.

A betrayal known only as Judas.

Ethan closed the diary carefully.

Fate had dragged him back into history.

And this time, history was reaching out with bloodied hands.

The past was no longer silent.

It was screaming.
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London had always felt too fast for Ethan Cross, but tonight the city’s pulse seemed especially hostile. The rain followed him from Wiltshire like a persistent shadow, turning the pavements around St. Pancras Station into sheets of black glass. Neon lights smeared across the wet ground as he navigated through the crowds, adjusting the strap of his rucksack—the one that held Mercer’s diary, wrapped in an old T-shirt and tucked deep beneath false pockets.

He checked his reflection in a shop window. He looked like a man who hadn’t slept, whose thoughts were fractured between the past and the threat chasing him from the present. The men at Harrington Manor had unsettled him more than he admitted on the phone. He’d seen violence before, but not directed at him. Not over something like this—a brittle, water-stained relic from a war eight decades gone.

He slipped into the café Sophia had chosen—a narrow, dimly lit place tucked between a Korean bakery and a travel agency. The scent of coffee, cinnamon, and damp wool hung in the air. A jazz song crooned from speakers above, almost drowned out by the rumble of passing buses.

Sophia was already there.

She sat near the back, hood pulled low over her dark hair, a steaming mug in front of her and a small recording device on the table. Her eyes, sharp and restless, locked onto him the moment he entered.

Ethan felt tension bleed from his shoulders. If anyone on earth could help him, it was Sophia.

“Cross,” she said as he slid into the booth opposite. “You look like hell.”

“Nice to see you too,” he replied, managing a weak smile.

Her expression softened, but only slightly. “You said on the phone you were attacked. Start from the beginning.”

Ethan pulled the diary from his bag and placed it between them. Sophia didn’t touch it immediately. Instead, she watched him—really watched him. A habit of hers. Reading micro-expressions, gauging stress levels, determining truth from fear.

He told her everything: Harrington’s call, the cellar full of crates, the diary, the cipher, the two men, the chase, and the unshakable feeling that he had stepped into something far bigger than a hidden artifact.

Sophia listened without drinking her coffee. No interruptions. No visible surprise. Only a growing stillness.

When he finished, she finally reached for the diary and opened it with the reverence of a surgeon handling an exposed artery.

“My God,” she whispered. “This is… this is real.”

Ethan leaned forward. “You recognise something?”

Sophia nodded, flipping through pages with precise movements. “Names. Places. Dates.” She tapped the margin of an entry written in a frantic scrawl.

“Here. ‘Voss.’ You see this?”

Ethan frowned. “Voss? The philanthropist?”

Sophia let out a humourless laugh. “That’s the public face. Behind the scenes? Marcus Voss is something else entirely.”

She lowered her voice.

“He’s tied to at least three black-market networks dealing in stolen WWII tech and classified documents. I’ve been trying to expose his operations for nearly a year. Every time I get close, someone disappears, or a source retracts suddenly. Now this…”

She lifted the diary slightly.

“This is the strongest link I’ve ever seen.”

Ethan felt the air tighten around them. “You’re serious?”

“Deadly.” Sophia slid the diary back toward him. “Those men who attacked you? They work for him.”

Memories of the cellar—their cold eyes, their clipped speech—flashed through Ethan’s mind. It made sense. Too much sense.

Sophia took out her tablet. “Let’s see Mercer’s cipher.”

Ethan unfolded the page he’d studied earlier, laying it flat next to his untouched cup of tea.

The cipher wasn’t elegant. It was frantic—letters scratched over each other, symbols mixed with numbers, a struggling mind pushing against time. Sophia angled the tablet’s camera over the page, capturing the image and pushing it into her decryption app.

Her fingers flew over the screen while she talked.

“Mercer was a junior codebreaker, but his work was above his pay grade. The records I found last year stated that he had been assigned to intercept and decode special communications from Resistance units operating near Caen. His team disappeared in 1944—vanished without a trace. The official line was that they were captured and executed.”

“But you don’t buy that,” Ethan said.

Sophia shook her head. “No. Not when men like Voss are still hunting for their work.”

A soft chime sounded from the tablet. The first layer of the cipher dissolved into plain text.

Sophia tilted the screen so Ethan could see.

Coordinates.

Latitude and longitude. French countryside. Ethan felt his pulse quicken.

“What’s there?” he asked.

Sophia zoomed in. “An abandoned monastery in Normandy. The Order of Saint Armand. I interviewed a local historian two years ago who claimed the monastery had been used as a safehouse for Resistance couriers. After the war, it fell into disrepair.”

“And Mercer was connected to it?” Ethan asked.

“Looks like it. There are mentions here”—she pointed to the handwritten notes—“of two couriers hiding something he called the ‘Null Object.’”

Ethan blinked. “Null… like void?”

“Or shut down,” Sophia murmured. “Like a device that needed to be disabled.”

Her eyes hardened. “We need to go there. Before Voss does.”

The way she said it left no room for argument.







They left the café after paying in cash—Sophia’s insistence—and walked through rain-slick streets to a modest hotel near King’s Cross. Ethan followed her inside, his rucksack feeling heavier with each step.

Inside her room, Sophia spread the diary across the desk and began taking high-resolution photographs of every page. Ethan stood at the window, watching the traffic. He couldn’t shake the sensation of being watched himself. When he glanced at Sophia, he caught her frowning.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Fine,” she said, though her tone suggested the opposite. “But this is bigger than I expected. Mercer wasn’t just scared—he was terrified. Look at this.”

She handed him a photo of one of Mercer’s last entries. Ethan read aloud:

Judas is among us. I fear no one. I trust no one. I have buried the last piece. If he finds it, the world will echo with darkness.

Ethan felt cold. “He wasn’t writing about the Nazis.”

“No,” Sophia said. “Judas was someone on the Allied side. Someone close enough to access information and intercept communications. A double agent.”

“You think this Judas still has followers?”

Sophia hesitated. “I think Marcus Voss is one of them.”

A sharp knock on the hotel door made Ethan jump.

Sophia’s hand shot to the lamp beside her, fingers tightening around the base as if preparing to swing it.

Another knock.

“Sophia Alvarez?” a voice called. “This is the front desk. A parcel arrived for you.”

Sophia relaxed slightly. Ethan didn’t.

She cracked the door while keeping her foot braced behind it. A young concierge stood outside, holding a padded envelope.

“You asked us to forward anything from this sender,” he said, handing her the parcel.

Sophia nodded politely and closed the door.

“Who’s it from?” Ethan asked.

She turned the envelope over, her expression darkening. “One of my sources inside Interpol. He said he’d send me anything unusual.”

She tore the envelope open and pulled out a single printed photo. Ethan stepped closer as she unfolded it.

His throat tightened.

The image showed the two men from Harrington Manor—dead. Their bodies were crumpled on a concrete floor, surrounded by blood.

An insignia had been spray-painted on the wall behind them.

A stylised snake eating its own tail.

Sophia inhaled sharply. “I’ve seen this symbol before. It’s the cartel’s emblem. Voss’s exact inverse.”

Ethan forced himself to look away. “Why send this to you?”

Sophia’s jaw tightened. “A message. Someone wants me to know the cartel is cleaning house.”

Ethan felt the room shrink around them. “We’re next.”

Sophia grabbed her laptop. “Which means we leave now.”







Booking the tickets took seconds. Sophia was efficient, methodical, detached—qualities Ethan admired, even as fear gnawed at the edges of his composure.

Their flight left Heathrow in ninety minutes. A taxi ride, a brisk walk through security, and they were at the gate with minutes to spare.

As they sat in the waiting area, Ethan noticed Sophia watching people instead of her phone. She scanned faces, hands, luggage—categorising threats the way a trained operative might.

“You’ve done this before,” Ethan said.

“Investigative journalism isn’t as glamorous as people think,” she replied. “You learn early who might be following you.”

“And are we being followed?”

Sophia’s eyes moved to a man in a gray coat seated two rows away. He wasn’t reading, wasn’t checking his boarding pass, wasn’t looking at the departure board.

He was looking at them.

Sophia leaned in. “Don’t turn around. But yes.”

Ethan felt the prickling tension crawl up his spine.

The announcement for their flight echoed through the terminal. Passengers began forming a line.

Sophia stood quickly. “Let’s move. Stick behind families—they create chaos in boarding.”

Ethan followed her, weaving through the crowd. The man in the gray coat rose too.

But just as he stepped toward them, a large man dragging two screaming children cut across his path, blocking him. The delay was enough. Sophia and Ethan boarded the plane.

Once in their seats, Ethan exhaled shakily. “Do you think he was working for Voss?”

Sophia didn’t look away from the aisle. “If he was, we’ll see him again.”

The cabin lights dimmed. Engines hummed to life.

Ethan reached into his bag and pulled out the diary. He hadn’t looked at Mercer’s final entry since the manor—since the cellar, the lamp, the sprint into the storm.

He read the lines again, the ink warped by water and time.

Someone walks among us. A friend. A shadow. Judas wears a friendly face.

Sophia noticed. “You okay?”

Ethan closed the diary.

“No,” he said honestly.

Sophia nodded. “Good. Fear keeps you alert.”

As the plane accelerated down the runway, lifting into the turbulent night sky, Ethan closed his eyes and let the weight of the moment settle.

He had stumbled into a forgotten war.

A war that had never truly ended.

And whatever waited in Normandy—the monastery, the coordinates, the relic—it was only the first step into something far larger than he had imagined.

Something Mercer had died trying to stop.

Something that now hunted them across continents.

Ethan tightened his grip on the diary.

“Let’s find out what you were trying to tell us,” he whispered.

Above the drone of the engines, he could almost imagine a young lieutenant’s terrified voice answering across the decades:

Find Judas before Judas finds you.
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The road to the monastery wound along the edge of the Normandy cliffs like a scar. On one side, the land fell away into empty air and a restless, steel-coloured sea that hammered the rocks below. On the other, fog-thick forests pressed in, branches reaching toward the road as if trying to drag passing cars into the trees.

Ethan drove with both hands tight on the wheel, headlights cutting a tunnel through the mist. Every so often he glanced at the GPS, though it showed nothing but a thin gray line and a blinking arrow.

“No signal out here,” Sophia murmured, studying her phone. “Of course.”

“Old monasteries weren’t built for 5G,” Ethan said, though his voice didn’t quite carry the joke.

She looked up from the blank screen and watched the looming silhouettes of pines slide past her window. “You okay?”

“Just thinking about how every horror film starts like this,” he replied. “Remote location, no phone signal, mysterious coordinates. Usually the guy with the map dies first.”

“Relax,” she said, deadpan. “You don’t have a map. You have a diary. Completely different trope.”

Despite himself, Ethan smiled. The banter helped. So did having someone beside him who wasn’t spooked by the idea of armed men chasing them across borders.

The monastery appeared without warning, emerging from the fog like a memory resurfacing. Stone walls, weather-beaten and broken. A tall, narrow bell tower where the bell itself was long gone, leaving only a dark, hollow arch. The front gate sagged inward, rust eating through old iron.

Ethan pulled the car off the road and killed the engine. Silence rushed in, heavy and absolute. No birds. No distant traffic. Just the faint crash of waves below and the whisper of wind sliding through the trees.

Sophia opened her door and stepped out, pulling her jacket tighter against the damp chill. “Cheerful place,” she said.

Ethan grabbed his rucksack from the back seat, ensuring Mercer’s diary was inside, along with his flash light and a small crowbar he’d packed out of habit. “Let’s stay focused. We don’t know how long we have before someone else shows up.”

“Someone else like Voss,” Sophia said.

“Exactly.”

They pushed the gate aside with a screech that echoed off stone and stepped into the monastery courtyard.

Time had not been kind.

The cloister arcade was half collapsed, its columns cracked and leaning. Weed-choked flagstones stretched beneath their feet, slick with moss and rain. Bullet scars riddled the walls—small, pitted craters in the stone where someone had fired blindly and desperately a lifetime ago. Burn patterns blackened the edges of doorways. One section of the roof had caved in entirely, exposing splintered beams like ribs.

“There was a battle here,” Ethan said quietly.

Sophia’s gaze traced the bullet impacts. “More than once, from the look of it. First the war. Then scavengers.”

They moved slowly across the courtyard toward the cloister walk. Ethan flicked on his flash light and swept it along the walls. At first he saw only cracks and moss.

Then the beam caught something else. Lines carved into the stone. Shapes that didn’t belong.

“Here,” he said.

Sophia joined him, brushing away lichen with her glove. Faint engravings emerged beneath: words in French and English, overlapping like palimpsests.

“La nuit appartient à ceux qui se battent.”

The night belongs to those who fight.

Next to it, etched more hurriedly: “Trust the silence.”

Further along the wall, a crude diagram of the coastline, with a small cross marking a point inland and a series of numbers beneath.

Sophia frowned. “That looks like coordinates. Crude, but… yeah. Resistance markings. Probably used as reference for couriers moving in the dark.”

Ethan leaned closer, heart quickening. The numbers were partially eroded, but he recognised the structure of them.

“They’re using the same spacing conventions as Mercer’s cipher,” he said. “Look at the grouping.”

Sophia studied them, then nodded. “You’re right. It matches his style.”

Her gaze drifted lower. Another sentence had been scratched into the stone, almost invisible unless the light hit at the right angle.

“If we fall, follow the echoes.”

Sophia’s shoulders tensed. “That’s poetic.”

“It’s also a message,” Ethan said. “Echoes. He used that word in the diary, too. ‘The echoes will guide whoever finds this.’”

Sophia looked toward the inner archway that led into the chapel. “Then let’s see what’s left of the echo.”

They crossed into the chapel.

What remained of the nave was a hollow, haunted space. Wooden pews lay in splintered heaps. Shards of stained glass glittered faintly on the floor beneath tall, empty windows. The altar at the far end of the room had partially collapsed, its stone cracked, marble surface blackened by fire.

Ethan’s flash light beam picked up scraps of burnt paper drifting in corners, twisted metal from what might have been candle stands, and the twisted frame of a confessional booth.

“Someone tried to erase this place,” Sophia said.

“Or erase whatever happened here,” Ethan replied.

He moved down the central aisle, eyes scanning the floor and walls. Near the front, he spotted a scattered pile of documents half buried under debris. He crouched, brushing aside ash.

Charred edges. French and German text. Some sections stamped with Wehrmacht insignia. Others bearing the Croix de Lorraine of the Resistance.

Sophia knelt beside him. “Interrogation transcripts,” she murmured after a quick glance. “Looks like the Germans took this place over at some point. Maybe used it as a staging ground.”

Ethan’s beam drifted toward the altar.

Something there didn’t fit.

One of the stones at the base of the altar was cleaner than the others, its surface smoother, less weathered. A faint rectangular outline marked its edges, almost like a door.

He stood. “Help me with this.”

Together, they cleared away the remaining rubble. Ethan wedged his crowbar into the gap and heaved. The stone grated, resisted, then slowly shifted, dust spilling from the edges.

Beneath it, a narrow stairwell descended into darkness.

Sophia exhaled a thin breath. “Of course there’s a secret staircase. There’s always a secret staircase.”

Ethan’s lips twitched. “You first?”

“Not a chance.”

They descended together, flash light beams slicing through damp air. The stairs ended in a low-ceilinged crypt lined with alcoves. Stone shelves jutted from the walls, some still holding ancient, crumbling coffins. The air was colder here, thick with the smell of earth and old decay.

“Charming,” Sophia whispered.

Ethan swept his light across the floor. At first he saw only dust and debris.

Then the beam landed on a metal box half hidden beneath a fallen slab of stone.

He crossed the crypt and knelt beside it. The box was about the size of a small briefcase, corroded and dented but intact. No lock, just a clasp.

Sophia knelt beside him. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

“That this is either exactly what we’re looking for,” Ethan said, “or something that’s going to kill us when we open it.”

Sophia tilted her head. “You’re really improving at the whole ‘thinking ahead’ thing.”

He unfastened the clasp.

The lid creaked open.

Inside, nestled in rotted cloth, lay a scrap of metal roughly the size of his palm. It wasn’t uniform like a manufactured plate. Its edges were irregular, as if it had been cut from a larger object. The surface was etched with lines and symbols.

Not words. Not any language Ethan recognised.

But at the bottom, in small, precise characters, were coordinates.

He tilted the metal, reading them aloud. “North… east… that’s—”

“Germany,” Sophia said, finishing his thought. She pinched the metal between gloved fingers, studying the symbols. “These markings. They’re not standard military engravings.”

“It looks older,” Ethan said. “Or… different.”

He ran his thumb over the edges. The metal felt strange—neither cold nor warm, almost inert, yet heavy in a way that seemed wrong for its size.

Sophia glanced around the crypt. “If the Germans came here, why leave this? Why not take it?”

“Maybe they missed it,” Ethan suggested. “Hidden during a withdrawal. Or maybe Mercer or Sarah—”

He stopped.

Sophia looked at him. “What?”

“Nothing,” he said quickly. “Just… imagining.”

He slid the metal fragment into his pocket, wrapping it in a cloth from the box. As he did, a faint, nearly inaudible click sounded above them.

Sophia stiffened. “Did you hear that?”

Ethan froze. The click had come from somewhere near the stairwell. A mechanical sound. Not the shifting of stone.

He shone his flash light upward. A small, dark object was embedded into the ceiling near the top of the stairs, hidden in shadow. A cable ran from it along the ceiling, disappearing into the wall.

Sophia’s eyes widened. “That’s a sensor.”

“Impossible,” Ethan muttered. “This place has been abandoned since—”

“Abandoned doesn’t mean untouched,” she snapped. “You triggered something when you moved that box.”

Her voice sharpened. “We need to move. Now.”

They scrambled up the stairs, emerging back into the chapel. The space somehow felt different now—less empty, more threatening.

A distant rumble rolled across the courtyard.

Not thunder.

Engines.

Multiple engines.

Sophia rushed to a shattered window and peered out. A black SUV pulled up to the outer gate, followed by another. Doors opened. Men emerged, dressed in dark clothing, weapons slung low and practiced.

Her stomach dropped. “Company. At least eight of them. Maybe more.”

“Voss?” Ethan asked.

“I’d bet my career on it.”

He swung his rucksack onto his shoulder. “Is there another way out?”

“Monasteries like this usually have catacombs. Maybe tunnels leading toward the cliffs.” She scanned the chapel, then pointed to a side archway half collapsed. “There.”

They sprinted across the nave. Just as they reached the archway, a booming crash echoed through the monastery as the front doors were kicked inward.

“Spread out!” a voice barked in accented English. “Find them. They’re here.”

Gunmetal glinted in the doorway.

Ethan and Sophia ducked into the side passage, hearts pounding.

The corridor beyond sloped downward, ceiling lowering as they moved. Ethan’s flash light beam danced along rough stone walls. The air grew colder, wetter, carrying the faint smell of salt and sea.

Behind them, boots hammered on stone.

Sophia grabbed his wrist and pulled him faster. “Move!”

The passage forked. Ethan chose instinctively—the right-hand path—and they plunged deeper into the catacombs.

The ceiling dropped so low they had to crouch. Pockets of water glistened on the floor. The tunnel twisted left, then right, then opened into a larger chamber where natural rock cuts merged with carved stone.

“Tell me you know where we’re going,” Ethan panted.

“I know we’re going away from the men with guns,” Sophia said. “That’s good enough for now.”

Voices echoed faintly down the tunnels.

“—this way!”

“—tracks in the dust—”

“—they went below—”

Sophia’s gaze snapped to a narrow slit in the far wall, partially collapsed but still passable. “There!”

They squeezed through, shoulders scraping stone. Ethan felt his rucksack catch for a moment, then tear free with a desperate shove. On the other side, another passage sloped upward, the air fresher, tinged with salt and wind.

Behind them, a shout.

“They’re here!”

A bullet ricocheted off the rock near Ethan’s head, showering him with fragments. He flinched and stumbled.

Sophia grabbed his arm, yanking him forward. “Don’t stop!”

They scrambled up the tunnel. Light appeared ahead—a jagged hole where the cliff face had partially collapsed, forming a cramped, natural exit out onto a narrow ledge overlooking the sea.

Rain lashed their faces as they emerged. Below, waves hammered the rocks in furious bursts of white foam. Their car was a distant speck in the overgrown parking area beyond the monastery walls.

Sophia squinted against the wind. “We can go around the outer wall, cut through the trees, and reach the car. If they’re still inside searching, we—”

Another shot cracked behind them. Stone exploded at her feet.

She swore. “Go!”

They edged along the slick ledge, pressed against the cliff, every step a negotiation with gravity. Wind tore at them, threatening to rip them away. Ethan’s boots slipped once, sending his heart into his throat. He caught himself on a jagged outcrop, fingers scraping raw.

From the tunnel mouth behind them, one of the mercenaries emerged, bracing himself against the wind, weapon raised.

Sophia spun, fired a small compact pistol Ethan hadn’t known she carried. The shot went wide—too much wind, too little time. But it forced the man to duck back.

“You’re armed?” Ethan shouted over the roar of the sea.

“I’m a journalist, not suicidal!” she shot back.

They reached the end of the ledge where it connected to a narrow incline leading up toward the tree line. From there, a scramble through brambles and shrubs brought them to the rear of the monastery grounds.

They burst through the undergrowth, nearly sliding on wet grass, and sprinted across open ground. Ethan’s lungs burned. His legs felt like lead. But the sight of the car—mud-splattered, alone—pulled him onward.

Behind them, more shouts. More shots. Bullets tore clumps of earth from the ground, whined past their ears.

Sophia hit the fob. The car’s lights flashed. They dove inside, doors slamming shut almost in unison. Ethan jammed the key into the ignition, praying it wouldn’t stall.

The engine caught.

“Down!” Sophia shouted, shoving his shoulder.

He ducked instinctively as a bullet spider webbed the rear windshield. He slammed his foot down. The car lurched forward, tires spinning in the wet grass before gripping and surging onto the gravel road.

In the mirror, figures appeared at the edge of the trees, weapons snapping up.

Ethan swerved as another round punched through the rear of the car. The vehicle fishtailed wildly. He wrestled it back under control, heart hammering.

“Just drive!” Sophia yelled.

He did.

The monastery shrank in the mirror, swallowed by mist and trees, then disappeared entirely as the road curved away along the cliffs.

They drove in silence for several long minutes, both of them breathing hard, listening for the sound of engines behind them.

None came.

Finally, Sophia eased back in her seat, letting out a long, unsteady breath. “Well,” she said, voice hoarse, “so much for a peaceful historical field trip.”

Ethan’s hands were white-knuckled on the wheel. “I’m starting to miss dusty archives.”

She glanced at him. “You did good back there.”

“I almost fell off a cliff.”

“You didn’t fall off a cliff,” she said. “That’s the important part.”

A nervous laugh escaped him before he could stop it.

They drove until the monastery was nothing more than a weight in memory and the fog thinned into plain gray rain. Ethan finally pulled into a lay-by overlooking a stretch of flat fields and killed the engine.

Silence settled between them, broken only by the soft tick of cooling metal and the distant sound of a tractor somewhere in the countryside.

Sophia stared out the windshield, jaw tight. “They were waiting for us. Maybe not there specifically, but they reacted fast. The sensor was modern, not from the 1940s. Voss has people sweeping known Resistance sites.”

“He knew about the monastery?” Ethan asked.

She nodded. “Or at least knew it mattered. His network is thorough. He’s been picking Europe clean for years.”

Ethan leaned back, feeling every muscle tremble now that the adrenaline was fading. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the wrapped metal fragment.

It lay in his palm like an accusation.

Sophia turned toward him. “Let me see it again.”

He unfolded the cloth. The fragment caught the weak light filtering through the windshield, its etched symbols dull and lifeless. The coordinates at the bottom remained clear, precise.

“Germany,” Sophia repeated. “He was leading us there. Mercer, or Sarah, or whoever hid this.”

Ethan frowned. “It feels… weird.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Scientific term?”

He shook his head. “I mean it. It doesn’t feel like normal metal.”

Sophia reached into the glove compartment and retrieved a cheap plastic lighter. “Let’s test something.”

“Test what?”

“In the crypt,” she said slowly, “I thought I saw something when your flash light lingered on that fragment. A shimmer. Could’ve been my imagination. Could’ve been stress. Or…”

She flicked the lighter, holding the small flame close to the surface of the metal, careful not to touch it directly.

At first, nothing happened.

Then, slowly, faint lines appeared—hair-thin streaks of light tracing along the etched symbols, pulsing gently like a heartbeat.

Ethan’s breath caught. “That’s… that’s not—”

“Not WWII tech,” Sophia finished for him. Her voice was barely audible. “Not any tech I’ve seen, anyway.”

The glow continued for a few seconds, then faded as the metal cooled, returning to its inert, dull state.

Sophia snapped the lighter shut. “Okay,” she said, sitting back, eyes wide but steady. “So now we know why Mercer called it a relic that must never be found.”

Ethan closed his fingers around the fragment, feeling its impossible weight press into his skin.

“We’re not just dealing with stolen artifacts and old secrets,” he said.

“No,” Sophia replied. “We’re dealing with something that doesn’t belong in any war. Something that probably doesn’t belong in this century.”

She looked at him.

“And Voss wants it.”

Ethan stared out at the rain, the fields, the quiet rural road that suddenly felt like the last safe moment before a plunge into something uncharted.

Mercer’s diary. The monastery. The bullet scars and scorched stone. The sensor in the ceiling. The men with guns. And now, this fragment that glowed like it remembered a different world.

“We follow the coordinates,” he said.

Sophia nodded once.

“Germany,” she agreed. “Before Voss gets there first.”

Ethan slid the fragment back into its cloth and into his pocket, feeling like he’d just placed a piece of a loaded weapon beside his heart.

He started the car.

As they pulled back onto the road, leaving the monastery—and its ghosts—behind, neither of them noticed the dark SUV parked half a mile back along the route, lights off, engine idling.

Inside, a man with a scar along his jaw lowered his binoculars and reached for his phone.

“We have them,” he said, voice calm. “They have the piece. They’re heading east.”

A pause.

“Yes, sir. Understood.”

He ended the call.

On the other end of that line, in a glass tower far across Europe, Marcus Voss smiled.

The hunt had truly begun.
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Marcus Voss hated incompetence almost as much as he hated being surprised.

He stared at the satellite image on the wall-sized screen in front of him, hands clasped behind his back. The Normandy coastline sprawled in grainy detail: cliffs, forest, and the gray smudge of the old monastery. Zoomed-in frames cycled one after another—first from three hours ago, then two, then one. On the latest image, a pale rectangle that had once been the monastery’s roof showed tiny digital artifacts where heat signatures had recently faded.

People had been there.

“Run it again,” Voss said.

His analyst, a pale man in his thirties wearing an immaculate suit that didn’t quite fit his narrow shoulders, nodded. He tapped a few keys, and the time-lapse replayed from the beginning. Tiny markers appeared over the monastery’s outer yard where vehicles had come and gone: one of them a small civilian car, another one of Voss’s own SUVs.

The car was the problem.

Voss gestured to it with a flick of his hand. “That one. Tag it.”

“Yes, sir.” The analyst zoomed in on the car as it left the site. The footage jumped to a different angle, captured from a traffic camera half a kilometre from the monastery turn off. The plate number sharpened into view.

British.

Voss’s jaw tightened.

“Cross,” he murmured. “You really are as stupidly curious as she said you’d be.”

Behind him, the glass wall of his Berlin office stretched from floor to ceiling, offering a panoramic view of the city—steel, glass, and deliberate power. The sky outside was the colour of ash, reflecting back in the gleaming surfaces. From this height, the people below looked like insects, moving along patterns he had helped design.

“My lord,” the analyst ventured, “local teams report partial engagement at the site. Minimal casualties on our side. The targets escaped before they could be contained.”

“I can see that,” Voss said softly.

The analyst swallowed. “We’re still tracing their route across Normandy. They may be heading toward—”

“I know exactly where they’re heading,” Voss cut in. “East. They think they’re clever. They believe they’re following Mercer’s trail, one breadcrumb at a time, always one step ahead of the wolves.”

A thin smile crept across his face.

“They don’t realise the wolves set the trail.”

The office door opened without a knock. Only one man entered Voss’s space unannounced.

Kasper Brandt walked in with the quiet confidence of someone who knew every weapon in the room—even the ones that weren’t visible. He was in his early forties, broad-shouldered but lean, with a soldier’s posture and a scar slicing cleanly from his left ear to his jawline. His suit was tailored, his tie perfectly knotted, but his eyes were wrong for boardrooms: cold, flat, measuring.

“Marcus,” Brandt said. He only used the first name in private. “Confirmed visual of Cross and Alvarez leaving the monastery. They got to the fragment before my team did.”

Voss didn’t turn around. He stared at the frozen image of the British license plate.

“Are you telling me,” he said softly, “that two civilians outmanoeuvred eight of my men at a ruin with one entrance?”

Brandt’s jaw tightened barely a fraction. “It appears the monastery had more exits than our preliminary schematics indicated. They descended into the catacombs and surfaced near the cliff line. Terrain outmanoeuvred them.”

“Terrain,” Voss repeated. “An interesting excuse. Should I send a complaint to the French coastline?”

Brandt stayed silent.

Voss let the moment stretch until it was taut as wire. Then he turned, his expression calm, almost pleasant.

“Kasper,” he said, “you know why I employ you.”

“Yes,” Brandt replied. “To clean up messes your other employees make.”

Voss’s smile widened a fraction. That was one thing he liked about Brandt: the man’s honesty had teeth.

“Precisely,” Voss said. “We now have a situation on our hands. Ethan Cross possesses a World War II diary that should never have survived the war. Sophia Alvarez… has been circling my operation for months. We have tolerated her because she was persistent but ultimately ineffective. This has changed.”

Brandt stepped closer to the screen. “The diary confirmed?”

Voss nodded. “My contacts in the Harrington estate reported Cross’s arrival. The retrieval team failed to secure the asset and are now…” He made a dismissive gesture. “Irrelevant.”

He did not bother mentioning that “irrelevant” meant two bodies in a warehouse, throats slit, marked with the old sigil. Failure had a cost. That was a lesson he intended all his people to remember.

“Mercer’s diary,” Voss continued, “contains the unfiltered account of Operation Judas. Ciphered, yes, but with enough time, men like Cross and Alvarez can unravel even the most elegant secrets. We cannot allow this.”

Brandt studied the last captured frame of Ethan’s car. “You want the diary destroyed.”

Voss raised a finger. “No. I want it acquired.” His gaze sharpened. “If there is one thing history teaches us, Kasper, it is that burning secrets does not erase them. It only creates mysteries. Mysteries draw people like Cross. Facts, on the other hand, can be… controlled.”

Brandt inclined his head. “Understood.”

Voss turned back to the screen. His reflection hovered faintly over the monastery. “Mercer’s relic was not just advanced technology. It was singular. An anomaly. The Germans didn’t create it. Neither did the British. It is older. Other. And far too dangerous for ordinary men to possess.”

He said the last part with a conviction bordering on religious.

Brandt heard it, and as always, did not comment. He knew how Voss saw himself—not just as a businessman, but as caretaker of a legacy stretching back to 1944. A legacy of men like Aldric Wynn, the original Judas, who believed that power should never be left in the hands of the fearful and the weak.

Voss walked to the window and looked out over Berlin. “The Allies buried the relic because they were afraid. Afraid of what it meant, of what it could do. They called it an abomination, a threat.” His lips curled. “They lacked imagination.”

“And you don’t,” Brandt said.

“No,” Voss replied. “I have something they never had. Time. Perspective. A world already conditioned to accept unseen power structures. Data. Surveillance. Controlled crises. The relic will not seem like a horror when I present it. It will seem like an inevitability.”

Brandt studied him. “And Cross is… what? A nuisance? A wildcard?”

“A historian who doesn’t know when to leave the past alone,” Voss said. “And Alvarez? A mosquito that survived too many swats.”

He turned back to Brandt, his eyes now hard. “I want them silenced, Kasper. Permanently. But only after we have everything they’ve taken. The diary, any copies of the pages, any photographs or backups. I want it all.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Deploy all available ground teams between Normandy and the German border,” Voss continued. “Alert our contacts in customs and at motorway checkpoints. If they travel by air, we will know. If by car, we will see. Money is no object.”

He paused, then added, “But discretion is.”

Brandt nodded. “We don’t want another Interpol inquiry.”

Voss’s mouth twitched in amusement. “No. Although, those inquiries do have their uses. They scare off the opportunists and leave only the truly determined.”

He picked up a folder from his desk and flicked it open, glancing at the schedule inside. “Now, unfortunately, I have to play the role of benevolent patron. Munich awaits. The gala begins at eight tomorrow evening. I’m supposed to announce a new fund for European heritage preservation.” He shut the folder with a soft thump. “How fitting.”

“You’re still going?” Brandt asked. “Given the circumstances?”

“Of course,” Voss said. “The best way to hide a knife is in full view of those who believe you’re unarmed.” He adjusted his cufflinks, tiny silver pieces engraved with the ouroboros—a snake eating its tail. The emblem of his exact inverse. Of Judas’s doctrine. “Who’s attending?”

Brandt reeled it off from memory. “Politicians. Museum directors. Arms manufacturers dressed as philanthropists. A few very wealthy idiots who like to pretend they care about history.”

“Perfect,” Voss said. “I will make a short speech. They will applaud, thinking they understand my intentions. Then they will drink, flatter, and sign agreements they barely read. And when the time comes, they’ll support whatever narrative I present regarding certain… newly uncovered relics.”

“And if Cross exposes you before then?” Brandt asked.

Voss’s expression hardened. “He won’t.”

He checked his watch. “Have the jet ready in two hours. I want Munich prepped. Make sure the press kit emphasises my contributions to historical conservation. Get photographs of the monastery ruins into the slide deck—before and after. A little visual sentimentality goes a long way.”

Brandt nodded. “And Cross and Alvarez?”

Voss walked toward the far wall, where a set of seamless steel panels met in a precise cross. “You’ll handle them,” he said. “But first, I want to remind you why this matters.”

He pressed his palm against a nearly invisible panel. A scanner flickered behind the steel, reading the pattern of his hand, then pinged softly. The panels slid apart, revealing a narrow chamber bathed in cool white light.

Brandt followed.

The vault was small, not much larger than a walk-in closet, but every centimetre of it exuded menace. Shelves lined the walls, holding objects carefully mounted and labelled—not with museum catalogue numbers, but with codes only Voss and a handful of trusted archivists could interpret.

Near the entrance, a row of compact radio units sat frozen in time, their knobs and dials pristine despite their age. Their designs were unlike standard Allied or Axis equipment—sleek, almost elegant, with strange alloys visible beneath scratched paint.

A little further in, glass cases displayed metallic shards of various sizes. Some were flat and thin, others curved, as though they’d once formed part of a larger sphere. Their surfaces bore faint markings—lines and patterns that seemed to shift subtly when viewed from different angles.

Brandt had seen these items before, but they still unsettled him. They radiated something… wrong. Not dangerous in the immediate, explosive sense. More like the unease of realising an animal was watching you from the dark.

In the centre of the room sat a sealed crate, reinforced with metal straps. It was stamped with faded wartime markings and a distinct sigil: a circle intersected by three lines, forming something between a star and an eye.

The same shape that had been etched into the fragment Ethan now carried.

Voss walked to the crate and placed his hand on it, almost affectionately.

“This,” he said, “was recovered from a research facility in the Harz Mountains after the war. The Allies claimed they destroyed all of its contents. They lied. Pieces were diverted, traded, hidden. Men like Mercer tried to bury them forever. Men like Judas tried to keep them for themselves.”

He turned slightly, meeting Brandt’s gaze.

“I am not Judas,” Voss said calmly. “I am what Judas should have been.”

Brandt didn’t respond. He had long since learned there was no profit in debating Voss’s self-mythology.

Voss traced the sigil with one finger. “We have the communications arrays,” he said. “We have shards of the original sphere. We have documents—scraps of equations, half-burned schematics, testimonies from terrified scientists who barely understood what they were touching.”

He withdrew his hand.

“But we never had the complete focusing mechanism. The fragment that stabilised the anomaly. Without it, the system is unstable. Beautiful, but useless. An unfinished weapon.”

He smiled faintly.

“Cross now carries the piece we’ve been missing.”

“Kasper,” he said softly, “I do not merely want you to retrieve Mercer’s diary. I want that fragment. Every copy, every photograph, every data point gathered from it. The moment we have it, we will complete what was begun in 1944.”

Brandt glanced at the crate. “And if it’s as dangerous as Mercer believed?”

“All power is dangerous,” Voss replied. “That has never stopped men from using it. The only question is: who controls it?”

He stepped out of the vault. Brandt followed. The panels hissed shut behind them, erasing the chamber as if it had never existed.

Voss straightened his jacket. “You leave within the hour. Use the Brandenburg airstrip. Unmarked jet. Take only those you trust. You’ll have full autonomy in the field.”

Brandt nodded. “I’ll bring you what you want.”

Voss placed a hand on his shoulder, a rare gesture of almost paternal approval. “I know you will. That’s why you’re still alive.”

They returned to the main office. The analyst remained by the screen, pretending not to have heard anything.

“Update me every two hours,” Voss said to Brandt. “If Cross and Alvarez cross the German border, I want eyes on them before they hit the first service station.”

Brandt left without another word.

Voss walked back to the window, staring out at Berlin as the clouds thickened over the city. His reflection hovered over the skyline—tall, composed, indistinguishable from a dozen other wealthy men who believed they owned the world.

Except he didn’t just want to own it.

He wanted to rewrite it.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small, old photograph. It was cracked at the edges, the image faded, but still clear enough: a group of men in wartime uniforms standing outside a bunker entrance. Among them, younger, slimmer, eyes fervent, was Aldric Wynn.

Judas.

On the back of the photograph, faint but legible, was a phrase in Wynn’s careful handwriting.

We failed because we hesitated.

Voss stared at the words for a long moment.

Then he slipped the photograph back into his pocket and smiled.

“We’re close,” he whispered, echoing the words he’d once heard an old man say in a dimly lit room decades ago. “Closer than those fools in 1944 ever were.”

His assistant appeared at the doorway, tablet in hand. “Sir? The car for the airport is ready. Munich is expecting you.”

“Good,” Voss said, turning away from the window. “Let them celebrate the past.”

He picked up his jacket and walked out, his footsteps steady, his mind already moving ten steps ahead.

“I’ll be busy arranging the future.”
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Shadows of Occupied France (1944)


The first thing David Mercer noticed every morning was the smell of damp earth.

It clung to the rough wooden beams above his head, seeped from the packed dirt floor, and threaded through the air like a reminder that he was underground, buried alive beneath someone else’s house. Sometimes, in those bleary moments between sleep and waking, he could almost pretend he was back in Bletchley Park—just another code clerk drowning in cigarette smoke and tedium.

Then the farmhouse creaked overhead, a cow lowed somewhere in the yard, and the muffled murmur of French voices reminded him he was in enemy territory, a British officer hiding like a mole beneath a French family’s kitchen.

Mercer pushed himself upright, his thin blanket sliding from his shoulders. The low-ceilinged cellar was lit only by a single shaded lamp and the glow of a half-dead stove. A field table dominated the centre of the room, covered in radio components, cipher sheets, and maps pinned with coloured pins. A pair of headphones sat like a skeletal crown atop the wireless set.

Private Owens, his wireless operator, was already awake, hunched over the radio, scribbling down a string of numbers with stiff fingers.

“Morning, sir,” Owens muttered without looking up.

“Is it?” Mercer replied, swinging his legs over the side of the cot. “Feels more like the middle of the night in Hell.”

Owens snorted once. The young operator’s eyes were ringed with dark circles, his hands ink-stained and calloused. They’d been in this farmhouse for four months, listening to German airwave traffic, plucking signals from the ether and turning them into meaning. Sometimes meaning saved lives. Sometimes it arrived too late to do anything but haunt him.

Mercer dressed quickly in his uniform shirt and trousers, then pulled on the civilian jacket they used when they had to go above ground. His uniform tunic hung neatly from a nail on the wall, mostly for morale. It reminded him he was still a lieutenant in His Majesty’s Army and not just a ghost living under French floorboards.

“Anything interesting?” he asked, nodding at Owens’ notepad.

“Mostly routine movements, sir,” Owens said. “Supply lines. Patrol rotations. One unit complaining about fuel shortages. Same old.”

Mercer moved to the table, poured himself a tin mug of bitter coffee from a dented pot, and tried not to think about home. He hadn’t seen England in sixteen months. The war had a way of stretching time until dates blurred and only urgent messages marked the passing days.

He set his mug down and flipped through the intercepts from the night shift. Most were already tagged and processed—numbers converted to letters, letters formed into words, words turned into sentences like: Convoy delayed by weather stop adjust schedule.

The mundane face of war.

He was halfway through a report about ammunition shipments when Owens stiffened, pen stopping mid-stroke.

“Sir,” he said, voice suddenly sharp. “New transmission. Priority flag. Frequencies we haven’t seen before.”

Mercer set the report aside and moved behind Owens, peering over his shoulder. The wireless crackled, spitting out a staccato string of numbers in a clipped, mechanical monotone.

Owens wrote furiously, filling line after line.

When the signal ended, Owens tore the sheet free and handed it to Mercer.

“Raw intercept, sir. High-level encryption. Not like their usual field ciphers.”

Mercer studied the sheet. The numbers looked ordinary enough—just another chain of digits—but there was a rhythm to them he recognised. A structure he’d seen once before in a compiled briefing on “sensitive” communications.

He sat at the table, grabbed his cipher pads, and got to work.

Minutes became half an hour as he layered known keys over the sequence, testing combinations. Owens watched him in silence, accustomed to the peculiar trance codebreakers entered when the puzzle took hold.

Finally, a pattern emerged.

Mercer’s pen slowed. His frown deepened.

He discarded the first partial decryption, tried again from a different angle, adjusting for a possible transposition. The second attempt yielded clearer results.

German words surfaced from beneath the numbers like corpses in a flooded trench.

Einheit… beauftragt… Objekt von anomaler Herkunft… in Besitz der französischen Widerstand…

Mercer switched to scribbling in English.

“Unit tasked with locating object of anomalous origin currently believed to be in possession of French Resistance…”

He kept going.

“…object described as sphere… emits light without heat… disrupts radio communications within radius…”

He stopped.

Owens shifted uneasily. “Sir?”

Mercer reread the lines, silently, twice.

An object. A sphere. Anomalous origin. In the hands of the Resistance.

This wasn’t standard military hardware. This wasn’t a stolen radio set or a piece of artillery. This was something else. Something the Germans thought important enough to warrant a special cipher and a dedicated hunting unit.

The last fragment of the message chilled him.

“…Judas reports exposure imminent. Immediate action required.”

Judas.

The codename had surfaced once before in a rumour—a whisper that someone inside Allied networks was feeding information to the SS. It was the kind of name officers dismissed as superstition. Too Biblical, too melodramatic. But it clung to men’s imagination like a stain.

Mercer’s stomach turned.

“Sir?” Owens repeated, quieter now. “What does it say?”

Mercer folded the decrypt sheet in half, then again, until the words vanished under his fingers.

“Nothing we need to worry about,” he lied. “Another wild goose chase. I’ll pass it up the chain.”

Owens didn’t look convinced, but he said nothing.

Mercer slipped the folded decrypt into his breast pocket and climbed the narrow wooden stairs.

The farmhouse kitchen was warm and dim, lit by a single oil lamp. Madame Lefèvre, the owner, stood at the stove stirring a pot, her shoulders stooped, gray hair pinned back beneath a faded scarf. Over by the window, Captain Hargreaves, Mercer’s superior, sat in a chair with his boots propped on a crate, smoking a cigarette and watching the dawn creep over the fields.

“Lieutenant,” Hargreaves said as Mercer emerged. “Anything to justify the amount of petrol we’re wasting listening to Kraut chatter all night?”

Mercer stepped toward him and held out the folded decrypt. “Yes, sir. New traffic on an unusual frequency. I broke it using the high-level cipher key from the London packet. It describes a German unit hunting an object of… anomalous origin. They believe the French Resistance has it.”

Hargreaves took the paper, opened it, and read the translation. His face, usually relaxed to the point of laziness, went hard.

Mercer watched him carefully. “Sir?”

Hargreaves folded the paper again, smaller this time.

“There is a reason some keys are marked ‘eyes only,’ Lieutenant,” he said.

“I thought our remit was to intercept and assess all relevant German traffic,” Mercer replied. “This seems—”

“Too relevant,” Hargreaves snapped, then caught himself. His voice softened, but his eyes remained flinty. “This message is above our clearance level. Yours and mine. You pass it up, as you’ve done, and then you forget about it.”

Mercer’s jaw tightened. “With respect, sir, the message mentions the Resistance. If the Germans are moving against them based on this object, we should—”

“What we should do,” Hargreaves said, standing, “is follow protocol. London has standing orders regarding certain… topics. When they surface in traffic, our role is to relay the intercept and destroy any copies. Immediately.”

He held up the decrypt between two fingers.

“This doesn’t exist, Lieutenant. It never existed. Burn it.”

Mercer stared at the paper. “Sir, if the Resistance has something the Germans want this badly—”

“That is not our concern,” Hargreaves cut him off. “Our job is signals intelligence, not playing God with battlefield toys. You are a codebreaker, not a field commander. You don’t get to decide what’s too dangerous or too valuable.”

He stepped closer, lowering his voice. “Orders from London were explicit. Anything referencing anomalous objects, special weapons, or experimental technologies is to be forwarded and then destroyed. No discussion. No deviation. Are we clear?”

Mercer swallowed. “Yes, sir.”

Hargreaves held his gaze for a moment longer, then thrust the decrypt toward him. “Burn it. And for God’s sake, keep this to yourself. I won’t have rumours spreading through the locals or the Resistance. They’re jumpy enough as it is.”

He turned away, crushing his cigarette in a tin tray.

Madame Lefèvre glanced between them with wary eyes, clearly understanding nothing of the English words but reading the tension in their posture.

Mercer took the paper and forced his legs to carry him to the stove. The pot bubbled quietly, filling the kitchen with the smell of thin soup and boiled potatoes. He opened the small iron door of the firebox and stared into the glowing embers.

The paper felt heavier than it should.

Burn it.

Orders were orders. He knew that. He’d spent years following them, trusting that somewhere above his head, wiser men made decisions based on information he would never see.

And yet…

A sphere of anomalous origin. In Resistance hands. The Germans mobilising a special unit and invoking a codename he’d heard only in hushed corners.

Judas.

He let the edge of the paper catch the flame. It blackened, curled.

At the last moment, he tugged it back, fingers stinging. Two-thirds of the sheet had turned to ash. The remaining portion, though singed, still held enough of the message to reconstruct the meaning.

He folded the surviving scrap and slipped it into his pocket, heart thudding.

He told himself it was insurance. A precaution. Information was his weapon, and he’d learned long ago that sometimes the most dangerous secrets were the ones you never allowed yourself to see.

“Problem, Lieutenant?” Hargreaves asked from behind him.

Mercer closed the stove door. “No, sir. Message destroyed.”

Hargreaves eyed him for a moment, then nodded. “Good. See that Owens updates the log as ‘routine traffic, no action required.’”

“Yes, sir.”

Hargreaves left the kitchen, muttering something under his breath about stubborn French cows and even more stubborn French weather.

Mercer waited until he was gone, then exhaled slowly.

He’d just disobeyed a direct order. Not outright—he’d obeyed the spirit, if not the letter—but the weight of the folded scrap in his pocket felt like contraband.

He knew there was only one person he could trust with it.



Sarah arrived at dusk.

To the Germans, the Lefèvre farmhouse was just another rural dwelling occupied by weary peasants. To the Resistance, it was something else entirely: a node, a heartbeat, a brief flicker of safety in a landscape of fear.

She slipped through the back door like a shadow, mud on her boots, a pistol tucked into the waistband of her skirt. Her dark hair was braided back, a wool scarf wrapped around her throat. In the fading light, her eyes looked almost black.

“Bonsoir, Madame,” she said, kissing Lefèvre’s cheek. “I brought the tobacco you asked for.”

Lefèvre beamed, taking the small bundle and slipping it beneath the counter. “You are an angel, Sarah. I will start supper.”

Sarah nodded, then glanced toward the floorboards covering the cellar stairs. “Is he here?”

“He’s always here,” Lefèvre replied with a sigh. “Like a quiet rat. Go on.”

Sarah descended the stairs, her footsteps light.

Mercer looked up from his table as she appeared in the lamplight.

He always felt something ease in his chest when he saw her, something that had nothing to do with the war and everything to do with the way she moved—as if the world had tried to crush her and failed.

“Bonsoir, Lieutenant,” she said with a small smile. “Still listening to German ghosts?”

“Even ghosts need someone to read their mail,” he replied.

She came closer, eyes scanning his face. “You look troubled.”

“That’s because I am.”

He reached into his pocket
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