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			Chapter 1

			An Unkind Cut

			An unlikely crucifix, the dagger’s hilt trembled nervously, as the blade, lodged deep within its victim’s heart, responded to the final death throes of its tragic host.

			Henry Parkes had been out on the town wining and dining and was somewhat tipsy having had a little too much to drink; he stepped clumsily into his apartment, pushed the door shut with his foot and flicked the light switch, but the darkness prevailed when the lights failed to respond. His last conscious vision was of a flicker of light reflecting off the instrument as it arced towards him.

			For one moment, Henry was struggling with his burning desire, to go back and jump into his girlfriend’s bed, and relieve the throbbing in his groin; in the next instant, the burning was deep within his being, and the throbbing was the pulsating of his heart, as it pumped out streams of red ooze, like some abstract lava flow. Even if Henry had the inclination to scream after the blade was driven into his chest, it would have been too late, as the first pass of the instrument had already severed his vocal cords.

			Abject terror was the vehicle that carried Henry Parkes into eternity, as now his mouth fixed in a silent scream, portrayed the horror that, mercifully, he will never know again. His lifeless eyes, stretched wide, yet unseeing, as his body collapsed onto the floor. The shadowy, bug-eyed figure calmly locked the door and turned slowly towards his victim. With a sudden flick of the wrist, a serrated claw appeared in the assassin’s hand, a manifestation seemingly from nowhere; now the instrument would be used to remove its bloody trophy.

			Only an hour earlier the assassin had easily managed to break into the deserted office building across the laneway next door and, after skilfully disconnecting the security system, made his way up to the twenty-first floor. His planning was meticulous; the target’s apartment was some eighty feet away, directly across from where he now stood at the open window.

			Utilising a device that was a modern variation of the crossbow, the intruder fired a gas-powered bolt attached to a cable, which snaked across the chasm behind the projectile. The bolt slammed into the balcony opposite with such force that it anchored itself deep into the cement structure. After securing the cable to a fire hose fitting next to the window, the bug-eyed assailant confirmed that it would comfortably take his weight, and without hesitation, slung his legs over the cable and began pulling himself hand-over-hand across the void.

			Once on the balcony there was no effort required to gain entry to the apartment, as the outside balcony door had naively been left unlocked; after all, twenty-one floors up, un-warranted entry was highly unlikely.

			As he worked, the bug mused that even the best of surgeons would be impressed by his technique, especially considering the discomfort of the night glasses, which, although an irritation, proved to be an invaluable appendage when working under the cloak of night. A final slice of the gutting-knife resulted in an almost imperceptible trickle of blood; mortality forever stifling its flow. The collector now had another appendage, which he unceremoniously stuffed into a container attached to his utility belt and, after slithering out of the restraints that supported his backpack, he proceeded to perform the last grisly task that had been planned prior to taking his leave.

			The sun had risen, but at ground level it was hard to tell as the multi-storey buildings cast their shadows over the streetscape, creating a surreal scene as the early risers began to emerge from their places of refuge.

			‘Helga van Hoogeldahn’ was still feeling the exhilaration of the crisp morning air as she pressed the buzzer. She knew Mr Parkes was probably long since gone and was by now labouring behind some desk at his publishing house but, as was her custom, she always buzzed… just in case!

			As she waited for a response, the woman reflected on her good fortune since migrating from her beloved Netherlands to the “Big Apple.” It was a wrench leaving her lifelong home, but there was nothing on Earth that would have prevented her from being with her only daughter and those precious grandchildren. A widow in her mid-fifties, Helga had a good command of English and an endearing natural charm, which quickly helped her find part-time employment with a cleaning firm… yes, life was good; but then, all good things must come to an end!

			After a minute, and with no acknowledgment of the buzzer, Helga concluded that nice Mr Parkes was not in residence, and knowing that she had much to do, she would wait no longer. After a hesitant turn of the key, the door gave easily but, as it swung open the woman was immediately greeted by some unrecognisable odour which made her gasp, causing her to turn her head to find some relief. For some reason, the lights would not respond to the flick of the switch and so she tried once more, and then again for good measure, but to no avail – Just my luck, she thought, a blown fuse.

			Where the drapes met on the other side of the room, a slither of light streamed through and dissected the blackness. Helga started to make her way blindly towards the light, anxious to let in the beautiful spring sunlight, but on edging closer to the window, she glimpsed the vague outline of an object in her path. Typical she thought, bachelors were such slobs; it was nothing for them to walk in and sling their belongings on the floor; what Mr Parkes needed was a good woman to take him in hand and bring some order into his life.

			Reaching down, Helga blindly examined the object with her hand; it was angular to the touch and obviously encased in plastic. Grasping the knotted handle of the bag, she awkwardly straightened up and shuffled over to the curtains and, with her free hand, managed to wrench open a curtain but was immediately blinded by the rush of sunlight. After refocussing her eyes, the woman turned to view the contents of her other hand, which at first was somewhat distorted by the plastic bag as the sunlight fell upon it, but gradually, it all came too clear.

			The seemingly endless piercing scream reverberated throughout the building, until finally, a sudden silence, as the woman’s heart gave out. The corpse teetered momentarily, as its contorted face stared vacantly at Henry Parke’s disembodied head, staring back at her through its plastic shroud.

			In the shadows, overseeing this macabre spectacle, sat “the Beast,” Parke’s bloodied torso, skewered by a sacrificial dagger and crowned by the severed head of a horned goat, whose glazed eyes were a dramatic contrast to the smile that seemed to adorn the butchered creature’s face.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			An Unholy Alliance

			The distinguished silvered-haired man, aged somewhere in his mid-sixties, sat back in the plush leather-bound chair, and fingered through the newspaper, until finally he eyed the headlines that he knew would be there - “Grisly Murder Linked to Devil Worship,” he read out aloud. As he read through the article, an unholy smile crossed his face; “Yes, yes, devil worship indeed” he uttered – “old Nick sure works in mysterious ways,” the sickly grin turned to a chuckle, as the warped humour behind his misquote sunk in.

			Slouched in a chair opposite the source of mirth, a man of Hispanic origin, momentarily opened his eyes, and with a grin responded - “Old Nick had nothing to do with it; he knows I always work alone!”

			“Apparently, you’re a messy devil too!” the older man continued.

			Mildly interested, his companion responded with a raised eyebrow and asked, “Why is that?”

			“It seems that the elderly housemaid couldn’t cope with the mess you left behind and… resigned permanently.” The word ‘permanently’ was emphasised such that there was no doubt as to what he meant.

			“Strange,” came his companion’s response, “this was one of my neater assignments. I suspect that you may be right after all, old Nick must have been working the morning shift;” he then smiled again, amused by his comeback.

			“Did you have any problems locating the disk?” the older man asked.

			“Not at all” came the reply. “It was just sitting on the coffee table with the seal still intact.”

			“Then why didn’t you just leave then and there? Why did you ----” the older man was cut off mid-sentence.

			“Why terminate him? …Because who knows what he’s been told; we cannot afford to take that chance.” The man spoke clinically, his reasoning seemingly logical, but he knew full well, he did it primarily because he got off on the adrenalins rush, which was heightened even more, when emasculating his victim.

			A knock at the door interrupted the moment. “Yes, come in” the older man responded as his companion, suddenly alert, sat upright as the door opened and a middle-aged woman entered the room.

			“Mrs O’Connell from the Charity Commission is here to see you sir,” the housekeeper announced.

			“Please show her right in Mrs Adams,” he responded.

			The visitor was escorted into the large, ornately decorated room and introduced by the housekeeper.

			“Mrs O’Connell this is his eminence ‘Cardinal Rischler’ and his new protégé ‘Father Alvarez’.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The Banker’s Banker

			Some 4,000 miles away in another time zone, all the residents of Milan were bedded down for the night, all that is except for the insomniacs, the drunken revellers mindlessly staggering from one party to the next, and of course, the predators of the night.

			It was a little after 2am and ‘Signor Benuto Moschetti’ could not get back to sleep; he had woken up with such a start, that his heart was racing out of control, threatening to explode from his chest. His body was drenched in sweat as he sat upright, desperately trying to recall the nightmare that had seemingly touched his very soul.

			Donning his robe, Moschetti stepped out onto the balcony that overlooked the large courtyard of his villa and beyond the surrounding walls, to a myriad of moonlit terracotta rooftops, which looked like some alien panorama. Peering out into the night the blood drained from the man’s hands as they tightened on the railing, reflecting the terror that still gripped him.

			With the breeze caressing his face, Moschetti sucked in huge gulps of air, as all he could recall of the demons that had visited him this night, was the sensation of his throat being gradually restricted, slowly robbing his lungs of the vital oxygen and blood supply, which would keep him alive.

			“God forgive me” he said aloud in his native Italian, his speech punctuated by a nervous tremor, which on a colder evening, would have been more understandable.

			Benuto Moschetti, at the age of forty-nine years, was now ‘The Director of Banking’ for the Vatican. He was someone who commanded the respect of everyone who was anyone in Europe, and to those who controlled the most prestigious financial institutions across the World, he was revered as the ‘Banker’s banker,’ a financial genius with few equals.

			From humble beginnings, Moschetti rose through the ranks at an extraordinary rate and though he was known to have an IQ equating to that of genius, his initial success was primarily the result of taking a number of apparently foolhardy gambles on the stock market. His acquisitions invariably paid off, and paid off big for his patrons, who made millions. Every success moved him up another rung on the corporate ladder and inevitably to his position as controller of the Vatican’s billions.

			Only a select handful knew that Moschetti’s successes were neither the results of luck, nor the product of his intellectual acumen.

			Recognised for his intellectual prowess as a student, Moschetti was recruited at the age of fifteen, by the ‘Sacred Pompilius Brotherhood,’ a supposed religious organisation who purported to devote its wealth, and resources, to the betterment of society’s’ underprivileged. Indeed, many of the Brotherhood’s proteges went on to become leaders in their ‘chosen’ areas of expertise. These would become some of the so-called pillars of society, politicians, financiers, military elite, law enforcement officers, church dignitaries, and countless other prominent professions, which go to make up the fabric of civilised society. However, these were only the public fronts of an organisation that, in reality, was the most dangerous institution on the planet, a cancerous contagion, unwittingly supported by the Roman Catholic Church.

			Realising his ‘potential,’ the Brotherhood had offered a small fortune to entice Moschetti’s parents to allow their only son to be taken from them, “in order that he be given a proper Catholic education, and the chance to one day make something of himself.” Though the money would have removed them from a life of poverty, his parents could not bear the thought of losing their beloved Benuto, and so, politely refused the offer.

			A week later, Moschetti arrived home from school, to find the smouldering ruins of the hovel that was once his home, and the covered charred remains of his parents being loaded onto a mortuary wagon, apparently the victims of a mysterious gas explosion.

			So intense was the fire, that there would be no trace of his beloved baby sister’s remains, other than the ashen remnants of her favourite rag doll, which was never out of her sight. Delirious with grief, the boy could see his little ‘Tina’ sitting on the doorstep, waiting for her big brother to come home from school, beaming that wonderful smile that he loved so much and calling out ‘Nuto, Nuto,’ as she hugged him. Then, as reality closed in, the little girl’s image slowly dissolved in the smoke that still rose from the charcoal ruins of what remained of his former home.

			It was no coincidence that a Pompilius devotee happened to be amongst the onlookers at the tragic scene, and who, ‘as an act of charity,’ took the distraught orphan into his care, and subsequently onto a new life with the Brotherhood.

			The boy’s early years centred around his studies and little more, and this continued into his late teens, and early adulthood, and while his outstanding intellect always shone through, his private life was all but non-existent. Benuto Moschetti’s so-called private life, was little more than endless hours of instruction on all of the finer points of social refinement and etiquette, which would eventually see him accepted amongst the crème de la crème. Indeed, the combination of superb wit, and infectious charm, would open many doors for him in his chosen career, or rather, …the career chosen for him.

			Moschetti would never have to contest any career opportunities that were thrust into his path, each of his applications being a mere formality. Conveniently, every panel of interviewers was either top-heavy with Brotherhood graduates or, where this could not be achieved, other panel members were, proverbially, “given offers that they could not refuse.”

			If a sizeable bribe didn’t have the desired effect, then other steps would be taken to achieve the intended outcome. Evidence of illegal activities which would probably lead to imprisonment, or total disgrace, were manufactured and planted by other brotherhood operatives, to sway voters to vote the ‘right way.’ Or perhaps one day a beloved child, or grandchild, would fail to come home from school, and a phone-call would be received, the caller making it all too clear that if a certain “Benuto Moschetti” were successful in his application, the child would be returned unharmed.

			Each negotiation would always be concluded with an unambiguous threat, which left no doubt, that to divulge any details of the transaction to anyone, would invite death, to not only them, but to their immediate family. Unfortunately, once Moschetti was appointed to his new position, all second parties in such ‘negotiations,’ inevitably ended up driving off a cliff, falling under a bus, or suffering a fatal heart-attack, brought on by the injection of some untraceable toxin – there could be no incriminating witnesses.

			The budding entrepreneur’s stock-market triumphs were also pre-determined, by brotherhood connections who over several years, had been installed into the highest offices in the industry. Considered to be beyond reproach, they were able to manipulate the market through insider trading, utilising the then unknown Moschetti, as their agent. The paperwork and electronic data maze were created by an infrastructure of corrupt operatives that it was next to impossible to determine that there had ever been a conspiracy at all.

			Over the thirty-four years in banking, Moschetti had laundered billions of dollars of dirty money, financing countless illegal operations on behalf of the Pompilius Brotherhood. Millions of dollars were channelled into operations conducted by underworld organisations such as the Mafia in Europe and South America, drug cartels in South America and Asia, and people smugglers across the globe, all of whom were unwittingly infiltrated and manipulated into doing the Pompilius Society’s bidding.

			Monies ‘invested’ would be returned three-fold as rewards from extortion, blackmail, illicit drugs, slavery, and prostitution, were skilfully syphoned off to swell the Brotherhood’s coffers. While significant funds were directed to radical religious sects, political terrorists, and several criminal enterprises worldwide, many millions of dollars were also channelled into legal businesses and charities, so as to cloak the insidious undertakings of the Society.

			For his efforts, Moschetti was rewarded with a lifestyle of opulence and unimaginable luxury, and despite all the pain and suffering his dealings had imposed on so many, the banker was completely devoid of all conscience. Having lost his family so tragically all those years ago, Moschetti blamed their demise on the poverty that society had imposed upon them, and he wanted society to pay dearly for his loss. They would pay not only for the death of his loved ones, but also for that part of him that died with them. Then, one fateful day, all this would change.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Be Warned

			It was approaching noon as Dr Santori stepped into the room at the Brescia ‘Istituto Sant’Annauce’ clinic, a room occupied by a comatose patient laying in a bed in the middle of the room totally devoid of the two nurses busily engaged in discussion nearby.

			“Excuse me nurses,” the doctor instantly blurted out so as to interrupt their excited chatter, “I have been sent here as a matter of urgency, perhaps you can calm down and tell me what the problem is?”

			“Oh, sorry doctor!” one of the nurses responded, “Here’s the thing doctor, we arrived here early this morning and, as usual, we were checking the patient’s vital signs when we noticed that the practitioner’s recording device had apparently been left on overnight.”

			“So why is that of any importance nurse?” the doctor asked as he glared back at the nurse.

			“Well,” the nurse continued, “we noticed that something had been recorded overnight, and we thought we’d check it out; what we then heard has completely baffled us, let me show you!”

			With that the nurse activated the recording and stood back to watch the doctor’s reaction.

			“Hear me world; as like this human who lays before you, I too, am locked in my mortal coil and for the time-being I am unable to express myself vocally, so it is, I am using this being as my voice, to forewarn you of what is to come!

			Sixty-three million years ago, predecessors from my world had paved the way for our arrival on planet Earth by redirecting a massive comet to collide with your world thus eliminating all forms of redundant species that would have stood in the way of us later achieving our ultimate goals.

			By comparison, eight thousand years ago, I was brought to this planet with my team for the purpose of advancing a combination of lifeforms to a level where they could develop and expand their levels of intellect to a point where they could thrive and create a unified galaxy, similar to where we came from. However, despite numerous attempts made to sway humanity on the right course, these efforts would prove to be inconsequential and ineffective.

			Four thousand years ago the Black Sea was a dried-up swampland occupied by a large civilisation led by a group of merciless individuals who inflicted nothing but pain and suffering on all those over whom they ruled and unfortunately, these were victims that were accepting of their lot.

			Though steps were undertaken to sway these humans on a different path, it had then been proven to be an impossible task. So it was, that our team made the decision to utilise our supreme combined powers to activate a devastating earthquake that would destroy a massive land plug separating the Mediterranean Sea from the Black Sea, resulting in a catastrophic flood that would wipe out most of this ‘failed’ civilisation. Of course, humans later fancified this as “the Great Flood” from Biblical times.

			Similarly, three thousand six hundred years ago, there was another example of a failed civilisation that existed on the Greek ‘Island of Santorini,’ where the now fabled city of ‘Atlantis’ then existed. Because of similar patterns of human failure, my team decided to also remove this abomination and activated a volcanic eruption, causing the centre of the island to implode, leaving a huge caldera in its wake, thereby destroying the city and all of its occupants.

			However, despite the latter efforts, and many other such interventions by my team, humans still continue to wreak havoc on this planet, and it is only a matter of time before, like Atlantis, this world will implode and cease to be.

			Know this, when I am free, I will make every effort to see this does not happen, but humans being humans, I fear that this maybe an impossible task and damnation is mankind’s most-likely outcome!”

			“Nurse you’re saying these words were recorded overnight?” Dr. Santori asked in disbelief. “This patient has been in a coma here at the clinic for four years and what you are telling me just could not have happened – he is still in a comatose state!”

			“Yes, doctor, I agree,” the nurse responded, “and I cannot fathom how this could be, but there were two of us on duty in and outside his room all night, and there is no way anyone else could have recorded this! Anyway, as she usually does every morning, the man’s wife called in to sit with her husband and she has confirmed that undoubtedly, this was her husband’s voice on the recording, recorded I might add, at 3am this morning!”

			Apart from the presence of the recording device, camera imagery was also available at the time of the recording, and despite the prevailing darkness, vision of the patient’s mouth verbalising these words was apparent. Despite the latter, it was also clear from the footage that no one else had entered the room at the designated time; subsequently, the incident was recorded as “an inexplicable, but worrying, medical anomaly.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			A Chance Meeting

			At thirty-six years of age Leif Branton was a superb physical specimen; however, the sweat, now streaming down his face, and the apparent struggle to catch his breath, somewhat belied all this. He was nearing that glorious release of body fluids as the sensitivity at the tip of his penis, heightened with every thrust of his organ. Mounted astride his powerful thighs, the woman was already writhing in ecstasy as she gave into the beautiful madness that was multiple orgasms. Finally, Branton peaked, as his hips froze, suspending his partner above the bed and, sensing the on-coming rush, the woman swooned as she climaxed once more in concert with her lover.

			All too soon it was over. Their sexual tension sated, the two collapsed on the bed, exhausted, and yet in a state of euphoria; it was the best sex Sandy had ever had, so much so she was determined that this would not be a one-night fling.

			The two lovers had met only the night before at a high society fund-raising gala, in Boston, held annually to raise money on behalf of the ‘Pompilius Brotherhood Society.’ It was one of those get-togethers, where truth and sincerity were simply a luxury, and no one was really interested in what anyone else had to say. Millionaires mixed with the upper echelon of the church, trying to reserve a place in Heaven with their money, and the men of the cloth, also vying for a place, trying to appease their God by relieving the rich of some of their wealth, in exchange for a gushing blessing.

			After only an hour into the event, Sandy had had enough of the verbal fencing and the stifling close quarters and, desperate for some fresh air, she excused herself from the clique and made her way out onto the balcony. Away from the heady stench of cigar smoke and the sickly amalgam of a multitude of expensive perfumes, Sandy welcomed the cool breeze as it caressed her cheeks and caused her black chiffon dress to billow gently.

			Sandy was not alone long, when she heard the door to the balcony open behind her, accompanied by the sound of applause generated by a thousand hands clapping the speaker, who had just been introduced. The noise was cut off just as suddenly, as the door closed again, and then a voice interrupted the moment.

			“My God I hate all this speech making.”

			Sandy turned around to find a strikingly handsome man, dressed in an expensive dinner suit, looking off into the distance, on the other side of the balcony.

			“I’m sure my father would be pleased to hear that!” she chuckled. “He’s the guy speaking up there now” she added.

			“Your father?” the man replied awkwardly, as he turned towards the beautiful young woman opposite, “You mean that gentleman on the dais is….”

			“Yes, that’s dear old Dad” she jumped in. “He happens to be your host! Every year he throws one of these little shindigs on behalf of his favourite charity.”

			“I’m terribly sorry,” the man responded with a laugh, “I had no idea!”

			“Relax” she came back, “Why do you think I’m out here?”

			The two hit it off immediately, at first engaging in small talk, and then exchanging life stories. Sandy was really Cassandra Morales, the only daughter of Roberto and Claudia Miceli, wealthy immigrants from Italy, who made their fortune buying and selling real estate in Europe, and who emigrated to the USA twenty years earlier.

			Sandy was thirty-seven years of age and widowed five years earlier. Educated at only the best schools in Europe, she developed a burning passion for art, and now owned, and ran, an exclusive art gallery in Salem, Massachusetts. An artist in her own right, Sandy also exhibited some of her own works, and over time these were becoming increasingly sought after.

			Leif Branton’s story would be in sharp contrast to that of his new acquaintance. He was the only child of a Swedish diplomat, and was educated in boarding schools, until scoring a scholarship that placed him in Sweden’s most prestigious military college. Completing his schooling with honours, he delighted his father by joining the Diplomatic Corp, rather than opting for a military career. Branton glibly described his role as a ‘fact finder,’ an acquirer of information to assist in his country’s international negotiations, in areas such as commerce, science and medicine, a job which would take him all over the world.

			Though independently wealthy, Branton confided that he felt privileged to be able to serve his country, but what he really loved about his work was the interaction with people from every corner of the globe, and from all walks of life.

			Leif had never married, though he came close once; sadly, he lost his one true love in a tragic boating accident, only two days after asking for her hand in marriage. His parents were also lost in the tragedy, and he would always regret that he wasn‘t there to save them. Branton had intended sailing with them but had been delayed by a pile up on the motorway and phoned ahead to tell them to leave without him, and he would meet them the next day, at a port located some eighty kilometres up the coast – ‘they never made it.

			Neither had intended to share so much intimate knowledge with the other but, such was the chemistry, that it just happened; both felt each other’s hurt, having lost loved ones, and both shared a mutual love for life. Sandy was pretty much up front and honest, holding little back, but as she listened to Branton, she could not help sensing that there was more to his life story than he was telling.

			Two hours of talking went by in what seemed like minutes and would have continued except for a gust of wind, which suddenly blew up, causing Sandy’s dress to flap uncontrollably. Re-entering the ballroom, the couple noticed that the numbers had dwindled considerably, and several guests were queued up at the door, saying their farewells to Sandy’s parents and a few ecclesiastical notables.

			“Well, I guess it’s time I left too,” Branton said, looking down at his watch, “I have some business to attend to at the embassy first thing in the morning, and it might be frowned upon if I walked in half asleep.”

			The disappointment Sandy felt was overwhelming and, before she could help herself, Sandy took the initiative to ask him to join her for dinner the next evening. This was something Sandy had never done before, but Leif Branton was the promise of something she had been avoiding since her husband’s death, and now she would leave nothing to chance. Though Branton was inwardly taken aback by her offer, he did not show it. He just smiled and graciously accepted.

			At the front door they stopped to say their goodbyes.

			“Thanks for a great evening” Branton said. “It was the best fund-raising I’ve ever been to!”

			Sandy laughed. “You and me both” she came back. Then, somewhat sheepishly, she looked down and added, “listen, about tomorrow night, it was presumptuous of me I know but….”

			Branton stopped her mid-sentence and gave her a light kiss on the cheek. “I can’t wait!” he said, “I’ll pick you up here tomorrow evening at eight-thirty sharp.” Walking away, Branton turned and added, “by the way you beat me by two seconds, I was about to ask you the same thing.” Sandy laughed and blushed at the same time.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Betrayal

			Still reacting to the nightmare that instilled so much fear into his mental being, Benuto Moschetti’s thoughts went back to the time when everything began to unravel.

			Some five months earlier, Moschetti was enjoying the challenge that had become one of the only true passions in his regimented life. Despite his status in the ‘Pompilius Brotherhood,’ he only had access to financial and related-business data, with access disseminated on a ‘need to know’ basis and deep down this irked him immensely.

			Access to the mainframe was extremely complex, protected by a series of passwords that had to be entered in a specific sequence to gain entry. The passwords and sequences would always be changed on the thirteenth day of each month, and the encrypted updates passed on to the appropriate operatives, via a combination of four coded messages, delivered by four independent couriers, each code useless without the others.

			Security had never been broken, but Moschetti was determined that he would be the first to do so. Primarily, he needed to see what information was so sensitive that he was excluded from seeing it, and secondly, he had been assured that getting past the security, simply ‘couldn’t be done’ but, such was his ego, that he could not resist the challenge.

			Over several years Moschetti laboured for countless hours analysing the data to which he had exclusive access, and by methodically dissecting the thousands of key elements that made up the source code, he painstakingly pieced together the logic that would eventually allow him to access the heart of the system.

			In his role as ‘Banker for the Vatican,’ Moschetti had come across several attempts by hackers to infiltrate the financial barriers protecting the Vatican’s funds and as such, he decided to delve into this realm in order to understand and overcome any future such attempts. Because of his undeniable acumen, he soon too became a master in this world something that would provide him with another means to crack the barriers of his master’s fortified system.

			After many long years, the banker’s efforts would eventually be rewarded, as gradually, trickles of information started to flow out onto his screen. The first breakthrough hit Moschetti like a rush of blood to the brain; all those years of long, lonely hours, now he had finally beaten his masters, and he was over the moon. Emotions kicking in, Moschetti’s initial reaction was to slam his fist onto the desktop and then with gritted teeth exclaimed, “Got you, you bastards, now show me what you’ve been hiding from me!”

			By a series of refinements and tweaking of the software, the trickle would soon become a torrent, as the floodgates to the immense reservoir of stored knowledge were breached. Little did Moschetti know, this long-awaited success would soon bring to him un-imaginable pain and suffering, like he has never known.

			It was all there, a complete detailed history of the Pompilius Brotherhood dating back to its inception in the thirteenth-century AD. By the very nature of his undertakings, Moschetti had steeled himself over the years, and he was convinced that there was nothing in this world of ugliness and torment that could ever unsettle him, however, as the Brotherhood’s history unfolded before him, his stomach soon began to churn.

			Nothing could have ever prepared him for this; ‘just by association he knew he was damned.

			For weeks Moschetti spent long evenings pouring over the insanity that spewed from his PC, and though he despaired over everything he read, he could not wait to log on at day’s end to read more. He would read on into the early hours of every morning, until it got so that his work began to suffer during the day, not only from sheer exhaustion, but also from the torment he was experiencing as he pondered the previous night’s disturbing revelations.

			Then one fateful night, Moschetti found himself alone in his office, his work finally done for the day. As a rule, the banker usually waited until he felt safe in the confines of his own home before tapping into the forbidden realms, now accessible to him on his computer; tonight however, he decided he could not wait to get home to continue his accursed journey, a journey that would almost cost him his life.

			Bypassing the encrypted access points on his device, Moschetti began reading of events in more recent times, when he stumbled across an obscure entry that would hit him like a sledgehammer. The entry, dated some thirty-four years earlier, made mention of a peasant family named ‘Moschetti,’ who lived in the little village of San Medina, some thirty kilometres north of Milano.

			“Operative 2207 to initiate a sanction which would affect the termination of one Geramo Moschetti and his spouse Angelina, and their demise to look like an accident.”

			At first Moschetti thought he was delirious and seeing something that was a figment of his imagination; so long without sleep, was he so tired that his brain was playing tricks on him? He focussed his eyes and read it again – ‘Geramo and Angelina Moschetti;’ the truth hit home with a vengeance. “Dear God! They murdered my family” he managed to utter between clenched teeth.

			In an eruption of absolute blind fury, Moschetti swept the screen off his desk with one savage blow, and as the fragile device hit the tiled floor, it disintegrated into a thousand pieces. The intense pounding in his brain was becoming intolerable, as the chest pains kicked in. In a frenzy, the now frantic victim, began desperately clawing at his chest, until finally the vice-like grip became so unbearable that he finally succumbed and blacked out, collapsing on the floor.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			All for Nothing

			‘Professori Domenic de Montesori’, was now in his late sixties, and though his much-weathered, grey bearded, face was a good indicator of his advanced years, he was still fit and agile enough to swing a pick with considerable ease, and unfortunately for the site caretaker at the Pompeii ruins, this is something he would find out at the cost of his life, on this black, moonless, night.

			A year earlier, De Montesori, once a world-renown archaeologist, had been released from an Egyptian gaol, where he had spent the preceding five years as a convicted felon. For several years prior to his incarceration, the professor had lived very comfortably by supplementing his income with the proceeds of monies received from the sale of countless stolen artefacts, that he had spirited away from various digs, throughout his career.

			Unfortunately for de’ Montesori, following his last transgression, involving the sale of ancient artefacts stolen from a dig in the “Valley of the Kings,” his fence was arrested with the goods and turned him into the police in exchange for a lighter sentence.

			Now, in disgrace, the once revered professor was shunned by all in the archaeological fraternity, and although he had done his time, he knew that he had really been dealt a life sentence from which there would be no redemption.

			Fortunately, for the professor, the police had not located all of his stolen treasures during their investigations, and on his release, he managed to recover these from their hiding places and sell them for a small fortune on the black market. The money from his ill-gotten gains kept him in relative comfort for the best part of a year, but he soon came to realise that the trough was quickly running dry, and he needed to find another source of funds.

			So, it was this dark night that the professor found himself at the ruins of the largely interred city of Pompeii, located at the foot of the still restless Mt Vesuvius. Many years earlier, during a stint at the historic site, de’Montesori, then a student, came into possession of an old parchment that was found in an exhumed church, which supposedly disclosed the location of a secret tomb. The wording on the parchment was written in ancient Hebrew and told of how “the greatest gift on earth lay in this place.”

			Though much of Pompeii had been uncovered, some thirty percent of the city, (twenty-two hectares), still remained wrapped in its volcanic shroud, and to date, mostly only the relatively poorer parts of the town had been excavated.

			The building that supposedly housed the tomb was at that stage still several years from being un-earthed, and so the parchment was locked away until such time as the ambitious student could one day make his great find and become rich and famous; but with his change in fortune, now all he wanted to become… was rich.

			Having followed the progress of the dig throughout his adult life, de’Montesori was well aware as to how close the excavators had come to locating his treasure trove. The now deceased site caretaker had been well paid to keep the professor informed, and the latest update indicated that the building’s façade had been mostly cleared with the opening to his treasure site partially unearthed, and due to be opened in only a matter of days.

			De’Montesori was well aware of the great temptation of archaeologists to enter unearthed buildings, however, it was also known that the sudden rush of twentieth century air would do great damage to the artefacts inside. As a preventative measure, archaeologists always stopped short of entering buildings, until such time as a plastic airtight chamber could be erected at the entrance to minimise damage; De’Montesori knew he had no time for such luxuries; his window of opportunity was closing fast.

			His shadow reflected in the light of a torch, the disgraced archaeologist laboured hard with the bloodstained pick to dislodge the remaining soil that stood between him and the building’s entrance, until finally the way was clear.

			De’ Montesori surmised that the elaborately carved entrance door was made of a local timber some five inches thick, which had been overlayed with a bronze sheaf, indicating that this was the former dwelling of someone of profound influence and wealth; this he thought, was an encouraging sign.

			Though the door had suffered greatly from the effects of centuries of interment, it was
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