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​Chapter 1: The Relic in Stone








[image: ]


The storm had broken at dawn, scattering sheets of rain across the Pyrenean cliffs, turning the jagged rocks into slick daggers that threatened to slice through Daniel Korrigan’s boots. He gritted his teeth as he adjusted his climbing rope, his breath clouding in the thin mountain air. Below him, a thousand feet of emptiness gaped open. Above him, hidden in the veil of rain and mist, lay the ruins of the forgotten monastery.

For months, whispers of its existence had followed him like a phantom—an obscure note in a sixteenth-century monk’s journal, a sketch of stone arches buried in the Vatican’s restricted archives, a half-burned letter from a French antiquarian who claimed the monastery once held a relic older than Christendom itself. Most dismissed it as myth. Daniel, however, had spent his career chasing myths. Sometimes, they paid off.

Lightning flickered across the valley, illuminating the silhouette of the ruined abbey. Perched on a ledge carved into the cliff face, it seemed less like a building and more like something the mountain itself had decided to hide away. Its spires were broken, its roof collapsed centuries ago, but something about it radiated a silent defiance—stone refusing to yield to time.

Daniel’s fingers found the final grip, and with a grunt he pulled himself over the ledge. His boots hit ancient flagstones, slick with moss and rainwater. For a moment, he just stood there, breathing in the weight of centuries. The monastery smelled of damp earth, decay, and something faintly metallic, like rust or blood.

He switched on his headlamp. The beam cut through the gloom, illuminating collapsed arches, broken columns, and walls etched with half-erased frescoes. A row of carved saints lined the entryway, their faces weathered smooth, as though the centuries had deliberately erased their identities.

Daniel raised his camera and snapped a photo. The flash lit up the ruined nave like a lightning strike. Somewhere in the distance, a raven croaked and took flight, its wings echoing through the hollow chambers.

“Not welcoming, are you?” he muttered.

He pulled out a folded parchment—the fragment from the monk’s journal. Its ink was faded, but Daniel had memorized every line: Within the stone of silence, the blade of nations sleeps.

For weeks, that sentence had gnawed at him. A blade that could shape nations. A monastery hidden in the cliffs, lost to history. It was the kind of riddle that both thrilled him and haunted his nights.

He stepped deeper inside. His boots crunched on centuries of debris—bones of birds, shattered tiles, broken glass from windows that no longer existed. At the far end of the nave stood an altar, toppled and cracked in half. Above it, a mural stretched across the crumbling wall, barely visible through soot and mildew.

Daniel lifted his lamp. The mural depicted a knight kneeling before a figure cloaked in shadow. Between them, hovering in midair, was a sword unlike any he had seen—its hilt a lattice of serpents, its blade etched with runes.

His pulse quickened.

He brushed away the grime with his sleeve. Around the knight’s feet, painted in scarlet, were shapes Daniel recognized instantly: maps. Crude outlines of Europe, the Mediterranean, and beyond. The blade in the mural wasn’t just a weapon. It was a key.

He snapped another photo, but before he could study it further, a sound froze him in place.

A whisper.

It wasn’t the wind. It wasn’t the creak of stone. It was a voice—low, guttural, almost like chanting.

Daniel killed his lamp and held his breath.

The whisper grew clearer. It came from beneath the altar.

Moving cautiously, he knelt and ran his hand along the cracked base. His fingers found a gap—an uneven seam in the stone. He pressed. The slab shifted, grinding against itself, and a cold draft rushed out, carrying the stench of earth sealed for centuries.

A hidden passage.

Adrenaline surged through him. He pulled his lamp back on and aimed it into the darkness below. Steps descended into the earth, slick and narrow, as if carved in haste.

“Stone of silence,” Daniel whispered, the monk’s words returning to him.

He clipped his rope to a column, secured his harness, and began his descent.

The air grew colder with each step. The chanting grew louder too, though distorted now, like echoes from another world. He couldn’t tell if it was real or the product of his imagination. His lamp illuminated carvings along the walls—symbols, spirals, and letters in a script he didn’t recognize. Some looked like runes, others like medieval Latin.

At the bottom, the staircase opened into a crypt. Dozens of sarcophagi lined the chamber, their lids carved with effigies of monks, swords crossed over their chests. Dust hung thick in the air, disturbed only by Daniel’s ragged breathing.

And there, at the center of the crypt, stood a pedestal of black stone.

Something gleamed atop it.

Daniel approached, his pulse hammering. The object was a fragment—jagged, ancient, unmistakably metallic. Not a full sword, but a piece of a blade, no larger than his forearm. Its surface shimmered faintly, as though it absorbed his lamp’s light rather than reflected it. Strange markings curled across the metal, alive with meaning he couldn’t yet decipher.

His hand trembled as he reached for it.

The moment his fingers brushed the relic, the chanting stopped.

Silence slammed into the chamber, thick and suffocating. Then—footsteps.

Daniel froze, clutching the fragment. Someone else was in the crypt.

A beam of light flared across the chamber, cutting through the dust. A voice barked in accented English:

“Step away from the relic!”

Daniel’s heart dropped. The syndicate had found him.

Three figures emerged from the shadows, their flashlights blinding. They were dressed in dark field gear, weapons slung across their chests. The man in front—tall, broad, with a scar slicing across his cheek—smiled coldly.

“You’ve saved us the trouble of searching,” he said. “Hand it over, Mr. Korrigan.”

Daniel’s grip tightened on the shard. His mind raced. There was no way out except the staircase behind them. He was cornered, but surrender wasn’t an option.

“This belongs in a museum,” Daniel said, his voice steady though his heart pounded.

The scarred man chuckled. “No. This belongs to history’s true keepers. And you, explorer, are about to become history yourself.”

He raised his pistol.

Daniel acted on instinct. He swung his lamp into the man’s face, shattering the bulb in a burst of sparks. Darkness swallowed the chamber. Gunfire roared, deafening in the crypt’s confines. Daniel dove behind a sarcophagus, clutching the relic to his chest.

Dust rained from the ceiling. Stone splintered as bullets struck. Somewhere in the chaos, one of the syndicate men screamed—whether from Daniel’s counterattack or from the monastery’s shifting foundations, he didn’t know.

Daniel crawled toward the staircase, heart hammering, relic in hand. The chanting had returned now—louder, angrier—as though the monastery itself had awakened.

He didn’t dare look back.

He just ran.
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​Chapter 2: Whispers of the Monastery
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The storm had not eased when Daniel burst out of the monastery’s hidden stairwell, lungs heaving, the shard clutched tightly against his chest. Rain lashed against his face, mingling with sweat and blood where stone had cut his temple. Behind him, the guttural shouts of the syndicate men echoed like ghosts rising from the crypt.

The fragment pulsed faintly in his grip, though he told himself it was just his imagination—the aftershock of adrenaline and terror. Still, he couldn’t shake the sensation that the relic was alive, thrumming with an energy buried for centuries.

He staggered into the nave, boots slipping on wet moss. Lightning forked across the sky, illuminating the ruined arches. He needed to get out before the syndicate regrouped.

Daniel’s mind replayed the scarred man’s words: History’s true keepers. He’d heard rumors of a shadow network that dealt not in money or power, but in artifacts—the kind that governments kept classified, the kind that could shift the balance of nations. He had dismissed them as campfire tales told by paranoid academics. But tonight, in the monastery’s bowels, he had seen the truth.

A gunshot cracked behind him. Stone exploded inches from his shoulder.

“Damn it,” Daniel muttered, ducking behind a toppled column.

Another voice rang out, sharp and commanding. “Don’t let him leave! The fragment is ours!”

Their flashlights cut through the dark like predatory eyes. Daniel’s instincts screamed at him to run, but he forced himself to think. The cliff path he had climbed was too exposed—one shot and he would be a corpse on the rocks below. The only chance was the half-collapsed cloister on the monastery’s east side. He remembered seeing it when he ascended. If the tunnel beneath it still existed, it might lead him down the mountain.

He bolted.

Bullets followed, pinging off stone. He sprinted across the nave, vaulted over debris, and slammed into the cloister’s archway. A section of the floor had caved in, revealing a narrow tunnel plunging into blackness. Without hesitation, Daniel dove in.

The fall knocked the wind out of him, but the tunnel was real—a passage carved centuries ago. He scrambled to his feet and ran, the walls pressing close, damp earth scraping his shoulders. The shouts of the syndicate men grew fainter until only the sound of his breath filled the darkness.

At last, a pinprick of light appeared ahead. He emerged into the open air, stumbling onto a ledge overlooking the valley. Rain swept sideways across the cliffs, and far below, the river frothed like a vein of silver.

Daniel bent over, hands on his knees, forcing himself to breathe. The shard weighed heavy in his satchel now, as though the stone itself demanded his strength in payment. He knew one thing: he couldn’t keep it with him for long. The syndicate wouldn’t stop—not until they had it.

He pulled out his phone. No signal. He
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