
   
[image: Cover image: The Vatican Secret by David Leadbeater]




THE VATICAN SECRET

 

 

David Leadbeater

 

 

 

 

[image: Avon Logo]




Copyright
   
Published by AVON

A Division of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published in Great Britain by HarperCollinsPublishers 2022

Copyright © David Leadbeater 2022

Cover design by Stephen Mulcahey © HarperCollinsPublishers 2022

Cover illustrations: Shutterstock.com

David Leadbeater asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue copy of this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this ebook on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Source ISBN: 9780008471118

Ebook Edition © March 2022 ISBN: 9780008471125

Version: 2024-02-07




Dedication

For Erica, Keira and Megan.

‘One life, live it.’

And for the readers who supported me from the beginning – this is for you.
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Chapter 1

They came together in a derelict hotel just outside Marrakesh: a thief, a monarch, two killers, an infiltration specialist and a communications expert. 

The monarch, a man named Marduk, spoke first: ‘Do you believe in God?’

The men and only woman present shifted in discomfort, but made no reply as Marduk appraised them. The thief was easy; she was his daughter, Nina, and far more than just a streetwise pickpocket. She had been trained by the world’s criminal elite in the fine art of thiefcraft to be a cat burglar extraordinaire. The infiltration specialist was a man named Luke Hassell, the killers known only by codewords: Ash and Base. The communications expert was known as Mac. All except Marduk’s daughter had been supplied by a renowned underworld kingpin.

‘Gido tells me you’re the best,’ Marduk said. ‘You will have to be.’

‘We work better with people we know,’ Hassell said, throwing a pointed glance at Nina.

‘Rest assured, my daughter is your equal in every way. She has my complete trust, and will not fail you.’ Marduk paused before adding, ‘And you will not fail her.’

Hassell acquiesced with a brief nod.

Marduk took a breath, considering his next words. They needed to know only the pertinent points of their mission. As he deliberated, he cast a long look around the abandoned lobby, taking in its derelict appearance: the crumbling walls, the rotting wood and broken glass, the musty odour of mould. Where his feet moved, they shifted through piles of dirt, debris and old, broken syringes.

‘I’ll make this quick,’ he said. ‘As you know, Gido is a criminal kingpin, a great underworld figure, but we command his services for free. We, the Amori, of which I am the Monarch, the head of state. You now work for the Amori, an age-old entity which understood that the Crusades against the Holy Land would lead to thousands of years of religious war. They understood even then that the Church and the Vatican would become their greatest enemy. We were there at Babylon and still we flourish.’

Hassell looked at his team before frowning. ‘You said this was gonna be quick?’

Marduk showed no emotion. Years of leadership and this new hour of opportunity overrode petty displays of irritation.

‘The Church, and the Vatican, will be destroyed. To this end, you will steal the Vatican Book of Secrets from the Apostolic Archive. I am told you are unequalled in what you do – and Nina will handle the theft itself – which gives us the best team in the world.’

‘There’s a Vatican Book of Secrets?’ Hassell asked. ‘I never knew.’

‘The Church has many foul secrets,’ Marduk said, struggling to quell the vehemence in his voice. ‘From the time of the false messiah Jesus Christ to the present day. But the book contains at least one secret that, if revealed, would bring Christianity to its knees. I tell you this only to ensure you grasp the full importance of your mission. Understand this – you will never undertake anything of more significance.’

Marduk appraised their reactions, the most honest of which shone through the eyes of his daughter. Nina had trained for this auspicious moment for years. The others appeared to need more convincing.

‘The secret is immense; it will shake the world, and you are incredibly fortunate to be the early engineers of its revelation. Just as the Gospels were the early engineers of our enforced concealment. She has become a dwelling place of demons,’ Marduk recited. ‘A prison of every unclean spirit, and a prison of every unclean and hateful bird.’ Underneath his black cloak his hands clenched into painfully hard fists. He took a moment to exhale and calm down. Shows of emotion did not befit his standing. 

Hassell was staring at him. Marduk resumed control of the situation. ‘You have been selected for your skillsets to help retrieve the Book of Secrets.’

‘To recap then,’ Mac, the IT expert, said with a touch of sarcasm. ‘You people are some kind of ancient enemy of the Church. You want us to steal a dusty old book full of dirty secrets so that you can raze Christianity.’ He grinned. ‘I’m down with that.’

Marduk considered issuing a future kill order on Mac for his insulting trivialisation of his prime goal. His monarchy came with many such perks, but it also attracted a responsibility to put the Amori’s goals first, above all else. Without thinking, he touched the red symbol emblazoned on the right side of his jacket, seeking calm from the ancient symbol designating the Amori.

Hassell watched him.

‘We are allies of humanity, not enemies. They called us harlots and abominations in their Bible … in the lies that they call scripture. But this secret will undo them. The proof will unravel two thousand years of inaccuracies and manipulation.’

‘Moving on,’ Hassell said. ‘I’ll be devising the actual robbery. I’ll be sending your daughter into the lion’s den, so to speak. No good plan survives contact with the enemy. We need to be fluid and flexible in there. Are you happy for me to take full command of Plans B and C too?’

Marduk nodded. ‘You were brought here because you are the best. I defer to your abilities. Build in as many contingencies as you like. The book is the only thing that matters.’

Hassell looked unconvinced, glancing at Nina before turning back to Marduk. ‘Breaking into the Vatican and escaping unnoticed will be no easy task, even for us.’

‘We will have an insider, though he does not yet know it.’ Marduk waved the doubt away. ‘A member of the Swiss Guard. During the robbery I will listen in through systems you establish and will act accordingly if help is needed.’

Hassell nodded his agreement. Mac looked bored. The two specialist killers, Ash and Base, followed the conversation without once opening their mouths. Their eyes roamed the ruin and decay surrounding them as if the rustlings of hidden animals held the keys to their existence.

Nina’s face held that shrewd look he knew so well. Standing there, she was assessing every shift in their bodies, every nuance of speech. Too much depended on the outcome of this mission to ignore even the slightest sign of disaffection. 

Thousands of years of work, sacrifice and planning, to be precise.

Marduk looked up at the ceiling as several mini-waterfalls found their way through and struck the ground in regular drumbeats, a rhythmic indicator of a light rain outside. It was cold and miserable here, not the ideal place to initiate the Amori’s paramount mission, but the perfect place to start it clandestinely.

One final warning. ‘We are everywhere,’ Marduk said. ‘In every government, bank and security service, every school, energy conglomerate and oil consortium. We own people in every major city’s police force and many more. Nobody hides from us. Not you, not even Gido. Double-cross us and we will kill you, your family and every friend on your Facebook page. I hope I make myself clear.’

Hassell coughed. ‘Crystal. We done here?’

‘Almost. How long will you need to plan?’

‘For this job?’ Hassell whistled. ‘I’d say a year but I’m guessing you don’t have that long?’

Marduk didn’t say a word, letting the force of his stare answer for him.

‘All right then.’ Hassell cleared his throat. ‘Six months. Maybe seven.’

‘That is not acceptable.’

‘You want this doing right? Flawlessly? I’m gonna say six months. You want this doing competently, but with minimum stuff that can go wrong? Three months, minimum.’

‘Three months it is then.’ Marduk smiled. ‘I’ll see you again in three months.’

‘So we’re done now?’

‘You are. Any further information will come from Nina. For anything else, I can be contacted through her alone. And now you will go make history. But … I have to say … not one of you answered my earlier question.’

Hassell narrowed his eyes whilst the others looked blank.

Marduk smiled slyly and repeated it. ‘Do you believe in God?’

‘Processors, bandwidth and ghostware are my gods,’ Mac said. ‘Hallelujah to the mainframe.’

Both Ash and Base raised their weapons in answer, smirking.

Hassell looked away as if contemplating private demons that beset him. ‘No,’ he said at length. ‘A benevolent god would never tolerate the shit I’ve seen in my life. Or allow what happened to me.’

Marduk remained impassive as he said, ‘That is good. Because, in the coming months, the believers will question their place in the world. They will question their faith, their entire lives that they built around reprehensible lies. They will collapse in the streets, in their homes and across their false pews in their disingenuous places of worship.’

The Amori, he thought, will … finally … win.




Chapter 2

Joe Mason bobbed and weaved before the heavy leather punching bag, then jabbed with a powerful left, rocking it to the right. It felt good tonight. The rhythm in his head, the rock and the roll of the bag, the measured shuffle of his feet. Even the smells were right – stinging antiseptic mixed with fresh sweat, old sweat and blood.

It was all here tonight in the boxing gym, the place he’d frequented for half his life and the only place where he could escape the unrelenting terrors that fought to engulf him.

Those who could, trained under the bright lights; and the old men who couldn’t sat around watching, their rheumy eyes bright with memories of younger, fitter days.

Mason absorbed the atmosphere. Real life receded. These nights came around once, maybe twice a year.

It was late, almost closing time. Mason dropped a shoulder and pummelled the bag once more as the thought struck him that only those who led broken lives would train and sweat at this time, in this place. And there were many here.

He stepped away from the bag, taking a breath. The gym resounded with the grunting of men and women, the pounding of gloves on pads and bags. Mason bent down to pick up a towel and wipe the sweat from his face as he scanned the place.

He felt comfortable here. As a skinny youth, he’d turned to boxing to help deal with the bullies. Now, it served as an outlet and a way to numb the mind. He nodded at Washington, the old pro who ran this place, and gave the bag one last punch before removing his gloves.

There were no changing rooms here, no showers. Lockers lined the walls. Mason crossed the floor to his and caught a reflection of himself in the scratched, worn mirror that clung precariously to the door. He was wiry rather than bulky; strong, but not obviously so. Short blond hair offset piercing blue eyes, and an unlined, youngish-looking face didn’t reveal the hell he’d been through, which made Mason a man who was often underestimated.

He opened the door just as his phone rang, surprising him. Without checking the screen, he answered the call. ‘Yeah?’

‘It’s me.’

‘Patricia? Have you seen the bloody time?’

‘It’s close to midnight, Mason, and I know I didn’t wake you.’

‘You still at work?’

‘Why else would I be calling you at this ridiculous hour?’

A good point. Patricia Wilde was his boss.

‘All right, Patricia.’ Mason grabbed his bag, slammed closed his locker with a metallic clang and headed for the exit. ‘What’s so important?’

‘New job.’ She got straight to the point. ‘And it’s got your name written all over it.’

Mason paused with his hand on the door handle. ‘What does that mean?’

‘Unique. Engaging. Away from the UK but no war zones. Right?’

That was the ideal scenario he’d presented Patricia’s private security company with when he’d agreed to work for them. ‘Sounds great.’

‘It’s seven days’ work, but you need to be in Rome by morning.’

Mason cleared his throat. ‘You mean this morning? The morning that starts in about twenty minutes?’

‘Yeah, that’s the one. Is it a problem?’ Patricia’s tone was amused.

Mason totted up the minutes it would take him to drive home, shower, pack and get to a London airport. ‘No, shouldn’t be a problem. You’re gonna have to talk to me while I get ready though.’

‘Okay, as long as you don’t take me into the shower. The last guy I brought up to speed in the shower slipped and broke his ankle.’

Outside, Mason felt the night air strike his face, laced with sleet. The cold was refreshing and welcome, the rain not so much. A single bare light shone across the parking area, illuminating a flurry of hail, whipped up by a rising wind. Mason hurried over to his car.

‘Simple gig,’ Patricia was saying. ‘You’re accompanying a Professor Pierce Rusk and his daughter, Sally. The guy’s wealthy, the daughter born with the proverbial silver spoon. Anyway, she rebelled, fell in with some wrong ’uns, and disappeared off the grid for a while. She’s back now, but Rusk doesn’t take chances. Especially with this.’

Mason started the car. ‘With this?’

‘He’s been granted access to the Vatican Apostolic Archive. Apparently, he’s well respected among cardinals and regularly gets this kind of access. For security reasons they always confirm last minute though, which is why you’re against the clock.’

Mason waited for his phone to mate with the car’s Bluetooth system as he pulled onto a rainswept London street and then said, ‘I go with them?’

‘Hey,’ Patricia said. ‘You work for one of the most respected private security firms in the UK. Of course you go with them. Both Rusk and I are counting on you,’ she added.

‘Ah, I see. Sounds like a tame gig. You need me to be at my best?’

Patricia didn’t answer immediately. After a minute, she said: ‘Is your head in the game, Mason?’

‘You tell me.’ Mason put up a solid front. ‘I’ve been working for you for over eighteen months now, which makes it two and a half years since I left the Army, since Zack and Harry died on my watch. By making me take this job you forced me through a wall of guilt, Patricia. What do you think?’

‘I think you’re still counting the days. The hours since Mosul. Maybe you need more time.’ She hesitated.

Mason sighed. ‘Protection. That’s what I do now. It helps me cope. So let me protect.’

‘I know that’s what you think you need,’ Patricia said. ‘But it hasn’t worked out well so far, Joe.’

‘You mean Hannah? The split was mutual. We’re still friends.’

‘I don’t mean your wife, Joe, I mean since Mosul.’

Mason gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white and the wet streets to both sides receded. He was suddenly alone in London, in the south of England, in the world, and trying, desperately, to hold on.

Patricia’s voice brought him back. ‘Are you still there, Joe?’

It was a profound, poignant question, and one she clearly didn’t intend to have a double meaning. 

‘Joe?’

‘Yeah,’ he said, stopping for traffic lights that illuminated his windscreen with twin red smears. ‘I’m right here. Is there anything else?’

Patricia gave him the name of Rusk’s Rome hotel and a meeting place. She promised to email the Rusks’ background information across, so he could better plan his protection detail.

By the time Mason had pulled up and parked outside his house, entered and locked the front door and was dragging his old, durable backpack out from under the bed, Patricia was winding up.

Mason sensed she wasn’t quite finished though. ‘You done? I really need that shower.’

‘All done. Just collect Banks from the Heathrow Hilton by eight a.m. and you’re good to go.’

Mason froze. ‘Wait! What? Who?’

‘Oh, didn’t I mention?’ Patricia sounded apologetic, though Mason knew the game she was playing. ‘The client asked for a double guard. Male and female. Roxy Banks will be going with you.’

‘Now wait a minute—’

‘Hey, she’s fine. She’s good. I know she’s got a reputation, but—’

‘I don’t give a damn about her reputation. I work alone.’

‘Not this time, Joe,’ Patricia said with an air of finality. ‘The client is like the customer. Always right.’

‘The client’s usually an idiot,’ Mason said, irritated. ‘Is there no way around this?’

‘Two guards, one female, and Banks is all that’s available at short notice. I sent her to the Hilton before I called you, so she knows you’re coming.’ Patricia reeled off a room number.

‘Roxy Banks is a loose cannon.’ Mason changed tack, trying to find a way around the issue.

‘She’s a legend,’ Patricia countered. ‘They whisper about her in the office. Nobody knows the truth of what she was and what happened to her. And I know you don’t trust reputation, good or bad. You’d rather trust your own abilities.’

Mason closed his eyes, thinking she couldn’t be further from the truth. 

‘And if she …?’

‘That’s my problem, not yours. Don’t listen to office gossip, Mason. Roxy hasn’t touched a drop in years. At least, so she tells me. You two will make the perfect team.’

Mason, unconvinced, ended the call. The dim green glow of the bedside clock told him it was 0.21 a.m. and the bed looked inviting. Maybe it was the rain lashing at the window. Maybe it was the comedown after hours of hard work at the gym. Mason set his alarm for 5.00 a.m., hoping the nightmare memories wouldn’t come crawling out of the dark cave where the physical exertion had chased them. 

His hope was short-lived.

Mason sat with his head in his hands for an hour before dragging himself off the bed and running the shower until it was scalding hot. After that, he waited to roll out, sitting with all the lights blazing to keep the darkness at bay.

You trust your own abilities, Patricia had said.

Not for a long time, he thought, but he would never tell her so.




Chapter 3

Three months passed before they met surrounded by the sparkling blue waters of the Indian Ocean. Marduk was choppered in as befitted his regal standing, the helicopter landing with a soft touch on the superyacht’s helipad.

Once cold meats, salad and drinks had been served in an opulent stateroom, Marduk sat back, adjusted his jacket and faced Hassell, Mac and the two killers, Ash and Base.

‘Who’s in command?’ he asked.

‘I’m leading the operation.’ Hassell sat forward.

‘They’ll follow your every direction?’

Hassell nodded. ‘They will.’

‘You’ve had your three months. I trust you’re ready?’

‘As much as we can be.’ Hassell looked unhappy. ‘It’s just not long enough to plan the perfect crime.’ He hesitated. ‘Is Nina joining us today?’

‘I will apprise my daughter of what’s required of her. Do not worry. And let’s be clear: I do not care who you hurt, who you kill or what you have to blow up.’ Marduk made a dramatic gesture with both his arms. ‘The book is all that matters.’

‘But I do,’ Hassell said. ‘My job is to make it look like we were never there. To leave no clues. And no killing.’

‘So what are these two for?’ Marduk indicated Ash and Base.

‘Purely muscle,’ Hassell said. ‘Gido insisted we bring them along.’

Marduk narrowed his eyes, wondering how well Hassell knew his boss. The Gido Marduk knew would happily agree to a no-killing policy whilst arming Ash and Base with AKs, rocket launchers and poison gas on the side.

‘Tell me,’ he said.

Hassell nodded at Mac. ‘He’s done the lion’s share. I’ll let him explain.’

‘Smoke and mirrors.’ Mac spoke quickly as if itching to wrap this up and get the hell off the ship. ‘That’s the trick. I started with multiple vector attacks, trying to gain access to their system. It’s well guarded, but human stupidity always gives hackers an edge. They always say their system’s foolproof.’ Mac grinned. ‘But I’m no fool.’

Marduk smiled despite himself. ‘Go on.’

‘I bombarded them with emails, malicious files and cookies to compromise their data systems. After that, you mine that data for valuable information. Passwords, usernames, that kind of thing. It’s not about getting access, it’s about getting undisclosed access without detection. The attacks are methodical and take a long time to fully implement. It’s like an army testing a castle’s vulnerabilities with a small contingent of men, night after night for a year, instead of a full-on bloodcurdling assault. Anyway, I breached the system in the second month. After that, I used my own malware programme to mine the security data and gain access to their cameras, their alarms and sensors.’

‘I thought the Vatican would be harder to crack,’ Marduk said.

‘Oh, let’s be clear. I’m giving you the dumbed-down version.’ Mac stared around the stateroom wide-eyed, as if troubled by the lavish trappings, the golden mirrors, sparkling chandeliers and expensive paintings lining the oak-panelled walls. ‘But their firewalls are weeks out of date.’

‘Weeks?’ Marduk frowned. ‘That doesn’t sound too bad.’

‘In the cyberworld a week is worth a year when a world-class hacker has his claws into you. You see, a computer receives data packets from millions of emails. In an encrypted injection attack, I can gain backdoor access by a method you probably know as phishing.’

‘The Vatican employs no cyber-security team to ward against this?’ Marduk asked.

‘Sure they do. But they’re not in my league.’

Hassell spoke up. ‘Mac has access to their security,’ he said. ‘He can lock them out both digitally and physically. That was the hard part. I’ve engineered the rest of the smoke-and-mirrors attack, giving their security teams plenty to think about when the moment comes.’

‘Their sensors? Pressure pads? Alarms?’ Marduk recalled everything he knew from books and television.

‘All hooked up to their system,’ Mac said. ‘And ours to manipulate.’

‘And that’s an issue,’ Hassell put in. ‘We haven’t had time to test and find out if they’re employing anything old. Some outmoded security device that isn’t hooked up. It can happen, especially in old buildings.’

Marduk thought about the book and the delicious, deadly secrets it held. ‘Nothing can go wrong,’ he said.

Hassell stared at him. ‘Then give me three more months so that I can arrange a closer look, possibly even an on-site check.’

Marduk and the Amori had waited long enough. Now that the moment was at hand, he was almost salivating with anticipation. ‘I won’t give you three more days. Do you have the best equipment?’

Hassell sighed and sat back. ‘Laser cutters. Military grade glowsticks. Nina will even have a carbon bodysuit with mask. Gido enjoyed spending your money.’

‘Then he’d better be worth it,’ Marduk said. ‘And so had you.’

‘We are the best,’ Hassell said. ‘But we can only work with the time we’re given.’

Marduk eyed them all. The nervous Mac, who was probably used to nothing more luxurious than his mother’s basement. The killers, with their scarred hands and faces and unreadable expressions. And finally Hassell, the man Gido had put in charge, confident but wary, tough-talking but weak in vision. Of course, he couldn’t hope to understand the colossal importance of the book and what it meant to the Amori.

‘When?’ he said.

‘In two days,’ Hassell said. ‘If luck is on our side, we’ll breach the Vatican secret archives in two days.’




Chapter 4

Mason was late. He strode across the hotel’s spacious, airy lobby, its polished floor awash with bright light. The facade to his right was a wall of windows against which a stormy darkness pressed. He settled the backpack across his shoulders as he reached the lifts and called Roxy’s room for the third time in fifteen minutes.

Still no answer.

Mason cursed under his breath. They hadn’t reached the plane yet and she was already causing complications. He stepped into the lift and jabbed the button for the fifth floor, blinking, his eyes adjusting to the artificial brightness after leaving the dim, pre-dawn murk of the world outside. 

A long, bland corridor greeted him outside the lift, the same bloody corridor that ran thousands of miles along a hundred other hotels all over the world. He’d seen too many of them. Two minutes later, he stopped outside Roxy’s door and decided to give her an uncompromising double whammy.

He knocked loudly at the same time as calling her number. 

And waited.

A minute later, cursing, he tried again. Then he checked his watch. He was running out of options. Maybe he could leave her behind. Gain a couple of days before she … 

Something smashed inside the room. Mason came alert in an instant. First, he checked left and right along the passageway and then kicked the lock.

At first, the heavy door didn’t budge, but it made a crunching sound on his third attempt.

Mason used his shoulder to force his way in, alert for whatever was happening on the other side. The door slammed back against a wall and rebounded. Mason ran inside.

The room’s lights were blazing, illuminating a possibly naked Roxy Banks sitting up in bed, wrapped in a white sheet, holding the corner with one hand and a military knife in the other. It was an odd contrast, a surreal scene.

Roxy was raven-haired and American, a thirty-three-year-old, six-foot-two, stunning fusion of grace and muscle. She moved to a sitting position, holding the knife’s blade between finger and thumb.

‘The only reason you’re still alive is because I know your face,’ she said, her American accent thickened by sleep and a bad hangover.

‘I called you,’ he said. ‘You’re late. If I wasn’t a team player, I’d have left you behind.’

As he stepped forward, he smelled the thick perfume of rum surrounding her. ‘Is that you?’ Mason tried not to breathe in the fumes. ‘Did you spill a whole bottle in here?’

Roxy tried not to squint. ‘I soak my sheets in rum,’ she said. ‘It helps me sleep.’

Mason could tell she wasn’t joking – not just by the smell, but by the grave look on her face. ‘Get dressed,’ he said. 

‘You wanna know what happened to the last man who told me what to do?’

Mason sighed and eyed the knife. ‘Look,’ he said. ‘We’re flying to Rome in about … eighty minutes. You’re lucky I’m a—’

‘Yeah, yeah, a team player,’ Roxy said caustically. ‘I feel blessed.’

Mason saw only a hard facade in her black eyes, in the severe set of her face. Deliberately, he turned his back on her.

‘Apologies,’ he said. ‘Now, either put me out of my misery or, please, get dressed.’

There was movement from the bed. Mason half-winced, not expecting a knife in the back but not convinced he was entirely safe. 

‘Your misery, eh?’ Roxy said, starting to pull clothes on. ‘I’ve heard of you, Joe Mason. Office gossip. Some of the women think you’re cool. Me? I don’t go for scrawny, babyface boys. I want a man who looks like he’s lived, loved and lost.’

Mason had been underestimated before, many times. He stayed quiet.

‘What’s your misery, Joe Mason?’

He held back a retort, checking the time. They had seventy-five minutes to make the plane. Roxy walked across his eyeline, making for the door, fully dressed in black jeans and a white T-shirt and carrying her backpack. Mason made to follow her.

She turned. ‘Don’t listen when the Devil’s calling,’ she said. ‘Words I try to live by. You know what I mean?’

‘You’re referring to the words in our heads,’ he said. ‘Our inner demons.’

‘That’s right, Babyface. Now, are you coming? Because, apparently, according to my unusual wake-up call, we’re late.’

Mason followed her out of the room.

It was a short flight. Roxy slept the entire way. Mason used the time to go over their mission. The wealthy Professor Rusk required protection for himself and his daughter during their seven-day trip to Rome, most of which would be spent inside the Vatican Apostolic Archive – their secret archives. A short, no-nonsense email furnished him with snippets of background information on both Rusk and his daughter, the stand-out facts being that the Professor was a world-renowned historian and Sally a county champion fell runner. Mason was more impressed by the latter. From what he knew, fell running involved negotiating long, steep and unmarked courses and featured arduous descents.

Mason had received a message from Patricia Wilde, assuring him all four of them had been granted access. He had been worrying that he and Roxy might have to wait in some far-flung vestibule while Rusk and his daughter disappeared underground. There was only one way to protect a client, in his opinion, and that was eyes-on, twenty-four-seven. And his only impetus these days came when he was actively protecting clients. 

He fired off a quick message to Patricia, questioning the Vatican’s apparently relaxed acceptance of the two bodyguards. He was worried that the Vatican might change its mind when the four of them turned up. He finished off with the words: If I can’t protect them unconditionally, I won’t protect them at all.

Patricia soon returned his query, stating that the professor had his feet firmly under the papal altar. Rusk was well liked at the Vatican and was engaged on an ongoing body of work.

Nice easy money and a week in Rome, Patricia signed off.

Mason sighed, studying the people around him. The plane was packed with men and women in business suits, with families, with excited day-trippers. Mason sat in an aisle seat, Roxy to his left.

The American looked serious even in her sleep, the hard lines of her face never relaxing. Mason wondered briefly what manner of creature haunted her dreams. What horrible experience stopped her from moving on? He knew very little of her past. Nobody did, except perhaps Patricia Wilde. 

At that moment, she woke and stared straight at him. ‘That’s twice,’ she said. ‘And it’s still morning. You gonna keep on waking me up?’

Mason spread his arms. 

‘I see what’s behind those pretty blue eyes,’ she said. ‘You’re thinking – this loudmouth American, this loose cannon, is she gonna get me killed?’

Mason held her stare and ignored several fleeting glances of concern from nearby passengers. ‘I like the fact that you speak your mind. But we’re a team and we need to act like one. Hey,’ he shrugged, ‘it’s just seven days babysitting in Italy. What could possibly go wrong?’

Roxy winced. ‘Well, hearing you say that means you’re not superstitious. Which I like. And don’t worry; if required, I’ll back you up despite the rumours to the contrary.’

Mason nodded, accepting her assertion. ‘They’re our responsibility from the moment we meet them,’ he said. 

Roxy nodded back. ‘You normally work alone, I’m guessing?’

Mason gave her a slight smile. ‘Does it show? The truth is, I get along with people, the right people, but when I took this job I vowed to keep moving forward. Never stand still.’ He repeated it like a mantra. ‘Stay busy.’

But she isn’t like that, he thought. Roxy was right there, large as life, a force of nature and as confrontational as anyone he’d known, but at the same time he could tell she was lost. Roxy was searching for something.

‘Plane’s descending,’ she said, looking up, feeling the slight shift before he did.

Mason was ex-British Army, a veteran of countless flights, and took that awareness as a good sign. He settled back into his seat.

Either way, he imagined, with Roxy along, the next few days should be interesting.




Chapter 5

Rome, a city sometimes defined as the capital of two states, was one of the oldest continuously occupied cities in Europe. Mason knew that because, since he was about to meet two archaeological stalwarts, he’d taken the initiative to bone up while on the plane. But by the time he stepped out of Leonardo da Vinci Airport just after 11.30 that morning, the glacial snap of an icy February squall had become the full focus of his attention.

‘Residenza Paolo VI,’ Mason told the taxi driver, knowing the journey should take about thirty minutes in normal traffic. ‘And please put your foot down. We’re late.’

Roxy climbed in the other side, shivering in her T-shirt. She dragged the backpack in and placed it on her knees. ‘The plane was late,’ she amended. ‘Not us.’

Mason didn’t answer, revelling in the hot blast from the car’s heating system. He watched the streets unwind as they made their way towards the Vatican, the movements of locals and tourists, the hard frosts coating every pavement and window, the heavy skies like molten lead hanging with dire warning over the bustling city below.

Thousands of starlings created dynamic sculptures in the air, clouds of birds flinging themselves back and forth in perfect sync, which only made their driver hiss and complain at the mess they made.

Thirty minutes later, they were outside once more, staring down the same cold currents of air and hurrying towards the lobby of the Residenza Paolo VI, a four-storey boutique hotel on the edge of St Peter’s Square. Mason got within three metres of the front door and a reprieve from the cold before it was opened by a tall, stern-looking man with a bushy beard. 

‘Watchtower?’ he asked by way of greeting.

‘Yes, sir. I’m—’

‘You’re late,’ the man said in a voice markedly colder than the weather. ‘You’re Mason and Banks, I know. We’re Rusk and Rusk. Shall we go?’

Mason had wanted to spend at least ten minutes talking, trying to get a feel for his clients’ wants and needs, and where exactly they might feel crowded by his and Roxy’s presence. But to the professor the plane’s late arrival was an imposition, and Mason didn’t want to start their relationship on the wrong foot. Client harmony was as important as anything else. 

‘Let’s walk and talk,’ he suggested, standing aside so that the professor and his daughter could pass.

‘Best be quick,’ Rusk grunted. ‘We’re minutes away.’

‘They do coffee?’ Roxy asked. ‘The Vatican?’

Rusk blinked at her as if she were an alien. His daughter let out a snort of laughter. ‘I bloody well hope so,’ she said, holding out a hand. ‘I couldn’t work an hour with this old fruit-and-nut bar without it. Hi, I’m Sally.’

First Roxy and then Mason adjusted their backpacks and shook her hand. Sally was a five-foot-five brunette. At twenty-eight, she had deep worry lines on her otherwise smooth face that Mason wouldn’t have associated with a wealthy professor’s daughter. In addition, faint dark-blue tips to her shoulder-length hair displayed a hint of rebelliousness.

‘Great to meet you,’ he said. ‘We’ll discuss the security setup later.’

‘He’s trying to assert his authority.’ Sally nodded at her father’s back. ‘As a professor, a teacher and a mentor it’s something he’s had to do all his life.’ She sighed and nodded at Roxy. ‘Let’s go get that coffee, shall we?’

They crossed St Peter’s Square, making an unwavering beeline for the Basilica. They passed the unmarked Egyptian obelisk, the centre of the square, to the right. Sally noticed Mason scanning its impressive forty-one-metre height.

‘The only obelisk in Rome never to have been toppled since ancient times,’ she said. ‘All the way from Egypt to Alexandria and the Circus of Nero. The ancient gilt ball on top was once thought to contain the ashes of Julius Caesar. But all they found inside was dust.’

Mason nodded as Roxy licked her lips and continued to talk about coffee. Considering her arms were still exposed to the raw weather, Mason thought she did well to keep her teeth from chattering.

The square was broad and open to the elements. Incessant, hungry winds scoured its dark paving. Tourists stared at Roxy as if she were mad, or very brave.

Mason studied the huge Doric colonnades to either side, four columns deep around the square, the embracing arms of the Church designed by Bernini in the seventeenth century. They walked into them, the main facade and dome of St Peter’s Basilica becoming more detailed as they approached.

Mason’s judgement told him to stop Rusk, to slow the man’s stride and lay down the strict protocol of the security detail. Everything he’d been taught told him it was the right thing to do, but Rusk’s insistence on haste and the close proximity of the well-protected basilica held him back.

A constant and thorough examination of their surroundings, and of the people milling around the square, gave him assurance and confidence. A cursory assessment of Roxy’s attention to the scene also put his mind at rest. 

‘All good.’ She’d noticed his glance.

Mason nodded. They would save the rules for later discussion. Yes, Rusk might flail and flap at being told what to do of an evening. Some clients performed for attention, others did it because they felt they should, but if Rusk wanted protection, he would have to deal with the restrictions it entailed.

St Peter’s Basilica’s front elevation loomed over them, giving Mason a faint, ominous chill that had nothing to do with the weather. This sanctuary, this ancient temple, was the man-made embodiment of an age-old, sacred and holy trust. Did its current inhabitants possess the conviction inherent in its long-standing foundations? Mason assumed that they did.

Rusk veered to the right, looking back and giving them a vague wave. ‘Did you think we’d enter through the front door?’ He shook his head.

Mason cursed silently. He was responsible for the guy’s safety. Frivolous behaviour should be off the agenda. What was Rusk scared of anyway to need protection? His daughter’s old acquaintances?

To the right, a noisy queue bent towards the entrance to the basilica. Rusk made his way through it, then passed between the massive stone columns that defined the right-hand side of the piazza.

Mason remembered that the tiny state of Vatican City lay in a group of jumbled buildings to the left of the cruciform church. Rusk led them that way, stopping before a guard wearing a blue doublet and beret.

‘The Swiss Guard,’ Roxy said. ‘I thought these guys were famous for wearing something a bit more colourful.’

‘Sworn to protect the Holy See.’ Sally had overheard Roxy’s words and replied in what Mason was starting to assume was her normal casual fashion. ‘The blue, yellow, red and orange uniform has a Renaissance look which is in keeping with the pontifical banner, but is kept for ceremonial occasions.’

Rusk presented some credentials. The Swiss Guard used a shoulder-mounted communications system to speak to some higher power.

Less than two minutes later, a man in flowing robes approached them, and Mason realised that Rusk had serious juice. It wasn’t every day a cardinal came out to greet a professor and his security team.

‘Vallini,’ the man said by way of introduction before smiling at the professor. ‘Pierce,’ he said. ‘It is good to see you again.’

For the first time, Mason saw Rusk smile. It was genuine, and transformed his entire face.

Vallini smiled back, his own careworn features creasing into a genuine beam of pleasure. He spoke with compassion and sincerity, but his walk was careful and slow, as if he were dealing with hidden health issues or a problem of balance.

Mason kept his eyes on their surroundings for the most part as the men exchanged their brief but warm greeting. He expected to see nothing untoward and got his wish.

‘Cardinal Vallini is an administrator of the archives,’ Sally told them. ‘My father and he have met many times.’

‘Your father carries out a lot of research here?’ Mason asked. ‘Some kind of special access for study, is it?’

Sally nodded. ‘Researchers are granted access to see the true face of the Church through documents which provide the Holy See with over one thousand years of memories. Documents that cover more than fifty miles. Archivist training is required to handle these rare and fragile papers. And all this is allowed whilst we stand over the bones of the apostle Peter.’

Mason nodded, knowing she was referring to the tomb, found at the west end of a complex of mausoleums, that was said to contain the bones of the first vicar of Christ.

He waited whilst Rusk showed Vallini the appropriate documentation for his visit – something required even between friends – and then followed the pair inside. He and Roxy waited for a while in a warm, carpeted corridor, stamping the cold from their feet, while Vallini facilitated their entry.

‘They will ask you to place all personal items in a locker outside the main research area,’ Sally forewarned them. ‘We are allowed a laptop and a digital camera. You will also be given white gloves in case, for whatever reason, you handle any of the documents. It’s tightly controlled down there, as you can imagine.’

‘You’re allowed to just wander around?’ Roxy asked. ‘Like in a library?’

Sally shook her head. ‘No, not at all. You’re made to submit a written request for materials days before you arrive. Those materials are then brought to your table downstairs.’

‘But these are secret archives,’ Roxy said with half a smile. ‘How do you know what to request?’

Sally didn’t answer, which prompted a speculative look between Mason and Roxy. In any case, it wasn’t their business. Now that they were here, inside Vatican City, Mason knew their presence wasn’t really necessary. Still, this was the job, and passing it in the confines of the Vatican archive was inestimably easier than trudging through a war zone.

The last thought sobered him. Over two years had passed since Mosul, but the passage of time hadn’t smoothed the sharp, jagged edges of that dreadful memory one bit.

Thirty minutes later, Vallini led them down a short flight of stone steps. The walls were lined with works of art and Mason was conscious of passing beneath the ageless gazes of saints, martyrs and the Madonna. They emerged onto a landing of sorts and walked eight feet before stopping in front of a lift. To the right of the nondescript metal door, a single white button glowed.

‘It’s pretty well protected,’ Mason said as the group stood in silence. ‘This place.’

‘Regrettably, it must be,’ Vallini responded, his voice tinged with the sadness of a man who has seen the worst in people. ‘Explosives, chemicals, weapons, infections … it has all been tried. We live in an age where religious repudiation manifests in violence. The exercise of justice is joy for the righteous, but is terror to the workers of iniquity. Have you read your Bible, Mr …?’

‘Mason. And no. But I have seen terror first-hand.’

Vallini nodded as the lift came to a halt and the doors opened. ‘As have I, Mr Mason, as have I, although I suspect not in the same context.’

The lift car descended several floors, discharging them into a glass-walled vestibule where two guards waited.

Mason’s fleeting impression of the archives beyond the vestibule was of a random but neat collection of long aisles formed by high racks of shelving, all lit by stark white striplights. An untold number of manuscripts filled the shelves and stood in piles around the floor.

Vallini caught his attention and asked them to stow any valuables and their backpacks in specially selected lockers. Then he showed Professor Rusk to a side room where a rectangular desk sat, its surface dotted with several notepads, pens and two reading lamps. A cart loaded with documents stood to one side. 

On seeing the pile, Mason made a face, assuming a long day lay ahead.

Roxy must have had similar thoughts for she leaned in and whispered, ‘Did we bring food?’

Mason’s stomach grumbled.




Chapter 6

Mason, tired of standing, plonked himself into a chair. The professors, young and old, were engrossed in their research, sifting through fragile documents and scribbling whole essays in their notepads, occasionally making use of their digital camera.

The two Guardsmen stationed outside the room didn’t bother them, and the view beyond of tedious, unending rows and rows of documents had long since grown old.

At one point, Roxy, already seated, leaned over to whisper in Mason’s ear, ‘I’m starving. You think there’s a McDonald’s down here?’

Mason winced. ‘I think the very thought is blasphemy, and you should keep your bloody voice down.’

‘You British.’ Roxy laughed. ‘So uptight.’

‘You Americans,’ he hit back. ‘So … oblivious.’

‘Oblivious in the right ways,’ she replied thoughtfully. ‘This is good. New memories. A new life.’

‘Distraction?’ Mason thought about the rum-soaked sheets.

‘Not distraction,’ Roxy said. ‘Rebirth.’

‘But the Devil still calls,’ he said in reference to her earlier statement.

‘Every damn night,’ Roxy said. ‘We have this … appointment I can’t shake.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Mason said, lowering his head.

‘What about you?’ she asked, eyeing him from under her raven locks. ‘What keeps you awake at night?’

Death, was his immediate thought. Blood. Guilt. Shame. ‘The thought that I may lose a client,’ he said. ‘Which is why, once we’re out of here, we need to lay down some ground rules with our slightly naïve professors.’

Sally, overhearing his last comment, looked up and smiled, the mutinous blue tips of her hair belying the academic presence she and her father radiated as they discussed their research.

Mason saw a standoffishness in Sally when she was addressed by her father, a reserved demeanour more suited to an assistant than to a family member. He wondered what had transpired between them in the past.

The hours wore on.

Mason checked his watch at four, then five and then six, unable to fathom why the Rusks weren’t craving any form of sustenance. Roxy tried to nudge their appetite to life, talking about local pastries and various spaghetti dishes and, naturally, pizza, but both Rusks were fully absorbed in their research.

Mason wondered if there was a specific closing time, but decided the professor accrued more privileges than your average scholar in that regard. 

Roxy was growing more miserable as the day wore on. ‘They do know we’re here for seven days, right? I thought this job sounded too good to be true.’

‘You’d rather be protecting a politician? A general? A movie star?’

Roxy turned bored eyes on him. ‘At least the distractions would pass the day. It’s not like they actually need us down here.’

Mason was inclined to agree. There were only so many times you could study a tapestry, a defunct marble fountain and a frieze. Only so many times you could walk a room 25 feet by 15 and stare out of its internal glass windows at two doubleted Guards.

‘The client is …’

‘Always right?’ Roxy finished. ‘Don’t tell me you believe that bullshit Patricia spouts?’

Mason didn’t. He nodded in apology. Maybe it was time to address the professor. He checked his watch once more and noted that it was past 7 p.m.

‘I’m sorry.’ Sally looked up and saw his face. ‘This is taking longer than either of us expected. We’re starting to think the information we need is in the restricted archives.’

‘Isn’t this the secret archive?’ Roxy said. ‘The true face of the Church, the cardinal said.’

‘Yes, but there are still restricted archives,’ Pierce Rusk said. ‘Some of the documents they possess would alter history, and not in a good way. And then there are those we’re better off not knowing about.’ He clammed up, as if realising he’d spoken out of turn in the guestroom of a benevolent landlord.

Sally shook her head at her father’s awkwardness. ‘He doesn’t get out much,’ she said.

Mason turned away as Rusk threw his daughter a pained look; he didn’t want to get in the middle of their conflict. Then he noticed that both Guards were leaving their posts, walking very slowly.

‘Hey,’ he said. ‘What’s going on?’ The movement was more noticeable because neither Guard had shifted more than a muscle all day.

‘Give the guys a break,’ Roxy sighed. ‘They’re probably going for a—’

‘Together?’ Mason raised an eyebrow.

With surprising swiftness, Professor Rusk slid out of his chair and crossed the room to rap on the glass. One of the Guards turned with a frown.

‘What are you doing?’ Rusk held up both arms with palms outstretched. 

If Mason had learned anything in thirteen years with the armed forces, it was how to spot genuine emotion. Whatever had caused the Guards to move away, it had them rattled. One of the men was speaking urgently into his shoulder mic.

‘Come away from the window,’ Mason said, jumping to his feet, and sensing Roxy at his side.

Sally was staring at her father as if he’d gone mad. ‘Father,’ she said. ‘I really think—’

‘They stay put,’ her father said. ‘Usually. I’ve never seen … Wait, what’s that?’

Beyond the glass, Mason saw the Guards come to an abrupt halt along the nearest narrow aisle. The harsh striplighting illuminated high racks of shelving which stretched as far as the eye could see. Even squinting, he couldn’t see the far end. Rusk’s attention had been grabbed by a figure. 

‘What’s that …?’

‘Don’t worry,’ Sally said. ‘It’s another Guard.’

‘No …’ Rusk frowned and bit his lip in speculation. ‘Whoever it is, they’re coming up all the way from the far end. They probably set off an alarm which they knew would alert the Guards. There’s only one item stored down there, and nobody should be anywhere near—’

The Guards shouted a challenge. 

Mason saw the source of their agitation. The approaching figure was dressed all in black and wore a black mask.

One of the Guardsmen yelled into his shoulder mic, while the other strode forward and reached for a weapon.

Mason wondered for one moment what the professor meant by only one item stored down there, and then the gunshot rang out.

Mason acted instantly. The sound was hideous, stoking a conflagration of slumbering nightmares. He grabbed the professor and bore him to the ground. Roxy manhandled Sally out of the way. 

The window shattered as bullets smashed into it. Mason raised his head a fraction to see the Guardsman with the gun slumped on the floor, blood pooling towards the metal racks. 

Reaching for a weapon, he remembered he didn’t have one. Unfortunately, Patricia’s security firm wasn’t yet one of the chosen few that had firearms agreements with the Italian authorities.

Surely somebody had heard the shots. But right now, that didn’t matter. It could be several minutes before help arrived.

The second Guardsman abandoned his shoulder mic and reached for his own gun. Mason winced, knowing he was way too slow.

The black-clad figure was running up the aisle, gun held out in front, and now fired again. Three bullets tore into the second Guard.

Mason glanced at Roxy. In here, there was no protection. No way of defending themselves. The small room was a death trap.

‘Watch them,’ he said.

Sliding across the wooden floor, he reached the shattered window and glanced over the frame.

A bullet hit what was left of the timber surround, splintering it. A wooden shard drew blood from Mason’s right cheek. He wondered if he’d be able to reach the nearest Guard and grab his weapon.

Touch and go. And you’d be exposed the minute you stepped out of here.

Mason readied himself, knowing that he’d have to do something, but at that moment Professor Rusk leapt up from his huddle in a surprising burst of energy.

Expecting a rant about the madness of firing weapons inside the Vatican, about exchanging gunfire over the bones of St Peter himself, Mason raised his arms and turned Rusk’s way, trying to calm him.

But Rusk ran straight for the door.

Mason cursed and dived for the man’s legs. Sally screamed and tried to run after her father. Roxy knocked her to the ground.

Bullets smashed through the wooden door of their room, missing the professor’s head by inches before destroying an alabaster statue mounted on the far wall.

Rusk tore open the door. ‘You can’t have it!’ he screamed.

Mason put his shock at Rusk’s actions aside and leapt at the man.

Using his wiry strength, he grabbed Rusk by the waist and wrenched him aside. Holding Rusk like that, he felt the bullets slam into the man’s chest and stomach, both above and below Mason’s own arm. Rusk cried out, his body driven back and over Mason, crashing to the floor. 

Which left Mason exposed, in the firing line. He crouched in the doorway, expecting to see the shooter, but saw only the Swiss Guards lying prone, unmoving, both surrounded by growing pools of blood. The black-clad figure was bolting back down the aisle from which it had appeared, running away from him.

Escaping? Or raiding? Seeing no further threats, the person had chosen to flee.

Mason had been under fire many times. Thinking fast, he saw just one option. He couldn’t let the killer escape. Roxy could take care of Sally.

The killer ran and glanced back, and Mason flew to the left, entering an aisle parallel to the one where the dead Guards lay, giving the killer something else to think about rather than the people back in the research room.

Behind him, Sally Rusk screamed.




Chapter 7

Mason figured he had the opportunity to put on some speed.

The killer was running, no longer aggressive; a good thing since it told Mason reinforcements were on the way. But that was conjecture, not something Mason could rely on. The only way forward was to nullify the shooter.

Mason ran down the aisle, staying low. His view was restricted by the endless shelves filled with books and manuscripts, and he could see only a little, through intermittent gaps. 

At last he found a break between racks of shelving. He took the chance to slow and peer through into the killer’s aisle. He glanced back towards the office as Sally’s screams grew in volume. He could see Rusk’s lower torso – unmoving. 

Down the other end, the black-clad intruder was on one knee, gun pointed, taking aim at him.

Mason was still at least thirty steps away when the gun fired.

Bullets struck sparks off metal shelving and thudded into thick manuscripts as Mason flung himself backward into cover. Pausing for a three-second count, he dropped to his stomach and shuffled back to the aisle.

The shooter was gone.

Cursing, Mason was about to run and grab one of the dead Guards’ guns when Roxy emerged from the far office at full speed. Mason blinked twice to see that she was chasing Sally.

What now …?

The pair raced up the aisle, bypassing the dead Guards, where Roxy stooped to check pulses and collect a gun. They stopped just in front of Mason, who stayed on constant lookout for the killer.

Sally’s hands were covered in her father’s blood. Droplets fell to the floor. Roxy shook her head. ‘The Guards are dead,’ she said matter-of-factly. ‘The professor went almost instantly.’

Mason couldn’t console Sally and chase a killer at the same time.

Sally’s face was grief-stricken and agonised sobs were wrenched from her throat. ‘What did you do?’ she kept saying, looking back to where her father lay. ‘What did you do?’

‘Do we stop this?’ Mason said. 

‘Depends what this is,’ Roxy said.

She was right.

Mason reached out a hand towards Sally. ‘Why did your father do that? Why did he confront the killer that way?’

Roxy was standing close to Mason’s shoulder. ‘They just called the office phone,’ she said quietly. ‘The Swiss Guard, cardinals, whatever. They called us. Said they can’t get down to help us. Someone’s locked them out. Disabled the elevator. Booby-trapped the staircases. They told us to wait there.’

‘We’re okay.’ Mason pointed at the ceiling. ‘CCTV will show what happened.’

Sally gestured angrily. ‘No, that means the person responsible for killing my father will escape.’

Mason scanned the aisle again, wary of the black-clad figure’s return. ‘Whoever did this,’ he said, ‘is highly capable. Professionals at the top of their game. The Vatican …’ He sighed. ‘Is heavily guarded.’ It felt like an understatement.

‘Clearly, they didn’t come in through any of the floors above,’ Roxy said. 

‘Sally,’ Mason said, trying to grab her attention. ‘What was your father trying to protect?’

His sense of prudence was prickled by guilt. There was no blame here, but he couldn’t help but see the extent of his failure laid out in that office, framed in blood. He blinked hard to drive old shame back into the shadows.

Roxy touched his back. ‘There was no foreseeing this.’

Mason saw only black spots before his eyes. ‘I’ve knelt over the dead before.’

‘As have I. Only I did the killing.’

Mason leaned back on his haunches and looked up at her. ‘I’m sorry, Roxy. But why did you both run up here?’

Sally’s sodden eyes stared at Mason as her mind refocused on something of great magnitude. ‘Because my father died trying to save the Vatican Book of Secrets.’

Mason watched as Roxy shoved the Guard’s gun into her waistband. ‘The what?’

‘Wait.’ Sally raced back to the office, looking only at the table, picked up her laptop, stuffed it in its bag, and dashed back, securing the bag over her shoulders. Roxy, annoyed, had started to give chase but stopped when Sally quickly re-emerged.

‘What’s that—’ Mason began.

‘Move,’ Sally said. ‘We have to stop them. Move now!’ 

She ran past Mason, leaving him cursing in her wake and questioning why a second Rusk was running past him towards danger this evening.

They raced down the aisle towards its far end with Roxy at their backs.

Sally gave a running commentary as she hurried along.

‘At the far end of this aisle is a secure room. Its windows are obscure, veiled. Its contents unknown except to a select few. If there ever was a secret that the Vatican guarded, that is it.’

‘A book of secrets?’ Mason said as they ran faster. ‘Isn’t this place full of them?’

‘Despite all the access,’ Sally said, ‘restricted areas still exist. Look, I’ll explain more about the Book of Secrets later. We just can’t allow it to be stolen.’

Mason guessed her anxiety welled up from a source beyond the murder of her father, something far deeper. A wedge of darkness shifted ahead, a figure near the racks. They were already halfway down the aisle. Sally ran faster. Mason could see the far end now and the fleeing figure. He sped up, overtaking Sally.

‘Slow down,’ he said. ‘The Swiss Guard and gendarmes will be here soon. This is their jurisdiction.’

‘Will they?’ Sally panted back. ‘I don’t hear them. But if the thief gets that book …’ A grimace of fear contorted her face.

Mason understood. Every second they hesitated gave the murderer and potential thief more breathing space. And they were gaining. The wedge of darkness had stopped running and now clung to the racks like a large black spider, an eerie vision in the vast vault. Its head swivelled towards them and then it began to climb. Mason shouted a warning and put on a burst of speed, hoping to catch the figure before it started to climb. Roxy was a step behind, so close he could hear her breathing. 

As he drew close, the killer started to scramble upward. Mason jumped, reached out a hand, and brushed a boot that swiftly drew away. The shelves rattled and shook. A ream of manuscripts spilled out and burst across the floor. The figure climbed fast, swarming up the metal framework.

‘Stop him!’ Sally cried.

Mason leapt to the second shelf and lunged again. The whole shelving array swayed ominously, but he focused on his target. He managed to wrap one hand around an ankle and pulled hard.

The figure twisted gracefully in his grasp and kicked out with its free foot. Mason felt sharp pain as a boot mashed his fingers, but held on. This was their chance to prevent the theft, to avenge Professor Rusk’s murder and give Sally a little succour. 

Mason’s right boot slipped on the metal shelf. This wasn’t his speciality, not by a long shot. The thief slammed a boot time and again against his knuckles and the back of his hand. Mason swung out from the rack, unable to gain any purchase. The thief hung on with remarkable confidence.

‘I will shoot you,’ Roxy said softly.

The thief’s head swivelled, fixing on a point below Mason. The figure froze for a moment as if trying to decide what to do next. At that moment, Mason’s grip gave way.

He fell to the floor, landing hard and folding. A stab of pain shot through his left ankle. When he looked up the thief was gone and Roxy was still aiming her gun. 

‘What happened?’

‘I’m not that killer anymore. I can’t be.’

‘They’re getting away,’ Sally cried, and started quickly past them both. 

‘Wait …’ Mason leapt to his feet, wincing as his ankle protested. Sally raced off further down the aisle. He and Roxy gave chase, gaining speed, but soon, and with a gasp of fear, Sally started to slow.

Ahead, the far wall of the archives loomed and, built against it, a square brick structure no larger than a garden shed. The door was made of heavy steel, four inches thick, and stood wide open.

A bright spotlight inside illuminated a five-foot marble pedestal. Atop the pedestal was an empty book stand.

‘Is that it? Is it missing?’ Mason asked.

‘I’ve never actually seen it before,’ Sally said. ‘But I do know it was kept inside this structure under the strictest of security measures. Bypassing them would take some kind of genius.’

Mason motioned for everyone to stay quiet. Assuming the thief had spent some time breaking into the building, they couldn’t be too far away. 

‘Strictest of measures?’ Roxy waved at the open door. ‘Nothing’s safe. It’s all about motivation.’

‘And skill,’ Mason added. ‘You need world-class skills and a hotshot team to break into here. Now, give it a minute.’

He placed a finger to his lips. They all listened.

Raising his eyes to the tops of the shelves, where a small gap separated them from the ceiling, Mason spotted a large shadow leaping expertly and swiftly from rack to rack maybe twenty feet in front of them.

‘Go,’ he said. ‘I see him.’ He’d been part of ops like this. Ops requiring deniability, stealth, total secrecy. They brought in the best tech guys and system hackers to lay it all out like a jigsaw puzzle.

The shelving didn’t extend all the way to the far wall, which created another aisle running along the back of the archive. He led the way at a run, a stone wall to his left. Unlike every other wall he’d seen so far, this one was unadorned.

Mason moved fast, expecting the others to keep up, a thorny conundrum gnawing at his brain. They were walking into blind danger with their one remaining client. They should be protecting Sally, keeping her away from danger, rather than taking her towards it. 

Mason shot a glance behind. ‘We ought to take cover and wait for the gendarmes.’

Sally’s eyes flared. ‘No,’ she hissed. ‘These bastards planned this to the very last detail, clearly. They’ll escape. My father tried to save the book, and for good reason; now I’ll finish what he started. For him.’

Roxy made a
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