
Table of Contents

The Secret at Sinister Lake: | A Paladin Mystery | Penned by: James D. A. Terry | Reported by: Solomon Knight

DEDICATION

CONTENTS

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

1 A SNAFU Discovery

2 The Ambush

3 The Team

4 Raising the Dead

5 Bolt from the Blue

6 The One That Got Away

7 Busman's Holiday

8 Cuckoo in the Nest

9 The Quiet Woman

10 Shadow Man

11 Round Up

12 Round Meets Kew

13 BODDAME Disappears

14 Biff Keeps an Appointment

15 The Doctor Makes a House Call

16 A Toast

17 better luck next time

18 In the Headlines

19 fortress of solitude

20 Mysterious Absences

21 let's make a deal

22 a second chance

23 The Destroyer | "They had as king over them the angel of the Abyss, whose name in Hebrew is Abaddon and in Greek is Apollyon (destroyer)" Rev. 9:11

24 the dark knight

25 Justice & Mercy in Plain Sight

26 A New Chapter

About the Author

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

The Secret at Sinister Lake: 

A Paladin Mystery


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


Penned by: James D. A. Terry

Reported by: Solomon Knight

Copyright © 2015 James D. A. Terry

All rights reserved. First Printing: 2020. The editorial arrangement, analysis, and professional commentary are subject to this copyright notice. No portion of this book may be copied, retransmitted, reposted, duplicated, or otherwise used without the express written approval of the author, except by reviewers who may quote brief excerpts in connection with a review.

United States laws and regulations are public domain and not subject to copyright. Any unauthorized copying, reproduction, translation, or distribution of any part of this material without permission by the author is prohibited and against the law.

Disclaimer and Terms of Use: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead or actual events is purely coincidental.

ISBN: 9798323410286

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

DEDICATION



[image: image]


Deceit is in the hearts of those who plot evil, but those who promote peace have joy. No harm overtakes the righteous, but the wicked have their fill of trouble.

Proverbs 12:20-21
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This extraordinary story of discovery began in 1955, when the Scientific Naturalistic Autonomy Foundation University, or SNAFU, was created in response to a call for increased cancer screening and treatment programs. By 1960, SNAFU expanded the centre to search for possible cancer cures from natural plant and animal products. Between 1960 and 1981, researchers collected and tested an incredible 30,000 samples under this program.

In 1962, botanist Herbert Bloom visited Eidolon Forest to collect bark and other specimens from the taxus baccata, Britain’s ancient, mystical and magnificent yew tree. One of these samples contained Pixiedust, a chemotherapy drug, which proved to be crucial to cancer therapy.

The botanist disappeared while on another expedition to collect more samples, in the Himalayas. He had explored and gathered samples in the region many times and knew the area very well. One morning he ventured forth unaccompanied by his guide. His body was later found at the bottom of a ravine. It had rained a few days before, and it was concluded that he had slipped on the wet rocks and fallen to his death.

In 1979 Dr. Donna Feelgood found that the compound was an antimitotic agent that blocks cancer cell growth through a different mechanism than other antimitotic drugs. This was an extraordinary discovery, as clinicians were struggling to treat patients who were developing drug resistance or not responding to available treatment options. However, before she could publish her paper on the efficacy of the drug Dr. Feelgood suffered an unexpected heart attack during a barbeque with friends in her backyard. She died within minutes of the attack.

Nine years later, Ivan Inkling, Ph.D., and Neera Nuff, Ph.D., who were under contract to SNAFU Research Centre in North Carolina, United States, discovered that extracts from the Eidolon yew were toxic to living cells. Dr. Inkling and his colleagues then isolated the most cytotoxic compound from the bark of the tree and called it Pixiedust.

It was the ah-ha moment for which they had been hoping and working night and day. This pivotal discovery, with the potential to save countless lives, would be worth millions or even billions of pounds. This fact had not gone unnoticed by those with nefarious intentions.

It was 1992 and a celebration had been planned and a press conference scheduled for Monday morning. Unfortunately, Dr. Neera Nuff would not get to celebrate. He was struck and killed by a hit-and-run driver the night before while out for a walk near his home.

Out of respect for Dr. Nuff and his family, the celebration and public announcement were put off until after his funeral scheduled for the following Monday.

Sadly, Dr. Ivan Inkling would not be able to pay his last respects to his friend. An avid hiker and naturalist, Ivan went for a hike along the picturesque Stone Mountain Loop Trail. He had not taken a weekend off in more than a year and needed time to be alone with his thoughts, to mourn his friend’s passing and recharge his batteries.

A very cautious man, he left details of his plan to hike the Loop with his Personal Assistant, Miss Trudy Gauntlet. Starting at the lower parking lot, he soon passed the Hutchison family homestead without stopping to explore. He followed the trail as it paralleled the stream, then he rock-hopped across it and keeping left at the Middle Falls intersection, he began the steep climb up the five hundred stairs to the spur. His climb continued with multiple switchbacks to reach the summit of Stone Mountain, an elevation of 2,305 feet.

Unfortunately for Dr. Inkling, he wouldn’t make it past the second switchback.

It was 10:15 Monday morning and Dr. Inkling who was to give the eulogy for his good friend, was late. His P.A., Trudy, called his home but got no answer. By 10:30 everyone knew something was wrong so, she called the Park Rangers and after considerable convincing, they agreed to send someone to look for the doctor. She gave them the doctor’s itinerary and then waited anxiously for any word.

An hour and a half later the Rangers came across the lifeless body of Dr. Ivan Inkling.

Two hours after Trudy had called the Rangers, she received the call she was dreading. She was horrified to learn of the doctor’s untimely death. The cause of death was determined to be a heart attack resulting from the exertion of the climb.

The press conference was once again postponed. Later that day a SNAFU staff member was overheard in the break room remarking that perhaps there was a yew curse. After all, four people connected to the harvesting of the components of the yew tree were now dead. “Would the curse claim another life? Who would be next?” they wondered.

That evening the newspaper headlines read, “FOUR DEAD, CURSE OF THE YEW”.

Humanity has made use of the yew since the beginning of time to make spear points and other weapons, household implements and diverse tools. Although throughout history it had mythological associations with death, today yew is responsible for one of the most widely used anticancer agents in the world.

Yew was one of the nine sacred trees for kindling Beltane fires. Beltane is a Celtic word, meaning “the fires of Bel.” Bel likely referred to the Celtic sun god, Belenus. The old Scottish rhyme about the need-fire calls it ‘the tree of resilience’. Another famous Scottish yew stood at the Tobar an luthair or the Yew Tree Well in Easter Ross. Its presence lent healing qualities to the water until someone cut the tree down. Whoever did the deed must have regretted it, for an old curse stated:

Well of the Yew Tree

To thee should honour be given

In hell, a bed is ready for him

Who cuts the tree about thine ears

The day had finally arrived when Dr. Winston Payne, Chairman of SNAFU stood behind the podium at the long-awaited press conference to announce that Pixiedust would soon be in production and saving lives. But just as he was about to speak he collapsed and was pronounced dead of an apparent heart attack.
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He watched as the undercurrent buffeted the milfoil and hydrilla. He could see an old rusted bicycle moving gently to and fro with the ebb and flow. Old soft drink bottles and beer cans littered the lake bed, and silt, like dust in the wind, rose in tiny clouds. The visibility was poor, only a few feet, but he could see eerie shadows lurking beyond what seemed a wall of murky greyness.

He didn't know how long he had been sitting in his car watching, but the brutal, debilitating cold was beginning to seep into the depths of his core, indeed into his very soul. Somewhere deep within his subconscious, where fear resides, he knew the loathsome carnivorous scavengers would soon be emerging.

Thunder clouds rolled overhead, darkening the sky until it was dark as midnight. Lightning arched and flashed brilliantly across the panorama, lighting up the inky blackness. Ewan Whadarmy, Earl of Paddington’s day had begun the same as any other day. He had stopped for his usual eye-opener, a large double-double coffee and doughnuts at The Doughnut Hole, and then arriving at his office he had opened the door to a scene of utter chaos. It looked as if a tornado had touched down. Books flung from shelves, paper scattered everywhere, chairs and tables overturned, their contents strewn about the floor, and gashes that looked like gaping grins had been slashed into the sofa cushions.

He was immediately aware of what they had been looking for. His senses were on high alert. Taking a hasty look around at what he had come to consider his refuge, he knew his sanctuary had been violated and he must leave at once. Climbing quickly into the supple leather seat of his black, twelve-cylinder Jaguar, Vanden Plas, he triggered its ignition. The powerful precision engine leapt to life. Setting off through the pounding rain, rumbling thunder and flashing lightning, he made his way out of the village.

Fence posts flew by in a blur like spokes on a spinning bicycle wheel. The windshield wipers slapped hypnotically in an epic battle against the massive cascading raindrops. He felt the pooling water on the roadway wrenching the great cat this way and that as it was propelled forward. He was well aware of the ultimate penalty of one wrong misstep on this unforgiving thoroughfare. Although the darkness hid the fact there were no road shoulders, it also cloaked the looming rock wall on one side and the precipitous drop into nothingness on the other side.

At last, he reached the dark and foreboding forest. The first trees at the forest edge towered like gigantic, silently brooding sentinels as he passed beneath their outstretched limbs. Navigating the winding, narrow ribbon of blackness, he plunged deeper and deeper into the endless darkness.

His thoughts wandered back the paths of time to a warm, sunlit afternoon when he had chanced to travel the same road in search of a powerful new client's home. He had received a mysterious phone call that morning from a private secretary asking, "Baron Kent C. Detrees wishes to speak urgently with you this afternoon. Would you kindly join him for dinner at his hunting lodge in Updown Forest?" The secretary provided directions.

Arriving at the lodge that afternoon, he was greeted by a ravishing copper-haired beauty. Her emerald green eyes were like limpid pools with flecks of golden sunlight floating in them. “You must be the Earl of Paddington,” she said as she curtsied slightly. “My name is Miss Demeanor, Baron Kent C. Detrees’ Personal Assistant. Please come this way,” she said with a smile that said, “Approach with caution.”

The Earl, a keen observer of detail, took note of a curious and barely noticeable cuneiform symbol tattooed on the back of her right shoulder. He estimated that her wardrobe cost far more than one would expect on a Personal Assistant’s salary.

Without further ado, she ushered him into a lavishly yet comfortably furnished study where she introduced him to the Peer of the Realm. As she passed him he detected the scent of roses, saffron, amber, and mahogany wood indicative of Shalini Parfum Amorem Rose by master perfumer Maurice Roucel. The Baron, he discovered, was confined to a wheelchair and appeared to be of advanced age. Beside him, a veritable giant stood silent and expressionless. “This is, Angus MacCoatup, my Personal Attendant. We can speak freely in his presence.”

Baron Detrees waved the secretary out of the room and directed her to close the door behind her.

The Baron offered him a glass of Don Nuño Oloroso Sherry; a fine golden-hued nectar with penetrating woody aromas, and hints of dark chocolate, walnuts and roasted chestnuts.

When the Baron had lingered over the sherry for a time he finally spoke. He told his guest he would like to hire him to protect a terrible secret so dire in its potential consequences in fact that many deaths hung in the balance. He was told to go to the massive stone fireplace that dominated the room. He next instructed him to press the third stone from the top on the right-hand corner and instantly, as if by magic, a panel in the wall opened revealing a small wall safe. After handing him the combination the Baron directed him to open it and take out a dossier of immense importance he would find there.

The visitor did as he was bid. Now I want you to read it and return it to its hiding place. The Baron's guest chose a sunny window seat in a comfy leather wing-back chair that embraced him like being enfolded in the arms of his voluptuously plump childhood nanny. The documents he was studying read like a well-written suspense novel and as he did so the enormity of the dreadful secret astounded the man.

He replaced the document in the leather wallet and returned it to the tiny vault. Turning to the Baron he asked, "Why did you choose me?"

The old Baron spoke haltingly as he answered, "I selected you... after doing exhaustive... research into your background... I tapped my, ahem, sources in the Home Office, the Special Air Service, The Met and, ahem, The Firm. You, Lord Whadarmy, and Ewan Whadarmy Consulting Investigations Service came highly recommended."

Ewan’s father had deliberately trained his son’s mind and body to near-superhuman abilities almost from birth, giving him great strength and endurance, a photographic memory, a mastery of martial arts, and vast knowledge of the sciences. His friends just called him Doc.

“Please call me, Ewan, Baron Detrees. I don’t wish to exploit my pedigree.”

“But, dear boy, you outrank me. However, as you wish, Ewan.”

"You can't expect me to keep something as heinous as this secret? The public has a right to know. How could you keep this to yourself?" protested the Earl of Paddington.

"No, you are only required to protect the secret until the World Health Organization convenes a special summit on the subject. Then you are to see to it that it is made public."

The Baron paused as he took a deep rasping breath.

“When is this special summit supposed to take place?”

"It will convene within the month.

I've arranged -—introductions for you with several trusted members of the news media around the world. I will... provide for all of your expenses plus a generous fee for your services.

You must take every precaution. Your life will be in danger in the interim and even now." He finished with another rasping breath and a fit of coughing.

The meeting concluded, Angus escorted him out to his car. Passing the door to a small office Doc caught a snippet of conversation. The words were in a Hanyu or Standard Chinese. “Xiāochú wēixié” was all he was able to catch. Doc was fluent in several Chinese dialects and he understood the chilling implication of the words, “eliminate the threat”.

The Baron passed away not many days after their meeting.

That meeting and those words were now coming back to haunt him as he wound his way through the forest to the Baron's hunting lodge on the shore of Sinister Lake. He had met with all of the news media contacts and had given them all keys to safety deposit boxes in banks in their respective cities. The various banks had been given strict instructions concerning the date and time the boxes were to be opened.

He was just rounding the last curve in the drive along the lake shore when he caught a fleeting glimpse of a figure on a knoll and heard a small thud. Suddenly he lost control of the steering and was sent careening straight for the precipice. There was nothing he could do but brace for impact with the water. A split second before the car launched into mid-air he felt, what only could be described as a hot poker, graze his forehead. Reaching up to his forehead he detected something warm and sticky. Struggling to maintain consciousness his brain worked feverishly on methods of escape while the machine slowly submerged into the cold, dark depths of Sinister Lake. He removed his seat belt in preparation for escape.

He had never been in a tighter spot. Surely he could extricate himself from this situation? After all, he had trained himself for situations like this, hadn’t he?

The car’s wiring had shorted out rendering the power windows inoperable and the vehicle had come to rest on the lake bottom with its driver’s door lodged against a huge boulder. He tried the door but it wouldn’t budge. Even his great strength was no match for the force of the water and the weight of the car against the rock.

Part of his daily regimen was stress management which was now allowing him to remain calm as the minutes and seconds ticked by while he tried to extricate himself from this watery coffin. The Vanden Plas had been modified to safely transport clients that were under threat. This meant the windows had been replaced with ballistic glass. He tried to break the windows but it was no use. Icy water now filled the cabin chilling his body and sapping his resistance and strength. His above-average physical fitness and free diving training had enabled him to hold his breath for a staggering six minutes but it had now been six and a half minutes.

Could this be the end?

Just as darkness was overtaking his mind there was a muffled explosion and he felt a hand like a vice of steel take hold of his collar wrenching him out of the Jaguar and propelling him towards the surface of the lake like an exploding cork from a champagne bottle.

It had not been Doc’s day to depart this life, but unfortunately, for another, some miles away, it had been a good day to die.

When he came to his head was throbbing and all of his senses were on high alert. Exerting great mental fortitude he opened his eyes to find himself in a dimly lit room lying on a four-poster bed that felt as if he was floating on a cloud. Through the murkiness of his mental miasma, he heard a disembodied voice from somewhere in the shadows, "It's over. You can relax now, my friend. You slept through the breaking news."

"How long have I been unconscious?" Ewan asked.

"Two days. You took a nasty bump on the head and almost drowned into the bargain." the rich baritone voice continued.

"Where am I and how did I get here? Who are you? What happened to me? Am I a prisoner here?" Questions were emerging in his mind in rapid-fire succession. Making a valiant effort to sit up he exclaimed as he reached for his head, “Oh, my head is splitting. Everything is spinning,” before collapsing back on the soothingly fluffy pillow.

"Whoa there, M’Lord; you’re not quite ready for battle just yet. All of your questions will be answered in due course, M’Lord. First, you are in the Baron's hunting lodge, Taigh Mòr na Seilge, in his bed. My name is Angus MacCoatup. You may recall that I was Baron Kent C. Detrees' Valet. You may call me Angus." the rich baritone incorporeal voice said as a veritable giant materialized from the shadows. For a big man, his movements were elegant and as silent and nimble as a cat's.

"The other questions can wait, M’Lord. You must rest. I'll see that your breakfast is brought up shall I?"

Doc made another attempt to rise but his head began to swim, "Alright, have it your way. I'll let the room settle down while I get my legs under me."

"We will speak further once you have gathered your strength, M’Lord."

"Stop calling me that, Angus. My name is Ewan Whadarmy, you may call me Doc," he commanded grumpily.

“As you wish, M’Lord, ahem, my apologies, M’Lord; what I meant to say, was, as you wish, Doc.”

A few minutes later a tray was brought in with a full English breakfast after which he felt invigorated and throwing back the downy comforter he walked gingerly across the icy floor to the wardrobe. Opening it he found his clothes clean and pressed. He glanced in the mirror and noticed that someone had put a few stitches in a bullet graze on the right side of his forehead. Dressing quickly he started for the door but before he could reach it Angus entered the room.

"I thought you might be getting restless, M’Lord... I mean, em, Doc. We can chat in the drawing room over coffee. Someone is waiting to meet you."

"Is it the rather distinguished gentleman sporting a fine example of a handlebar moustache beneath an aquiline nose that has been watching us from the drawing room window?

His Bentley needs a tune-up. I heard the rattling due to worn spark plugs as it entered the driveway.

Lead the way, Angus, you’ve piqued my curiosity. I noticed the secretary; Miss Demeanor’s office is empty.”

“Indeed it is. It was very strange but Miss Demeanor did not return to work the day following your visit. We tried reaching her by phone but her number had been disconnected.”

Upon entering the drawing-room Ewan observed a nattily dressed man, in formal Scottish attire. He immediately recognized the Black Watch Kilt’s distinctive pattern consisting of deep blue, green, and black alternating bands that run horizontally and vertically across the fabric. He stood, deep in thought, with his hands clasped behind his back gazing out the grand picture window at the woodland vista beyond and admiring Ewan’s Jaguar.

“Ahem.” Angus cleared his throat signalling their arrival in the room. Their stealthy watcher from the window turned to face them. “M’Lord may I introduce the Earl of Paddington.”

Turning to Doc he continued, “M’Lord may I introduce Sir Solomon Knight.”

“How do you do, M’Lord?” Sir Solomon said taking Doc’s hand in a very firm grip and shaking it vigorously. “I’m very pleased to make your acquaintance at last. I feel that I know you already. We have been following your progress for some time.” Doc’s eyebrow arched with interest.

Once settled in the drawing room with their coffees Angus recounted the tail of Doc's harrowing experience of being followed and a sniper waiting in ambush. "Shots were fired, one creasing your skull the other hit the front passenger tyre sending your vehicle careening off the cliff and into Sinister Lake. We were on the lookout for you and heard the shots. I saw you go into the lake and got there as fast as I could to fish you out, so to speak.”

Glancing at Sir Solomon for approval he continued, “I can assure you that I have the highest clearance levels with the Home Office and the Baron trusted me implicitly. He laid out the entire scheme to me and tasked me with assisting you, should you require it.

I have taken the liberty of obtaining several international newspapers which you will find on the table beside you."

Doc read the first headline of the British broadsheet The Daily Telegraph, "SNAFU in Crisis: Naturalistic Autonomy Foundation University, SNAFU, withheld a cure for Cancer for years". Then the New York Times headline read, "SNAFU Officials Arrested on Corruption Charges: It is alleged the Naturalistic Autonomy Foundation University, SNAFU, concealed a cure for cancer to keep the money train rolling." It was splashed all over the front pages of the world's most respected newspapers and included a few not so respected. There were pictures of the police carrying boxes containing documents and removing computers from the headquarters of the Naturalistic Autonomy Foundation University and more pictures of the SNAFU Board of Directors being led away in manacles.

“While we're on the subject of miscreants has anyone caught the assassin that plunged my motor with me in it into Sinister Lake?

I’m going to require transportation, Angus.”

“I’ve arranged an automobile for you, D... em, M’Lo... em, D... oh, M’Lord.” A flustered Angus spluttered. “I hope it will meet with your approval.”

Sir Solomon, taken aback, gave Angus a look of reproach. Trying to avoid eye contact with the Knight, the gentleman’s gentleman escorted the Earl of Paddington to the front door. He opened the door with a dramatic flourish to reveal a sleek, black, twelve-cylinder Jaguar Vanden Plas.

Doc’s eyes lit up like a child on Christmas morning. “What? How? Is it my Jag?” he stammered in utter incredulity.

“Here are your keys.”

The Earl got behind the wheel and apprehensively turned the key. The big cat sprang to life and purred like a kitten. “How did you do it? You must be
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