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Where It Began

 



 

Jerusalem, dusk…


Beneath the scant shade of a cypress tree, the man held silent vigil.


He had forsaken all, even his name. But he knew that others would call out “Betrayer” or “Slayer of the Innocent.” How could they not? His heavy heart had nearly kept him from witnessing the crucifixion, but shame forced his feet to climb to this sheltered knoll.


This was his doing. All his.


Death, and not just any death, but the death of his closest friend bloodied his hands, but he was certain that as ages passed the story of this day would be kneaded like a soft dough. The events would be wrung and twisted over until not even the baker could discern the original ingredients. But the lambskin purse tied to his belt, heavy with silver coin, would not allow him to forget.


Angered again, the man looked up at the clear skies—where heaven in all its glory lay. Why was the sky not gray and brooding? In His absolute fury, a recriminating thunder should shake the ground, trembling so greatly that it knocked down those who would persecute a true believer. Lightning should pierce the Roman dogs that led the prisoners up to Golgotha. Or, more fittingly, the bolts should strike the man to the marrow for his duplicity.


Instead, only a light breeze played at the edge of his rough-spun robe, as goats lazily grazed along the hillsides past the Second Wall. The scent of jasmine and unleavened bread floated on the wind, as all those in Jerusalem prepared for the Sabbath. How could life drift along for all those inside the city walls? Why were there so few from the Temple City following the doomed procession? Where were the grieving throngs?


But the man knew the answer. Any who would have revolted against the verdict were blissfully unaware of the fatal turn of events. Since the midnight arrest, the trial and judgment had unfolded too quickly for word to spread. Partly by design, and partly by misfortune. Prophecy and pragmatism had conspired to bring low one who should have been held in the highest regard.


A sharp wail turned the man back to Golgotha. Squinting, as the distance was great, he knew it was Mary’s cry as the spikes were driven into the sufferer’s heels. Her pain equaled his. This was why he forced himself up this remote hillside. There were too few to witness his agony. Only Mary, Jude, and the Beloved Disciple were at the foot of the cross. The rest of the women were at the base of the hill, weeping in a great heap of scarves and tears. The other Twelve had scattered to the wind. Now outlawed.


So it was that he, he who had brought all this tragedy to fruition, was to be the one to bear witness until the end.



 



 


 


Prologue

 



 

Paris, France

 “I told you the Louvre wasn’t open late on Tuesdays!”


Corey ignored Kika’s outburst as the bus rattled along, following its route along the Seine. This was not how he imagined their great European adventure. Sex, scenery, and some more sex. That was the plan. When did the hysterical nagging figure in?

 “And all for a bunch of old cars! We missed the Mona Lisa for a fucking Peugeot!”


He didn’t bother to correct her. First of all, there was nothing “fucking” about a classic 1950s Peugeot. Secondly, the Centre International de L’Automobile was a world-renowned car museum that was a must-see on any autophile’s trip. Thirdly, was the Mona Lisa any less boring in person?


Kika struggled to control her tears, or at least wanted to leave the impression that she was struggling, as she slumped deeper into her bus seat. “I can’t believe this is happening!”


Corey couldn’t believe that this was only the second stop on their supposed five-country tour. Three more countries of arguing, bitching, and the cold shoulder? He didn’t think so. Backpacks and visas got stolen all the time, right? It wasn’t like he’d leave her stranded. He’d make sure she had enough cash to get to the consulate and let her ATM of parents figure out the rest.


That didn’t make him a complete asshole, did it?


Brakes squealed as they neared Le Champ De Mars. As the engine rumbled to idle, everyone was thrown forward. Kika’s breast brushed past his elbow as she settled back.


Maybe there was another way. Grabbing her wrist, Corey leapt from his seat, tugging her down the bus’ narrow steps. “Come on.”

 “Are you crazy?” She cried as the bus pulled away from the curb. “It’s going to be another hour before we can catch another bus to the hostel.”

 “Jesus, Kika, mellow out.”


That was clearly the wrong thing to say, as her face turned crimson. “I would mellow the fuck out if I were the one getting my way all the time. It was the Louvre, Corey. The Louvre! The entire reason I came on this crappy trip.”


Anger melted into tears. Real tears. They brimmed at the edge of her expertly applied eyeliner. Damn, but she was pretty. Unthinking, he reached to wipe the tears away but she pulled away, angered again.

 “Not this time.” Kika turned her back on him.


Throwing his head back in frustration, he breathed out through his teeth. Chicks. You can’t live with them and you sure as hell got a thick callus on your palm without them. But when he opened his eyes he saw the most amazing sight. The Eiffel Tower’s lights bloomed to life. The entire height of the tower was a glittering glow of gold.


Screw the pamphlets. This was the real thing.

 “Kika,” he said quietly, but she was busy blowing her nose. “Look up.”


Predictably she scoffed, rolling her eyes, but, equally predictably, curiosity got the best of her. A slight gasp escaped her whatever-was-the-most-fashionable-shade-this-season lips. That was the response he wanted. Tenderly he turned her toward him.

 “Kika, we’re in France. Hell, we’re in Paris, standing under the most romantic landmark in the world.” He pointed to the Tower. “I’m sorry. I really thought tonight was the Louvre’s evening hours. I totally would have skipped the car museum if I’d known.”


Her dark eyes rose to meet his. “Really?”


Corey was surprised to find that his next words weren’t a lie. “Really.”


Kika’s eyelashes fluttered in that way only she could pull off. Taken by the moment, Corey kissed her. Not hard, like the-smelly-Austrians-have-finally-left-so-we-can-have-a-quickie kind of kiss. Instead, it was a soft kiss. Just like the one he gave her when they decided to screw saving for grad school and use the money for two weeks in Europe.


He held her cheeks between his hands. “Is there anything we can do—do tonight—to make up for the Louvre?”

 “Well…” She blushed and batted her eyes toward the bejeweled Tower. “The Le Jules Verne is supposed to be the most romantic restaurant in the whole world.”


Okay, he was hoping she might suggest a threesome, but if an expensive dinner inside the Eiffel Tower was what it took to have an unforgettable lay, then that’s what he would do.


Corey took her hand in his. “All right, let’s get some directions.”

 “It’s on the second floor,” she stated promptly.

 “I wonder if we have to take the stairs up, or—”

 “It’s got its own elevator in the south pillar.”


He glanced at her, but she just swung their hands up and down in a playful, girlish way. She certainly seemed to know a lot about this restaurant. Which made him wonder exactly how long she had been angling for this dinner. Could the plot have reached all the way back to the car museum? She had complained, but she certainly hadn’t put up a Kika-level fuss about staying late to look at the Lamborghini collection.


Corey smiled. That devious bitch! She knew he would never spring for more than ten bucks a plate. She had set this whole thing up.


Maybe he could fall in love with her.


As they strolled toward the base of the Tower, Corey couldn’t help but notice the one woman on the entire causeway who strode alone. Who in the hell hung out at the Eiffel Tower, at night no less, without a date?

 “Look at that loser,” Corey said as he nodded to the solo pedestrian. “And what kind of fashion sense to wear a scarf on a warm night like this?”


Kika tsk-tsked as only Kika could. “That’s not a scarf. It’s a hijab.”

 “Whatever. She isn’t going to catch a man in that thing.”

 “I think that’s the point. Now hush.”


They arrived at the elevator door right before the lone woman. There were several other couples already waiting. Kika reached out and hit the antique button, but it didn’t light up.

 “Already tried that,” one of the men said.


A woman with a thick French accent explained. “A water main broke yesterday. There’s flooding under the foundation. It’s affecting the electrical.”

 “They’re still serving dinner, though, right?” his girlfriend asked anxiously, like a child whose ice cream cone might be melting.


The woman just shrugged and went back to her cigarette. Kika frowned so deeply that her face and mouth risked forming wrinkles. “No dinner, no dessert.” And by the glare, she was definitely not referring to pie.

 “I’ll go ask at the main entrance what the scoop is,” Corey conceded.


Kika nodded vigorously. One hand shoved him on his quest while the other punched the button in case her urgency could fix waterlogged wiring.


Chuckling at her determination, Corey heading toward the east pillar as he spotted the overly modest woman, only now she was kneeling near a girder, having trouble with her purse.


Feeling vaguely guilty for judging her so harshly, he went outside of his comfort zone to sound chivalrous. “Can I help you?” Corey asked. When she didn’t respond, he gave it a stab in French. “Est-ce que je peux vous aider?”


Still, she seemed intent on her baggage. He tapped her shoulder. “Est-ce que—” She turned, and Corey realized her sleeve was caught in her backpack.

 “Here, let me—” He stopped short as the contents of the pack became visible. It was chock-full of gray bricks with red and black wires sticking out at odd angles. Okay, he’d seen enough Alias episodes to know that it was C-4.

 “Bomb!” Corey spun on his heel toward the elevator. “Bomb!”


In this day and age, it didn’t matter what language you spoke. Everyone knew “bomb” when they heard it. Tourists scattered as he turned the corner.

 “Run!” he yelled, but Kika was still pushing the button. “Get down!”


He felt the blast more than heard the explosion. The force was like wiping out on your surfboard inside a twenty-foot pipe, only worse. This blast knocked the wind from his lungs and threatened to break his back. He somehow found Kika in his arms. When had he grabbed her?


In an enormous gust of C-4 fueled air, they were thrown past the girders, and then smashed onto the unforgiving ground. His ears rang a thousand notes, but he kept Kika’s head tucked under his shoulder as dust rained down.

 “What’s happening?” she asked, but her words sounded far off.


Corey didn’t answer as terror transformed into anger. Who the fuck bombed the Eiffel Tower? Of all the fucking landmarks, why here? Why tonight?


It wasn’t until he was certain that the danger of a second bombing was well past that he cautiously allowed them to rise.


A strange silence greeted them, as if this moment was suspended outside of time and space. No shouts, no panic, and even Kika stopped crying. They, and the Tower itself, were in shock after such a brutal attempt on its life. The other patrons hadn’t run off, either. Instead, strangely enough, they were gathered around the bombing site.

 “Everybody okay?” he asked, but couldn’t really hear his own words.


No one answered, only nodded as they dusted themselves off. Everyone seemed shocked to have survived with only minor cuts and scrapes. The Tower’s structure was also in remarkably good shape. Its girders were only a little singed.


A sob escaped the girl in his arms. Not even her Madison Avenue blush could bring color to poor Kika’s cheeks. Her mascara was smeared across her face, which pretty much epitomized the effects of the bomb.


Cosmetic damage only.


Corey kissed the top of her head. They were going to be fine, but if the effectiveness of a terrorist attack was based on civilian casualties and destroying an international monument, this baby was going to go down as the lamest suicide bombing ever.


But he knew this was only the calm before the storm as the Eiffel Tower suddenly had competition in the lights department. Red, blue, and yellow lights flashed as the police and fire trucks bore down on their location. Very soon, all hell was going to break loose.


With his ears still ringing, Corey thought he heard someone say “bodies.”

 “I thought everyone was okay?” Releasing Kika from his embrace, he joined the man who he knew spoke English.

 “We’re fine, but…” the German said as he pointed to the hole.


Corey carefully stepped toward the edge. Now it made sense why there was so little damage to the Tower itself. When the chick was screwing around with the pack she must have accidentally refocused the blast downward, creating a ragged opening in the stone.


But why, after barely surviving a bombing, were these people making such a fuss about a stupid hole in the ground?


Then as the dust settled, Corey felt even himself gasp. Buried beneath the most romantic landmark in the world was a crypt full of bodies. No, not bodies, but skeletons. Lots and lots of skeletons, but after the explosion, they were just a tangle of rib cages and shattered leg bones. It was as though the crypt keeper had put them into a blender and then thrown them into the trash.

 “What the fuck?” It didn’t make any sense. What terrorist wanted to blow up dead people? Way dead people?

 “Corey, help me.” It was Kika who spoke, but it sounded as if she were calling from another dimension.


His head still rang, but past it, Corey heard sirens bearing down on them. It took a few seconds to locate his girlfriend next to the only piece of mangled metal around. Why the hell did she pick the one unstable area of the Tower to set up shop? “Kika, keep back.”

 “I think someone’s injured!”


Oh, shit! Corey rushed forward. The bomber. “Don’t!”


But Kika decided this day, of all days, to be a Good Samaritan. She had already pulled the woman out from under the twisted girder.

 “It’s the chick with the bomb,” Corey explained as he tried to tug her away, but she had her heels dug in.

 “It couldn’t be.” His girlfriend looked up, confused. “She’s not even Muslim…” Kika pointed to the dead woman’s chest. “Look…”


Hanging around the suicide bomber’s neck, gleaming under the Tower’s twinkling lights, was a large silver cross.



 



 


 


CHAPTER 1

 



 

Ecuadorian Rain Forest


Dr. Rebecca Monroe gasped in the moist rain forest air. It took the effort of breathing underwater. Of course, the vine wrapped around her neck wasn’t helping matters, either.


Genus: Chondrodendron. Species: tomentosum.


No matter her scientific accuracy, each time the frenzied villagers circled her, they tightened another loop around her windpipe. Rebecca concentrated on breathing, but she was so very alone. Her research students had deserted days ago. Then the loss of her guide during her capture…


There had not even been time to cry.


The communal drums resonated at such a primitive level that the jungle jarred with each beat, whipping the warriors into a rage. Their native tongue clicking was punctuated by loud, guttural incantations. It did not take her triple PhDs to know they were in a state of religious fervor.


Vision blurred from the blow to her head, Rebecca focused on the torches. They flickered brightly under the heavy canopy of the Ecuadorian rain forest. So dense that not even a single star peeked through.


Maniacal warriors writhed in the firelight, skin glowing, illuminating ruby tattoos and ritual scars. The body art flowed across their flesh, brought to life by flames and screams. Given enough time and oxygen, Rebecca could have told their life stories by the swirling patterns on their skin. As it was, she could barely remember her last name.


Tribal women, breasts bared, chanted by the edge of the clearing as children huddled at their feet. The boys had bands of red across their eyes, while the girls had black, making their eyes glow, suspended in the night.


They stared at the tall, blonde outsider who had stumbled into their midst. This ceremony would be told and retold for generations to come. Even now the communal drums not only kept beat for the entranced warriors but also told the tale of this humid, panicked night, transmitting the story to tribes miles away. A kind of primitive radio.


The vine jerked her head against the wooden stake. Sweat soaked her clothes as blood trickled down her cheek from a scalp laceration, but from the brandished bows and spears, things were only going to get worse.


Suddenly the chief jumped in front of her, landing so close that his tattooed face was within an inch of hers. He bared a set of filed teeth. Rebecca tried to pull away, but had nowhere to go. She turned her face to the side, but found the forked tongue of an anaconda.


Its huge triangular head filled her vision.


Genus: Eunectes. Species: murinus.


The chief waved the snake’s head wildly in the air as the other warriors supported its twenty-foot-long body. Already struggling to breathe, she writhed as they wrapped the smooth tail around her feet. She shivered at its cold touch. Painfully, slowly, they coiled the beast around her legs, then her waist, then her chest. Finally they let the snake encircle her neck, ending with the anaconda cheek-to-cheek with her. Its tongue flickered along her bloody temple, trying to get a taste of what was to come.


Flailing, Rebecca fought panic as the monstrous reptile followed its evolutionary instincts. Coils tightened, constricting her chest, squeezing her breath down to a desperate wheeze—then even that died. How Rebecca wished she didn’t know that an anaconda had enough muscular strength to break a jaguar’s rib cage within five minutes.


Rebecca’s only comfort was that the end must be near.

 



* * *

 



The first poisoned dart bounced off Sergeant Vincent Brandt’s body armor. The second nearly penetrated his Kevlar vest.


So much for stealth.


With their presence discovered, it was time to crank up the beat.

 “Double time!” he shouted.


Released from their painstakingly slow pace, Brandt heard the rest of his team burst forward, charging through the tangle of vines, ferns, and bushes, heedless of the noise. The natives responded with Stone Age reflexes. Dozens of poisoned darts spat toward them in deadly puffs of air.


Brandt kept his weapon aimed as he crashed through the undergrowth, but the warriors knew this forest and slid effortlessly between shadows, never allowing him to get a bead on them. Davidson, Lopez, and Svengurd spread out to either side, hurling toward their specified coordinates.


A burst of gunfire to the left.

 “Non-lethal only!” Brandt shouted into the dark undergrowth.


Like it or not, he had his orders. Stinger bullets and beanbag grenades, only. Not exactly the stuff a swift covert operation was made.


A monkey screeched overhead, jumping through the canopy, raining debris down upon him. Batting away fronds, he lunged into the clearing—then stumbled to a halt.


What the—?


Awash in crackling torchlight, a woman, his extraction target, writhed on a stake. Desperate, struggling with blue-tinged lips. A massive snake, as thick around as his thigh, wrapped her in a death coil, shifting, constricting—its tongue flickering at her cheek.


A scream to the right.


He twisted. A tribesman attacked with a long stick. Swinging up his weapon, Brandt squeezed off two rounds. Rubber bullets struck the native in the forehead, knocking him back, stunning the stick from his grip. Another two rounds in the back sent the native packing into the damp forest.


Brandt trusted his team to scatter the rest of the villagers as he rushed to the panicked woman. Grabbing the snake’s head, he pried the huge reptile from her neck. The woman gasped like a fish flopping on the deck of a boat. The snake had a death grip around her chest. Still clutched in his hands, the serpent hissed. Hot, foul breath blasted Brandt’s face.


Fuck you too, buddy, the sergeant thought as he struggled to unwind its length, but the beast was just too damn strong.

 “Lopez!” he yelled.

 “On it, Sarge!” The stocky private ran over, shouldering his weapon.


Between the two of them, they wrestled the coil from around her chest. She took in a long, rattling breath. Then the snake slithered from Lopez’s grasp, retightening its hold. The woman had just enough air left to cry out.

 “Svengurd, here!” Brandt hollered. “Davidson, set the perimeter!”


It was dangerous to leave only one man to protect their flank, but if his target died, then their entire mission would be a bust.


With Svengurd’s aid they gained traction, pulling the snake from her mid-region. Brandt handed off the reptile’s head to Lopez and the body to Svengurd, as the sergeant ripped away the vines that bound her neck. Once loose, he brushed the bloody hair from her face.

 “You’re safe, Dr. Monroe. We have you.” She croaked out a whisper. “I didn’t hear that.” He brought her face level with his.

 “Are you… a…” Monroe coughed and gagged, but then quite clearly choked out, “Are you a moron?”


 


* * *


 


Rebecca’s coughing fit prevented her from finishing her diatribe. “You… You almost got me killed!”


The hulking soldier backed away as his face clouded. “Pardon me, ma’am, but we just saved your life.”


The snake, removed from her body, slinked away into the underbrush.

 “Saved? You shot the men who were protecting me.”

 “They tied you to a stake and then set a python on you.” His cheeks blushed red. Obviously, he just didn’t get it.

 “It was an anaconda.” She reflexively corrected his inaccurate identification of the reptile, and then got pissed off all over again. “Do you have any idea, any idea at all, how long it took to convince them to allow me to participate in that ritual?”

 “Ritual?” The man’s eyes narrowed.


With a sigh, Rebecca explained. “I needed the tribe’s cooperation to collect DNA samples to test my hypothesis. In order to get those samples, I had to be proven worthy. Hence the stake and the snake. Five more seconds, and I would’ve had the keys to the kingdom, but no, you had to barge in.”


Turning her back on the soldier, Rebecca gathered her gear. She had to hurry if she were going to catch up with the villagers. Perhaps she could salvage weeks of tracking natives who didn’t wish to be found.


The man’s tone wavered, sounding confused. “But we had reports from your grad students that you were in danger.”


She snorted. “Students? More like the biggest bunch of wimps ever assembled at a university.”


Where was the pack with her GPS equipment? She tried to cut across the clearing to retrieve it, but the soldier stepped in front of her.

 “We found your guide…” His voice didn’t have a hint of confusion anymore. “Dead.”


Her throat constricted as tightly as it had with the snake wrapped around her neck. All those unshed tears threatened to make an appearance, but she refused to give them permission. The tribe would be on the move, fleeing deeper and deeper into the jungle until their trail was lost. Rebecca had come too far and sacrificed too much to lose them to her grief.


She went to push past him, but the soldier grabbed her arm. “These new friends of yours murdered that tracker.”


Rebecca tried to jerk away, but his grip was unyielding. Her instinct was to yell something juvenile like “get your hands off me,” but his gaze stopped her. His blue-gray eyes were devoid of arrogance or even anger. They held only concern. Even his grip, which was firm, didn’t hurt.


The soldier had found one man dead and her staked in the middle of the rain forest with an anaconda crushing the life from her. Those worried eyes weren’t letting her go until he had some answers.


As much as she didn’t want to ever talk about that horrible, horrible moment along the riverbank, Rebecca took a deep breath, steadying her voice before she spoke. “It was an accident.”

 “You didn’t see the body, Doctor. It was—”


Those damn tears spilled over, and she had to choke out the words. “It was my fault…” Embarrassed, Rebecca steeled herself. “The tribe did surround us, but Yerato wasn’t worried. It was a gesture signaling that the tribe was receptive to introductions. Then… And…”


As hard as she tried, Rebecca just couldn’t finish. The soldier’s hold transformed from restraining her to supporting her. Sick of being the weepy girl, Rebecca used the back of her hand to brush away the tears.


Whenever in trouble, go clinical.


Continuing, she almost sounded like she was lecturing. “A startled Tayassu tajacu.” From the soldier’s confused look, she used the animal’s common name. “A peccary charged out of the brush and knocked my feet out from under me. I would have been the one to fall down the bank if it hadn’t been for Yerato. He…”


Not even professional detachment could force her throat to work.


The soldier’s tone softened. “But the wounds on his torso and legs.”


Regaining her composure, Rebecca went back to packing. “A crocodile dragged him under. We lost them to the current.”


He didn’t seem to have an answer for that. Who did? Finding her GPS equipment, she tucked it into her bag. Now where was her laptop?

 “Dr. Monroe, let’s start over.” The man offered his hand.“I’m Sergeant Brandt of the—”

 “Special Forces, Special Ops, Special Seals, whatever.” She’d spent enough time in enough third-world countries to spot a covert operative a mile away. This wouldn’t be the first time the State Department had tried to pull her from the field after the host country had complained of her presence. Her research was just too politically incorrect. Someone in the Ecuadorian government must have caught wind of her project and demanded her immediate removal.

 “Yeah, yeah, yeah. My university sent you—”

 “No, they didn’t—”


Rebecca knew full well that this soldier was in no way responsible for her anger, but all the fear and pain over the last few days came to a head.

 “Don’t lie to me,” she hissed.

 



* * *

 



Brandt’s posture stiffened. Usually he didn’t let spoiled academicians get under his skin, but this one had gone too far.

 “Ma’am, I am many things, but a liar is not one of them.”


He held the doctor’s gaze without flinching. Finally she lowered her head, sighing as she went back to stowing her gear. That was about the best apology he could expect under the circumstances.

 “All I know is your extraction order came through the State Department’s Antiterrorism division.”


Rebecca looked over her shoulder. “Antiterrorism? That makes no sense. I’m a genetic anthropologist.”


Insect noises returned to the quiet rain forest as Brandt explained. “There was a bombing in Paris. Skeletons were discovered under the Eiffel Tower’s foundation, so your expertise has been requested.”


Monroe slung another pack over her shoulder. “You don’t understand. I’m a paleo-computational biologist. I study ancient human migrational pathways through haplo-gene DNA analysis.” She turned toward him. “I’m completely useless after the Bronze Age.”


Brandt’s hand went to his gun as monkeys chattered in the distance. “Regardless, somebody far above my pay grade wants you in France, so we’re going to France. If you could just follow us to the airfield…”


Not only did the good doctor ignore him, she hefted another pack on top of the three she was already carrying. The sergeant understood the basic instinct of those extracted to enter into a state of denial, but their childish stubbornness got old quickly.


Forget that they were deep in a hostile forest filled with skittish, superstitious natives. His CO had made the time sensitivity of this mission abundantly clear. If his team was scrambled to do a HALO jump from thirty thousand feet into the tangled canopy, whatever happened in Paris had the brass shook up.

 “I’m afraid I am going to have to insist, Dr. Monroe.”


The tall biologist slowly turned to him. He expected a blast of anger, but she just tucked a stray lock of hair back into its braid. “Dude, I’m not sure if you’re in a position to insist on anything.”


He was confused until Davidson called out, “Um, Sarge…”


Brandt spun around to find the clearing encircled by natives—men, women, and children. How did they sneak up on them?


He swung back to Monroe. “Tell them to back the fuck off.”


The clearing suddenly seemed so much smaller. The thick vegetation leaned over them, reminding him that a foreign jungle surrounded them. Even the humidity became oppressive, ominous.


Yet the doctor looked perfectly comfortable, even calm, as she spoke. “We both know you’re using non-lethals, so you obviously don’t have extreme prejudice authority here.”

 “I have discretion,” he said, clench-jawed. They were outnumbered twenty to one. And the kids. Why the hell did the tribe bring them back?


A little boy, no more than five, entered the clearing, oblivious of the four extremely well-armed men. Monroe took the child’s hand. A smile even graced her lips. She looked like the beautiful woman she must be when she wasn’t being squeezed to death.

 “Discretion to do what, Sergeant? Shoot innocent women and children?” Her smile deepened, this time for him, as she headed to the jungle’s edge. “We both know that you don’t have it in you.”

 “Really? Because I’ve got a dozen Black Ops missions to say otherwise.”


Their gaze locked. Brandt was pretty much used to his stare getting the job done, but the doctor’s eyes just twinkled in the torchlight. Her laugh was hearty, calling his bluff. “Come on, you didn’t even shoot the snake! Like you’re really going to open fire here.”


And goddamn it, if she wasn’t right. Exhaling hard, he gave the all-clear signal as he lowered his gun. She might have won the battle, but Brandt intended to win the war, and he had just the secret weapon to do it. He was under orders to only reveal the information in private, but what else could he do? His men couldn’t care less about the name he was about to utter, and who the hell were the natives going to tell?

 “Professor Lochum made the request personally.”


Monroe stopped just shy of exiting the clearing. “No way.”

 “Afraid so.” Brandt didn’t know why the name held so much power over the doctor, but thankfully it did.


When the woman didn’t follow, the little boy tugged on her hand. Monroe hugged him, and then turned to one of the natives. Besides the two red marks on his forehead where Brandt had shot him earlier, the old man wore a brilliant parrot-feathered necklace that clearly marked him as the chief.


A series of clicks were exchanged. Finally the older man took the child’s hand from hers. The chief smiled kindly at Monroe, but his eyes bored into Brandt, clearly upset that they weren’t allowed a rematch.


As the doctor walked toward Brandt’s team, she tossed one of her packs to Svengurd. Startled, the corporal nearly dropped his assault rifle to catch it. Monroe tossed one at Lopez, then another to Davidson.

 “At least I won’t have to…” She shoved the last pack into Brandt’s arms as she passed him, “carry these anymore.”


Unburdened, she walked to the forest edge as the warriors silently parted for her, then melted into the forest.


The pack was impressively heavy as Brandt threw it over his shoulder.


Dr. Monroe was much stronger than she looked.



 



 


 


Fellowship

 



 

Sea of Galilee

AD 14


Judas wiped a bead of sweat from his cheek and felt the prickle of stubble. He checked over his lip, more there as well. A smile spread. At last he might grow a beard. In the eyes of his mother, his bar mitzvah might have marked his passage of a boy into a man, but amongst his fellows it was a full beard that bought respect.


He glanced over at Jesus, who had had thick growth on both cheeks for two seasons now, even though he was a year younger than Judas. But that was hardly surprising. Jesus was far more advanced than any of them, and all the more awkward for it.


Just as now. For all there was to do this day, Jesus continued to stare up at the clear skies, oblivious to the harsh summer sun. It was as if his friend studied long and hard enough, he could see the face of God himself. Judas joined his gaze, but as hard as he tried, he saw only endless blue skies. No golden throne. No majestic heavenly seat.


A thin tendril of jealousy laced Judas’ heart. Others might secretly scoff at his friend’s intense faith, but Judas wished fervently that he might one day glimpse what Jesus so clearly saw.


Just then his friend’s head cocked as if he could hear the distant strains of an angel’s song. Judas, on the other hand, could hear only his sister’s argument back at the village and the shouts of men as they patched a roof. Jesus, however, seemed wholly unaware of the ordinary dealings of men. Instead his focus remained fixed upon the ephemeral.


But as always, Judas’ interest waned as quickly as a starling’s, and his gaze wandered out over the open waters of their small sea. Boats with their stiff linen sails still dotted the water. The fishing must be good indeed if the men were still out this late in the day.


A breeze stirred the reeds on the bank around them, carrying with it the smell of cooking sardines and a richer aroma. Perhaps the women were stuffing some large musht fish with goat cheese. Judas glanced at Jesus again to see if the scent registered. It was his favorite meal, after all. But his younger friend’s eyes never wavered from the heavens. Besides, it was doubtful that Mary, his mother, would be inclined to favor her oldest son with such a delicacy. She was still of ill temper that Jesus had not taken up an occupation since the family had returned home to Capernaum.


But after the death of Joseph, Jesus’ interest in carpentry had died as well. Even though he had his mother and five younger brothers and sisters to support, Jesus had retreated even further into his meditation. James and Jude, neither past their bar mitzvah, were scaling the catches brought to shore by the fishermen or hauling firewood, anything to bring home coin.


Reminded of his own obligation, Judas returned to work on the leather strap. His own father had died years ago, and he was used to providing for his mother and three younger sisters, but physical labor was beyond him now. His right leg was laid out straight, still too stiff to tuck under him. Unconsciously he rubbed his throbbing knee. On inspection, it looked no different from the left. The ache lay deep inside.


They had been far from home, traveling south in the winter, following the harvests. The kindly act of helping a villager with a bogged oxcart had cost him dearly. His leg had been crushed under the heavy wheel. A Roman soldier had been benevolent enough to set the limb, but had admitted he was no physician. It had taken a month until they had found an Essene disciple with the knowledge to rebreak the leg and set it properly. Even then it had not healed with the strength it once had. He could walk and perhaps carry a light load, but to balance on a scaffold? To use his right leg to brace when swinging a scythe? The tender bone could not bear such strain.


But his injury had not erased his younger sisters’ needs. Food, shelter, and dowries did not fall from the heavens. What else could he do but swallow his pride and learn the skill of leather craft?


Even those who knew of his misfortune still felt unsettled at his profession, for most of his work was commissioned by the Romans. Who else needed studded belts or straps for their quivers? He knew the derision the others felt for him, but he did not cause the Roman occupation, and it would not end if he stopped making scabbards.


The only one who had passed no judgment sat next to him on the bank. Two fatherless boys set apart from the others. One ostracized for his entanglement with their oppressors, the other for his aloof manner. Most could not sit with any comfort next to a boy who sometimes went days without speaking. And when he did grace people with words, most times it was to correct their recital of Scripture. No, most avoided this boy who seemed to know more about God’s will than even the high priests.


Just this morning Judas had found his friend sitting alone at the edge of the sea before the mist had even risen from the waters. Judas had brought a breakfast of dried sardines and coarse bread, but Jesus had ignored both the food and his presence. Most days Judas would fill the empty air with word of Jerusalem, and if he ran out of such news he would whisper rumors of the town. However, Judas had to admit it was more to bait his austere friend than to truly inform him. The only guarantee of a response from Jesus was to spread gossip as to who might have broken the Sabbath or sought comfort outside the sanctity of marriage.


But today Judas remained silent, for Jesus seemed to be deep within a conversation of his own. His brow was furrowed. Even his lips pursed then relaxed as if he wished to argue, and then thought better of it. It was a strange day, but no day sitting next to Jesus could be called ordinary.

 “I know how I am to die,” his friend said, as if informing Judas of where he might settle once he married.


Anyone else Judas might have scoffed at, but Jesus believed so deeply in his own words that he found himself believing them as well.


So Judas asked the only question worthy. “Will you suffer?”


Jesus turned his calm face away from the bright sky and looked into Judas’ eyes. “Greatly.” He then returned his sight to the heavens.


Judas followed his gaze, for once glad that he could not see what Jesus did.



 



 


 


CHAPTER 2

 



 

Ecuadorian Rainforest


Tok stood motionless at the center of the clearing, the scent of fresh blood and snake excrement thick in the air. It held a certain fragrance. Fear and anger. A tincture to brighten his foul mood.


He had missed capturing the doctor by over six hours. Between the time that their mole had forwarded the SEALs’ orders and his own team were wheels up, they had lost those six hours. Someone was going to die for the delay.


Adding to his annoyance, the constant moaning and screaming of the savages was becoming tiresome. After his recent surgery, he had barely acclimated to loud noises, let alone the high-pitched squeals from the tortured natives. Tok turned down his cochlear implant’s volume, but immediately missed the company of the jungle’s sound.


Born deaf and mute, he had only known a cold, lonely, isolated world. A world where he had only himself and his fear. He had grown used to his soundless, barren life. But now, after the surgery to replace his deformed inner ear with microelectrodes, the wind was his constant companion.


And now this rain forest with its insects, birds, and reptiles. Even the river murmured sweet nothings.


The surgery had only been two weeks ago, but already he could not bear to be without this interaction. Slowly he dialed the implant’s volume up until his head was filled with the lovely buzz of the jungle. How different this Ecuadorian air sounded from the crisp Swiss air he had just left. This sensory cornucopia was worth the occasional tormented cry that sent a sharp lance across his brain. The acoustic enhancer was going to need some modifications for fieldwork.


Fortunately, the natives seemed of inferior stock. They could not tolerate much more torture before they either capitulated or died.


Someone tapped his shoulder before speaking carefully. “Master Tok, I believe we have found a way to extract the information.”

 “Petir, I don’t need to read your lips. I can hear you.”


The older man smiled. “As I can you.”


Tok was confused until he realized that he had been signing his words as he spoke, even though his new subvocal cord microphones transmitted into Petir’s specially designed earpiece. “Old habits die hard.”

 “For both of us,” his mentor agreed. “Would you follow me?”


Tok followed, but at a languid pace. It was not that he did not wish to get the information and proceed with his mission. He was nothing if not diligent and efficient. It was that he did not wish to leave this place with all of its new sounds. The layers of amazing tones made him yearn to go home.


Born deformed to a whore on the streets of Cairo, Tok had grown up terrified of the press of the marketplace. But what a wonder the crowded bazaar would be now. The shouts of the merchants. The loud bartering. Once they were rid of this troublesome doctor, he would head to Egypt and reclaim his birthplace, rather than let it linger as a childhood nightmare.


And Tok could be assured no one would recognize him and call out, “Golgo,” Arabic for abomination. Deaf, and mute, with multicolored eyes and a webbed hand, he had been called much worse. He flexed his left hand within its thick leather glove. Despite the tropical heat, he kept the glove on, for it covered a patchwork of scars caused by the correction of his hand’s deformity. No one looking at him now with his brown contacts would suspect he was once kicked and beaten for simply existing.


As they entered an area of trampled vines and leaves, Petir stepped over the broken body of the chief and pointed to a small naked boy cowering at the foot of one of his team. The child’s face was painted with stark red lines across his eyes. Savages.

 “I think we’ve found something he cares for more than his life.”


Tok crouched by the chief and looked into the tattooed face. Such primal anger. His own emotions might not be as noticeable on the surface, but a rage built within his chest, stoked as these natives refused to give the information he desperately needed.

 “Tell me where she went,” he intoned, then waited for Petir to repeat it. The man’s eyes darted back and forth, confused. Tok had the intent, but the words came from Petir. That was fine. Let him think they had a magical connection. But still the chief held firm, his lips in a tight line.

 “Bring the boy.”


Petir relayed his command as the boy was dragged over. The chief’s eyes flared as he struggled against his restraints.

 “This brings me no joy,” Tok said as he studied the tattooed face. Even with the child endangered, the chief appeared no closer to speaking. He was going to need more of an incentive. “Use the knife.”


With a flash of metal, Petir brought the bone-handled blade to the boy’s eye. Tok dialed down his implant just before the bloodcurdling scream. The chief retched as the boy clutched at his now-empty eye socket.


Tok leaned in again, only an inch from the chief’s blotchy face. “Where did she go?”


The man did not even wait for Petir before he blurted out, “Paris.”


But the man just mouthed syllables he had heard, and his tone was hesitant. Besides, even if the chief was correct, Paris was a very big city.

 “Again.”


Before Petir could raise the knife, the chief shouted, “Lochum.”


Tok bolted upright before his brain registered the name. It could not be.


Not now.


Rapidly Tok correlated all the intelligence chatter over the past days. Paris. The bombing. The bodies. Monroe. Their mole had not mentioned a hint of Lochum. Only a mumbling from a native, but it was enough to set his mind afire.


Tok excitedly signed as he spoke. “We need extraction now.”

 “Them?” Petir indicated the boy, who had somehow tucked himself under the chief’s tied arms, but mercy was not Tok’s to give.


He did not bother to intone his response. He simply made a slashing motion across his neck. The response to his command was so swift that he did not have time to turn down his implant. The child’s shriek cut through his skull—ending in gurgling sobs. As pain reverberated, Tok was reminded of the high price they paid for the secret entrusted to them.


The damnable Judas Gospel had brought the glare of public scrutiny to antiquity. Now scholars and the public alike sought anything ancient to support or decry the newest Gospel. All in the name of entertainment, so some housewife might contemplate the Lord’s final days. Did they not realize that mankind’s soul hung in the balance?


Faith was a precious, precarious, and fickle thing. Had his own heart not been black with despair before Petir found him in the slums of Cairo? Now a light filled his body and soul. A light so pure that it could burn away even the sight of this tormented child, leaving him clean again.


God did not need man, but man was in desperate need of God.


Doubt must be eradicated as swiftly as this tribe had been.


 


* * *


 


Rebecca sat cross-legged on the seat of the Air Force transport, her laptop open and burning down the last of her data DVDs. Another forty gigs of compressed raw data. Once they landed, she would pop all seventeen discs in the mail. The reams of numbers should arrive at the university about the same time her skittish grad students did. There would be weeks upon weeks of mind-numbing, soul-killing number crunching to be done. Those students would think twice before ditching her in the middle of the jungle again.


Her brief satisfaction faded as she remembered Yerato. Was he really dead? The last twenty-four hours were like a smeared oil painting. She could see him fall down the bank in slow motion, but details of the crocodile attack and the frantic rescue attempt eluded her. She gulped. Maybe it was best she could not remember the blood, the terror.


With a sickening lurch of her stomach, Rebecca realized she had not contacted his family. Had Brandt? He said his team had found her tracker’s body. Had they also informed Yerato’s daughters? She looked over, but for the previous eight hours, the sergeant was sound asleep.


A scathing indictment of Brandt’s morals rose to her lips, but was never uttered because she realized that she was actually relieved that he was asleep. Relieved that she didn’t have to call Yerato’s family. Relieved that she didn’t have to face the heated questions of why Rebecca had talked Yerato out of retirement for one last trip down the Amazon.

 “Looks like you’re working on a regression curve,” a male voice stated.


She wiped her eyes, surprised to find tears at the corners. “Yeah. I’m tracking a rare variant of the Haplo gene.”


Private Davidson shyly grinned. “That’s where the genetic comes into the genetic archaeologist gig?”

 “Yep.”


Despite herself, she found herself liking this kid. He was the lanky kind of guy who never got a date to the prom but grew up to be the CEO of a Fortune 500 company. Maybe that was why she grinned back. Even in about fifty thousand dollars worth of heavy body armor and weapons, he looked the geek.

 “I thought the trans-Arctic migrational paths were pretty set in stone?” He probed further.


Rebecca took a closer look at the young soldier. She had pegged him to be in his late teens, but realized her mistake. There was no way a teen had made it into this elite squad packing nonregulation gear. Mid-twenties at least.

 “So where’d you get your science background?”


Davidson shrugged. “Just high school bio and The Learning Channel.”


Her fingers flew across her keyboard, relieved to bury her grief in cold science. “Ah, well, they have only told you the half the story.”

 “Really?” The private repositioned his rifle so he could lean over her shoulder. “You mean Asian nomads didn’t cross the Bering Strait to come to the Americas?”


Rebecca brought up a schematic of the world’s continents. It showed the usual migratory path of ancient peoples crossing from Russia to Alaska, then down into North America, and eventually into the Southern Hemisphere. Along the path, there were bright red points.

 “Sure they did, but their genetic makeup doesn’t explain several clusters of greatly divergent genes.” She pointed to the red markers.


Davidson noticed red dots on other continents. “Do they match those?”


Shrugging off her sorrow, Rebecca typed rapidly. The “normal” populations dissolved off the screen, leaving only the highlighted centers scattered across the globe. “Yes, they do.”

 “But there aren’t any connecting populations,” Davidson said with a hint of hesitation.

 “Very good. You have just identified my entire research project. How did these genes get from here…” she pointed to a nidus in Mesopotamia, then to the center of the Aztec Empire, “to here without leaving a trail?”


Davidson looked quizzical.


Oh, she could go on for hours with an interested audience like this. “Now for bonus points, can you determine any pattern to the highlighted populations?”


The young man scrutinized the screen, frowning. “Some in Egypt. That one looks like where we just were. And China… Maybe oil?”


She shook her head sharply. “Your thinking is too current. Remember I’m a paleo-computational biologist. Open your mind to the vast stretch of time. What do all of these locations have in common?”


Davidson studied the sites more intently, cocking his head to the side, taking them all in. Hell, he was more diligent than half her grad students, and after his performance in the jungle, maybe she should consider recruiting students from the armed forces. They would never desert her after a run-in with a pissed-off jaguar.

 “Aren’t they all centers of ancient civilizations?”

 “Yeppers,” she said, with more than a little satisfaction.


The private leaned back as he processed the information. “You mean all the great civilizations have the same genetic markers? Markers different than other populations?”


Ah, how she loved that dawning look of realization. “The Greeks. The Vikings. The Ming Dynasty. All of them. Across history, they all have exactly the same mutation at the Haplo gene 22.”

 “That’s crazy talk.” His tone proved he was totally into it. “You’re trying to unite populations over thousands of miles and thousands of years.”

 “Doubt it all you like, but that’s how I get my funding.”


Her work was like the giant, smelly elephant in the room. No one wanted to talk about the “smart” gene she had found. No one wanted to talk about a single irrefutable gene that kept cropping up over and over again throughout history. No one wanted to concede that there might be a very real genetic explanation for exceptional intelligence.


How many universities had told her that such a line of research was too politically charged for their institution? She couldn’t care less about the politics of it. The truth was the truth.


Another voice chimed in. “So you’re dredging up the old ‘aliens seeded the earth’ theory?”


Rebecca looked over at Lopez, who was pulling his iPod earbuds out. A faint, tinny techno beat leaked from the tiny speakers. Svengurd had also turned toward the discussion, equally disdainful. Of course, Brandt was asleep. Still, three audience members were more than enough for her.

 “Absolutely no aliens, but something from outer space? Maybe.”


She brought up another schematic. This one showed the helical structure of DNA. “You all know how radiation, mainly solar, causes mutations?”


Davidson was all over it, but Lopez and Svengurd looked a little sketchy about the details.

 “Okay, radiation is an energy that can knock electrons from their orbit, which we can all agree, messes with our molecules.” Seeing the men’s nods, she continued. “DNA is especially sensitive to this type of damage, since it is a blueprint for all that we are.”

 “Except our souls,” Svengurd interjected.

 “Well, there’s some debate about that, but luckily that’s not my field of expertise.” She went back to the DNA molecule and ran an irradiation simulation. “Just a single nucleic acid alteration can cause cancer.”


Lopez pointed to the screen. “Most of the time it hurts the cell, but every once in a while doesn’t it create a good mutation?”

 “Like turning a white moth black during the Industrial Age?” Davidson added.


The corporal nodded. “Natural selection and all that.”


My, my. Two people who paid attention in biology class. She was impressed. “That’s the current theory.”

 “One that we can only assume that you don’t agree with?” Davidson asked, a full smile on his lips.

 “Do you have any idea of the odds that a zap of solar radiation would cause a useful mutation? Let alone creating the same one over and over again?”


Svengurd went back to cleaning his weapon. “No, but I’m sure you’re going to bore us with it.”


Rebecca’s lips pinched together. Hecklers were not her favorite. Especially when he interrupted before her big drumroll. “I won’t pull out the stats, but they are astronomical.”

 “Then how do you explain it?” her eager student asked.

 “That there is a type of radiation, until now undiscovered, that is conducive to positive mutations.”


Even Davidson frowned. “You’re postulating a ‘good’ type of radiation?”

 “That would be my theory, yes.”


Svengurd snorted and turned his back on her while Lopez chuckled as he put his iPod earbuds back in, tapping his head against the belly of the plane to the beat of his techno music.

 “Well, I think it’s cool,” the young soldier said, but with far less enthusiasm than he had before.


Rebecca had been laughed out of entire conferences before. A little military skepticism wasn’t going to dissuade her.


She brought back up the schematic of the scattered populations. “What else explains such divergent cultures coming up with the pyramids? There are so many similarities between these populations. They must be influenced by this gene.”

 “Is that what Lochum is working on?”


Taking in a sharp breath, Rebecca’s mind whirled as she tried to think of something, anything, to say to get Davidson off that subject.

 



* * *

 



Brandt came to full consciousness at Lochum’s name. He had not given his team the “button up” on that moniker yet. Cracking his lids, he found the doctor still stumbling for words. Who the hell was this guy that the mere mention of his name could silence the talkative doctor?

 “Um, no. His research goes in a different direction,” she said, stumbling as her screen’s light flickering across her face.


Davidson nodded. He was sitting a little closer to Monroe than Brandt would have liked, but the kid was obviously smitten with the doctor.

 “So he’s not on board with the whole ‘good’ radiation story.”

 “No, definitely not,” she chuckled a bit as she said it. “He is a little more ‘hand of God’ than that.”

 “Really?” Svengurd’s ears had obviously pricked up.


Brandt was going to have to shut this conversation down if it went much further than this. He trusted his men one hundred percent, but Lochum’s work was way over the entire team’s pay grade. The less they knew, the better.


Monroe turned to Davidson. “Why aren’t we in our final descent?”


The private checked his watch. “We’re not landing for another hour.”

 “What? We’re only thirty miles outside of Paris.”


Brandt shut his eyes. The discussion was taking a nice ninety-degree turn away from Lochum.

 “Yeah, but we’re landing in Boxberg, then driving into France.”

 “Why?”


 Brandt didn’t need to open his eyes to know that Monroe was back at the laptop again as the private answered. “The French aren’t too welcoming when it comes to a military transport.”

 “That’s ridiculous.” Monroe’s words took on that “I am smarter than everyone in this room” tone that all academicians seemed to learn in graduate school. “Belgium… It’s three hundred miles out of the way.”

 “How do you know that?”

 “I’ve got our GPS position right here.”

 “How?” Davidson asked the question Brandt would have. The sergeant cracked his lids open again.


Monroe dug in her pack and pulled out a satellite phone. “I’ve had it modified to broadcast a Bluetooth signal so I can cruise the Internet.”

 “You’re kidding!”

 “You want to Google something?”


If the doctor didn’t already have Davidson around her little finger, he was now wound tightly. The private was practically in her lap. Given the kid’s prudish nature, it seemed Davidson preferred technology to sex.


Awe filled his voice. “How much did this cost?”

 “What the grant writers don’t know won’t hurt them.”

 “Seriously, you’ve got to walk me through how you did it.”


Brandt grinned as he closed his eyes. They were out of the woods. Whatever secrets Lochum’s name held would not be revealed today.



 


 


 



CHAPTER 3

 


 


Belgium Airstrip


Rebecca clutched her laptop as the plane landed a little too hard for her taste. As the transport rolled to a stop, she packed up her gear but made sure her satellite phone was still generating Wi-Fi.

 “You know, we could continue on to Luxembourg and catch a connecting flight to Paris,” she said, trotting up next to Brandt.

 “We could…” the sergeant answered as he opened the hatch. “But we’re not.” The soldier turned to his men. “Fall in.”


Balancing her pack on her shoulder and the open laptop in her palm, Rebecca followed him down the ramp. “Seriously, we’re going to be on the road for over four hours, and—”

 “We’ll get there in under three,” Brandt said as he nodded to the flight crew, who closed the hatch behind them.


Exasperated, Rebecca tried a different tack. She did not want to be stuck in a car for three hours with this group. “Yeah, but it’s only a twenty-minute connecting—”


Brandt’s fist flew up and stopped just shy of her nose.

 “What the—” Her words were cut off by a harsh “shush” from Davidson. Rebecca looked around and realized everyone had halted. Brandt had not been trying to scare her. He had given the “all stop” command.

 “Lopez, aren’t we supposed to have a local driver?”

 “I don’t know why,” the Latino snorted. “But, yeah, we were.”


For the first time, Rebecca realized they had landed at more of an airstrip rather than a true airport. Off to the left, the rusted tin hangar could hold three, maybe four planes at most. There wasn’t even a tower, just field after dusty field all around them. They weren’t just avoiding the French. Obviously they were avoiding the Belgian authorities as well.


As they stood halfway between their plane and the dark SUV, Rebecca wiped sweat from her brow as the Tarmac’s heat seeped into her boots. She’d traveled half a world and was still sticky.


Rebecca crinkled her nose. Maybe because they were in Belgium, but there was an odd hint of chocolate in the heavy air.


Brandt hit his earpiece. “Badger’s Den, this is Raven Flight. Can you confirm a driver?” Rebecca could not hear the response, but it must have been positive as the sergeant continued, “Den, could you request they step from the vehicle and identify themselves? Raven will hold position.”


She squinted toward the black Mercedes SUV. The windows were too darkly tinted to see inside. The seconds ticked by as her heartbeat increased. Where was the driver? As much as she had complained about the long car ride, she was looking forward to some German-engineered air-conditioning.


Brandt’s jaw clenched into a knot. “Den, we have no contact either. Do you have a satellite feed of the area?” The tension in his face increased exponentially. “You’re sure there are no other heat signatures? Roger that. Have the plane hold while Raven Flight investigates. Raven out.”


The sergeant turned to Davidson. “Do what you do best.” The younger man went to move off, but Brandt continued, “Take her inside.”


Rebecca stood her ground. “But I—”

 “No questions,” Brandt hissed as he hefted his weapon into firing position. Lopez and Svengurd were already flanking the car. “Get inside.”


Rebecca believed in women’s lib and all that, but when the guy with the really big gun looked worried and told you to take cover, you did.


Hurrying to catch up with Davidson, she asked, “What’s going on?”


The friendly smile so easily flashed now held a steady frown. The younger man seemed much older suddenly, his face lined with grooves too deep for one so junior. “Don’t fall behind.”

 



* * *

 




The Mercedes’ hood was still warm, but the engine was off as Brandt aimed his gun into the car. Lopez approached the driver’s side as Svengurd took the passenger’s. With a nod from Brandt, the two men opened their respective doors. His finger tightened on the trigger as his men scrambled back, positioning for a better shot.


Nothing.

 “Empty, boss.”


Still, Brandt kept the bead on the driver’s side. “Check the backseat.”


Lopez and Svengurd repeated the maneuver. “All clear.”

 “Trunk.”


This time the corporal took up a side position as Lopez popped the lid. Brandt never wavered in his gaze to the driver’s side.

 “No blood, no signs of a struggle, Sarge.”


Brandt flexed his trigger finger. Where was the goddamn driver?


As if reading his mind, Lopez nodded toward the hangar. “Maybe he had to take a leak.”


There was something wrong. Very wrong. Far more wrong than a nervous bladder. Command had confirmed that the driver had radioed his arrival at the airstrip over a half an hour ago.


Sweat poured down Brandt’s back as Lopez and Svengurd looked at him. He hated the pit that had formed in his stomach. Especially when there was so little evidence that it should be there.


Except for the missing driver.

 “Keys?” he asked.

 “In the ignition, sir.”


Okay, not even a French driver would be that stupid. “Davidson, are you in position yet?”

 



* * *

 


 “Just about,” the private replied to a question Rebecca couldn’t hear.


She knelt next to him on the rough steel grating. Davidson had moved them swiftly through the hangar past a lonely, half-assembled biplane and up to the second floor office. The place didn’t look like it had seen any business since World War II.


Dust clung to dust as Davidson struggled to open the window overlooking the Tarmac. Rebecca glanced around the room. Papers were scattered across the tiny desk as though someone had been trying to balance his or her checkbook, then suddenly disappeared. A 1950s-era radio adorned the otherwise barren shelf.


In the closed office, the heat grew oppressive, and that sweet smell of chocolate was replaced by a foul odor of mold and very old gym socks. With a heave, Davidson jerked the window open, creating a plume of cracked paint and dirt. Choking on the dusty cloud, Rebecca began to stand.

 “Stay down,” he intoned in a voice that had gotten two octaves deeper since their playful banter on the plane.


Rebecca knelt beside him as Davidson shoved the barrel of his rifle through the open window. In quick order, he checked the Tarmac.

 “Everything’s quiet, sir.” The private listened intently to the response. “Roger that, Sarge, but if anyone is out there, they’re dug in.”


Rebecca waited to make sure Davidson’s conversation was over before speaking. “So you’re a sniper?”


The private didn’t interrupt his surveillance, but his tone lightened. “We prefer to be called perimeter specialists.”


She let out a snort. If the kid was relaxed enough to joke, their situation couldn’t be that bad. Brandt was just overreacting.


A nervous Nelly.


But Rebecca found she was biting her lip. When Brandt had charged into that rain forest clearing at a breakneck speed, firing with precision, heedless of the fierce warriors, the sergeant had looked anything but nervous. And certainly not a Nelly.

 “How long do you think we’ll be up here?”


Davidson squinted through the large telescopic sight and doubled back to check something, then moved on before answering. “Don’t know.”


Which probably meant a long time. Rebecca plunked down and opened the laptop atop her folded legs. Adjusting her seat, she got nice and comfy. At the very least she could get some work done.


That’s about the time the first missile hit their parked jet.

 



* * *

 



Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.


Brandt shielded his eyes as the second missile hit the plane. The cockpit was nothing more than a cauldron of smoke and fire. Scrambling behind the SUV, he cursed his hesitation. He had known something was wrong. He should have bolted as soon as the driver turned up missing. Smattering pops of gunfire came from overhead.

 “Davidson, status.”


Before the kid could respond, another missile hit, but this time struck the hangar. Specifically, the second floor, right where Davidson and Monroe were holed up.

 “Davidson! Report!”


Nothing but static. Another missile hit the same target. 

 “Lopez, start the car and—”


But the telltale whistle of an incoming RPG filled the air.

 “Hangar. Now!”


They fell back just as the missile hit the SUV. The explosion flipped the car into the air and crashed it back down in their last position. Brandt laid down cover fire, although he knew it was worthless. Whoever was aiming the missiles was far outside the range of his weapon, but still he let off controlled bursts. It gave his anger a tangible form.


Once inside, the sergeant wanted nothing more than to charge up those steps to the second floor, but he planted his boots. Don’t react. Act.

 “Lopez. Svengurd. Clear the hangar.”


As they rushed to fulfill his order, Brandt took inventory of their assets.


It didn’t take long.


Not much here except for a decrepit biplane and several engine parts. Above them hung chains attached to pulley mechanisms. Neither provided much help against a well-armed contingent.


He tapped his earpiece. “Badger Den?” But static answered. Someone was jamming their radio communications. No big surprise.

 “Clear,” Svengurd announced.


Brandt turned his attention to the second floor. Or at least what used to be the second floor. The mangled metal glowed a dull red, and the entire level was held up by only two twisted supports. He was worried that their added weight alone would collapse the entire structure.


But it was a risk he had to take, so he motioned Lopez to cover their fallback position and Svengurd to take point. They would mount the stairs. They would find Davidson and Monroe, hale and hearty. They would reassemble the biplane and fly the fuck out of here.


It was a great plan until a missile hit the second floor. This impact shredded the tenuous scaffolding. They dove out of the way as the metal screamed as its joists were torqued beyond their capacity, then shattered. The second floor and anyone on it came crashing onto the cement floor.


Fuck, fuck, fuck.


Smoke obscured the tangled wreckage. Then a cough, faint, weak—then another, stronger.

 “Rebecca! Sam!” Slinging his gun, Brandt dug through the rubble.

 “Hang tough!” Lopez yelled as Svengurd joined in.


But as hard as they tried, they couldn’t make headway. The metal supports had been superheated by the third blast and fused together. Unless they found an arc welder lying around, they weren’t getting through.

 “I’m checking the back.”


Sure enough, toward the east wall, Brandt found an opening in the wreckage large enough for him to crawl through. As he tested the entrance, the metal haystack groaned but held.

 “Davidson? Monroe?” Brandt shouted over the sound of his men desperately digging and his own ringing ears.


Climbing over the twisted remains of a desk, Brandt coughed. The deeper he penetrated, the more grime-clogged his lungs became. Vision hazy, he squinted. Was there a figure ahead

 “Davidson?”


Carefully climbing over a girder that precariously held up a large piece of ceiling, Brandt became even more certain that there was someone ahead. Were they saying something?


Slipping between a series of beams, Brandt found the figure. Only it wasn’t Davidson. It was the doctor, pointing Davidson’s rifle at him.

 “Monroe, what—”


He finally could hear her. “Get down!”

 



* * *

 



As Brandt dropped, Rebecca fired. She had expected a kick from the rifle, but still landed on her butt. She also missed the bastard, but Brandt was all over it, firing like a maniac.

 “Nice shot,” the private commented.


She might have taken Davidson’s criticism a little harder if he wasn’t sprawled behind a bent girder. “Shut up, or next time I won’t use my own body to shield you from falling debris.”


Rebecca got a flash of a grin from Davidson as she helped him up, before the mask of pain returned. Using her sleeve, she dabbed blood from the younger man’s temple until her own cut started dripping down his cheek.

 “Sorry.” Rebecca used her other sleeve to wipe the stain.


For all their injuries, they were lucky. If the private hadn’t gotten them on the move right after the plane was attacked, they would have been killed by that first strike on the hangar. Instead, the missile attack had just knocked them off their feet. She had banged up her knee. He had bounced off his head. Rebecca could not imagine the damage that would have been done if he had not been wearing his helmet.


Brandt’s gunfire died abruptly. They both held their breath. Davidson tried to raise his rifle, but gasped in pain. Rebecca scrambled to pick it up, but need not have worried. The sergeant came back into view, dragging the body of their pursuer.

 “Where the hell did he come from?” Brandt asked.


Rebecca went back to the weakened private, but the young man waved her off. Davidson had accepted her ministrations before, but now, in front of his commanding officer? No way.

 “He came in under the cover of the second missile attack,” Davidson reported, sounding far stronger than she knew he was.


Free of his burden, Brandt strode forward. “Why didn’t you sound off?”


Davidson tried to rise but fell into Rebecca’s supporting arms. She chimed in as the private regrouped. “After the first firefight, we went into hiding. I don’t think he wanted to give away our location.”


The private pushed away from Rebecca. “He was on our six when the deck came down.”

 “Did you get a fix on any other hostiles?” Brandt asked.


The private tried to answer, but another wave of pain crossed his face.

 “Well?” the sergeant asked impatiently.


Jesus, couldn’t Brandt see the kid was struggling? They both were.


After her latest jungle adventure, Rebecca honestly did not believe that her body had any more adrenaline. How could it? Then, that first missile hit, and she felt that electric jolt of hormones cover the pain from her knee and convince her that she could run. And run they did. Then fall. Then hide, holding their breath for fear the assailant would find them before Brandt did.


But now the hormonal high was wearing off, and she could feel her hands start to shake. Tears threatened to spill for no other reason that they had actually survived when they had no right to. And now the sergeant thought he could give Davidson shit?


Rebecca met the sergeant’s gaze. “Avoiding a painful, explosive death was kind of foremost on our minds, Brandt.”


He opened his mouth to retort, but abruptly closed it again.


Instead, Brandt turned to the private. “You good to go?”


Davidson nodded vigorously, except this motion caused him to sway and catch himself on a girder. Rebecca helped him into a sitting position.

 “He’s got a dislocated shoulder and at the very least a mild concussion.”


Brandt knelt beside them. “I can take care of the shoulder.”


Rebecca backed away and pulled out her laptop.


Adrenaline. Danger. Fear.


Sick of all three, she retreated into her world of science.

 “This is going to hurt like a mo’,” Brandt said matter-of-factly.


Rebecca made certain that she was too busy working on her laptop to watch Brandt. Only a grunt from the sergeant and a strangled scream from the private marked Davidson’s shoulder being shoved back into the socket. Just hearing her favorite student’s pain made her stomach lurch.


Once Brandt rose, Rebecca chanced a look over at Davidson. The boy’s face was a sickly grayish pallor, but he was already rotating his arm to check his shoulder’s range of motion.


Soldiers.


She definitely needed to recruit some for her postgraduate work.

 



* * *

 



Brandt helped Davidson up, making sure he was steady on his feet. They were surrounded by an unknown number of hostiles. It was only a matter of time before the missiles started flying again.

 “Do you think you can triangulate the shooter’s position?”


The private nodded, but much more slowly than earlier. A soldier would never admit he had a concussion. A bitch of a headache, maybe, but a concussion? Never.

 “All right, let’s move out. We’ve got some ground to cover.”


The doctor shook her head as she typed furiously. “Wait.”

 “We don’t have time for your research, doctor.” Encaged in a metal shell still smoldering from a barrage of missiles, Brandt was in no mood for Monroe’s antics. “Now.”

 “I’ve got streaming video coming in from the Den.”


His ears pricked up at the mention of their command’s code name. “How? We’ve been cut off since the ambush.”


Davidson spoke up. “She e-mailed them.”


Brandt could not believe his private had just suggested that Monroe had spammed the Pentagon. “E-mail?”

 “It took a couple of letters back and forth to authenticate our identity, but yeah, she e-mailed the E-ring.”


He turned to the doctor and looked at her with a level of respect he normally reserved for those in uniform.“So what does the Den have to say?”

 “In a sec.”


 Her words were snippy and her tone condescending. He wanted to snap back, but under all her bravado he could see that she gnawed on her lip as her eyes flickered across the screen, processing more information then he ever could. Anybody who raised command through a freaking e-mail had earned a break.


For now.

 “Doctor, I just want to remind you that—” 

 “That one more missile and the whole building’s going to come down around our heads? Sure, go ahead and explain that to my phone.”


He was going to retort, but Davidson cut in. “The metal is acting as a conductor for the phone, allowing her to stream the data at a faster rate.”


Brandt bristled, not so much at his private defending Monroe, but the fact that he didn’t realize that himself.

 “Oh crap,” the doctor said, as her cheeks paled. “You’re going to want to see this.”


She turned the screen toward him. It showed streaming video of satellite coverage centered on the hangar. Not only that, but the picture was enhanced with thermal imaging. His party’s four figures were clustered on the north side of the hangar, but it was the nine bright orange figures creeping toward the hangar, converging on their position, that had blanched Monroe.


The doctor’s voice shook as she looked up. Fear replaced any sarcasm or disrespect. Pure, unadulterated fear. “They’re coming in,” she moaned.


A fierce smile rose to Brandt’s lips

 “Excellent.”



 


 


 



CHAPTER 4

 


 


Skies over the Atlantic Ocean


Tok closed his eyes so that he might soak in the ambience of the private jet. The clink of ice against a glass. The fizz of soda being poured over the cubes. The hum of computers all around him. So much to assimilate.


He couldn’t help but marvel at the plethora of sounds contained within such a small space. Tok barely wanted to open his eyes anymore. The visual palette was no longer adequate. For so many years he had relied on sight, but now he knew how little he had truly comprehended.


How could he have known that running your finger along a linen seat created the subtlest of whispering hums? Even now, the plane’s thick pile carpet muffled his mentor’s approaching footsteps. Such things Tok noticed.

 “Petir?” he asked, before the older man could tap him on the shoulder. Their old traditions were no longer necessary.


The older man smiled warmly as he bowed. “Master, they are ready to enter the hangar. Do you still wish Dr. Monroe taken alive?”


Tok shook his head.

 “And Sergeant Brandt?” Petir cocked his head to the side. “Do you wish him interrogated for Lochum’s position?”


Again, Tok shook his head. But instead of his mentor’s usual diligence, Petir did not immediately move to fulfill his wishes.

 “Any who have heard Lochum’s name must be extinguished.”


The older man nodded, but did not pass on the order. With his implants, Tok could hear the slightest wheeze as Petir’s nostrils pinched in concern. He had learned to read his mentor’s moods long ago and knew what they meant, but that whistle expanded his understanding of the man who had become more than a father to him. His mentor would never voice dissent, except that wheeze carried on a conversation of its own.

 “Air your concerns, Petir.” Tok indicated the chair next to him.


His mentor declined the seat, but took in a deep breath before speaking. “At the least, Sergeant Brandt knows of Lochum’s location, and Dr. Monroe’s expertise might be of future use.”

 “Well spoken,” Tok acknowledged. “But an officer of Brandt’s stature will not break easily or quickly. Therefore, extending his life would only provide him with opportunities to escape. And as for Monroe, her knowledge has become a liability.”


The old man again inclined his head, but the wheeze did not subside.

 “Petir, out with it.”

 “Master, is there not another option? Allow the group to escape and simply follow them to Lochum.”


Tok had considered this proposition hours ago and dismissed it as untenable, but Petir was at his most effective when he knew Tok’s heart.

 “Now that we have shown our hand, they will take precautions in their route. We will reveal more of ourselves in trying to follow them than we shall in discovering our good friend’s location.”

 “Might one ask then, why did we attack in the first place?”


A wise question. One that Tok wished he had asked himself back in the jungle, but with Lochum’s name burning into his mind, impatience had gotten the best of him. He had set the ambush in motion before deliberating upon his choices, seeing four or five moves out, before deciding upon on any one selection. But this was Lochum, and the flint was struck.


Monroe had suddenly been demoted from the queen to a pawn. Tok had sought to eliminate all other loose ends so that his mind could hone in upon the only target that mattered. Despite their bond, he did not share such musings with his mentor. For as loyal as Petir was, the older man held an even higher allegiance to the Knot. It would be not only his mentor’s responsibility, but his duty, to report Tok’s emotional misstep.


Patient as always, the older man stood quietly, awaiting his answer.

 “I have narrowed our search for Lochum down to only two locations.”


His mentor’s face transformed from concerned to quizzical. “How so?”


Tok indicated the largest plasma screen. It showed a detailed map of Europe. “We know the French would never let such artifacts as important as Roman-era Christian remains to leave their borders.” The rest of Europe faded as France enlarged.


His mentor added, “The native’s mention of Paris.”

 “Now we need only look at the facilities in the city. Just a few have the scientific equipment that a man such as Lochum would require.” The map melted again to highlight the central city. “We can only assume the American would have insisted upon the tightest security measures. Which refined my search to these four research facilities, including the Panthéon-Sorbonne.”


Petir studied the map. “But we have men within the
Ecole Normale Supérieure, the Paris Descartes University, and Jussieux Campus.”

 “Who would have alerted us if any unusual activity had occurred in their facilities, leaving only these two targets.” After the extraneous locations dissolved away, the remaining facilities glowed brightly. “The Schepartz Laboratory at Yale University and the Panthéon-Sorbonne in Paris.”


The older man’s wheeze finally subsided. “I shall have the team in Belgium execute your orders.”


Tok watched as Petir set his words into motion. Now there was nothing that stood in his way. The professor, and all that he knew, would be his. Then Lochum would die.


The Knot’s secret would again be truly secret.

 



* * *

 



Rebecca tasted iron as her lip-biting drew blood. Her nerves were shot as the glowing orange assailants boldly approached the hangar.

 “They’re coming,” Rebecca said. “Like right now.”


The sergeant sounded decidedly unconcerned. “I gathered that much from your pitch.”


She could imagine the scowl on Brandt’s face. But who could blame her for a little squeak? They were practically sitting out in the open. Their only cover was three oil barrels pulled into the center of the hangar, barely enough to hide both of them, let alone all five.


So Svengurd and Lopez were over at the derelict aircraft, while Davidson was in the northwestern corner doing God knew what. There didn’t seem to be any specific rhyme or reason to the sergeant’s plan.

 “Are you sure we shouldn’t find better cover?”

 “You’re tracking them through thermal imaging, correct?”

 “That was kind of the point.”


Brandt looked back over his shoulder. “And how do you think the men armed with RPGs are locating us?”


Luckily, the sergeant went back to his task, so he didn’t see her blush. Of course their assailants had the same tracking equipment. And they probably didn’t even have to paper clip their phone’s antenna to keep the data flowing.


Watching the enemy encircle the tiny hangar, Rebecca realized the odds were nine to five. Really, nine to four since she had proved herself useless with a gun. And if you counted Davidson’s injuries, it became nine to three-and-a-half. Not good odds.


Hands shaking, Rebecca had to stop typing. She flexed her fingers. This was ridiculous. Hadn’t she just come from three months in the Amazon? Hadn’t she just survived a snake’s clutch?


But these situations were night and day. Nature might be cruel but evenhanded. There was no malice when a jaguar attacked. The anaconda had just wanted a meal. She had stayed alive in the jungle by simply avoiding confrontation. Stay out of a piranha’s way, and it stayed out of yours.


This situation was so very different. The men approaching had one intent and only one intent. To kill them. Not because of a social misunderstanding or territorial dispute. They had been hired to do a job, and they wouldn’t stop until they had fulfilled their objective.


Maybe Brandt had realized she’d stopped typing or had just glanced over his shoulder, but when she looked up, he locked her gaze. “We’re going to be fine,” the sergeant said, and she might have believed him, if the enemy wasn’t scant yards away.


Then a dot flickered and disappeared. But it wasn’t one of the approaching enemy. It was a dot inside the building. And it wasn’t just any dot, but the dot in the northwestern corner. She tapped the screen, checking her jury-rigged satellite phone, but all seemed to be working properly.

 “Davidson just disappeared.”


The sergeant handed her a set of earplugs. “Put these in, and—”

 



* * *

 



The RPG blew the hangar door off its hinges as Brandt pulled his goggles down. “Get your—”


He pulled Monroe to his chest, shielding her eyes as Flashbang grenades exploded all around. His tinted goggles cut the explosives’ intense glare. For him, it was more of a decorative fireworks display, but with her eyes unshielded, Monroe could suffer temporary blindness.

 “Stay down,” he urged, even though he knew she couldn’t hear him. But even with her earplugs, she trembled in his arms with each explosion. “It’ll be over in a minute,” he soothed.


Through the grenade’s smoke, two figures emerged, laying down cover fire. The sergeant didn’t even bother to raise his gun. With his team this outnumbered, they could never win a firefight. Instead, Brandt yanked a pulley from its mooring. Wearing earplugs, their assailants couldn’t hear the rattle of the metal as chunks of the second-floor wreckage fell from high above. Crushed under the girders’ weight, the men only had time enough to let out startled cries before even they were stifled.


Turning his attention to the other side of the hangar, Brandt watched as the three men who had breached from the south abandoned their cautious approach and charged forward, determined not to be caught in the same trap as their companions.


Obviously these men were well versed in American tactics. From their assault formation, to the Flashbangs they used, these professionals were running an offensive right out of a West Point playbook.


Luckily Brandt wasn’t even close to following rules. While the three men were distracted searching above them for more girders, it was his soldiers they should have been worried about. Lopez gunned the decrepit plane’s engine while Svengurd shoved the spinning propellers to the left, mowing down the assailants. Not one of them got off a shot before body parts splattered across the hangar.


Not bad. Within ten seconds they had evened the odds.


Now it was time to fight.

 



* * *

 



Rebecca held Brandt’s hand as tightly as the anaconda had squeezed her. Crouched, the sergeant guided them through the hangar, but she didn’t know where. Still seeing bright shining stars before her eyes, she had to trust in Brandt. Where he led, she followed.


The faint echo of gunfire made it through the earplugs. It sounded almost surreal, as if it was happening in another hangar. Another world.


As the sergeant pulled to a halt, Rebecca recognized where they were. Back to the tangle of second-floor wreckage. Brandt spoke, but she couldn’t hear him. He pulled out her earplugs.

 “Dig in here,” Brandt whispered as he turned to leave.

 “Here?” she hissed.


The sergeant checked around him before answering. “They won’t hit us with an RPG with their men inside. Now go.”


Rebecca wanted to argue, mainly just to keep Brandt’s gun nearby, but the scrap of metal captured the sergeant’s attention, and he slipped off before she could protest. Tucking her laptop under her arm, gunfire sounded all around, driving Rebecca deeper into the tangle of steel.


Before, she’d wanted better cover, but now that she had her wish, Rebecca wanted nothing more than to know what was going on. She might have to stay hidden, but that didn’t mean she had to stay ignorant.


She opened her laptop to find the screen blank. Rebecca yanked a rubber band from her braid and tied it around her phone. The screen sparked to life again. The two men Brandt had killed were on the floor, their body heat rapidly dissipating in the northeast corner, but all around the plane were warm spots. Bodies. Or more likely, parts of bodies.


Rebecca was glad Brandt hadn’t shared that part of his plan.


Inside the hangar, there were seven figures. As hard as she stared at the dots, the doctor couldn’t tell friend from foe. The only one still unaccounted for was Davidson. Rebecca hugged herself as gunfire rattled off the hangar’s metal walls. The fight had turned from a cat-and-mouse game into full-out Rambo action. Brandt’s actions had narrowed the margin considerably, but they were still outnumbered.


Movement on the screen caught her eye. Someone approached. Breath caught in her throat. The dot moved too slowly, too apprehensively, to be one of her team. They knew where she was. Besides, the bulk of the fight had flowed to the other side of the hangar.


Cautiously, Rebecca tried to creep further under the debris, but a slab of roof blocked her path. She was at a dead end in this metal labyrinth, but the dot continued its unerring path toward her.


Crap, did they have handheld scanners? Could he sense her heat? Hone in on her location? The only exit was past the gunman. Should she cry out to attract Brandt’s attention? But she remembered Davidson’s actions earlier. Never give away your position. So there she sat, staring at the dim screen, watching her attacker come, step-by-step, closer to discovering her.

 



* * *

 



A bullet ripped through Brandt’s sleeve, drawing a line of fire across his bicep. Returning fire, he fell behind the oil barrels and rolled. The fucker had snuck up behind him. Glancing to the wound, Brandt reloaded as gunfire peppered the canisters. Several rounds made it through, leaking oil onto the floor. This cover was never meant to stand up to heavy fire.


After the first five men were taken out, Brandt had run out of tricks. His team was just going to have grunt out this fight.


Off to the left, Lopez fended off two men. Brandt didn’t have to see him to know who was shooting. The Latino could fire off more rounds per second than the gun manufacturer would believe possible. On the other hand, Svengurd’s clicked off very controlled bursts. Brandt and Corporal Precision were gunning for the same creep.


In the heat of battle, he had lost track of the fourth gunman. Which could prove to be deadly.


Brandt had heard nothing from Davidson, but he refused to believe the kid had gone down. The private was just doing his job. Practicing patience. Waiting for his shot. Waiting for the right moment to reveal his position. Hopefully, Davidson wouldn’t wait much longer.


But what about Monroe? Not a peep from the doctor. Had she stayed put? Had he even made the right decision to park her in the wreckage? At the time, it had felt like the only logical solution. He could fight so much more effectively without having to worry about protecting her, but now…


She was out there alone. Weaponless. Scared.


Pushing back the image of her smoke-smudged face, Brandt fired over the barrels, keeping his assailant on his toes. Worrying wasn’t his style, and patience certainly wasn’t his virtue. Maintaining the status quo didn’t appeal to him either. Given enough time, the enemy would leverage their superior equipment into a victory, knocking his team off one by one.


Clearly the bastards had advanced mobile detection equipment, while they, well, they were blind.


He was going to have to change that.

 



* * *

 



Rebecca’s stare bordered on morbid fascination as the dot closed in. The doctor knew it was silly to hold her breath, but she just couldn’t exhale. Then the man stopped. Rebecca blinked and blinked again, but he held his ground. Why had he halted? She checked the other dots. They were still over on the other side of the hangar.


Wiping the dust that rained down from the wreckage off the screen, Rebecca wanted to make sure there wasn’t a glitch. But sure enough, the dot stayed put. Had he lost his infrared feed? Why else would he stop before taking out a sitting duck like her?


Swiping away paint chips, Rebecca stifled a sneeze. Now would not be the time for a hay fever attack. Then a pebble hit her head. What the hell? With great effort, she took her eyes off the screen and glanced upward, but she found only the metal maze above her head. It both sheltered and trapped her.


Glancing back at the screen, she found the dot had moved a single step forward and then stopped. Could he be getting instructions from his superiors? She had so little experience with such things.


Rebecca stifled a squeak as something quite a bit larger than a pebble hit her head. This time she stared above her. Was the ceiling collapsing? It would be about the right time for something else disastrous to happen.


Squinting, she could make out an object far above her, nestled in the rafters. She looked back at the screen. Only the goon outside to worry about. And he hadn’t moved a single inch. Getting braver, Rebecca stared above her. Was there movement?


Then the most wonderful thing happened. A smile shone from the darkness. Now that she had a landmark, Rebecca could make out a man, well camouflaged, hiding high up in the rafters.


Rank: Private. Name: Davidson.


Rebecca had no idea how he had hidden himself from the infrared, but nevertheless a guardian angel watched over her through the lattice-like metal. She started to reposition herself, but the private ever so slightly shook his head.


Stay put. She got it.


Looking down at the screen, she realized her stalker had also gotten braver and was about to enter the wreckage. The doctor looked up in panic. Did Davidson have a clear shot?


In answer to her unspoken question, she heard a sound not even as loud as a soda pop can opening, and then the dot slumped backward.


The kid was that good.


She looked up as Davidson repositioned himself to fire into the southern portion of the hangar, but one of the enemy must have seen the private’s muzzle flash, because the gunfire shifted toward the rafters.


Davidson could maneuver only so much on the narrow girders. He didn’t cry out when he took a round to the stomach, but she did. Even hit, the private grabbed hold of a pulley chain and might have swung to safety if his injured shoulder hadn’t given out.

 “No!” she screamed as Davidson tumbled through the open air until he caught the chain with his bad arm.


Rebecca slung her laptop over her shoulder as the private dangled precariously from the rafters. The only thing preventing a deadly plunge was his dislocated arm. Brandt and his men must have realized the danger as the gunfire quadrupled. They might be able to keep the shooters from picking Davidson off, but the private couldn’t hold on much longer.


Without hesitation, Rebecca began climbing the metal lattice like a huge jungle gym. Sure she could pretend she was suddenly brave and all about the heroics, but in truth she simply didn’t want to live with the guilt if Davidson fell. She had enough of that emotion to last a lifetime.


What if she had dived into the river after Yerato? What if she had followed the river another quarter mile? Could she have saved him? She would never know. Rebecca wanted no such questions about Davidson.


Free of the tangled metal, she stood atop the wreckage. “Hang on.”


The only response was a thin, pained whisper, “Don’t.”


Ignoring the private, Rebecca grabbed hold of the chain. She noticed that her hands were no longer shaking. She might not be able to hold her own with guns, but this, this she could do. As it turned out, climbing the metal was even easier than the jungle vines. No thorns.


Hand over hand, she made her way up the chain, every second expecting Davidson to plummet past her, but somehow the kid hung on. However, unable to brace against his bad shoulder, the private flailed, trying to catch hold of the chain with his good hand, which only made it harder for her to climb.

 “Hold still,” she hissed, but didn’t know if he could hear her over the barrage of gunfire. Brandt was definitely holding down his end of the job, keeping the enemy occupied, as Rebecca reached Davidson’s feet. Now she could see his pained features.

 “Brace off my shoulders,” Rebecca said, as a bullet flew past her ear. They were dangling midair above a full-scale firefight, but the soldier still thrashed. “Damn it, boots on my shoulders!”


This time the private obeyed, and after a toe to her jaw, Davidson balanced long enough on her shoulders to grab the chain. Breaths of relief escaped both their lips. “I’m climbing over you, but don’t get any ideas.”


The military tone returned. “I can get up on my own.”


As the air took on the smell of gunpowder, Rebecca didn’t have time to argue. She simply grabbed the chain between his legs. Instinctively, Davidson tried to stabilize himself, but the pain caused his arm to drop limply. He wasn’t going anywhere on his own. Rebecca pulled up face to face with him as the chain spun them gently.

 “What did I say about getting ideas?” She put a hand above his head.


Davidson wouldn’t look at her, let alone answer. Rebecca made sure to brace against his good shoulder as she climbed over. After that, it was a quick ascent to the catwalk. Dark and gloomy, the bright muzzle flashes of the gunfire far down below almost looked pretty.


Grabbing the chain, Rebecca pulled up as hard as she could, but only gained a few inches. For such a skinny kid, Davidson was dead weight. The private tried to climb but made excruciatingly slow progress as the fight shifted in their direction. She might be hidden in the murky heights, but dangling in midair, Davidson wasn’t so lucky.


Then Rebecca found the pulley mechanism that Brandt had used. Quickly she ran the chain through the winch, and then pulled harder than she ever thought she could. Her own shoulder felt like it would pop out, but she hauled Davidson up an entire foot. Securing the slack around a girder, Rebecca heaved again. The private seemed encouraged and started making progress on his own as Brandt’s team renewed their aggressive fight.


Within seconds, they had closed the gap. She grabbed him by the vest and hauled him up onto the beam. Davidson was safe!


Then the hangar bloomed in flame.


Their nice, dark hiding place shone as bright as the day.



 


 


 



CHAPTER 5

 


 


Belgium Airstrip


Fuck, fuck, fuck, Brandt thought as he emptied the last clip of his automatic rifle. His maneuver to bring them equal to their foes by raising the hangar’s temperature to a human’s, had instead made Davidson and Monroe prime targets. He didn’t have time to wonder what the hell the doctor was doing up there in the first place as he pulled out his service pistol and took aim through the thick, billowing flames.


The enemy’s focus turned to firing into the brightly lit rafters. The private had Monroe on the move, but no one could outrun automatic weapon fire for long. Even though he couldn’t see his target, Brandt squeezed off seven rounds, stopping at least one assailant from firing upward. The sergeant wasn’t arrogant enough to think he had killed him. Winged the bastard, maybe. Startled him, for sure.


But you never assumed that you’d neutralized the enemy until you saw gray matter on the floor, and even then you still put another bullet into their hearts. There were no do-overs in combat.


Complicating matters even more, the smoke that was supposed to flush out the enemy now made it impossible to see his own team. Friendly fire was not only possible but probable in a situation like this. Carefully, Brandt made his way to the southwest wall then continued parallel to it, minimizing his profile. He really wasn’t in the mood to take a stray bullet.

 “Lopez? Svengurd?”


Checking his radio, Brandt cursed as static answered. They were still being jammed. Another peppering of fire upward. Brandt used another five bullets to close him down. Lopez or Svengurd must have done the same to the third assailant because the hangar was suddenly devoid of gunfire. Only the roar of the oil-fueled fire filled the empty space.


Brandt continued his northern progress, using the only real advantage he had—the knowledge of the labyrinth-like pattern of the fire. And now that the fuckers couldn’t track his team, Brandt felt he had truly evened the odds.


Before he could figure out how to turn this into an advantage, a gunman stumbled into view as he backed from a burst of flame. Three bullets later, he was down. Brandt kicked the gun from the assailant’s hand. Blood trickled from the man’s lips. Another shot to the forehead.


For just a moment, the sergeant hesitated. He only had thirty-one bullets left. Another twelve in the small caliber handgun tucked into his boot. Given that he had just spent over three hundred rounds in the last five minutes, forty-three bullets wasn’t going to get him very far. Still, he put another one in the bastard’s chest. He had to be sure.


Brandt patted the man down. Sure enough, he found a PDA showing the blurry infrared feed of the hangar. He pocketed the device for the techies back home when he realized that the PDA was heavier than it should have been. Dropping it like the hissing snake, Brandt threw himself backward, but the explosion still knocked him onto his ass.


The damn thing must have been equipped with a fingerprint-sensitive dead-man’s switch, loaded with just enough C-4 to blow a hole the size of a watermelon in the man’s chest. Which would have been Brandt’s heart if he hadn’t caught a clue. These bastards were not only well armed, but extremely well financed. Maybe so, but the fuckers were also whittled from nine to three, maybe even down to two.


Turns out money couldn’t buy everything.

 



* * *

 



Rebecca half-dragged, half-carried Davidson toward the hole blasted into the roof by the missile attack. Was it a bad sign that she missed the RPGs? Because right now they were in danger of dying from either smoke inhalation, blood loss from their injuries, or taking a ricochet to the back.


Heat-seeking missiles just did not seem like such a big deal anymore.

 “Let me up,” Davidson complained, but she ignored him, again.


Besides his shoulder, the private had taken a bullet to his abdomen and another to his right calf. Not that she was much better. At this point, Rebecca didn’t know what was shrapnel, wood fragments, or bullet wounds. And at this point she didn’t care. She could see open sky through a thick veil of black clogging smoke.


Oxygen. Sweet, sweet oxygen.


Her nose, mouth, and lungs were filled with the oily, syrup-thick smoke. The only benefit to the choke-inducing soot was the fact it shrouded them in darkness again. Their position was well hidden, but toxic. The private’s body shook with a raspy cough to prove her point.


They had to get out of here, like now.


Rebecca made her way to the blown-out roof. The rafters extended to the edge of their escape hatch, but the metal had a ragged edge. Beyond the danger of getting the private over the sharp ledge, the opening was a good three feet above her head. Rebecca tested the catwalk to make sure it wasn’t damaged in the blast. It could support her weight, but both of theirs?


A moister-than-normal cough brought her attention back to the injured private. She rubbed his back as he wretched out blackened sputum. What else could she do? Rebecca was the wrong kind of doctor to help with smoke inhalation.


Feeling helpless, she kept murmuring that he was going to be okay as Davidson gagged and gagged some more. He finally coughed up blackish blood, then leaned against the beam.

 “Monroe, get out of here. You’ve got a smart gene to find.”

 “Yeah, right,” she said as she checked the wrap on his calf. It had soaked through yet again.


He grabbed her arm with more strength than she thought he had left. “I mean it. Get your ass out of here.”

 “And leave my guardian angel behind? Never.”


Davidson held her gaze. His eyes were suddenly so much older than his scant decades. “It’s too high. You’ll never be able to get me up there, and every second you waste—” The private descended into another coughing fit.


As much as she fought against it, the kid was right. She just didn’t have the strength to push him up onto the roof. At least not unassisted.


Then she knew exactly what she needed. Her trusty pulley. Unfortunately they had left the mechanism all the way across the hangar.


Pulling her shirt over her nose, she turned to Davidson. “Don’t wander off.” The private just gave her that look. “I’ll be right back.”


With that, Rebecca headed back into the nearly opaque hangar.

 



* * *

 



Picking up the pace, Brandt made for the northwest corner. The maze of flame should force their attackers there. Or at least that’s what he hoped.


A smattering of gunfire came from behind. Swinging around, Brandt raised his weapon, his finger to the trigger, but he hesitated, not wanting to nail Lopez or Svengurd if they were retreating in his direction. It took another second for the sergeant to register the pattern of shots being exchanged.


The pursuer was firing at an insane rate. Lopez. The pursued gunman tried to keep up, but who could? Brandt aimed at the spot the fleeing enemy should appear. A leg came into view, but the sergeant waited. With so few bullets, he had to make every shot count. Abruptly, Lopez stopped firing.


Shit, was the corporal out of ammo as well? Whether completely empty or just re-loading, there was nothing to push the man into Brandt’s sights. The leg paused as the assailant’s muscles contracted, ready to change direction and rush forward.


Forty-two. Forty-one. Forty.


Brandt counted down his ammo. He’d clipped the guy in the hip, but not enough to stop him from retreating to safety. Using four rounds for cover, he charged forward. Just a few scant yards ahead, the maze branched. They couldn’t lose this slim advantage.


As Brandt turned into the narrow pathway between the wall and the raging fire, he found their adversary trapped between himself and a newly reloaded Lopez. Their quarry tried to dart down the side path, but Svengurd stepped from the smoky corridor, blocking the prick’s escape. They had the slippery bastard dead to rights. For the first time, Brandt considered they might actually capture one.


And find out what the fuck was going on.

 “Lower your weapon.” He leveled his weapon. “Now!” The man coolly pulled on a ski mask. “Damn it, hands down!”


Then the bastard did the most incredible thing. He leapt into the fire. They rushed forward to see if he had really, actually jumped into the flames.


Shouldn’t there have been a scream or something? No one burned alive in silence, but there was nothing but a wall of flame. No smell of burnt flesh. The sergeant’s mind whirled, and that same pit in his stomach formed, just like it had before the PDA blew up.

 “Back away!” he yelled, even before the full threat formed in his mind. “Disperse!”


The charred air filled with gunfire. Screw counting, Brandt thought, shooting rapidly as two masked men emerged from the crackling flames.


The fuckers had fire-resistant body armor.


 Which meant they had the protection the entire time. Which meant they had taken their sweet time luring all three of his team together, to more easily dispatch them.


Lopez and Svengurd tried to hold their ground, but had to fall back. As Brandt’s firing pin hit metal, he had no other option but to run as well. Scrambling low, he pulled the twenty-two-caliber handgun from his boot holster.


Twelve bullets.


The sergeant cursed his initial orders. Carrying all those non-lethals had left them vulnerable to this attack. They were prepared to take on a bunch of spear throwing, dart-blowing natives, not a veritable cadre of Special Forces soldiers.


Firing to keep his attacker at bay ate up another five bullets. If he wasted many more staying alive, he wouldn’t have enough to save his life. As the smoke stung his eyes and choked his throat, he realized his mistake. After the initial skirmish, he had tried to go at these guys head-to-head.


Fuck that. He needed to go back to his low-tech roots.


Using the last of his bullets to ensure his route, the sergeant threw the gun away as he dove into the burning husk of a biplane. Brandt found what he needed quickly, then rolled out the other side. Despite the blistering heat, he crouched under the plane. At least one of those bastards was tracking him. Brandt would not underestimate them or their equipment again.


When his tracker revealed himself, Brandt pretended to be surprised and narrowly missed being shot as a consequence, but he needed the man to feel confident enough to close the distance. Without any return fire from Brandt, the attacker became bolder as he circled the plane.


Listening only for the man’s footfalls, Brandt bundled his muscles until they shook in anticipation. Another step and the sergeant launched up and threw the small fire ax in his hand. The man’s face was barely able to register shock before the blade sank into his skull. Without a sound, his assailant pitched backward and hit the ground.


Scrambling over, Brandt grabbed the man’s gun and went to check the gun’s clip, but it wouldn’t budge. The sergeant hit the release again, but nothing. Was it jammed? Could he have somehow taken down the only terrorist with a jammed gun? Then Brandt realized his mistake.


Shit. It wasn’t jammed. It was locked.


And it was heavier than it should have been.


He chucked the thing into the plane before it exploded. Again he got knocked on his ass.


What had he just said? He wouldn’t underestimate their enemy or their equipment. Yet what had he just done?


Weaponless again, he turned to find the last gunman staring at him. The man removed his face mask as a smile spread across his face. Circular tattoos wrapped around the assailant’s already dark eyes, forming a knot of some sort.

 “And they said you might be difficult to take down,” the man sneered with a slight accent Brandt couldn’t place.


Maybe, just maybe, if he could keep the guy talking long enough, Lopez or Svengurd would find them. Of course, with fire licking up to the rafters and the smoke burning his nose hair, that wasn’t very likely.


Brandt gritted his teeth. “Do you have orders to take me alive?”


The smile broadened considerably. “No.”


To prove his point, the assailant raised his weapon as something appeared in front of Brandt. He blinked once. It had to be a subconscious wish brought to life. Somehow a sniper rifle was floating before him. He didn’t question his luck as he grabbed the gun and fired in a single motion. He hit the assailant in the shoulder. This close, Brandt could see the blood splatter. He fired again into the left knee. With a scream, the man dropped to the ground.


Once certain that the man wasn’t getting up again, Brandt chanced to discover where his luck had come from. Tied to the rifle’s sight was a thick chain. A pulley chain. He followed the metal up to see a figure high in the murky rafters.

 “Davidson!”

 “I think he would have shot the guy himself!” It was a female voice. Monroe. “Meet you outside!” the doctor yelled as the chain snaked its way back up into the rafters.


Feeling pretty damned good, Brandt turned his attention back to his captive. He put a boot into the fucker’s splintered shoulder. To the guy’s credit, he locked his jaw against the pain.

 “Who sent you?” Brandt asked. His once-powerful opponent fought unsuccessfully against tears, but kept his lips taut. “Were you after Monroe or my team?”


The way the man’s eyes flickered at the doctor’s name, Brandt already had his answer. Besides, who really would’ve spent this many resources to kill his team? Capture, torture, and interrogate. That was a reasonable course of action, but kill them out of hand? That made no sense.

 “Sarge?” Lopez’s soot-choked throat croaked out.

 “Here,” Brandt replied. “Svengurd?”


The corporal appeared out of the smoke. “He’s already outside, securing the perimeter.”


Brandt indicated their captive. “Help me get him up.”


He made sure to take the bad shoulder as Lopez took the other. As they lifted him, the man’s painful grimace spread into a broad smile.


That pit in Brandt’s stomach returned, and damn, but the guy was heavier than he should have been.

 



* * *

 



Rebecca stumbled on the Tarmac as an explosion rocked the hangar. The precarious metal roof crumpled inward. If they hadn’t just climbed down…


But she didn’t have time to ponder such things as she helped Davidson over to the burnt-out shell of their SUV. She had intended to take him to the far side for some semblance of protection, but neither was going to make it that far. So as soon as they got within three feet of the vehicle, Rebecca let go, and they half-fell, half-sat down on the Tarmac.


With her back to the Mercedes she had a perfect view of the furnace-like hangar. Licks of fire shot up through the roof as plumes of smoke rose high into the sky. One thing was for sure. Their presence in Belgium was no longer a secret.


One thing not for sure was whether anyone else had survived. Given how long it had taken for her to make her way back to Davidson, climb up onto the roof herself, pull the private up, then descend to the ground, it had been more than enough time for the others to exit the hangar. She had expected them to greet her and maybe even help her with the kid. Instead, she and Davidson had found an empty Tarmac. Had one of the assailants survived? Had the explosion brought the roof down on Brandt’s head?

 “Do you think anybody survived?”

 “I don’t know, but why don’t you ask them?” Davidson answered.


Rebecca looked to the north as three figures rounded the corner of the hangar. Relief spread until she realized they were coming at a dead run, and Brandt was yelling something she couldn’t make out. But she had learned from previous experience it never meant anything good.


Ignoring the pain in her left rib cage and right knee, she rose.


The sergeant’s voice could barely make it over the roaring flames. “Get Davidson up!”


Before she could turn to the private, he was already on his feet. It was truly amazing what adrenaline could do for you.

 “What’s wrong?” she asked as Brandt drew to a halt.


He ignored her but spoke to Davidson. “Can you fire?”

 “Are you crazy? Forget his shoulder, he’s taken two bullets to—”

 “I asked, ‘can you fire’?”


Rebecca looked at the private. His eyes wanted to say yes, but the mere hesitation told them all that he was in no shape for combat.


Brandt didn’t hesitate, though. Rather, he set up the sniper’s rifle on the hood of the SUV and aimed through the scope.


Rebecca turned to Lopez. “I don’t understand.”


The corporal pointed into the distance. “Our ride is getting away.”


She had to squint to see the vehicle speeding away along a dirt road, a small cloud of dust marking its trail.


The sound of the rifle firing nearly deafened her.

 “Damn it!” Brandt said as he set up another shot.

 “I mean, how do we even know that’s them?” Rebecca asked, fearful that panic had gone to the sergeant’s head. “What if it’s just some family out for a ride in the country?”


The sergeant didn’t look away from his scope as he answered. “Well, the RPG launcher sticking out the backseat window was my first clue.”


He fired again and cursed again.


Lopez added, “If we don’t obtain transportation, I’m not sure if we can hoof it out of here before they send in reinforcements by air.”


Oh, God. She hadn’t even thought about that. The danger was over. Wasn’t it? How could it not be over?


Another missed shot.


Without thinking, Rebecca turned to Davidson. She almost felt guilty for not objecting as he hobbled forward and patted Brandt on the back.

 “I can fire, but I’m going to need some bracing.”


The sergeant backed away from the gun. “Lopez, stabilize the gun. I’ll get his shoulder.”


Rebecca couldn’t stomach the pain on the private’s face, so she watched the retreating car. After what seemed like forever, Davidson finally fired. The car swerved, then rolled to a stop as the horn blared. Rebecca couldn’t even make out the driver, yet the private had hit him. He was that damn good.

 “Those are some mad skills!” Lopez announced as he helped Davidson back away from the rifle.

 “Yeah, and I think it knocked my shoulder back in place.” To prove it, the private rotated his arm smoothly in a circle. “I need to write that down for future reference.”


Looking at the young man shrug off an hour of horror, Rebecca knew where she was getting her next batch of grad students.

 “All right, Svengurd, go retrieve the vehicle,” Brandt barked. “Lopez, tend to their wounds while I pack for the road.”


As the corporal knelt down to look at Davidson’s calf, Rebecca turned to Brandt. “Where are we going?”

 “Panthéon-Sorbonne.”


Lochum. She had almost forgotten what had brought her to Europe in the first place. “Aren’t we worried they will ambush him as well?”

 “Of course they will.”


Rebecca waited for an elaboration, which never came. “Then why aren’t they moving him?”


 “Your professor refuses to evac until his precious tests are completed.” Brandt didn’t bother to hide the annoyance in his voice.


Their discussion was interrupted as Davidson let out a yip. Lopez was pulling the uniform away from the private’s abdominal wound.


Lopez snorted. “Wimp. Your vest took the brunt of the shot.”

 “Can you get the bullet out?” Brandt asked.


Another yelp and Lopez held the bloody metal with his forceps. “Dude, you need to learn how to dodge.”


Face screwed up in pain, Davidson still couldn’t let that barb go. “This from the guy who nearly decapitated himself on a tree branch last night?”


Realizing the private was probably in better shape than she was, Rebecca turned back to Brandt. “Does Lochum know what happened here?”

 “Yes and he passed on a message. Something about how he’s picked up the trail on ‘some seasonal worker.’ ” Brandt turned toward her. “He said you’d know what that meant and agree it was worth the risk.”


Rebecca felt the blood drain from her face and pool in her feet. The world tipped off its axis. Lochum had to be wrong.

 “Monroe, you okay?” The doctor vaguely heard Brandt’s concerned words as she swayed. Rebecca saw her arm fly out to avoid falling, but didn’t remember directing it to do so.


Brandt lowered her to the ground. “Lopez!”


She didn’t even register that the men’s hands were all over her, checking for wounds. Lochum could be many things, but an exaggerator he was not. He had dedicated his entire life to this pursuit. After surviving numerous attempts on his life, he had gone into hiding so that he could continue his work underground. The professor would never resurface unless the scent was fresh in his nostrils.

 “Is your vision blurry?” Lopez asked. She mustered a head shake. “Are you dizzy?” Another shake and Lopez turned to Brandt. “I don’t think its head trauma. The day’s just been a little too much for her, ya know?”


Rebecca didn’t even get angry that Lopez assumed she was a lightweight. People learning this news would find themselves on the ground very quickly.

 “Dr. Monroe, I need you to tune back in. I don’t know how long we have until they come back.” Brandt tried to smile, but the motion only creased his grime-covered face. “We’ve got to get moving.”


She could hear the Saab approaching, but still couldn’t stand. How could she if Lochum was right? This find would be the Holy Grail of the archaeological world. Better than the Holy Grail. The grail only caught Christ’s blood.


Lochum sought Christ himself. More specifically, his remains. The corporeal, physical proof of Jesus’ earthly presence.



 


 


 



Providence

 


 


Jordan River

AD 41


Judas felt his right leg twinge as he picked up the half-finished saddle and placed it across the wooden plank. The seat itself was completed, but now for the tedious work of braiding the garnish. This great saddle had been commissioned by the commanding Tribunus of the legion posted at Bethany. A spool of fine gold filament to be stitched into the pommel was hidden deeply in Judas’ pocket. He would add that adornment last. Not that Judas did not trust his fellow villagers, but wheat was scarce and gold the scarcer.

 “Judas, Judas, Judas!” his nephew, Ameil, called as he darted through the throng as only a child of six could dart. “Come, come, come.”


Ever since Ameil’s mother, Judas’ youngest sister, had died in childbirth with a stillborn, the boy had been speaking in threes. It was odd, surely, but Judas could not bring himself to scold the child. His father, Kyle, worked all the hours the sun was up. His grandmother, Judas’ mother, had taken ill again to bed, and his two aunts were great with child themselves. Therefore it had fallen to Judas to care for Ameil.


He had grumbled at the nuisance, such as now when the boy jumped up and down with joy, stalling his work, but in truth Judas was amazed by Ameil’s sheer delight in life. Had he ever been so young? Running down the street, yelling at the top of his lungs?


For too many years he had been working to save for dowries, but with his sisters married off, his shoulders became stooped with caring for his ailing mother. This young boy had become his prism into the past.

 “Hurry, hurry, hurry!”


The child tugged on Judas’ rough-spun sleeve. The trouble was that Ameil could become this excited over a Roman legion bent on destruction, or a sparrow’s nest. But Judas’ palms burnt from weaving the tanned leather all morning. Perhaps a walk would not be misspent.


Once Judas rose from his stool, the boy was off again, darting between a donkey and his owner. Chuckling, he trailed much more slowly, his knee reminding him just how old he had become.


The day had been long even though the sun was halfway across the sky. But he could not complain, for at least he had his craft. Work had grown sparse as the tensions mounted between the Romans and his fellow citizens. The Zealots seemed to be on the verge of declaring war against the vast Empire.


Judas hated the arrogant Roman presence as much as his brethren, but what would open fighting gain? Could they ever topple the burgundy-crested legions of Rome? Better to keep his head down and craft his saddle.


Perhaps if the Tribunus were satisfied with Judas’ work, he would recommend him to the Praefectus. A few more such commissions and he might be able to afford his family’s travel to Jerusalem for Passover.


As he moved through the packed streets, Judas realized he had not so much risen from his stool for Ameil’s excitement, but for his own curiosity. The village had been bustling for days now.


Tension had been thick over the winter as a dreaded confrontation with Rome had seemed near, but yesterday and the day before Judas had sensed a subtle shift. Not quite excitement, but something dearer. Hope. A feeling the Chosen People had been without for too long.


So Judas followed a small pilgrimage down to the riverbank. He had heard rumors of a great man come to grace them with his presence. Whispers of Elijah reborn floated through the Temple. But prophets came and went like the tide, so Judas had paid little heed. These charlatans would stir a most devoted following, then vanish with equal ease.


This one’s name had been coined John the Baptist.

 “Here, here, here!” Ameil cried from a knoll overlooking the river.


With only the smallest glimmer of optimism that someone truly great was in attendance, Judas stepped beside his nephew.


This supposed prophet, praying in water up to his thighs, looked not unlike so many others, with a wild beard and thick curly hair, cut abruptly at the shoulders. He prayed with enormous passion as he held his hand upon the supplicant’s head.


But unlike the others who had come before, this John the Baptist cared nothing for the growing crowds. His full attention focused on the man kneeling before him. The charlatans who preceded John had expended their full energies to rile the villagers. They would espouse their superiority and inevitably call for Rome’s downfall. That this, the world they lived in, was the end of days. How every man within shouting distance must bow to their authority or be doomed for all eternity.


Yet this John just stood calmly in the water, reciting a prayer so full of promise that Judas found himself not only murmuring the blessing, but feeling the words in his heart. The man seemed to breathe life into God’s message. Even little Ameil stood perfectly still, watching John with huge eyes. Judas took the boy’s hand. This was a moment they would remember. A true servant of God stood before them.


It was not until the supplicant was fully blessed by John and submerged in the river’s warm water that Judas realized the man’s identity.


Jesus! His old friend.


Many times Judas wondered how the awkward boy had fared as a man. It had been well over a decade since they had last shared a moment together. Duty had taken Judas north, while his studies had taken Jesus south. He had heard of Jesus’ accomplishments, yet had wondered why his friend had not begun a ministry of his own. But seeing him standing beside this John, Judas could see the years had been good to his friend. Jesus’ eyes twinkled with nearly the joy that Ameil’s did.


His nephew looked up to Judas with eyes wide. They were not in the presence of one great man, but two. Prophecies had been on everyone’s lips, but now seeing these men standing side by side, even Judas could feel the import of this Baptism.


Glancing about the crowd, Judas found Mary apart from the throng. But instead of pride in her eyes, Jesus’ mother had her hands to her pinched lips, shaking her head. James hugged his mother tight, but even Jesus’ younger brother could not calm her disquiet.


Judas looked out at the river again as Jesus waded to the water’s edge. Other supplicants who had gathered to be blessed now touched Jesus’ robe. The crowd parted as the Red Sea had done for Moses.


Judas thought to join his childhood companion, but so many yearned for Jesus’ company that he did not wish to intrude. “Come, Ameil, let us find our way back.”


But the boy was tugging him toward Jesus. “Stay, stay, stay!”

 “I think I have enough coin for dried apricots,” Judas coaxed.


Ameil clapped his hands high in the air and turned on his heel, but the crush of worshippers made it impossible to pass. Judas guided the boy to a small path that bordered the desert, then curved back to meet the village.

 “This way, nephew.”


The boy let go of Judas’ hand and ran down the path, kicking up dirt as he went. He almost called for Ameil to slow his pace, but why not allow the child to enjoy the spring day? His nephew knew the way to the baker and his treats better than Judas. No matter how long it took for him to join Ameil, the child could be found waiting for his bit of sweets.

 “Judas!” someone called from behind. He turned to find Jesus cresting the small hill. To Judas’ surprise, Jesus embraced him as he would kin. “How glad I was to see your countenance amongst the worshippers!”


While Judas recognized Jesus, this was not the awkward, almost sullen, boy he remembered. His face was aglow with an easy smile that parted his bearded face.

 “I thought you were still in Jerusalem,” Judas said, taken aback by the enthusiasm of his friend’s welcome.


Jesus patted him on the shoulder. “I was, but when I heard of this man preaching peace upon the riverbank I had to attend for myself.”

 “As did I.”

 “It has been too long, Judas,” Jesus said, the grin slipping from his lips. “So much has transpired. Too much to speak of here on the road.”

 “Then come to my home,” Judas suggested, but Jesus shook his head. “Your family would be welcome as well. I saw Mary and James in the crowd.”


Jesus shook his head sharply. “They leave for the Holy City even now.”

 “Without you?”

 “I have another journey, but it is providence we have met here.”


Judas waited for him to elaborate, but the quiet, almost reclusive friend of old seemed to emerge from this outgoing, almost gleeful Jesus.

 “Might I assist you in any way to prepare for your trip?” Judas asked.


Solemn eyes met his own. “That is always your way, my friend. Generous when you have no cause to be…” Jesus looked up to the sky like he did so many years ago. He spoke but did not look at Judas. “This baptism has opened my heart. Something stirs within my breast, desperately wishing to be unleashed.”

 “Then release it.”


Jesus grinned. “But, my dear friend, I do not yet know what it is.”


They laughed heartily, but once the humor was spent they became solemn. Judas knew that of which Jesus spoke. He had felt it in his heart too. The feeling was beautiful in its ripeness but frightening in its intensity.

 “I must meditate upon this, Judas. I must go into the desert until I know what gift God has given me, and how I am to use it.”


Judas did not argue. This was Jesus’ way. “Then let us go to the village. We will find a donkey and load him with food and blankets and—”

 “No, I must leave now. Alone.”

 “I do not think God would quarrel if you brought water and flatbread.”


But Jesus was impassioned. “If you felt the urgency in my feet, you would know I must leave with just my sandals and the robe upon my back.”

 “How long will you be away?”

 “Forty days and forty nights.”


Judas shook his head vigorously. “Then I must get you some—”

 “If there is one thing I know…” Jesus took Judas by the arm, “it is that God will provide. I ask but only one thing of you.”

 “Anything.”

 “I fear this harsh journey will sap my will. I may return elated or broken. In either circumstance it is only you I wish to meet upon my return.”

 “Of course, Jesus. You had but to ask,” Judas assured Jesus.

 “In forty days may God grant that we chance upon this place again,” Jesus said.

 “But I will come with a full waterskin and plate full of sweetmeats,” Judas teased and his friend smiled, but Judas could tell he was already on his journey into the desert without taking a solitary step. “Off with you, then.”


Without a look back, Jesus walked into the stark desert with such purpose it seemed as if God and he had a meeting place already set. Tears unexpectedly sprang to Judas’ eyes. It had been so long since they had been intimates, yet Judas missed Jesus already. He feared that upon his friend’s return that he would be neither the withdrawn youth nor the jubilant man who just left. He would be someone entirely new.


No matter his worry, Judas vowed to revisit this place in forty days’ time. He would not betray Jesus’ trust.



 


 


 



CHAPTER 6

 


 


Paris, France 



Brandt turned down the Saab’s air conditioning. The oppressive heat of the Belgian afternoon had given way after sunset, and as they rushed toward the heart of Paris the temperature had become almost chilly. But without the fan on, the heavy stench that clung from the hangar fire became nauseating. Despite the bite to the air, the sergeant rolled down his window.


Passing yet another car, he turned to Lopez. “Let’s take a little lead off.”


The corporal obeyed as he glanced at his watch. “But you’ve got to admit… two hours and twelve minutes. Not bad.”


Brandt didn’t want to encourage Lopez’s need for speed, but the quick travel time was even more impressive, considering they had taken precious moments out to switch cars twice and steal civilian clothes. Lopez, of course, had insisted he could make up the time in transit. There were moments that Brandt worried that the car would become airborne, but the corporal had delivered on his promise.


The sergeant glanced in the rearview mirror. Svengurd leaned against the window, snoring lightly. Monroe and Davidson were asleep as well, their heads resting upon the other. Everyone had been dosed with antibiotics for their numerous wounds, but Brandt had made sure Davidson got a full dose of morphine before they departed. The private was full of youthful reserve, but you couldn’t get banged up like that and not pay a price. And he needed every one of them to be at the top of his game.


They headed into a classic, textbook black box scenario. The condition of Paris, Lochum, and the Institute were all unknowns. After the ambush in Belgium, the sergeant had given the Den a SitRep, but he had gone silent after that.


Somehow their assailants had not only known his team’s landing field but had beaten them to the hangar. There was a leak. As impossible as it should have been, someone within his chain of command had given the enemy vital information.


Brandt had to assume that the mole hadn’t forgotten to spread his team’s ultimate destination: Paris. But what could he do? His team was the only one with boots on the ground in Europe. If any group could evac Lochum before their elusive enemy, they could. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t take precautions. They had changed cars, clothes, and even the route they were taking into France. If Command didn’t know his movements, they couldn’t leak them.


Scanning ahead, Brandt found the Eiffel Tower lighting up the night sky, a bright arrow on their compass. The laboratory was located only a few blocks from the Plaza.


Despite his worries, Brandt found himself admiring the view. For all his travels he had never been to Paris. Hell, he’d never been to any of the tourist Meccas. The scumbags he hunted usually didn’t go sightseeing. His view of the world was full of sleazy bars, war-blighted cities, and impoverished villages. Tasked with keeping civilization’s lights on, Brandt seldom got to actually see them.


The sound of Lopez signaling a left turn brought Brandt back to his immediate problem. He glanced into the mirror again. Would his team be ready for another firefight? Monroe had slid down a little, her head resting against Davidson’s shoulder. She looked peaceful, so unlike the little Amazonian warrior of the night before or even the obsessive-compulsive scientist on the plane. The worry lines creasing her face now smoothed into nearly porcelain features.

 “I wish the doc back at the base was that hot,” Lopez snorted. “Shit, they wouldn’t have to order any of us to get a physical. We’d be there three times a week, at least!”


Not wanting to admit he had indulged in similar thoughts, Brandt changed the subject. “You gave her the quarter dose of morphine, right?”

 “Popped it in with the antibiotics. Should help with the PTSD.”


Brandt didn’t argue with his corporal, but the doctor didn’t have post-traumatic stress disorder. Back on the Tarmac, Monroe’s face hadn’t blanched until he gave her the cryptic message from Lochum. Whatever her mentor was working on had rattled Monroe to the core. Hence, the morphine.

 “Street parking or underground structure?” Lopez asked.

 “Underground.”


The car’s grille bounced off the curb as the corporal took the turn a little too quickly. “My bad.”


At least the sergeant didn’t have to wake up the others. A wave of groans arose from the backseat.

 “Look alive,” Brandt ordered. “We’re exiting at a roll.” Davidson and Svengurd gave a curt nod, but Monroe looked a little queasy at the thought. “Lopez, keep within a ten-block radius. Maintain radio silence. Use clicks only if imperative.” Off the corporal’s vigorous nod, Brandt continued, “and do not get pulled over for a traffic violation.”

 “Yeah, yeah.” Lopez actually took his foot off the gas as they neared the elevators. “Don’t forget to tip your driver!”


Ignoring the corporal, the doors burst open as everyone poured out of the vehicle. Without waiting for confirmation that they were out safely, Lopez hit the gas, laying down rubber on the ramp. The sharp sound of the BMW’s grille hitting the curb echoed through the deserted garage. Brandt helped Monroe to her feet, since the morphine still seemed to be working its magic.

 “We’re lucky if he doesn’t get arrested,” Davidson commented as he started to reassemble his rifle.


Brandt shook his head. “Let’s keep the civilian vibe going until we know more.”


The private stowed his weapon in his jacket as Svengurd hit the elevator button. Everyone backed as it opened immediately. On Black Ops, good luck usually translated into setup. Svengurd must have agreed, because he checked the entire elevator—even lifting the maintenance hatch.

 “All clear.”


Great, Brandt had been so worried about his men being rattled, but here he was the one sweating. So much for shaking off the hangar assault.

 “Move in,” he ordered, making sure worry didn’t reach his voice.


Entering the elevator, Brandt punched the seventh-floor button, but the doors didn’t close. Everyone’s guns went up.


What the fuck?


 But Monroe just sighed. “Don’t worry—it’s just a fifty-year-old elevator. You have to be gentle.” Lightly she tapped the button, but nothing happened. “Wait for it,” she said, as the doors smoothly closed.


 Monroe seemed unconcerned, but to Brandt it seemed as if the elevator had asked them if they were really, really sure that they wanted to go up into the dark laboratory with its disturbing secrets.


 With the pit in his stomach doubling, Brandt no longer wanted to.

 



* * *

 



As they exited the elevator, Rebecca’s head swam. It felt surreal to walk down the hallway surrounded by four armed men, their guns bristling.


So much for the civilian vibe.

 “Shouldn’t there be a guard posted?” Svengurd asked.

 “I don’t like it.” Brandt had the same look he had on the Tarmac.


As they came to an abrupt halt, whatever hangover she had cleared.


No, not here, was all she could think as Svengurd put a hand on the doorknob. The men silently counted down when the door flew open.


All guns came to bear as the petite redhead called back into the laboratory. “Coti, we’ve got company.” The woman looked the soldiers up and down, especially Brandt. “And my, what big guns they have.”

 “Identify yourself,” the sergeant barked.


 Relief washed over Rebecca. She knew the woman. Maybe not her name, but her position. Young, perky, breasts, calling Lochum by his nickname? This slip of a thing was the professor’s grad student “with benefits.” Rebecca should know. She had once filled that position.


The redhead played coy. “My, my. So many questions when you haven’t even bought me a drink yet.”


Maybe this show-your-cleavage-and-giggle thing worked on most men, but Rebecca knew Brandt wasn’t kidding. Not at all. “Identify yourself now, or I will put a round into you.”


Rebecca stepped forward. “Brandt, it’s okay. She’s a grad student.”


Luckily, Lochum stepped into the hall before shots were fired. He looked part Einstein, part Bill Gates, and another part Southern gentleman. Taller than even Brandt, his presence backed the soldiers up a step.

 “Bunny, please be civil to our virile protectors,” he said as he extended a hand to the sergeant. “Professor Lochum. Glad to make your acquaintance.”


Brandt did not take the hand. “Where are your guards?”


The grad student leaned her head against Lochum’s shoulder. “They cramped his style, so he sent them home.”


Lochum laughed. “Bunny does so like to exaggerate. I recommended they retire as they only brought focus to the building.” Off Brandt’s frown, the professor continued, “I have kept myself alive for over a decade under much more hostile circumstances than these, Sergeant. Trust me, their dismissal was for the best.”


Brandt’s eyes flickered to Rebecca’s. He silently asked if the professor was for real. She nodded. It sounded like classic Lochum.

 “Let’s take this party inside, then,” Brandt said.


As usual, Svengurd took point as they entered the laboratory. Rebecca was so used to this pattern that she barely noticed the men fan out as Brandt held back. No, she barely noticed anything as the sharp smell of antiseptic bit her nose. No matter what country or even continent, a lab always meant sanctuary. The microcentrifuges, spectral analyzers, and antiseptically clean counters made her knees feel weak. Fieldwork was a means to an end. This was where her heart lay. Facts could be found here. Life had an order and precision that could not be found outside these walls.

 “Clear,” Svengurd sounded off, followed closely by Davidson.

 “Start packing, Professor,” Brandt ordered. “We’re out in ten.”


Lochum puffed like a mating grouse. “Perhaps you are not aware of the importance of my work here.”


Rebecca could hear the growl in Brandt’s voice before he even opened his lips. “Perhaps you are not aware that I—”

 “St. Petersburg,” she said flatly.


Both men turned to her. Brandt quizzical. Lochum unnerved.

 “Belgium was twice as bad,” she said pointedly to her ex-professor. Rebecca made sure to have his attention before she continued. “You barely made it out of the Russian ambush. You won’t survive this one.”


As Lochum surveyed her features, Bunny glowered. The young beauty, obviously used to being the center of attention, did not appreciate that fact that both men were appraising Rebecca.

 “We are in the middle of seventeen different DNA map sequences and half a dozen Haplo-gene denaturing,” Bunny huffed.


Rebecca spoke to the professor. “If we hurry, we can pack up the most important artifacts and rerun any tests that are still pending.”


Bunny pushed her lip out into a full pout. “Coti.”


Rebecca wondered whether men actually responded to that maneuver.


Perhaps Lochum had in the past, but this time he extracted himself from her embrace. “Given the incredible significance of our work, a bit of precaution might be warranted. Now start packing while I show Dr. Monroe the extent of the find.”


Acting as if Bunny were nothing more than a student, Lochum urged Rebecca forward. “Come, come. Even you will be impressed, my dearest.”

 “What? I mean… Do I…?” Bunny’s cheeks blotched.


Lochum’s cajoling tone was gone. “Pack, Bunny.”


Shocked, the younger woman stammered, “Can I… I mean, can I at least have some help?”


Davidson looked at Brandt. The sergeant didn’t immediately reply. Instead, he hit his radio once. A staticky click responded. Brandt nodded to the private to help then turned to Svengurd. “Stay on the door.”


The sergeant was at her heels as she followed Lochum into a separate area of the laboratory. The tall professor turned to Brandt. “You would best be served aiding in the manual labor.”


Rebecca expected Brandt to bristle at Lochum’s tone, but the sergeant simply shrugged. “Until we’re on American soil, where she goes, I go.”


Lochum glared at the much younger man with an intensity that had melted university presidents and foreign dignitaries, but the sergeant just casually readjusted his weapon, getting comfortable.

 “We’re down to nine minutes, Lochum,” Rebecca said as she stepped between the two men. “Do you really want to spend these precious seconds quantitating your respective testosterone levels?”


The professor’s lips gradually parted in a grin. “Forgive my manners, ’Becca. It has been so long since we entertained guests,” he said, then turned to Brandt. “Please join us. I am sure there is much for you to learn.”


If the sergeant was bothered by the implied insult, he didn’t let it show. Instead, Brandt stepped in front of them, quickly checking the corners. Lochum rolled his eyes at the sergeant’s effort, but Rebecca had learned the hard way that Brandt’s paranoia was well founded.


Waiting until the sergeant gave the nod, Rebecca stepped into the eerily lit room. Cold cathode lighting, while best for studying ancient bones, always cast a pall over the room. Beneath the greenish light were displayed several dozen skeletal remains from the Eiffel Tower crypt. She read the report on the plane, but to see the bodies spread out was simply overwhelming. Archaeologists waited entire lifetimes for a find like this.

 “How many are intact?”


With great pride Lochum answered. “Thirteen.”

 “Thirteen?” She swung around. “That must be some kind of record.”

 “And another dozen partial skeletons. Carbon-dated to the early Christian period.”


That information might have been more impressive if she weren’t familiar with ancient remains. Even the most advanced dating techniques had a seventy-five-year margin of error. So no matter how much Lochum wished these bodies were Christ’s contemporaries, these bones could have been from early in Julius Caesar’s reign, well before the prophet’s birth, all the way past the Judean Uprising, long after Jesus’ demise.


Still, the find was incredible for the sheer number of remains and their relative degree of preservation. Rebecca leaned over the closest set of bones. They truly were remarkable specimens. Someone had cared greatly for these people before interring them. The bones were pristine, except for a slight amount of antemortem damage. The ulna and radius were marred at the wrist, along with damage to the tarsal joint.

 “Have you confirmed the presence of iron?”


Lochum nodded vigorously. Clearly he wished to amaze her with his insights, but was too consummate an educator to taint her findings.

 “Crucifixion then.” Rebecca replied as she picked up a small brush and carefully dusted the bones around the area of damage. To think, an iron spike had been driven between the wristbones, then nailed to a cross. This man had suffered for hours, even days, before dying of exposure, blood loss, or scavenger attacks.


Lochum turned to the sergeant, excitement flavoring his words. “Any discovery of remains this old is always stimulating, but the fact they had been crucified makes them exceptional.”

 “Eight minutes.” Brandt tapped his watch.


The professor’s hackles went up. Rebecca knew from personal experience that Lochum didn’t cotton to being ignored. “Perhaps you are unaware, my dear soldier, that although the Romans crucified several thousand men, sometimes hundreds in a single day, over a brief two-year period, there has only been a single set of skeletal remains ever found. Does that not rouse your brutish brain to wonder what happened to all those bodies? Only one out of thousands found?”

 “You mean the body discovered at Giv’at with the iron nails still impaled in the ankles?” Brandt responded with an almost bored tone.


Rebecca swung around to stare at the sergeant. How the hell did Brandt know about a completely obscure Israeli archaeological find from the sixties? Was this the same soldier who dropped wreckage onto two gunmen? Guys who did such things seldom tossed out rare academic facts.


Brandt must have seen the disbelief on her face, because he winked at her like “and you thought you had me pegged” before he continued, “I believe the current theory is that the Jewish families stole the bodies during the night, then buried them in well-hidden tombs or ossuaries.”

 



* * *

 



 The only sound in the room was the redhead’s annoying whine emanating from the other room. Poor Davidson. The kid had his work cut out for him helping the grad student pack.


Brandt glanced at Monroe and Lochum. Both doctors were still at a loss for words. They just stared at him. Ivy Leaguers. They thought they had the corner on knowledge. You did not need seven initials after your name to educate yourself.

 “And it’s seven minutes now,” Brandt reminded them.


That snapped Rebecca out of her shock. “I didn’t realize you were versed in Christian antiquity.”


He shrugged. “You never asked.”


Rebecca wanted to ask another question, but Lochum cut in. “Then you must understand how important my work here is.”


Brandt was glad that he turned their attention back to the skeletons. He felt uncomfortable elaborating on his own studies, since he had no scholarly interest in crucifixions. Instead, his curiosity was born of faith, and he doubted either of these scientists would understand.


When he didn’t answer, the professor’s tone rose from its usual baritone. “Can you not see that this may be the first real, tangible proof of that theory? That we can prove once and for all that it was not scavengers who scattered the remains, but instead an organized and concerted effort by the Jewish community to honor and protect their dead.”


Brandt glanced into the other room. Svengurd viewed the hallway through the cracked open door as Davidson packed a case of vials into a crate. Bunny hovered over him, henpecking the whole time but not lifting a finger otherwise to help.


Obviously infuriated that Brandt was not rising to his bait, Lochum pressed on. “Do you know how many scholars have contemplated this question? Why move the remains from the area? Why not document where they took them? Why not document anything about this exodus?” The older man seemed out of breath, but wheezed on anyway. “For three centuries after the en masse crucifixions the early Christians wrote such detailed histories of this period. Why would they overlook such a massive effort by their people?” The professor ended red-faced as the veins on his forehead bulged.

 “Archibald! Have you taken your blood pressure medication today?” Rebecca demanded. The two descended into a fight more reminiscent of a married couple than a student and teacher.


They also stood closer than most. Casually she checked his pocket to find the drug vial. Lochum wasn’t shy about grabbing her wrist and jerking the medication from her grip. They had done this all before.

 “You two were—” Brandt stopped before he stated the obvious. Lochum and Monroe had been lovers. Rebecca had been Bunny.


The two women’s hackles weren’t raised as professional adversaries. They were romantic rivals.


Rebecca’s stock just plummeted. Granted, the professor must have once been fiercely handsome, but now? Even ten years ago the guy must’ve been sixty-five. The professor probably had age spots in places that Brandt didn’t even want to think about. Hell, Lochum was old enough to have been Rebecca’s father. No, grandfather.


But what did he care? After a quick flight to London and a rendezvous with MI-6, then hop on a red-eye to the States. By tomorrow morning, they would part company and never see one another again.

 “Enough!” Lochum yelled at Monroe, then turned to Brandt. The professor looked ready to blow a capillary. “Did you even notice this?”


The professor pointed to a small silver coin next to the skeleton’s skull. Glancing to the other tables, Brandt realized that each body had one.


Monroe looked skeptical. “There could be a thousand reasons why there might be currency left with—”


Lochum pulled a small coin from his pocket and laid it side by side. “Damn you, woman! This is from the same minting as our coin!”


Brandt was more intrigued by Monroe’s reaction than Lochum’s outburst. Rather than move forward to inspect the silver, she took a halting step back. Much as she had done on the Tarmac.

 “Look at the stamping, ’Becca. They all have Herod’s insignia.”


Interest piqued, Brandt studied the coins under the glow of the funky lights. They generated an intense illumination, yet were cool to the touch. The coins sparkled as if they had been made just this day. “Even if they are all from the same batch, what’s the big deal?”


The professor’s passion clogged his throat, so Monroe fielded the question. “Lochum believes that the coins were buried with people significant to the story of the crucifixion.”


Brandt couldn’t argue with that. Judas’ thirty pieces of silver were not only a symbol of the betrayal, but also the suffering and ultimate loving sacrifice of Christ. Without Judas’ treacherous kiss, the crucifixion could not have occurred, and then how would God have proved his love and benevolence? It would make sense that the coins would have carried great significance for the early Christians.


Lochum finally found his tongue. “These bones hold the answers to all those questions and more!” He turned to Brandt. “Just another half hour.”

 “I’m sure it’ll make a fascinating article, professor, but I’ve got a timetable to keep,” the sergeant stated without any of the disdain he felt.


Lochum inhaled sharply. “Publication is the last thing on my mind. For you to understand the complexity… The meaning of what… You must see to comprehend. Come. Come.”


The professor strode through an adjacent door. Brandt was definitely not used to taking orders from civilians, especially haughty, intellectual snobs like Lochum. Clutching his M-16, he began to explain in no uncertain terms that he wasn’t the prick’s puppy dog when Monroe stepped in front of him.

 “He can’t help it,” Rebecca said sadly. “His passion overrules all else. Unfortunately, it tends to be infectious. At least until you wake up one morning and realize you’ll never see what he does. His vision is unto himself.”


Clearly Rebecca had stopped talking about the research project three sentences ago. Brandt’s eyes searched her features but found only her soot-laden braids with strands of perfectly blonde hair peeking out.


She waited for a response, but for the life of him, the sergeant couldn’t think of one. Hiding his discomfort, he looked down at his watch, but Rebecca’s hand covered the timepiece.

 “Six minutes. I know,” she said as her touch lingered. Fingers warm against his skin. The woman wasn’t restraining him, but she captured his attention nonetheless. “He’s got nothing left except this quest. Let’s just hear him out.”


As her hand fell away, the sergeant felt disappointed. For reasons other than the fact he was tasked to protect her, Brandt followed Rebecca.



 


 


 



CHAPTER 7

 


 


Panthéon-Sorbonne, Paris


Rebecca felt the sergeant behind her as they followed Lochum into the much smaller room. Brandt’s disapproval of the relationship with her old professor had been palpable, even though he hadn’t voiced a single word. Until now, she had never been ashamed of their affair. The professor had been renowned enough to bed his grad students and have them thank him for it.


Lochum cleared his throat. “Do you not find this one of interest?”


Rebecca realized the room only had one table with a single set of remains. A single silver coin rested near the head. Dutifully, she walked around the skeleton, but her mind was elsewhere. This was neither the time nor the place to come to terms with decades-old feelings, but she couldn’t shake her unease. Had it been Bunny with her eyes glazed over with unquestioning adoration or Brandt’s quiet disappointment that dredged up memories of the long-dead affair?


Before she could answer the quandary, Rebecca had completed her circuit around the bones, yet still had no idea why Lochum was worked up about this particular skeleton. “What’s special about this one?”


Rebecca didn’t realize that she had stopped so close to Brandt until his words were right in her ear. “This one didn’t die by crucifixion.”


She had been so distracted by her stray thoughts that she had missed the obvious. The wrists and ankles were intact. There were no metal groves in the bone. Putting a few feet between her and the sergeant, Rebecca replied, “But we’ve got a lot of non-crucified bodies from that era.”


Lochum shook his head. “Have I taught you so poorly, ’Becca? Would they really have buried this man with the rest of the crucified and laid a silver coin upon his lips if he was not an enemy of Rome?”


Rebecca hated how easily Lochum could belittle her, like a schoolgirl who hadn’t read her homework assignment. She couldn’t keep the defensiveness out of her voice. “No, he must have held some importance to them to travel so far with his remains.”


Brandt lifted his watch, but Lochum cut him off. “I will hurry our tardy student along.” He turned to Rebecca. “Inspect the atlas-axis junction.”


Rebecca blushed that Brandt was there, seeing her need Lochum’s help. She leaned over the base of the skull, looking in particular to the first cervical vertebra. As was typical, the atlas had a small bony protuberance that jutted into the skull cavity. The axis lay just beneath it, a more flattened bone for pivoting the head. Not so typical was a huge gouge in the bone.

 “He was decapitated,” she surmised.

 “Finally! Yes.”


Lochum had never been a gracious winner, and Rebecca tired of his antics. “The Romans decapitated a lot of people, Lochum. I don’t see why—”

 “Have you lost all passion, girl! Think! How did these bones find themselves under the Eiffel Tower? Who brought them to France?”


There it was. The world-famous Lochum fervor. Even though she fought against it, his zeal was a tornado that tossed you around until you finally succumbed. Rebecca’s mind spun with the history of the region.


Paris had been sacked at least three times by foreign interests. A little fuzzy on the dates, Rebecca knew the ancient Parisii had destroyed their own city rather than allow it to fall into Caesar’s hands, then Clovis the Frank blew through town, destroying nearly everything in his wake, until finally the Vikings sacked the city multiple times, and she said so.


Her old professor sighed as he had ten years ago when she had miscut an Incan ice princess’s bone sample. “You are rusty, my dear.” Lochum turned to Brandt. “I would wager he is familiar with the link.”


Rebecca shook her head, until she saw the sergeant squirm. Not the kind of squirm when you were embarrassed for being an idiot, but the kind of squirm where you knew the answer but really didn’t want to speak up.

 “Brandt?”


The sergeant blushed slightly. “St. Denis.”

 “Excellent!” Lochum clapped. “See, he is not such a brute after all!”


Rebecca felt her cheeks redden. She didn’t think herself someone to stereotype people, but come on. If Brandt wasn’t the archetypical beefcake, then who was? And who pulls St. Denis out of their ass? And then is right?


But the professor was nothing but delighted. “Please, dear man, explain to my floundering student the connection.”

 “His feast day is held October 9th,” Rebecca cut Brandt off. With Lochum, knowing the early saints was like memorizing the periodic table for chemists. Reciting the feast days was foreplay to the professor. “We know little of his early years. He arrived in France about AD 250 and—”

 “236, but glad to see you contributing.”


Rebecca ignored Lochum’s correction. “He settled near Paris, rallying the Christians until he was arrested by the Romans and martyred.”


The professor walked over to study the skull. “But how?”


Then she got it. “He was beheaded.”

 “Not only did Denis have his head cleaved from his body, but he was reported to have carried it around for several days, my dear. Do not forget the colorful flourishes.”

 “But these bones are too old to be St. Denis.”

 “Damn it, woman, what would I care for an obscure saint’s bones? Can you not see what is staring you in the face?”


Her cheeks burned. Burned like they had not since she had young, perky breasts. She had tried to go along with his “I am the holder of all knowledge” game, but all the anger from a decade ago came to a flashpoint.

 “Lochum! Enough! This isn’t Ontario. I’m not your student, and this isn’t a fucking thesis.”


As the professor’s face fell, Rebecca regretted her outburst. Suddenly she could see the toll these ten years had taken. He was no longer the cutting-edge überprofessor. He was just an old man at the end of his life’s quest.

 “Lochum, I’m so—”


 But he brusquely waved her apology away. “Sergeant, could you enlighten my ex-student on who I believe is lying before us?”


 When Brandt didn’t speak, the professor continued, his tone filled with disapproval. “St. Denis was quite fond of one of Jesus’ contemporaries and used his sacrifice as a lesson for all. In the end, his fascination was reflected in his manner of death.” Lochum looked down at the bones. “It is that man, after whom St. Denis fashioned himself, who lies here today.”


The sergeant finished Lochum’s thought. “It is John the Baptist.”


Rebecca’s head spun. Lochum couldn’t be serious. To find the Baptist’s bones would not be a find. It would be the find of the century. Hell, it would be the find of the millennium or two.

 “Wait, wait, wait,” Rebecca said more to herself than to Lochum. She had been on one of these “Mr. Toad’s Wild Rides” before and had found nothing but disappoint at the end of the spin. With a much more measured tone, Rebecca continued, “We both know you look at these finds with your imaginoscope, Lochum.”

 “How dare you impugn my reputation in such a—”


Rebecca’s lips set into a firm line. “You see what you want to see. Make the conclusions you want to make.”

 “I am a consummate scientist!”

 “The Damascus Papyrus?” she asked. Lochum’s cheeks puffed in and out. He was so angered that he could not even spit out a venomous retort.


Brandt asked from behind her, “Damascus Papyrus? I’m not familiar with any biblical record by that name.”


The professor recovered enough to turn to the sergeant. “I found it in of all places, Ethiopia. It detailed Flavian’s final days.”

 “Flavian? The Roman historian who documented Jerusalem’s fall to the centurions? The sacking of the Holy City’s temple?”


Rebecca again was surprised at Brandt’s detailed knowledge of early Christian history. Who outside academia knew the ancient historian’s name and could cite his work?


Lochum nodded. “One and the same. In his final days, the historian dictated his greatest secret. He had been invited to one of these hidden ossuaries. Flavian even detailed the silver coin buried with the Virgin Mary’s body!”


The sergeant’s eyes narrowed. “I think something that sacrilegious I would have heard of.”


Brandt was right. The world’s Catholics believe in the Assumption of Mary—that her physical body was brought up to heaven. Lochum, however, cared nothing for belief. He cared for fact.


Rebecca answered before Lochum could go into another tirade. “You haven’t read about it, because the parchment was mysteriously ‘burned’ in an office fire before it could be authenticated.”

 “Clearly they destroyed it! Can’t you see the pattern? Discrediting first the Papyrus, then our silver coin, and now trying to wipe any knowledge of this find from the earth.”


Given the amount of firepower launched at her today, it was difficult to chalk Lochum up to a crazy conspiracy guy anymore. But to make this leap in logic that John the Baptist lay before them, she could not tolerate.

 “Just because these bones date to the first century AD, and you found dirt consistent with the area embedded in his tendons, and he was decapitated, does not make him that John.”


When Lochum finally met her gaze, his lips carried a genuine smile. Not a manipulative grin or a condescending smirk, but a true smile. She didn’t think she had ever seen that expression on his face before.


The professor handed her a magnifying glass. “Just look.”


Rebecca stepped back. This attitude she had seen before. Lochum had perfected domineering to an art form.

 “And find what?” she asked. “Some wood slivers consistent with the stakes the Romans used to mount his head on the gate? Or maybe linen fibers deep in the joints to prove that his people stole the remains to give him a proper burial? That isn’t going to prove what you need it to prove.”


To her surprise, no anger rose in Lochum’s eyes. Instead, the professor just smiled that completely agenda-free smile again. “For an old friend, ’Becca, please.”


 His kind tone took her by complete surprise. She didn’t know what to do besides take the magnifying glass. Rebecca surveyed the ulna first. There were multiple superficial scratches. More than likely scavengers. Rats and the like. The radius had even more of the linear scorings. Hungry little bastards. But then she moved on to the pelvis, where there were hundreds of markings. Pulling back a few inches to take in more of the pattern, she realized that they were not random at all.

 “That’s ancient Greek!”


Lochum didn’t sound condescending in any way. “Yes, and the lettering covers the entire surface of the skeleton.”


Rebecca swung around to find Brandt as stunned as she was. Whatever the sergeant’s skepticism a moment before, his face held only sheer wonder. Yep, that was Lochum at his best.

 “Brandt, come look.” But the sergeant frowned, looking torn between his duty and his curiosity. “Just a peek,” she cajoled.


Who could turn down a direct view into ancient history? Especially someone who knew of Giv’at? Reluctantly at first, then with more intent, Brandt viewed the tiny scribbling.


Rebecca turned to Lochum. “Have you deciphered the text?”

 “It is encoded as they would have done to ensure the Romans did not stumble upon their closely guarded secrets.” Lochum indicated the skull. “This section relates to his childhood.” He pointed to the femur. “But here is where we have made the most progress. Study these inscriptions.”


Leaning over Brandt, Rebecca moved the glass to the femur. These writings were more organized, with an obvious sentence structure. However, her ancient Greek wasn’t what it used to be. But the word “Christos,” Christ, was unmistakable.

 “Can’t you see, ’Becca? We have a map. A map to Jesus.”

 



* * *

 



Brandt stood up as Monroe and Lochum engaged in a heated debate that sailed over his head. He knew enough to know that they wanted to scientifically prove this theory, but once they started throwing around terms like messenger RNA and osteoid nuclei, they lost him. Watching the give and take between the two scientists, he could see how they might hook up. Rebecca had been right about the professor’s charisma. Even he had gotten caught up in Lochum’s enthusiasm.


The importance of this find was so clear that Brandt considered giving them an extra ninety seconds to pack up, but then three sharp clicks came over the radio. His hand flew to the device. He sent back a click. Three very urgent clicks returned.

 “That’s it, people. We’re moving out,” Brandt said, loud enough for Davidson and Svengurd to hear. Which he knew they had, because Bunny started squealing.


Rebecca was equally flustered, but articulated her concern without resorting to a five-year old’s tactics. “We still have two minutes. Plus, this—”

 “We’ve got company,” he said flatly. The time for academic indulgence was over.


Monroe nodded, but Lochum became agitated. “You don’t understand. We must carefully pack the bones within three separate layers of—”

 “Monroe, could you explain to him what an order sounds like?”


She turned to the professor. “We have got to go, Archibald. Brandt’s not jerking your chain. An attack is imminent.”

 “Now,” Brandt growled.

 “But… but…” With each “but,” Lochum sounded more and more desperate. The stately, urbane gentleman dissolved into a confused old man.


Monroe untied the shirt at her waist. The sergeant had no idea where she was going with this, but he was willing to let it play out a few more seconds. Then she laid the garment over the skeleton.

 “No! You’ll damage them!” the professor snatched away the much-studied femur as Monroe scooped up the rest of the bones.

 “It’s the only way, Archibald.” Within three seconds, the doctor had gathered the skeleton, tied the shirt off, and flipped the makeshift bag over her shoulder. “Ready when you are.”


He normally didn’t like chicks in the field, but this one…


This one might be a keeper.



 


 


 



Paths, Crossed

 


 


Jordan River

40 Days Hence


With the only light coming from the sparkle of scattered stars, Judas struggled to keep awake as Ameil snored on a blanket laid out on the sandy ground beside him. He had made a vow to Jesus, but he had family obligations as well. The boy’s father had left with the other men to seek work to the south, Daniella was sucking a coughing babe, and Lila had chosen this day of all days to begin her labor. His mother had harangued him for leaving at such an auspicious moment, but Judas’ word was his life.


With the commotion in their two-room house, someone needed to care for Ameil, so Judas had brought enough water and food for all three. They had spent the day reading Scripture, fashioning a game board out of a piece of driftwood, then playing Tau into the late evening.


To Ameil, this was nothing more than the best of holidays. Judas had even let the boy win a few rounds of the game of twenty squares. Perhaps a few of those he did not intentionally lose. The boy was bright and picked up the game with surprising ease.


One day perhaps Ameil might study under Jesus. That would please Judas greatly, but it would most likely upset the boy’s father. He expected the child to work, as all his people did, but Judas had seen what toll this exertion had on their souls.


Ameil was still eager for the knowledge of the world and would best spend his days bent over a book rather than a sickle. Judas pulled the wool blanket over the boy’s shoulder. Those worries were for another time. This day was reserved for greeting Jesus, but as the sun sank past the horizon worry had crept into his heart. What if God had another plan for Jesus and had taken him away from this land for good?


As the evening stretched into night, Judas’ unease grew. What if God had not provided? What if his friend had succumbed in the wilderness? Judas would never say these concerns out loud for they were blasphemous, but his heart was disquieted. God had allowed the Romans to occupy their rightful land. He turned a blind eye to his Chosen People’s suffering. Would God really care for a single man out in the desert?


A noise from behind startled Judas from his pondering.

 “Jesus?” Judas asked, although the man who mounted the small crest could never be mistaken for his friend.


Tall, dark-haired, with no beard, broad of shoulder but narrow of hips, James seemed less a brother to Jesus than Judas. He knew of the rumors cast by those who did not know the men. Rumors that the Virgin had been no virgin were fueled by how little the two brothers looked alike, but Judas believed Mary fully. When she spoke with such rapture of the angels who told her of the holy child within her womb, who could doubt her?

 “Judas,” James said with no warmth. “I might well have presumed you would be here.”


Judas reached his arm out in greeting, but James appeared to have missed the gesture for he strode past, searching the darkened desert that stretched out before him. “Before he left, Jesus made a vague reference to Noah’s test of faith.” James looked over his shoulder at Judas. “But I might suppose he spoke plainly of the night he was to return?”


Judas nodded, causing James to snort. They had never been familiar, but it was rare for the taller man to display such rudeness. Since childhood, it had always been a singular question to Judas why they did not quicken more to one another. They had far more in common with each other than either had with Jesus. Both knew the burden of supporting their families. They both knew how very small they felt before Jesus’ towering faith.

 “I do not know why I bothered,” James said, as he headed back toward the river.


Judas took a step before him, not so much to block James as to delay him. “Jesus will be well pleased that you are here to welcome him home.”


James caught his eye and without words expressed, they both knew Judas’ words were a stretching of the truth.

 “As always, he has his reasons, James.”


Another snort. “Do not remind me.”


He had to scramble to keep James from passing him. “When God asks you to walk the path of righteousness, you cannot hesitate. You may not even take the time to blink an eyelid. Look at Abraham and—”

 “Do you not think I hear enough from his mouth that you must reiterate such platitudes?” James said quite loudly.


Ameil stirred under the blankets.


Judas put a tentative hand on the man’s arm. “Please, the boy sleeps.”


For the first time, James’ face softened. “How old?”

 “Just shy of seven years. I am sure he could tell you the exact number of days if he were awake.”


James nodded with a slight smile. “Yours?”

 “No. My nephew.”

 “You have not remarried?” James asked, with no hint of his earlier scorn.


Judas shook his head. After his wife, Deliah, had died from a fever long ago, he did not have the stomach to love another in such a way. “And you? Any boys of your own?”

 “Miroma and I have not been blessed with any children as of yet,” James said, the sadness creeping back in.

 “James, I know…” Judas hesitated. Sharing a bond with Jesus was not like sharing one with each other, but he could not leave the other man to his pain. “No matter his actions, Jesus loves and depends on you.”


The snort again. “And how would you know such a thing?”

 “My father died young as well, and my mother… She took to her bed for weeks at a time. I was left to not only earn the coin, but I fed, bathed, and clothed the girls as well. I felt that she had surrendered her responsibilities, and they fell onto my already sore shoulders.”


James words were abrupt, but his tone sounded confused. “My own mother did no such thing.”

 “Surely not Mary. It is Jesus to whom I refer. He was older and should have been out in the fields…”


The other man searched Judas’ face, then nodded slowly.


Judas continued, “But when my mother did come back to us, she told me not only of her feelings of guilt for leaving the household to one so young, but also of her gratitude.”

 “I think it will be a day far from this one that Jesus would ever speak such words… At least to me.”


Judas could feel James’ ache, but was uncertain how to heal such a deep and personal wound. “We have carried much upon our backs, James, but think of Jesus’ burden. Could you imagine being singled out as a prophet on your very birth night? We both long to have Jesus’ vision, but could you dream of having it? Truly possessing the knowledge of God’s will for you? Knowing that in any failing, you fail not yourself nor your family, but God?”


The two men stood in silence for a few moments, breathing in the ripe night air carried by a breeze from the river.


Judas continued, “I do not think I have such strength within me.”


It was a few breaths before James answered. “In truth, neither do I.”

 “Then it is up to us to ease his burden in any way we might.”


James sighed. “By being here when he asked.”

 “And forgiving him when he did not,” Judas replied.

 “Look! Look! Look!” Ameil’s high-pitched cry made both men turn toward the desert. “He comes!”


In the distance, a slim figure stumbled in their direction. Without a word, both men hurried into the desert as Jesus fell to his knees, then onto his side. When they reached him, Judas could feel his friend’s very bones, and his skin was like a reed after a drought. Yet somehow, some way, Jesus had survived. If it was not a miracle of God’s grace, then it was a testament to his friend’s faith.

 “Help me,” James said as he took one shoulder.


Judas took the other, and they carried Jesus back to the blankets. They laid his frail frame onto the wool. James grabbed the waterskin and placed it against his brother’s lips as Jesus tried to speak.

 “Drink, brother. Just drink.”


After a few gulps, Jesus raised a weak arm and pushed the water aside. “James, I did not wish you here.”


Judas’ breath caught in his throat as James’ face displayed every ounce of hurt imagined. James went to rise, but Jesus caught his sleeve. “I did not want you so troubled.”


For all the pain that was in James’ face, brotherly love replaced it. “You are no trouble, Jesus. Not ever.”


Jesus’ parched and cracked lips parted in a smile, accompanied by a wheezing laugh. “That is not what you shouted in your eleventh year when you were forced to fix our cart’s axle by yourself.”


Judas sat back on his heels to give Jesus more room as James smoothed a damp rag over his brother’s forehead.

 “But that is what I meant, dear brother. That is what I meant.”



 


 


 



CHAPTER 8

 


 


Panthéon-Sorbonne, Paris


The shouts and gunfire echoing off the laboratory’s hallway didn’t surprise Rebecca. She wasn’t sure if that a good thing or not. As usual, Svengurd was taking point as Brandt brought up the back, while Davidson tried to keep them moving in the middle.

 “Stay together!” the private shouted as Bunny tripped and fell to the ground in a sobbing heap.


The professor’s shock had worsened to the point that he only stared straight ahead as his supposed love cried and cried, “I can’t. I can’t!”

 “Lochum, help her up!” Rebecca yelled as the plaster above her head exploded into a cloud of dust from a ricochet.


Brandt nearly ran into her as he backed down the hallway. “Move!”


Acting off the sergeant’s urgency, Rebecca used her one free hand and pulled Bunny up. The sobbing didn’t stop, but at least the redhead had found her feet again.

 “Who’s after us?” Bunny could no longer be considered attractive by anyone’s standards. The redhead’s eyes and nose were puffy with a garish red tint, her voice nasally with a distinctly childish whine. “Where are we going? What are—”


Rebecca caught her before she stumbled again. “It doesn’t matter,” she shouted over the commotion. “Just run!”


Because it really didn’t matter. Another lesson hard won. Once the bullets started to fly, the only thing questions did was take breath away from the really important task of running. Who knew that the single most important class out of all her college studies would be PE?


Davidson urged Lochum on. Svengurd pulled to a halt at the entrance to the stairwell.

 “Which way, Sarge?”

 “Up.”


Rebecca had no idea why they were going up, but up she went, dragging a sobbing Bunny behind her. The concrete stairwell echoed with gunfire. The sound of Davidson changing clips barely registered over her ragged breaths.


As they passed the third floor door, Bunny leaned over the railing to look up the stairwell. “Oh, God, it’s another two floors to the roof!”


Before Rebecca could get to her, Brandt grabbed the redhead by the elbow and jerked her back from the railing as a burst of fire came from below, then a responding burst from Svengurd above.

 “That’s called cross fire. Avoid it,” Brandt said as he shoved the redhead forward.


Shaken, Bunny’s legs became like rubber, and the waterworks started again. Rebecca looked ahead. Maybe Davidson could help. He seemed to have a way with her, but the private was struggling to keep Lochum on the move. Svengurd was far above, out of sight.


The bones became burdensome, as she had to practically drag Bunny along. The redhead’s tears took up all her energy. When they finally mounted the fourth-floor landing, Bunny just stopped. No urging could get her to move.

 “Bunny, it’s just one more floor.”


Her blotched cheeks billowed in and out. “I’m not going anywhere until someone explains—”


An explosion sounded. The entire stairwell shook as Bunny’s skinny body was slammed against the ceiling, then fell back to the landing. As Rebecca reeled down the stairs, the shirt full of bones tore open and clattered down the cement stairs as she crawled over to Bunny.

 “Get them!” Lochum suddenly came out of his stupor, scrambling down the stairs. Brandt had to bodily block the older man.


Typical. His lover had fallen in a bloody heap right front of him, yet he didn’t move a muscle until his precious bones were endangered.


Davidson dropped to his knees next to Bunny as Brandt fired over their heads into the blackened fourth-floor hallway.

 “No time!” the sergeant shouted as return fire ricocheted around the enclosed stairwell. “Move her.”

 “There’s no way she can walk or even—”


Brandt didn’t argue with the private, he just grabbed Bunny, throwing the unconscious woman over his shoulder. “Go!”


Davidson tugged Lochum up the stairs. After his outburst had been contained, the professor had gone back into his stupor. Tying the shredded pieces of her shirt together, Rebecca salvaged what bones she could, then grabbed the professor’s other arm. Together, they carried the old man.


Brandt fired behind them the entire time.


Svengurd slowed as he reached the fifth-floor landing. A friendly, green-glowing sign announced in both English and French that it was an exit. A beloved exit. Just five feet and they would be out of this shooting gallery. But after what happened on the fourth floor, those were a treacherous five feet.

 “What do we do?” Davidson asked his sergeant.


When an answer did not immediately come, Rebecca looked at the sergeant. For the first time since she had met him, Brandt didn’t look certain what to do next.


Crap.


They must be totally screwed.

 



* * *

 



The broken look on Rebecca’s face didn’t make Brandt’s decision any easier. It wasn’t like he didn’t know what he should do. He just didn’t want to do it. He should have Svengurd keep his weapon, Davidson should carry the redhead, and Monroe should take the professor. But that would slow Rebecca down significantly, and the shit was about to hit the fan.


Brandt already had one injured woman draped over his shoulder, her blood soaking through his shirt. Her cries had died down to tiny whimpers. Each time Bunny moaned, Brandt imagined what if that had been Rebecca.


Damn it, this was exactly why women weren’t allowed in combat. They slowed you down. Not because of any inherent physical weakness, but because of men’s reluctance to place them in harm’s way. The rule was, you never broke routine. Never. But here he stood, ticking away precious seconds, worrying about Rebecca’s safety.


Screw it. He had to go with his gut.

 “Everybody down!”


 Firing across the landing, he took out the roof door’s lock. Unlatched, the metal door slowly swung open to an empty roof. Lopez was not there yet, but Brandt wasn’t worried. The corporal would make it.


Either that, or they were all dead.


Turning to his men, Brandt could feel the command back in his voice. “Davidson, can your shoulder support Bunny?” Off the private’s curt nod, he handed the injured woman over. “Svengurd, you’ll go first with Lochum.”


There was a brief moment of confusion on his point man’s face, but he took the professor from Monroe regardless.

 “All right, we’re going across in waves. Svengurd and Lochum first. Davidson and Bunny next. Monroe, you will go across with my cover, then Davidson will provide suppression fire while I cross.”


Shots came from below. He returned the courtesy.

 “Let’s move.”


Svengurd wrapped one arm around the professor’s waist, then draped Lochum’s arm around his own shoulder. “Ready.”


At as fast a sprint as possible with a nearly comatose man at your side, Svengurd made it across the landing and burst onto the roof. Brandt fired down the stairwell as Davidson made the same trek with Bunny slung over his good shoulder. The hallway door stayed dark and quiet. No explosions. No surprises. Maybe they would make it out of this after all.


He grabbed the doctor’s arm, making sure she took in each and every one of his words. “Don’t stop. Don’t look back. No matter what happens, I want you at a full run out of here. Understood?”


She gulped, then nodded. “See you on the flip side?”


A grin flickered on his lips. She referenced an old surfer term used before riding a really big wave. “Hang ten.”


Rebecca grinned back, then worry covered her face.


He squeezed her arm. “Full run.”


To her credit, the doctor didn’t hesitate. With the small sack over her back and low to the ground, Monroe sprinted across the landing. Just as she crossed the threshold, the hallway door exploded, throwing her clear. Brandt however was slammed against the railing, but that was okay. He was prepared. He had positioned himself against the metal railing so it could brace him during his recovery. Firing into the smoke-filled doorway, he checked on Rebecca, but she hesitated, looking back.

 “Go!”


Then the one thing he couldn’t have planned for happened. His body arched in pain as the railing became electrified. He shot into the ceiling as his fingers jerked against the trigger. Pain narrowed his vision. Brandt couldn’t stop as he flopped onto the landing. Even though the voltage was cut off, he could still feel his heart racing way too fast. It took conscious effort to keep his diaphragm breathing in and out. His muscles bunched upon themselves.


And worse, Rebecca hadn’t moved. He tried to yell, but his throat locked up as two men stepped through the smoky doorway, one short, the other tall. The point man just stared over at Monroe as the taller man held a gun upon the sergeant. The armed man spoke, but Brandt’s teeth chattered too violently to hear clearly.


Why wasn’t the man shooting him?


The pain was a bitch-and-a-half, and if he was going to die, Brandt would rather it be sooner than later.

 



* * *

 



 Rebecca was frozen in place. The two men who had emerged from the building were like parts to a whole. Despite being unarmed, the shorter man, Tok, was clearly in charge. His bone structure spoke of Middle Eastern descent, but his eyes were more Asiatic. But there was something odder than his mixed heritage. The man’s lips didn’t move, yet the man who identified himself as Petir clearly spoke his employer’s words. It would have been an intriguing interdependency study if they weren’t threatening Brandt’s life.


She couldn’t look at the sergeant. Whatever pain a bullet might cause didn’t compare to your body betraying you, jerking beyond your control.

 “The bones for his life,” Petir reiterated. Unlike his boss, there was nothing at all contradictory in his stature. This older man descended from the Nile region. His nose alone told the story of his ancestry. More than that, his face was wizened. Rebecca did not think she had ever used that term before, but just a few feet away was the dictionary example of the word. But in what language did wizened translate into cruel?


Cocking the gun, Petir spoke more forcefully. “Tok will not offer again.”

 “Don’t…” Brandt’s voice brimmed with pain. “They’ll just—”

 “Kill me, then you anyway,” Rebecca finished for him. “Yeah, I’d kind of figured that out already.”


Behind her she could hear the beat of rotors. How Lopez had not only found but stolen a helicopter at nine o’clock at night in downtown Paris, Rebecca didn’t know, but escape became reality, not just some theoretical hope. The sergeant’s master plan had been set in motion, but it fell to her to find some way to execute it.

 “His blood is on your hands, then,” Petir aimed at Brandt.

 “No! Wait!” She screamed and took a step forward.


The older man’s eyes flickered to Tok, then back to her. “The bones.”


She remembered Brandt’s last orders to his men. Rebecca could only hope they followed them. Taking a slight step to the left, she unblocked the doorway. The private better be as good as she thought he was.


Rebecca’s eyes met the sergeant’s gaze. “Be ready.”


Petir’s eyes squinted. “For what?”


To see Davidson in action, Rebecca thought as she tossed the bag toward Tok, then ducked. A bullet flew past her ear and hit the bastard square in the chest as he bent over to pick up the bones. Tok stumbled back, clearly wearing a bulletproof vest or he would have been dead. Another shot rang out, this time clipping Tok in the shoulder.


Just as Rebecca had hoped, Petir turned his attention to his fallen employer, leaving her a window. Scrambling over, Rebecca grabbed Brandt by the collar and dragged him out. Crouching as bullets flew over her head, forcing the two men back into the hallway, her feet churned backward, getting as much distance as possible between them and the stairwell.


The helicopter hovered a few feet above the roof as Svengurd helped her load Brandt. Once he was aboard, the corporal pulled her aboard as the helicopter veered left to avoid their assailants’ fire. Bullets peppered the helicopter’s side. Rebecca tumbled onto the deck as Davidson took down another two gunmen, but they were still outnumbered. Finally, Lopez careened the chopper over the side of the building, taking them out of range.


When they actually reached safety, Rebecca let out a choking sob. Bunny lay bleeding to death. Lochum just sat there, clutching the femur to his chest like a child might their favorite doll. And Brandt. His lips were blue-tinged as his breath came in ragged gasps.


Anger rose. How could this have happened?


Out the helicopter’s door, the Eiffel Tower glistened in the clear night. Despite the bombing and all the blood, it twinkled like nothing ugly had happened. Like her world hadn’t been shattered.


Fuck gay Paree.



 


 


 



CHAPTER 9

 


 


Skies above Paris


 Brandt could hear the angry words, but couldn’t comprehend the argument taking place between his men. It took nearly all his focus to keep his chest moving up and down, but he somehow lifted his head.

 “What’re you—?” A harsh cough prevented him from finishing the question. He had seen men electrocuted. Their lungs were like meat jelly. They drowned in their own secretions. Brandt was not one of them, though. He couldn’t be.


Davidson looked up from Bunny’s bloody wounds. “We’re trying to decide which hospital to take her to.”

 “Near airport,” Brandt croaked out.


Svengurd snorted. “That’s what I said. We’ve gotta evac.”

 “She’s not going to make it,” Monroe stated.


The sergeant’s eyes flickered to Davidson, who confirmed the doctor’s assessment. All their lives versus the redhead’s. No wonder they were arguing.


Brandt forced himself up onto one elbow. “How far?”


Lopez had to yell over the rotor wash. “They’re on opposite sides of the city. It’ll only take a few minutes to get to the closest hospital, but it’ll delay us getting back to the airport at least fifteen minutes, if not more.”

 “But that’s the first place they’re going to look,” Svengurd added.


Brandt’s head swam as he tried to rise into a sitting position. There was no good answer. Probably if he hadn’t been roused, the men would have chosen the hospital near the airport. Svengurd was the most practical. Lopez would have wanted to get as far away from the firefight as possible, as quickly as possible. Davidson would have been the only holdout. Maybe that’s why he liked the kid so much.

 “Land it.”


The chopper banked immediately. Lopez might have disagreed with him, but the corporal fulfilled his orders without hesitation. Brandt leaned his head against the side of the helicopter, glancing over to Monroe. The doctor gave a tight smile, then mouthed the words, “thank you.” His eyes moved to the redhead, who choked up bright red blood. The sergeant wasn’t so sure there was anything to be thankful for just yet.


Closing his weighted eyelids, Brandt concentrated on his breathing again. In and out. In and out. The pain seemed to diminish if he took small, short breaths. Tasking one part of his brain to keep his breath regular, the sergeant began formulating a cover story for when they arrived at the hospital.


He wasn’t sure if he had dozed off or if Lopez was just that quick, but the chopper’s landing gear, bouncing off the hospital’s rooftop, woke Brandt. Not thinking, he pushed himself upright, then regretted the instinct. His head swam, but he kept his footing as the hospital’s emergency personnel rushed onto the helipad.


Fuck. He had no cover story prepped. Arriving in a shot-up television helicopter was going to take some explaining.


Before Brandt could get to the door, Monroe attempted to speak French to the hospital workers, but it clearly wasn’t going too well.

 “Obviously Cambodian French is not quite the same as Parisian,” Rebecca said as she tried to reiterate her point to the nurses.


This could be a disaster if none of them spoke the language. Between the members of his team they were versed in seven different languages with another five dialects, but what covert operative needed to know French?


So far the medical staff focused on the redhead’s condition, but no matter the emergency, they were starting to throw quizzical glances to the bullet holes and strange company. Five men with a bloody woman and another spouting garbled French were sure to get a visit from security at any minute.


Then Lochum brushed past him, rattling off orders in crisp French. The staff immediately snapped to attention as if the director of the hospital himself had just emerged from the helicopter. All their energies were redirected to Bunny rather than the odd circumstances of her arrival.

 “What’s he saying?” he asked Monroe, who was studying the conversation closely.


She listened for another second before responding. “I’m pretty sure he’s telling them we’re an international crew working on the Eiffel Tower story when another explosion occurred.”

 “You’re pretty sure?”


Monroe shrugged. “Either that or he is ordering sashimi. Like I said, it’s not Cambodian French.”


How a guy who had only been semi-coherent a few moments ago could weave such a believable story was close to amazing, but Brandt would take it. Within seconds the medical staff whisked the redhead away, leaving them alone on the roof.


The sergeant leaned toward his men. It was the best he could do, as his leg muscles were still trembling. “All right, let’s head out.”

 “Problem with that, Sarge,” Lopez stated as he climbed back into the chopper. “We’re leaking fuel. Bad.”


Shit. Could nothing roll in their favor?

 “You can double our ETA to the airport if we have to go to ground,” Lopez added.


Brandt’s eyes darted to his watch. They were dangerously close to missing the last flight out for London. Fuck. He could normally process situations faster than this. His mind wanted to whirl, but he just did not have the RPMs yet. He looked out over the roof. On the other helipad was a medical transport helicopter.


With a smile, he turned to Lopez. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”


The corporal grinned back. “Oh, yeah.”

 “I’ll go round up some medical uniforms,” Svengurd said as he moved toward the roof door.

 “Don’t forget the cooler,” Davidson shouted before Svengurd disappeared into the hospital.


When Brandt turned back to Monroe, she was obviously confused. “What just happened?”


Oh, he almost felt back to normal. “You’ll see.”

 



* * *

 



As their second helicopter within an hour lifted from the roof, Rebecca sat deeper into her seat. The doctor thought if she could just sink deep enough and feel, really feel, the steel beneath her, she would feel anchored. Because right now she was unhinged. Two ambushes in a day could do that to a girl.


But what did she do when she felt out of control? What always made her feel better?


Pulling out her laptop, Rebecca got back to work. In such a short time, Lochum had relayed an immense amount of information. She needed to correlate her own work with these new findings.


As Rebecca went to type, she found the keys moist and sticky. But the keys weren’t the problem. It was her fingers. Had she gotten oil on them? Then she realized blood was smeared all over her hands.


Bunny’s blood.


Frantically wiping her palms against her pants, Rebecca felt panic swell. Images flooded her head: Bunny being blown into the air, slamming against the cement ceiling, then falling back to the floor. Just like Yerato falling down the bank, Rebecca would never get that picture out of her head.


Rebecca looked over to Lochum. The professor just stared straight ahead. He was like a golem who had life breathed into him on the roof, but then returned to his mud-like existence. How could he not care? How could he just sit there when his lover had just been whisked to the ICU?


But then she realized that the professor actually cared about Bunny. You didn’t go into shock unless it mattered. It was hard to stomach, but her arrogant, aloof professor was having the most human response than any of them. Here she had gone back to work within seconds of sending Bunny off. Glancing about the helicopter, she found Davidson cleaning his weapon. Lopez must have his earbuds in, as his head swayed to some unknown rhythm as he flew the chopper. Brandt and Svengurd were huddled over their new equipment, talking animatedly. Life as usual for everyone but Lochum.


He looked lost—probably because he was lost. His only companion had been stripped from him. It looked as though he hadn’t taken his own advice. Her professor had become invested in someone other than himself.


Long ago, Lochum had taught her that she could rely on only herself. Almost to prove the point, he had screwed her over royally, publishing her findings under his name. After leaving his program and his bed, Rebecca had taken the lesson very, very seriously.


She adopted the life of a nomad. Putting down no roots, keeping an arm’s length from her students, changing universities like worn-out slippers, Rebecca had created the perfect life, alone. No one to hurt you.


Frowning, Rebecca realized that life on the outside also meant no one guarded your back. Her eyes flitted to Brandt. Even though it was just his job, he had saved her life, a couple of times over. In such a limited span of time, she had come to depend on it. To see him sprawled on the ground, helpless, had unmoored her. And she hated the feeling of uncertainty. The sensation of being swept along by events beyond her control. That she actually relied on someone outside of herself.


 Lochum had fallen short of his ideal, but she could accomplish it. That brief sense of camaraderie paled in comparison to this feeling of almost desperate need.


Going back to her laptop, she could feel the science soothing her once again. A girl and her computer. That was the life.

 



* * *

 



Lochum watched as Rebecca typed away, even as the helicopter banked hard to the right. She was the poster child for obsessive-compulsive disorder. Once trained upon a task, neither matters of heaven nor earth could shake her. But that’s exactly what his newly self-appointed task had become.


His momentary shock at Bunny’s tragic end had transformed into a razor sharp focus. The girl was gone, beyond his help. But he stood at the epicenter of a miracle being born. Larger than life events were unfolding, and he had to have his wits about him. Bunny would be grieved, but only after he brought Christ back to the world.


Studying his former student, Lochum knew her ruse. As much as Dr. Monroe tried to pretend her work ethic was born of professionalism, Lochum knew that computer of hers was nothing more than a pacifier. By indulging in this scientific retreat, he knew her weakness.


Just as he had known years ago, long before laptops became her pacifier, books had been her solace. Any life upset would send her scurrying to the library. The deeper her nose into a volume, the more vulnerable she was. In such a time, when her roommate had slept with Rebecca’s boyfriend, Lochum had comforted his grad student right into his own bed.


Given her determined typing, the professor felt certain he could bend her to his will once again, but on this occasion, he had an obstacle. The professor looked toward Brandt. The two had forged a tentative bond. It was palpable. He had sensed the attachment the first moment they had stepped into his laboratory, and it had been his instinct to truncate it.


Unfortunately, the soldier was no spineless academic to be so easily repelled. Brandt had nerve and a weapon and did not seem hesitant to use either to protect ’Becca.


The sergeant frantically worked on a scheme that reeked of an amateur while Rebecca desperately tried to type away her anxiety. The two were ripe for manipulation. Once done with his gambit, neither would know what struck.

 



* * *

 



Rebecca was well on her way to statistically proving that the silver coins from under the Eiffel Tower were indeed connected to the one they had found in Bethlehem, when her old professor sat down next to her.

 “I do not trust these men,” he said, sounding recovered.


She was so not in the mood for his crap. “They just saved your life. Try a little gratitude.”


The older man closed her laptop. “No matter my misgivings, do you not find it a tad convenient that you have been attacked twice? Twice when the location was known only by this man and his commanders?”


 Gulping, Rebecca opened her laptop again. Did Lochum really think that she hadn’t considered the course of events? But to suggest Brandt was a pawn of their attackers? Never.


Lochum pressed on. “How do we know that we are not walking into another trap? He means to take us to London. As if this conspiracy could not cross the Channel.”


 Rebecca’s mouth was on autopilot. “Whatever happens, Brandt can handle it.”


Lochum turned her chin toward him as he had done so many times before. It used to make her feel special, but now it just annoyed her that he thought she could be manipulated like a lovesick student.

 “Tell that to Bunny,” he said.


Lochum had miscalculated whatever pained response he thought he was going to evoke. “This is your patented ‘use a recent painful experience to engender rapport’ technique, isn’t it?”

 “How dare you,” he hissed, “…speak to me in such a tone? For the last ten years I have led a life of misery. While you were off gallivanting round the world gathering data for your damned radiation theory, publishing year after year about this ‘smart gene,’ then—”


Now she was equally pissed. “Where I got bitch-slapped by every editor. They took pot-shots at my theories, my conclusions, my—”

 “That’s exactly my point! You became the cause célèbre!” As the soldiers looked over, Lochum lowered his voice. “The spotlight turned upon the lone woman striving for scientific proof of mankind’s genius while I wilted in the shadows. No lecturing. No research. No keynote—”

 “Get over yourself!” Rebecca barked. The professor’s self-indulgence became unbearable. “Just get to the point. What do you want from me?” 


Sucking in a breath, Lochum searched her face, but she was done. Done with his self-aggrandizing. Done with his exploitation. He must have sensed her mood, for he dropped the holier-than-thou tone.

 “I digress,” he said as he ever so carefully pulled the femur out from inside his jacket. “Back at the laboratory, we were interrupted before I could elaborate upon my studies.”


Rebecca went back to her typing. “Look, we’re all fried, Lochum.” Still covered in Bunny’s blood, she overrode his objections. “Once we’re safe, I promise I will give your findings my full attention.”


Lochum grabbed her wrist, forcing her to look at him, his eyes wild with passion. He shoved the bone in front of her, pointing to several lines scratched above the femoral trochanter. “The scripture speaks of a place where bones were interred. Where James was laid to rest.”

 “James? The James? As in Jesus’ brother?” Despite her fatigue, she looked at the relic. Could it really hold such a potent clue? Curiosity got the better of her. “Does it give a location?”

 “Pest.”


 Great, this was going to be another one of her former professor’s “Where’s Waldo? – the Antiquity version.” But even annoyance couldn’t stop her from taking the bait. “Is that a code or anagram?”

 “My dear, your ancient history really is quite in disrepair.” Before she could argue, Lochum continued. “In the distant past there were two cities: Buda and Pest.”


Without conscious thought, Rebecca finished his statement. “As the two grew they merged. The region became known as Budapest, eventually becoming Hungary’s capital.” Her mind churned through everything she knew of the area. Speaking her process out loud, “It was visited by proto-Christian evangelicals in the immediate post-crucifixion period.”


Lochum had his cat-that-ate-the-canary look. “AD 87 to be exact, and it has the largest network of interconnecting caves. Many of which have been sealed off for centuries.”


Reality edged out Lochum’s swirling mythical excitement. Rebecca shook her head. “But you’ve surveyed there. Three times with me, and how many times on your own before that? Legend is thick with this rumor.”

 “But now we know with certainty it is there. Perhaps deeper under the Castle region. I always said we should have blasted through that rock face.”


As Lochum blabbered on about how not finding James was somehow her fault, Rebecca stared at the bone. Under the light of her laptop screen, she could barely make out the writing.


Pest. Not Buda, but Pest.

 “We excavated in the area of the Christian churches and crypts.”

 “Obviously not deep enough,” Lochum said with disdain.


Rebecca smiled. For all his brilliance, he could be so very blinded by his own press. “We’ve never looked under the Jewish sector.”

 “Why would we, when—” Lochum abruptly stopped mid-sentence, then laughed. “My dear, there is a reason I need you. Pest! Of course. No one has searched in that half of the city. All eyes have been set on the east.”


No matter the length of time that had passed or whatever maturity she had gained, it still felt pretty damn good to have impressed Lochum. But there was someone else she wanted to share the discovery with. “We’ve got to tell Brandt.”

 “Shh!” he said as he pulled her back down to the seat. “Listen to you! Running to your knight in shining armor.”


Bristling, Rebecca shot back, “Adoration has nothing to do with it.” Okay, maybe it did a little, but the man who thought he knew her soul inside and out didn’t need to find that out. “We’ve been attacked, twice. We need his protection.”


The professor’s voice dropped low and threatening. “So far he has only boded doom.” He overrode her retort. “Hear me out, ’Becca. Give me sixty seconds to convince you. After that, you may make up your mind.”


To enforce his point, he released her wrist and sat quietly. Damn it. When he was in full asshole mode, Rebecca could fight against him, but this newfound sincerity was nearly impossible to resist. “Sixty seconds. Not a single one more.”


He nodded, but given the time constraint, his words came out far more measured than usual. “Only you and I know this information. No one else. This may be our only opportunity to explore this unblemished lead. Think of it, ’Becca. We can blend in. We know their culture far better than these…” A hard look from her stopped Lochum’s tirade against the soldiers. The professor took a breath before finishing. “Think of it. Exploring pristine sites unhindered by friend or foe.”


Rebecca’s chuckle obviously surprised him. He had just wasted forty-five seconds of his minute. “That’s you, Lochum. You who wants the glory of the find.”

 “Glory has nothing to do with it,” he said with a tinge of sadness. “Look at what our adversaries have done to bury the truth. They destroyed the Damascus Papyrus. They tried to kill me. They blew up the Eiffel ossuary, then tried to kill you. If they find Christ’s tomb first, there will be nothing left but dust and ash.” He lowered his tone as he leaned over”

 “I’m not trying to collect silver pieces for my ego, ’Becca. I’m trying to uncover the greatest truth man has ever sought. It is at our fingertips. We must extend our reach. Now.”


She liked it better when he was obscenely arrogant. This reasonable explanation was hard to counter. Luckily, a shout saved her. “Monroe!”


Before sliding from her side, Lochum pressed on. “But we must find a way to extract ourselves from our woefully misguided escort. No matter their intent, they will only lead the enemy to our gates.”


Bunny’s sticky blood underscored his point. Two ambushes out of two destinations. Would a third be any different? And no matter how much she dogged Lochum about his professional obsession, Rebecca had to admit that she too felt a tug toward Budapest. She could imagine drilling a tiny core out from James’ bone, then testing his DNA for the “smart gene.” Rebecca could even picture what the computer screen would look like when her life’s work was validated. Those journal editors could kiss her ass.


Forget the professor and his ambitions. Could she give up this chance?


Brandt stepped in front of her. “Looks like the cat gave Lochum back his tongue.”


 “He’s just worried about Bunny.”


Rebecca felt her back stiffen. She had just lied. Why had she just lied to a man who had shown nothing but her best interests at heart?


Brandt’s eyes narrowed as if he were wondering the same thing. “If you don’t want to share, just say so.”


She knew she should tell the sergeant everything that had transpired between herself and Lochum, but for some reason the truth just wouldn’t come. Instead Rebecca lied again, only this time she actually put the energy into making it sound believable.

 “Sorry, I was just trying to make him seem a little more human. Old habits and all.” She shrugged. “He’s back onto the bones again.”


Brandt nodded, but he didn’t look truly convinced. If she told the truth, any hope of testing the brother of Christ for her gene would evaporate.


For all her resistance against Lochum’s manipulation, Rebecca had to concede that the professor was a master strategist. He thought like Caesar or Alexander. Somehow, the professor could gaze through the expanse of time and retrace those great men’s steps.


Logic could only conclude then that if they had, in actuality, caught scent of Christ’s path, Lochum was absolutely correct that they could not risk anyone following them.


Rebecca tried to convince herself that her lies to the soldier weren’t her fault. That she had just fallen prey to the professor’s manipulations again as she had a decade ago, but she knew better. Her own ambition to prove that science ruled man’s fate rather than God is what drove Rebecca to deflect Brandt’s suspicion. “So what’s this grand scheme of yours that’s going to get us past security and into the airport?”


Doubt seemed to melt from the sergeant’s face as he pulled a red cooler out from a storage bin. Her eyes dilated as she read the label.


Avertissement! Organe de transplant humain.


The translation came out in a single, disbelieving breath. “Warning. Human Transplant Organ.” She turned to Brandt, aghast. “We’re going to pretend to deliver a nonexistent liver?”


 “If it gets us inside the terminal in record time, sure.”

 “So we’re going to London?”


Brandt grabbed some clothes from the bin. “Yeah. Here, put these on.” He handed her a set of scrubs and a white lab coat. “Lochum have a problem with England?”


How expertly the sergeant had moved the conversation back to these uncomfortable waters. Rebecca turned away as she changed clothes. Not so much out of modesty, but she didn’t want Brandt to see her face as she weaved between truth and lie again.

 “But weren’t those the plans before the ambush?” she asked, hoping she sounded nervous but not nervous enough to be caught in a lie. 

 “We have a narrow window to escape this continent. The more time we delay, the more likely they’ll pick up our trail again.”


His words were so sincere that Rebecca believed his intent wholeheartedly. As she turned back to Brandt, she realized that Lochum’s petty attempt to seed doubt had failed miserably. Looking into the sergeant’s smoky gray eyes, she knew he would never betray her. She knew that she could tell him everything about Pest and James, and never worry that he would betray her.


If anything, Rebecca realized she had the opposite problem. Brandt was too reliable. The sergeant would never allow her to be endangered. He would never allow them to travel to Hungary. Every line on his face was creased with concern for her welfare. He would never let her stay on the continent.


Brandt handed her a set of IDs. “Here are your and Lochum’s cover documents.”


As the passports were laid into her palm, Rebecca knew exactly what she had to do.



 


 


 



CHAPTER 10

 


 


Charles de Gaulle Airport, Paris


Brandt’s fake organ donor scam worked even better than he had hoped. In no small part, it was due to Lochum’s presence. The older man’s haughty, impatient air did the trick. They were greeted by the airport personnel as celebrities, whisked past security, and deposited at terminal one in record time.


They were actually a little early for their flight. Early enough to snag seats that looked out over the runway. He glanced at Monroe, but she was in a quick conversation with Lochum. The two had become quite chummy. It was obvious that the professor was no fan of their exit strategy, but Brandt had thought the doctor would be more realistic.


Not that Rebecca’s words hadn’t echoed his own concerns. He was untrusting of the secrecy of their plans, but so far their enemy had not attacked openly in public. Brandt had dealt with these shadowy organizations before. They worked best in isolated hangars or deserted laboratories. To attack at the De Gaulle Airport? He didn’t think they had the balls.


Once they were in England, they would not be meeting the official liaison. Instead, they’d be met by his own personal MI6 contact. From there they would vanish into the hubbub of early-morning London. Brandt believed in this plan with all his heart, yet he still found himself glancing around at the passing travelers, assessing each and every one as a potential threat.


A boarding call squawked overhead. To Hungary or someplace. Across the circular terminal, people started boarding the outgoing flight. He glanced at his watch. They should start their own loading soon.


Rising, Brandt glanced over to the doctor. Monroe should have been right there. Spinning on his heel, Brandt searched for her. Rebecca wasn’t far, but she was walking across the terminal toward the departing flight.

 “Monroe!”


 In three short steps he caught up with her. “That’s not our flight.”


 The doctor gave him a sad smile as her laptop’s printer spit out two new boarding passes. This was no misunderstanding.

 “Good-bye, Brandt.”


He didn’t bother to hide the anger in his voice. “What in the hell do you think you’re doing?”


The professor tried to intervene. “There are more things in heaven and on earth than your—”


Brandt jerked his head in Lochum’s direction. “Don’t. Just don’t.”


The older man mumbled something, then moved toward the gate, leaving Rebecca and Brandt to stand amongst a sea of travelers.


He expected this type of crap from Lochum, but the doctor seemed more levelheaded, rational. Then again, the first time Brandt had seen Rebecca, she was tied to a stake with a twelve-foot-long anaconda squeezing the life out of her just so she could get some blood samples. On second thought, maybe he should have expected this crap.


He tried to rein in his anger. “Monroe, if this is about London…”

 “Only in part.” She suddenly seemed tired. Like the last twenty-four hours had just caught up with her in a single swift moment.

 “Damn it, I don’t even trust my superiors with our safety, but I would think you would trust me.”


That sad smile again. “My trust is unshaken, Brandt.” She paused as though weighing how much to tell him.

 “Is this about your conspiring on the chopper?” the sergeant asked.


Monroe was a lot of things, but a good liar wasn’t one of them. Back on the helicopter, Brandt had let her false words go, assuming the professor and she were hashing out something personal. Had he known they were plotting to ditch him, Brandt would have pressed her until he had the truth.


The doctor sighed, not bothering to defend her earlier lies. “Lochum has found a lead. A real lead. A time-sensitive lead in Budapest.”


Brandt’s eyes darted to the older man. Svengurd and Lopez had moved to flanking positions. Even though he couldn’t see Davidson, the private had retreated to the entrance to the terminal—the optimal location to survey all of them. Perfect military precision, only there were no military options this time. They couldn’t tackle the professor, nor drag Monroe onto the London plane.


Even though he should have still been pissed that she had put him in this untenable position, Brandt worried more if she went off alone.

 “Look, if you’re concerned about our travel arrangement, we’ll walk out of here and find another way across the Channel.”


Monroe shook her head. “Did you even hear me? We think James, Jesus’ brother, is buried under Budapest.”

 “I heard you, but what are you two going to do about it?” Based on the frustration in her face, Brandt changed tactics. “Once we get to safety, we can send a team in to—”


Rebecca put a hand on his arm. “Lochum, for all his arrogant self-posturing, is right. This is more important than either of our lives. This is the stuff history is made of. We have to at least try.”


Shit. She meant it. This was no stunt, no childish impulse.


Brandt seldom bent to another’s will, but what choice did he have? “Fine. We’ll all go to Budapest, then.”


The doctor turned away from him. “We took the last two seats.”

 “Rebecca,” Brandt pleaded, but the woman didn’t turn back as she boarded the plane. 



Svengurd raised an eyebrow. Should he intercede? But causing a scene would help no one. The slightest inclination of his head brought the men back to him as their flight to London sounded overhead.


Davidson spoke the question on everyone’s lips. “What’re we gonna do?”

 



* * *

 



Tok sat motionless on the stairwell’s step as the medic dug the bullet from his arm. He had refused to allow them to take him to a hospital. It was but a flesh wound—a simple reminder to stay vigilant. His passion for the bones had weakened his caution. The shoulder’s ache would remind him always of his lapse.


Even though sirens sounded in the distance, they remained until the rest of his men carefully gathered the bones from the stairwell, each shard a miracle unto itself. They could leave no remains behind. Not if they wished their secret to stay secret for much longer.


As the medic finished bandaging the wound, Tok noticed a small scuffed object in the corner. Leaning over, he found a small bone that must have skidded all the way across the landing. A phalanx, he thought. The tip of the man’s finger. He should have handed the item over for immediate packing, but how could he resist keeping it to himself for just a moment?


Skimming the ancient Greek, Tok realized whom he held.


John the Baptist? He almost dropped the bone, but forced himself to keep a tight hold. He could not allow this artifact to fall from his grip.


To think this very finger had at one time touched the head of Christ. And now he was touching it. The all-consuming light within his chest burned with new fuel. John the Baptist. The prophet who spurred Jesus into his ministry. All that came after was begun by John. It was he who had opened Jesus’ eyes to his true destiny.


Tok remembered his own enlightening. He had been running scared through Cairo’s marketplace when he snagged a man’s satchel. It had held only papers, no money or food, but it smelled of fine leather and good use, so Tok had buried himself under a tumble of fabric bolts to sort through the documents and pretend he could read them.


Little did he know that he had stolen Petir’s dispatches. How the older man had found him amongst the turmoil of the street fair, Tok did not know, but once found, the older man had not been tempted out with coin or sweets. Instead, Petir proffered his Bible. Tok could remember the texture of the grainy leather, worn smooth along the edges. The gold lettering embossed on the red cover. It should have been just a book, yet another he could not read, but to Tok it was like all the birthday presents he had never received.


That Bible had been the spark, and over the years the flame had grown steadily under Petir’s watchful tutelage. But it did not burn brightly until he was old enough to be shown their sect’s greatest gift.


Their founder’s skeleton.


Encased in glass, hidden deep within a cavern beneath their facility, the remains were sacred. The air in the chamber was cool but dry. At night only a sliver of moonlight would light up the silver coin as if it glowed of its own power. There Tok sought solace.


Those assembled bones were engraved as this tiny bone was, but they had raised more questions than they had answered. For millennia, since the crucifixion, they had been entrusted with their secret, but not with the whole truth. Their founder had felt if any one person knew the entirety it would doom them all. So the Knot held the most essential piece of the intricate puzzle, but was innocent of the whereabouts of the other remains.


So for centuries his sect had stayed well hidden, out of the harsh light of society. They had the skeleton and the secret. It was enough. Only idle speculation promoted the search for other remains. Until Lochum.


The professor had an uncanny insight into the past. His work on ancient ruins had revolutionized archaeology. With this renewed interest in the dusty science and the burgeoning of technologies, such as ground penetrating radar, his sect had decided to enter the shadows of civilization.


Some had thought to harness the professor’s expertise, but others felt him the greatest threat since Herod. His discovery of the Damascus Papyrus had given validation to those who believed Lochum a tool. Flavian’s document now lay next to the holy remains. In a single swoop they had clipped Lochum’s wings, while gaining an irreplaceable piece of the Knot’s history.


Their founder’s concern over corruption was outweighed by the real possibility that someone very, very soon might stumble upon the truth.


To correct this danger, Petir had been sent to Egypt with the task of finding another young believer to be trained as the seeker of bones. It was there that Petir had stumbled upon an orphaned freak. Since then, Tok had been raised for a single purpose—to collect the other remains so they might be safely held in the Knot’s possession.


So each night, Tok snuck into the crypt and read his Bible. When his eyes grew tired, he would whisper without words the troubles that weighed heavily on his heart. After a time, he would swear the sacred bones whispered back.


What secrets did this fingertip wish to share with him? Carefully he read the ancient Greek. Did it mention Pest?


How very interesting. He had been in the Hungarian capital not six months earlier. They sought the same remains as Lochum. James, the brother of Jesus. They had known of his resting place through their own set of bones, but not the exact location.


Had the Baptist whispered his secret to Lochum as well?

 “Master,” Petir stepped before him, “we are missing two bones.”


Tok handed the phalanx to his mentor.


The older man took it from him with such reverence. “The femur is still unaccounted for.”


A bone that large was not hiding in some crack. Obviously Lochum had absconded with the artifact.


As the medical team finished bandaging Tok’s wound, Petir continued, “The military team has used a set of their aliases at the De Gaulle Airport. They head to London.”

 “Take care of the soldiers, but prepare a plane to head east.”


The older man frowned. “Are you not worried the professor holds the femur?”


Tok shook his head as he rose. “Lochum would never allow that sacred possession from his sight. We cannot risk them sharing their knowledge. Bring the plane down.”

 “But—” Petir fell short of arguing, but Tok knew his mentor’s hesitation.

 “He knew the risks when he infiltrated Brandt’s unit, Petir. If our roles were reversed, he would give the same order.”


Petir bowed his head, accepting his orders.


Their mole was not any mole, but what else could Tok do? James was but only one link to the greater mystery. He would sacrifice anyone. Even his own brother if it meant keeping the Knot’s secret safe.

 



* * *

 



Rebecca shifted in her seat as the plane climbed to cruising altitude. She had spent too much time either running for her life or cramped in a transport. Everything would be all right if she just had a nice, hot bath and a soft bed. After months in the jungle, both seemed but a mirage.


She looked over to the professor to see if he fared as badly, but he quite casually read the in-flight magazine. He showed her a page filled with expensive leather shoes.

 “Do you think this would look good with my gray Armani suit?”


Rebecca just shook her head. His brief shock well over, Lochum had returned to his usual self-absorbed nature. No person could ever matter to him as much as this damnable quest.


Closing her eyes, the doctor tried to fall asleep, but all Rebecca kept seeing was Brandt’s hurt face, and the look of sheer disbelief as she left his protection.


Thrown against her seat belt as they hit some turbulence, Rebecca wondered how that could be. The skies had been clear. Shouts came from the other side of the plane. Everyone strained to see out the starboard windows. Rebecca rose as high as she could with her latched seat belt, but could only glimpse a glowing light in the distance.


For a second she had been worried. The sound of RPGs was still too fresh in her memory, but whatever had happened was far from here.


The flight attendants bustled about, and one headed to the cockpit as the plane leveled out way too early. Rebecca glanced at Lochum, who had put down his magazine and watched the activity with a sharp scrutiny.

 “What do you think happened?”


The older man shook his head as the head stewardess took the microphone off the hook. She spoke in Hungarian, then French, then finally English. “There has been an accident near the airport. We are still awaiting instructions from the tower regarding the continuation of our flight. Please keep your seats and remain calm.”


Okay, whenever a flight attendant told you to remain calm, it usually meant you shouldn’t be calm at all. Everyone stirred in their seats.

 “Regardez! Je vous ai dit qu'un missile l'est descendu!” a passenger yelled. People ignored the warnings of the stewardess and abandoned their seat belts, rushing to the opposite window.

 “He said…” Lochum’s voice trailed off.

 “He said what?”


But the older man’s lips were pressed together. Rebecca unhooked her belt and shoved her way past two Hungarian businessmen until she got a good look. It was far in the distance, but she knew a plane on fire when she saw one. Belgium all over again.

 “Please, Mademoiselle, I must insist that you clear the aisle.”


Oblivious to the woman’s urging, Rebecca just stood there staring at the flaming husk of a plane. That rocket had been meant for her. The bastards much have fired on the wrong plane, killing all those innocents.


Or…


Rebecca gripped the woman’s sleeve. “What flight was that?”

 “Please, just sit back—”

 “What flight?” she asked, with enough force that the woman sighed, “Outbound to London.”


Rebecca’s legs gave out under her.


Dear God, that was Brandt’s flight.

 “Mademoiselle, are you all right?”


Lochum caught her slumping weight. “I’ve got her.”


All the commotion in the plane shrunk to nothing. The bastards had taken out Brandt’s plane. Hit it with one of their fucking RPGs.


The sergeant was dead. Along with Lopez, Svengurd, and Davidson. The men who had saved her life were now dead. All because of her.

 “Put your head down, ’Becca,” Lochum said as he gently bent her spine, forcing her forehead to her knees. She didn’t resist, but wouldn’t have really minded if she had fainted. Blackness was preferable to the burning pain.


Brandt had offered to go by car. He had offered to go to Budapest. Why had she not agreed? Why had she been so fucking stubborn?


A strangled sob broke loose from her constricted throat.

 “It wasn’t your fault, ’Becca. Just breathe.”


But she couldn’t. Of course it was her fault. If they hadn’t been sent to extract her…

 “He knew you cared for him, ’Becca.” He stroked the back of her head like a father might his daughter. “It wasn’t your fault.”


Every time he said that, bile rose in the back of her throat, and over the protests of both Lochum and the stewardess, Rebecca bolted from her seat and stumbled toward the lavatory. Another person stood in line as someone exited, but she threw herself past both of them, retching as she rushed into the bathroom. Sitting there, hugging the toilet, Rebecca sobbed.


Yerato, now her guardian angel, and the rest of the soldiers. All dead.


Brandt, so worried for her safety, was gone.


How could she continue?

 



* * *

 




Fuck, fuck, fuck, Brandt thought as the sound of sirens filled the air. The pricks had taken down the plane. If it had not been for Rebecca’s stubbornness, they would all be dead. Who would have thought the fuckers would take action so publicly?


Chalk up another instance of his underestimation of their enemy. Where did they grow balls so huge?


After Rebecca had boarded her flight, the decision at the terminal had taken no thought at all. London was but a distant memory. His answer to Davidson’s question was a no-brainer. His orders weren’t out of his mouth before the men were hoofing it out of the terminal. No one argued. If anything, Svengurd had such a pace away from the gate that they all had to trot to keep up. Lopez had estimated the interval between reaching the helicopter, getting into the air, landing at a smaller airport, stealing a private plane, and being in flight after Rebecca to be less than fifteen minutes.


Even that seemed too long. Brandt could have lied to himself that his urgency stemmed from his sense of duty, but he didn’t even bother. The thought of Rebecca out there without him, exposed, defenseless, made his jaw clench. Sure, Lochum had stayed under the radar for a decade, but with this kind of heat? The professor was way out his league. Hell, Brandt worried that even he was out-matched.


Obviously the fuckers had access to their cover documents, which meant deep infiltration into his team’s chain of command. If Brandt couldn’t contact his superiors for fear it would compromise their position, it meant no reinforcements. Which meant they had to fly out of here with nothing more than their nearly spent weapons against an organization that had nearly wiped his team off the face of the earth three times now.


Davidson fiddled with the helicopter’s radio as Lopez prepped the chopper for flight. “Fuck, it was our plane!”


That was the first time he had ever heard the kid curse. And had he picked the right opportunity.


 “Boss, we’ve got a problem!” Lopez called out.

 “What now?” Brandt growled. He just wanted to get their weapons ready for action. If these fuckers took out an entire civilian flight, they wouldn’t hesitate if they found the chopper.


Lopez got out of the pilot’s seat. “The control tower has closed the entire airspace.”

 “And?”

 “There’s no way we are getting out of here in this,” Lopez said.


Brandt’s mind spun, refusing to accept this fact. “Even for a medical emergency?”

 “I think we’ve played that card for the last time.”


Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Brandt hit the roof hard enough that his hand screamed in pain, and the metal dented. That pit in his stomach cramped upon itself. Except this time, the worry and pain only firmed his resolve.


He turned to his corporal. “Exactly how fast can you drive?”


 From the shit-eating grin on Lopez's face, it was going to be one hell of a ride.



 


 


 



Awakening

 


 


Near Qasr al-Yahud

AD 41


The sun winked on the horizon as the shadows grew longer, yet still they walked, sending an ache deep into Judas’ right knee. He looked at Ameil, who bore the face of a child who did not understand why they hurried.


John had set such a pace. Had he known that they would travel so far, Judas never would have dressed Ameil in new sandals. The boy’s feet were a map of blisters.

 “Might we slow? We near the village and do not wish to raise alarm.”


 The dark-haired man looked as if he did not understand the words. Could the Baptist not smell the rich gravies stewing upon hearths? They were so near that Judas could swear he smelled goat’s milk drizzled with honey. His mouth watered at the prospect, but John seemed unmoved.


Judas nodded toward Ameil, who had fallen behind again. “The boy cannot go much farther like this.” In truth, neither could he, with his leg, but the Baptist did not need to know such intimate things.


Finally John looked at Judas as if for the first time. “Jesus lives?”


Trying to keep a patient tone, Judas answered. “He was fevered, but well spirited when I left. His immediate concern was to summon you.”

 “I fear I cannot keep the urgency in my heart from my feet…” Judas looked into John’s eyes. They shone of one who knew more than this world held. A storm of faith whipped within the Baptist’s mind.

 “He will undergo more trials?” Judas asked.

 “As will we all,” the Baptist replied.


There was a look of certainty in John’s eyes that reminded Judas of the childhood days so long ago on the bank with Jesus. “There will be suffering?”

 “Of course…” John tilted his head. “We are Jews, are we not?”


There was a moment of tense silence, and then Judas chuckled. John was so very right. Even the Baptist patted him upon the back.

 “What was so funny?” his nephew asked as he caught up with them. Upon seeing Jesus return from the desert, Ameil had stopped using sets of three. Another miracle bestowed by his friend.


Surprisingly, the Baptist tousled the boy’s hair. Judas did not think the Baptist had noticed Ameil until now. “He created his chosen people out of hardy stock for a reason.”

 “Did God tell Jesus to go out into the desert?” Ameil asked as he rubbed his tired eyes. Judas could not take the boy’s sad countenance any longer and scooped the child into his arms. “That he did, nephew.”

 “Why does he not talk to me, then?” the boy asked.


John smoothed Ameil’s hair as he spoke. “He speaks to all, child, but it is only those with the most courage and faith who can hear him.”


The boy looked into Judas’ eyes. “What does he say to you, uncle?”


Embarrassed and not wishing to admit the fact that God had always been silent, Judas was relieved when James came down the road to join them.

 “Thank the heavens,” James said as he ushered them toward his house. “He has been in such a state since you left.”

 “I must see him,” John said as he rushed headlong past James, not even acknowledging Jesus’ brother.


James shook his head. “Jesus and he are well suited…” He looked down at Ameil. “I am sure they will share confidences into the night. If you wish to come inside—”


He did not mean to be rude, but Judas wanted nothing more than to soak the dirt from his skin. “Thank you, James, but I have duties at home.” But something in James’ posture kept Judas from leaving. “Is something wrong?”


James looked at Ameil, who was already asleep in Judas’ arms. “Jesus has revealed very little, except to say that he will begin his ministry once his legs are under him again.”


He had fathomed as much. One did not undergo such rigor to continue life as other men. Jesus was to embark on a mission to not only save their small community from the Romans, but the whole of their religion. John’s eyes had told him of this without uttering a word.

 “Of course you will travel with us,” James continued. Judas knew he should have acted surprised, but he did not bother. James, of all people, knew that where Jesus went, Judas would follow. “There is little time to discuss a great many things.”

 “In the morning, then.” Judas went to leave, but James caught his arm.

 “I know there are ways… That this is not the proper time or place yet… We may leave as early as tomorrow…” James was acting peculiar. It wasn’t like him to not just speak his mind, no matter the other’s feelings.

 “Whatever worries you, James, speak it freely.”


The taller man smiled, but with little joy. “You have been better than a brother to Jesus, yet I feel we have been little of a family to you, Judas.”


Ameil was heavy in his arms, or he would have waved away James’ concern. “Your heart has enough weighing upon it. Give my feelings not another thought.”


Darkness had fallen completely, and if it were not for the candlelight spilling from a nearby window, Judas would not have been able to see that instead of relieving James, his words seemed to agitate the man even more.

 “You think fondly of Ruth, do you not?” James asked.


Judas did not know where this strange turn of conversation was leading, but he answered truthfully. “Your sister is a blossom in a snow-covered field. She is loved by all who know her.”

 “Then might you consider taking her as your wife?” James asked.

 “I… I’m not… I don’t…” Judas could not help but stutter. He was prepared to speak of many things. Of supplies, routes, housing, but marriage?

 “Please listen, Judas, before you answer. You have done much for Jesus. You have kept him grounded to this earth when all around thought he might ascend into the heavens and never be seen by mortal eyes again.”


Judas shook his head. “I but sat with him as a child and do not—”

 “Jesus would be pleased to have you a member of our humble family.”

 “I am honored.” Judas looked down at Ameil. It had been long since he had considered fatherhood. Might one day he have a boy of his own?

 “Think upon it,” James suggested, but Judas shook his head.

 “I must decline,” came out of his mouth before he could stop it.


James spoke even lower than before. “Do not worry. Mother knows of our plans and has… Well, she will not object in public to the marriage.”


The Virgin had never taken to him, so Judas was not surprised the woman viewed the match with disdain, but in the end her feelings did not bear on his decision. “We embark on a quest that may carry us far, many times in the face of the Romans’ will. I would not wish that worry upon a young bride.”

 “She is Jesus’ sister, Judas. Ruth walks our rocky path whether she is married to you or not.”


Judas sighed. The reasoning had felt sound. But spoken aloud, he knew James was right. In truth, his heart was still heavy from loss. “I know it has been years, but I still cannot imagine being with one other than my Deliah.”


James seemed to understand his remorse. “Neither does Ruth have delusions that this marriage would be anything but slow to grow.”

 “The offer is enough, James.” What Judas thought would end the conversation seemed to agitate the taller man even more. Was there more behind the proposal than even Judas suspected? “James, please speak the all of it. There is only God and myself to hear your words.”

 “It is only that… Jesus wishes to acknowledge you publicly.”

 “Let his heart rest easy. I know of our bond.”


James shook his head. “No, he needs—”


The door opened before James could respond, and John exited the house with as much urgency as he had entered it. The Baptist walked past without a word, but Judas called to him.

 “John, is all well?”


The wild look sparked anew in the Baptist’s eyes as he surveyed both of them. “In the months to come, the weight loaded upon your shoulders will break one of you.” Then the Baptist was gone into the night.


Shame rose in Judas’ cheeks. There was no doubt of whom John spoke. James was above reproach. With honor and dignity he had supported his family through the hard work and sweat of a man, whereas Judas had groveled at the Romans’ feet for scraps.


Did this spawn Jesus’ interest in a more permanent bond between them? Did the most holy of them wish to shield Judas somehow from the coming doom? Judas could not meet James’ eyes until he heard a hearty laugh.

 “He must have been a most pleasant traveling companion.”


Judas could not help but grin.

 “Do not fret of Ruth or John.” James grasped Judas’ shoulder. “Your love for Jesus has been steadfast. In the end, it is what will be remembered.”


Judas wished he believed the words, but it was kind of James to say them. “I know not what burdens I will bear in future, but this boy strains my arms. I should get him to his bed.”


James clapped his shoulder one last time before heading back into the house. “Sleep well, friend. Tomorrow we are reborn.”


As he climbed the steep path to his house, Judas could not pry John’s words from his mind. Why had the Baptist said such a thing? Why speak such prophecy unless one could change the wrong and make it right?


Ameil stirred, eyelids fluttering, then buried himself deeper into the crook of Judas’ arm. The boy was old enough that Judas should awaken him to walk the rest of the way, but was loath to put the child down. Too soon Ameil would be forced to shoulder his own burdens.


At least for this night, Judas was strong enough to carry them both.



 


 


 



CHAPTER 11

 


 


Budapest, Hungary


Rebecca awoke to the Budapest sky, as gray and bleak as her mood. Pulling the covers over her head, she tried to go back to sleep, but Lochum’s excited “oohs” and “ahs” easily penetrated the thin blanket. Across the dingy hotel room, the professor perched on a rickety chair, studying John’s bone. The sound of his pencil scratching against the hotel’s stationery irritated her ears, so she might as well accept it. There would be no more rest.


Besides, sleep had not been that kind to her. Nightmares of bombs and planes falling from the sky had plagued her throughout the night and left a sickness in her belly.


Balling the threadbare pillow up to stretch out a crimp in her neck, Rebecca couldn’t recall how she had even gotten into bed. It wasn’t so much that she could not remember the night’s events. It was that she just didn’t care.


After landing in Budapest, Rebecca would have been just as happy to have checked into the Airport Hilton, but Lochum had taken the helm of their midnight escape, having them switch cabs several times before forcing them to walk blocks upon blocks to this crappy hotel.


How she missed the days when the professor insisted on five-star accommodations. A room at the Hilton would never smell like stale cigarettes and casual sex. No, the Castle Hill Hilton would have crisp sheets, along with a view of the Fisherman’s Bastion.


Larger-than-life statues of dragons and mighty warriors would have been the view outside her window instead of soot and grime. Even though she could only make out a vague outline of the distant hill, Rebecca could easily call up Buda’s Castle District in her mind. The ancient community had always been her favorite. Sure, there were castle spires reaching for the heavens, declaring this the seat of power in the region, but she quickly recalled the fishermen who harvested this river long before kings erected their impressive castles.


Tired of constant raids that ravaged their families, ancient fishermen built the Bastion to protect their lives and livelihood. The fortress would be considered impressive in its size and craftsmanship even if royalty had erected it, but the massive complex had been constructed block by block by simple fishermen. Those men had carried stone from as far away as five hundred miles to protect their families.


She could only imagine how difficult it must have been to build the lengthy stone ramparts over the precariously uneven terrain. The walls undulated over the steep hillside in an almost serpentine manner. The ramparts’ length was punctuated by regularly situated watchtowers that jutted high into the sky, providing an unparalleled view of the Danube River. Rebecca could see why tourists had dubbed it the Great Wall of Hungary.


But her favorite had always been the heart of the Bastion. The structure was grand in scale, but the stained glass windows that twinkled even on an overcast day captured her imagination. Love of their town, love of their families, and love of their craft could be felt in each and every pane.


The two-towered Bastion was almost storybook in its perfection, as though someone had taken Disneyland and plopped it down in the middle of Buda. Only this Bastion could never be mistaken for a set piece. Real battles had been fought there. Those huge statues across the street from the Hilton commemorated men who had defended their land against barbarian invaders.


To truly appreciate their artistry, you would need an entire day just to wander the Bastion’s grounds, studying the statues and the incredibly detailed reliefs carved into their base. Each was unique, telling a tale of the city’s history. Whether relaying a king’s coronation or a queen’s funeral march, the reliefs were a visual history of this most ancient of cities. So many tourists flocked to England and France for a taste of history, but Budapest was history.


Unlike other bustling European metropolises, somehow this city straddled both the East and the West, the past and the present. It had known the harsh rule of the Khans, the Ottoman Empire, the Nazis, and Stalin, yet somehow Budapest persisted, maintaining its unique flavor and identity through the war and devastation.


However, if you tired of Buda’s violent past, you need only go around the corner to St. Matthias Church, as she had on so many occasions. As the oldest Catholic church in the region, it had some of the most magnificent murals in all of Europe. How many weeks had she spent within the church’s walls? The five-story bell tower. The hand-painted mosaic tiles.


Rebecca sighed and pulled the thin sheets tighter around her chin. All of this she could have seen from the Hilton, but no, they were shacked up at the Mez Zsir Szalloda. Loosely translated—The Honey Drippings Hotel.


The overnight attendant certainly hadn’t raised an eyebrow at the May-December couple. The cash that changed hands guaranteed their anonymity.


Rebecca vaguely remembered objecting to the bedding arrangement, but Lochum had ignored her. Which was probably for the better, since she couldn’t imagine having spent last night in a room all by herself. A terrible chasm had formed within her chest, and Rebecca feared if she were left alone with her sorrow she might fall into it.

 “Perhaps you might consider rejoining civilization, at least before your coffee gets cold?” Lochum asked from across the room.


Her throat ached from sobbing and the last thing she wanted to do was join the world. The lumpy mattress and smelly linens were fine with her.


But her old professor was persistent. She could hear footsteps as he crossed the room. The clink of a coffee cup on the nightstand sounded far too loud. How many of those little liquor bottles had she gulped down during the flight? After learning of the London plane’s demise, Lochum had kept her plastic cup full of alcohol.

 “Your sergeant would not wish you to languish like this.”


Rebecca squeezed her eyes shut against the words. She had tried so hard not to think about Brandt. And what did Lochum know? Maybe the sergeant would want her to grieve him and grieve him hard.


The professor jerked the blanket from her shoulder. “I would think you were in the mind for revenge, dear girl.”


She didn’t bother to pull the cover back. Rebecca looked out the smudged window. Low clouds hung over the city as if it were under blankets as well, too sad to rise.

 “Fine. If the mountain will not come to Mohammad,” Lochum said as he pulled his chair over to her bedside. “You cannot imagine what I have learned! I have single-handedly quadrupled our understanding of early Christianity in one night.”


Good for you, she thought but did not bother to give voice. She wanted to give him no excuse whatsoever to continue the conversation.


 Lochum, however, seemed undeterred. “What type of revelations, you ask? Why, let me show you!”


Carefully her mentor laid out sheets of paper on the bed. They were filled with chicken scratch. If she hadn’t worked in his laboratory for years, she might have mistaken the writing for ancient Greek itself.

 “It is very clear from this passage that The Baptist acknowledged Jesus as the true Messiah, and they repeatedly discussed his ultimate fate upon the cross. John even mentions that Judas was there during Christ’s Baptism! Can you imagine? Mary, James, John, Judas, and Jesus all there!” Lochum’s voice took on an ephemeral tone. “Envision standing upon that bank, looking down upon the flowing waters of the Jordan River. Did those watching know they were witnessing for the birth of a new religion? A religion that would sweep the world and ultimately transform the occupying Romans into its humble worshippers?”


Any other time, Lochum might have lured Rebecca into his hyperbole, but today she just wanted to close her eyes and pray for a dreamless sleep.


Rebecca could feel her old mentor’s eyes upon her, but she kept her gaze to the window. Out there, somewhere, they were preparing Brandt’s body for transport back to the States. Did he have any family? Would they have a formal funeral? Did covert operatives have that honor?


A tear trickled down her cheek. Lochum was blabbing on, but he stopped and wiped it away. “My sweet, your sergeant would be quite embarrassed by such a display.”


Words finally rose to her throat as she sat up in bed. “Just stop it. You didn’t know him at all. You were barely in the same proximity for an hour, and the entire time you hated him.”


A sad smile spread across the professor’s face. “I did not hate him, darling. I was jealous of him.”

 “Whatever,” Rebecca said, as she wiped away tears.

 “Do you know why?” The softness to his voice made her turn. “I was jealous, because for the entire time he had your eye. I tried to manipulate, cajole, and dance my way into your gaze, but I could not.”


Even though Lochum was being as sensitive as a man like him could be, it didn’t make her feel any better. If anything, it made her ache for Brandt all the more.

 “Oh, ’Becca. If I could leave you to your sorrow I would, but I need you, child.” He picked up one leaf of his notes. “I have transcribed the entire codex from the bone. Many passages I have been able to decipher, but none which hold a single clue to James’ whereabouts.”


When she did not respond, the professor pulled out a small magnifying glass from his pocket. Only Lochum would carry around a miniature magnifier. He tried to get her to look at the surface of John’s bone. “Within these untranslated passages is locked the answer to the greatest mystery man has ever known.”


Obviously, the professor realized that encouragement was having no effect, because he stood up to his full height. “This is quite enough, young lady. Do you or do you not have your interpolative translation program on your computer?”


Rebecca nodded, mainly so he would stop needling her.

 “Good, good. I just need you to enter in these nine passages.”


She glanced down at the paper. Rebecca could see why he needed her help so badly. Ancient Greek was a bitch of a language. Not because they used past, present, and future tense in the same sentence, but because they used no punctuation and very often didn’t bother to even put spaces between the words. Her eyes ran back and forth over the text. You had to hunt for words with unique lettering, pull them out of the passage, then work forward and backward to find the next word. Even under the best of circumstances this tedium made her brain hurt, but today the letters were just a huge jumble that came close to giving her a migraine.

 “It’s too much,” Rebecca heard herself say.


Lochum only sounded encouraged. “I know. I know. But I have asterisked these three sections that were near references to James.”


Whether it was the sheer look of eagerness on his face, or her soul finally being roused from its slumber, Rebecca picked up the paper. “I’m going to need my laptop.”


Like a child told he could go play in the park after a long rain, the professor ran over to their table and grabbed her computer.


Stomach still sour, Rebecca launched the translation program. “Don’t get your hopes up. This could take hours, even days, and I can’t even guarantee that the program will produce a true translation.”

 “Yes, yes, you are a rousing example of enthusiasm.”


Frowning, she typed in line after line of cryptic letters into the program. Finally, an error message sprang up. She had exceeded the buffer’s capability, yet she had barely entered the first passage of three.

 “I’m going to have to do the translation section by section,” Rebecca said with a flat tone.


Lochum looked to argue, but she pointed to the error message. “Scare me up another sixteen gigs of RAM, and I could do it all at once.”


Since he obviously did not even know what sixteen gigs of RAM were, let alone how to obtain some for her, Rebecca closed the error window then hit the <Run> button. The tiny on-screen centurion spun around and around.


Rebecca sank back onto the bed. “There’s nothing to do now but wait.”

 “Perhaps I might talk you into a shower?”


She glared. “I might not get out of bed all day, so just deal with it.”


Lochum grabbed his coffee cup from the table. “I’m off then, to refresh my beverage and get you some sustenance.”


Without waiting for a response, he was out the door. Rebecca breathed out a long sigh. Last night she might not have wanted to be alone, but today all she wished for was solitude. Was a single day off too much to ask, after everything that had happened?


Leaning her head against the wall, ignoring its flaking paint, she tried to shut off her own internal RAM, but every time she closed her eyes, images of blood and explosions filled her vision. The look of desperation on Brandt’s face as she left him in Paris. That was the last memory she had of the man who had saved her life.


Squeezing her lids shut, Rebecca started counting off the sequence-specific Haplo genes of the First Migration Eurasian population. Science, as always, was her solace. She felt better already.


Rebecca wasn’t sure how much time passed, but her limp hand slid off the laptop and hit something hard. Even after she realized that she was touching John the Baptist’s relic, Rebecca did not move her fingers.


Yesterday, she would have been worried that the oils from her skin would damage the delicate bone structure, but now she just let her hand lie there. Besides, the bone had a nice, cool feel to it.


Despite the smooth look, its surface was an interlacing of small protuberances and grooves. Areas where tendon attached or blood vessels entered the bone marrow created a patchwork of tiny defects in the surface. Her finger ran along the shaft of the femur, feeling all the little bumps and furrows. It was almost like Braille, or how gypsies feel a person’s skull and tell a life’s history from bumps on the head.


Yes, it was much like that. The bone’s surface told a story of its own.


She stopped abruptly. Her musings had given off a spark. Much more carefully, Rebecca picked up the bone. Using Lochum’s magnifying glass, she studied the inscriptions. Especially those three the professor had given her.


Breath caught in her throat. If she used a nearly microscopic pockmark as a period, would that passage make more sense?


Rebecca opened her laptop. The program was fifteen minutes into its work, but wasn’t even a single percent finished. Quickly, she aborted the translation, then reentered the letters from the first passage, only now giving them grammatical delineation based on the bone’s intrinsic markings.


Rebecca hit <Run>, and this time the program began spitting out potential translations almost immediately. Her eyes scanned the possibilities. The gypsies had it right after all.


Lochum entered with fresh coffee and a bag of pastries in hand. “You would not believe the service at—”


There must have been something in her eyes, because he dropped the bag and rushed to her side. “What have you discovered?”


His gaze ran over the same amazing data. The professor sat down hard next to her on the bed. Even he was speechless.


Rebecca climbed out from beneath the covers. “I’ll jump in the shower. We’ll be out of here in ten minutes.”


 


* * *

 


 “Can’t you go any faster?” Brandt asked, even though everyone was clinging to the Beamer’s handgrips and Lopez had to rely on the emergency brake as they skidded around the ninety-degree corners, laying down rubber.

 “I could if there weren’t so many fucking pedestrians.”


They had made good time. Actually, excellent time. Paris to Budapest in under seven hours, but each minute was too long. Rebecca was in the wind, and that was simply unacceptable.


Davidson sounded slightly nauseated. “Do we even know where we are going?”


At the last gas stop, Brandt had bought a tourist guide of Budapest. After studying it, he had found Rebecca’s most logical move—St. Matthias Church. As the most ancient church in the area with an underground chapel that dated back to the first few centuries AD, Brandt had singled it out.


At the very least, they could recon the church, speak with the clergy, and get a better feel for the doctor’s destination. At best, Rebecca would be down in the crypt digging away for her precious bones, and he could round the doctors up and get the hell out of Europe.


Brandt had settled on St. Matthias fairly quickly, but he had not shared this information with his men. Even though they had served together for over a year and Svengurd for over two, the multiple ambushes had triggered his suspicion radar. None of his men could ever be disloyal to him or their country, yet Brandt compartmentalized their destination. What was not spoken could not be betrayed.


To that end, at the last rest stop they had smashed all of their communication equipment. For good measure they burned the devices, and then just to be extra certain he had them bury the charred remains alongside a deserted stretch of highway. And not just their radios and earpieces, but any electronic devices that might be used for passive or active communications.


Even poor Lopez’s iPod. Brandt didn’t think he had ever seen the husky man cry before, but the corporal had come damn close back at the metal pyre.


Unfortunately, the sergeant knew that even if they maintained absolute radio silence, they had a narrow window to extract Rebecca. It would only take their adversaries another short five to six hours to realize his team was not on that London-bound plane. After that, the dragnet would be doubled by his enemies as well as his allies. They were probably wondering where in the hell he was by now.


As they drew nearer to the heart of Budapest and St. Matthias, Brandt ticked off his team’s assets for the hundredth time, but they never got any better. They were well armed, but woefully low on ammo. Even with Davidson’s sidearm, a barely used Beretta, they had less than ten rounds each. The sniper rifle was nearly full, but had limited usefulness in close combat.


Not only were they going to have to be quiet, but precise as well.


There could be no more surprises.

 “Which way?” Lopez asked as they rushed headlong toward a T-intersection.


Brandt glanced at his map. “Hang a left, then a pretty hard right.”


The corporal nodded, jerked the parking brake all the way up, skidding them into a left turn. Then he released it as he gunned the car back up to full speed.

 “Right! Right here!”


The parking brake squealed as they sailed around the sharp turn. Lopez had to slam on all the brakes, throwing everyone forward in their restraints, but no one complained.


Despite their urgency, the sight silenced them all.


Davidson was the first one to find his voice. “Um, is it just me or are there a bunch of ancient Romans walking around?”


Damned if there wasn’t an entire legion of centurions marching past.


Guess he hadn’t planned for this.

 



* * *

 



Rebecca followed Lochum down the hotel’s steps, two at a time. He was eager to get moving, not even letting her stop to eat the breakfast he had brought. The professor hadn’t even wanted to talk about the bone’s translation before leaving the room, but she had so many questions.


Like she said, ancient Greek was a bitch, and her program could only take into account so many variables. The translation was still up for grabs, but Lochum’s grip seemed fueled by certainty, and she just didn’t have the energy to resist.


So they hit the street at a brisk pace, but Rebecca pulled to a stop when she saw the crowd before her. “What the—?”


Lochum coolly looked at the multitude of people wearing authentic Roman costumes. “Ah, do you not recognize the celebration?”


She was too taken aback by the sheer number of people in the streets and their elaborate attire to respond to his poorly veiled criticism. A veritable parade flowed past the hotel. Burgundy-crested centurions marched with an assembly-sized group of Senators following close behind. It was as if they had stepped into distant ages.

 “I don’t—”


The professor picked up her hand and headed down the street. He spoke as if describing the origin of the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade. “They celebrate the naming of Anquincum as the capital of Lower Pannonia.”

 “Of course,” she replied as her mind worked out the rest of the puzzle.


Anquincum was the Roman name for Buda.


Now the ancient Celts in the crowd with their faces painted in bright blue war paint and their almost dreadlocked hair streaked with thick red clay made sense. The legions’ conquering of these Celts had been the reason Anquincum was chosen as the region’s capital.


She had little time to think as dozens of horse-drawn chariots groaned under the weight of full-sized statues from the Roman pantheon. Athena with her characteristic helm and owl rolled past.

 “First century AD?” she asked.

 “106 AD to be exact.”


They turned the corner onto a decidedly less crowded street. Lochum tried to flag down a cab, but still had little luck. “I do wish you would invest more energy in detail, ’Becca. We have no room for sophomoric generalizations.”


As he moved them farther up the road, Rebecca found that not only were the parade participants costumed, but the vast bulk of the cheering crowd was similarly dressed. The entire city had transformed into the very past she and Lochum now sought.

 “I’ve heard of the festival, but I thought it was a Renaissance Fair wannabe. Not this...”


A young Roman page ran past. Everything down to the hand-cut leather ties on his sandals appeared completely authentic. In addition to the costumes, the Hungarians with their dark hair and complexion bore a striking resemblance to the civilization they meant to honor.

 “I must admit I felt compelled to carbon-date a few of the uniforms,” Lochum stated as he tugged her toward a cab, but what the professor thought a car could do for them, Rebecca wasn’t certain. The streets were packed with revelers. Nobody was driving anywhere today.


Once inside the cab, Lochum berated the driver in Hungarian as Rebecca pulled out her laptop. The air of antiquity heightened her already-piqued interest in the translation from John’s bone. She read it carefully.

 “For he who bore James sought the center of Pest. There he would find those who revered both Moses and Jesus. Those who knew Isaiah and John to be one and the same. The dualist would protect forever the most favored brother.”


Lochum finally stopped haranguing the driver and looked at the screen. “Which proves my two linchpin theories. It is James we seek, and he lies in Pest.” His eyebrow arched. “Two for two. Not bad, eh?”


Rebecca rolled her eyes. His arrogance was barely tolerable on a normal day, but vindicated? He was insufferable. And now they were out to prove him three for three.

 “Now if only this idiot could get us across the river to the Great Synagogue!” Lochum took this moment to smack the poor driver over the head with his newspaper.


The massive Jewish Temple that the professor referred to seemed built to the passage’s specifications. Quickly, she surfed the Web and brought up a picture of the large temple. Only the Central Synagogue in New York rivaled its size. It was a behemoth of a sanctuary, yet it garnered very little press in Jewish literature, because for all its grandeur, it looked like no other synagogue in the world.


With two huge spires rising on either side of the dome, it looked like someone had fused a temple and Catholic church together without much care as to how the Jews might have felt about it. This strange merging went so far as to even provide a huge seventeen-foot-tall pipe organ, just like one you might find in the finest cathedrals.


Lochum and she had visited the synagogue several times, not so much as scientists but as tourists, to witness the strange dichotomy for themselves.


But now?


Now they had this incredible passage written into the very bones of John the Baptist stating that James’ resting place in Pest was defined by the very nature of this dualism. That was why neither Lochum nor she had to discuss their next stop. It had to be the Great Synagogue.


And the best thing about the temple was that no one had ever looked there for James’ burial site. Since the information was hidden away in Paris, no one had thought to question the temple’s unusual style as anything more than the Jewish architect’s attempt to assimilate into a more and more Christian Hungary.

 “My, it is a sight for sore eyes,” Lochum said.


Rebecca looked up to find that they had made enough headway for them to see Heroes’ Square. As the cab approached the monolithic tourist attraction, she was reminded of Hungary’s unique ability to blend the past with the present. The nearly thirty-six-meter pedestal supported an imposing statue of the archangel Gabriel. Encircling the base of the column were the Hungarians’ ancestors, the Magyar chieftains. Each was seated upon a snorting stallion. The sculptor’s skill made it appear that the ancient warriors barely had their charges in rein, as the horses warned off any foes from messing with Budapest.


Behind the pedestal were two huge semicircular colonnades holding statues of the great rulers throughout Hungary’s lengthy history. Like no other nation, Hungary honored all those who had fallen to protect the country from invaders. They had a sense of fierce nationalism that seemed nearly manic to most foreigners.


Just another of Hungary’s dichotomies. Like the extremely Christian influences apparent in all of the city’s monuments, regardless of the fact that Budapest had the largest Jewish population outside of New York.


Which brought Rebecca to another of the city’s historical oddities.

 “What’s the current theory on why the Jews were banished from Pest?” She hated asking, but her computer was using too much processing power on the next translation to surf the Internet effectively.


The professor turned from Heroes’ Square. “Really, Rebecca, I thought you more prepared when you went into the field.”


Rebecca bit her tongue. She had come completely prepared. Prepared for the Ecuadorian jungle, not the wilds of Eastern Europe. Besides, she knew him well enough to recognize a feint when she heard one.

 “You don’t know, do you?”


Lochum snorted. “No one does….” His voice faded as he spotted a pretty Grecian princess, then strengthened as the slim girl vanished into the crowd. “The Romans were capricious at best, and the governors downright hostile at times. They needed no sane reason.”


For so long the archaeological community was convinced that Buda held James’ resting place that they never questioned the Pest exile. Why worry about Jews when there were so many early Christians to worry about?


But now? The exile mystery took on a whole new dimension. Did the Roman Governor somehow know of James’ crypt? Was he secretly a Christian protecting the remains, or was he a polytheist punishing the Jews?

 “Didn’t you ever wonder why the Jews rushed back over the river to Pest when the exile was lifted? I mean, they were prospering in Buda. Right?”


Lochum must have realized where her inquiries were going. “Are you suggesting that the leaders of the Jewish community knew of James?”


She shrugged, not yet ready to voice her suspicions. “Think about it. If the knowledge survived, it does put the massive migration to Pest and the strange Jewish-Christian hybrid Synagogue into perspective.”

 “But… But a secret of this magnitude…”

 “I seriously doubt anybody knew the full truth, but doesn’t it seem reasonable that the Jewish leaders knew they had something precious to protect?”

 “The dualists had fulfilled their word,” Lochum said.


Rebecca could feel the rush of discovery. Not so much for Lochum to prove that Jesus had survived the cross. No, she was excited for herself. Because Rebecca had never shared her true intent with the professor. It seemed enough that they both sought Christ. Only she knew her motivation.


Her mind worked overtime, imagining a sample from Jesus’ bone proving the Messiah held the “smart” gene. After that day, no one could refute her “good” radiation theory. Everyone would have to accept the fact that it wasn’t the hand of God who created civilization, but science.


And wasn’t that better? What if man no longer needed to pray to a fickle, unresponsive God, but instead could take a dose of beneficial radiation? And with an average of seventeen armed conflicts around the globe, genocide, civil war, or a combination thereof tore apart entire continents. What if the next generation of Congolese, Sudanese, Croatians, or Serbs acquired the gene that dialed down aggression and dialed up creativity?


Nobody would be laughing at her then.


Think of the world not turning to God for peace, but themselves.


A ping from her computer broke her reverie. She had forgotten she was running the second passage from John’s bone.


Rebecca rapidly scanned the text, assuming it would expound upon the first passage referring to the Synagogue, but after a single line, she stopped and read the entire text thoroughly.


Once finished, Rebecca leaned back against the cab seat, pictures of a harmonious world fading with each new sentence.


In paleoarchaeology, things seldom went the way you planned.



 


 


 



CHAPTER 12

 


 


Budapest, Hungary


Brandt had to stop himself from reflexively making the sign of the cross as they waited. Lopez had somehow crammed the Beamer into a parking spot far too small, but they had a clear view of their target’s front door.


St. Matthias was not an ordinary church. It was damned near a cathedral. The building took up an entire city block. At the nearest corner, an enormous bell tower climbed several stories into the sky. The bronze bells chimed ten o’clock, perfectly harmonized.


The first floor was faced in brick, but the entire second story held the story of the Bible with its long row of stained glass scenes. The largest above the door detailed the crucifixion. If Brandt had not been certain this church was Rebecca’s destination before he saw the church, he was now.


In addition, if you looked just a little closer, you could see that the church’s grandeur had not come in one fell swoop. Far down the street you could make out a small chapel that must have been the first place of worship. From this humble beginning the congregation had added on more chambers, and they had become larger and more elaborate, ending in the jutting bell tower.


If you took a picture of the impressive structure and Photoshopped out the surrounding structures like the Fisherman’s Bastion, you might mistake the church as one of its European sisters, but St. Matthias’ roof told you of its Eastern influences. The tiles were bright, vibrant colors. Rich greens and blues lay over one another in triangular patterns. They reminded Brandt of the scales on that snake back in the Ecuadorian jungle. Even the crosses on the spires were made of the richly colored tiles. The watery colors were that of a mosque, yet the structure was classic Catholic.


All of this would have been absolutely fascinating if his heart rate wasn’t two hundred. The streets were still crammed with Roman revelers, but no Davidson and Svengurd. The two had left on recon over fifteen minutes ago and still weren’t back yet. How long could it take to find a change of clothes? Brandt wanted to get a closer look at the church, but their travel-soiled business suits would stand out against the brightly costumed revelers. So until they had better camouflage, they had to sit tight.


Brandt swung his binoculars back to the church. Two nuns and a novice, all in full habits, stood on the church’s steps but still within the vestibule. A moment ago a priest had joined them. With the joy and excitement of those who did not know a shit-storm was about to hit, they waved to the children in the parade and called out to passing parishioners. It would have been quaint if his stomach were not in knots.


How had he let Monroe go off on her own?


Brandt surveyed the ever-growing throng. It looked like the entire two-million-plus population of Budapest had turned out for this damn festival. He scanned for his men. Where the hell were they?

 “Oh, shit!” Lopez announced from the driver’s side.

 “What?” Brandt said, as he turned in the direction of the church.


He didn’t need Lopez to answer him. The man who had evoked the corporal’s response was the bastard who had held him at gunpoint in the stairwell back in Paris. Quickly, Brandt scanned the rest of the street for Tok, the man in charge who had orchestrated the past twenty-four-hours-worth of destruction. But he came up empty.


Brandt went back to studying the tall, craggy-faced man who strode toward the church. As Petir mounted the steps, all three women pulled deeper into the vestibule. The priest went to block his entry into the church, but the prick uttered several harsh words, and the clergyman stepped out of his way.


Once the man was out of sight, the priest pulled the nuns off to the side, his eyes darting up and down the street. Within seconds, the black-clothed women hurried the novice inside. After another furtive glance outside, the priest entered the church, pulling the two huge oak doors shut.


Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.


Brandt didn’t know if he hated it more when he was wrong or when he was right. This was the place. Was Rebecca already inside? Maybe she was still en route to the church. He looked at his watch. The doctors had landed in Budapest at eleven p.m. Even if they stayed low overnight, they would have had enough time to get inside already.


Fuck. He had to assume that Tok’s presence was not a coincidence. Indeed, the priest seemed on strained but familiar terms with his assistant. How Brandt wished he could contact the Den, but now more than ever he needed to maintain radio silence.


Off to his left, he sensed motion more than saw it. Pulling his gun, he aimed at the intruder.

 “Hey! Sarge! Watch it!” Davidson screamed as he looked down the barrel of Brandt’s MK23 pistol, or as the guys affectionately called it, “Thor’s Hammer.”


It took a second to register that the masked Roman actor was his most junior officer. The kid had done a damn good job of blending in.

 “We’ve got company,” Brandt said as he lowered the weapon.


Davidson lifted his mask to show his cheeks painted with white makeup and dark circles around his eyes. “Crap. They must have taken off in a private plane before they blew up the airliner.”


Brandt nodded. The only way to beat them here was to fly. No one, but no one, drove here faster than Lopez.

 “Can you get us in the front door?” he asked the private.


Davidson shook his head. “I spotted at least six snipers’ dens. If I were them and I had all night to set up, I’d have rifles in each of them.”


Svengurd joined the private. “That door is right in the cross fire.”


The sergeant didn’t really need either person’s input. He already knew that they were screwed. Walking in the front door was no longer an option, if in fact it ever had been. Their infiltration of the crowd became even more important.

 “Any back doors?” he asked.

 “That door is the only way in or out.”


Again, information he already knew. Would the bastard have exposed his position if there were a more low-profile entrance?

 “Windows? Roof access? Anything?”


The private shrugged. “Those stained glass windows don’t look like they open. We could blow a hole in the roof, but with this crowd…”


Brandt didn’t ask for clarification. There would be no explosives, at least not out in public. The sergeant exited the car with Lopez close behind.

 “Did you find us clothes?” Brandt noticed that Svengurd was dressed in dirty rags. “What are you supposed to be?”

 “A slave,” the tall man said with a shrug.


Davidson gave Lopez a cavalry officer’s robe, but threw a tiny leather garment to Brandt.


The sergeant turned it over. “A gladiator? I’m not amused, Davidson.”


But the younger man was adamant. With your arm width? You are not fitting into anything else. Unless of course you’d like to be the slave?”


Brandt wanted to argue, but they had already wasted too much time. Back to the crowd, they changed and redistributed their gear to Svengurd’s leather sack.


But where to go?

 “All right, we’ll have to search the surrounding buildings and try to find a wall we can breach.”


Lopez interjected, “Sarge, I was thinking maybe coming up from underground might be the best route.”

 “You mean through the sewers or water pipes?”


The corporal shook his head. “No, there’s an underground structure beneath the older wing of the church.”

 “The chapel and crypt. I know, but how does that help?”

 “It’s connected to a labyrinth of caves that lies under Budapest. The tunnels can be accessed at numerous points around the city.”

 “Really?” Brandt asked. “You’ve had a mission here before?”


Almost embarrassed, Lopez pulled out the tourist map they had bought to find the church. “No. I just read up on it in the car.”


Okay, this was pretty much the bottom of the fucking barrel. The enemy probably had the architectural survey plans of the church, along with intense satellite video surveillance of the entire city, and all they had was this flimsy two-color map. Yeah, he missed the Den, all right, but you took help where you could get it.


He clapped Lopez’s shoulder. “Excellent. Let’s head to the entrance of the cave system.”

 “Um, that’s the problem. There are only four caves open to the public, and they are situated across the city. It’s at least three miles to the nearest access point.”


Brandt felt his stomach twist another forty degrees. He really did not know how much tighter it could turn without rupturing.


Despite the bad news, Davidson smiled. “Who said we need a public entrance?”

 “Explain,” Brandt barked.

 “Svengurd, how much of the explosive paste do we have left?”


The taller man dug through his pack. “Looks like all of it.”

 “We won’t need that much, at least if we don’t want to draw a crowd with the noise. We’ll have to pick somewhere deserted and well insulated.”

 “Let’s move like we have a purpose,” Brandt said as he headed eastward toward a cluster of buildings.

 



* * *

 



Rebecca read the first passage aloud. “For he who bore James sought the center of Pest. There he would find those who revered both Moses and Jesus. Those who knew Isaiah and John to be one and the same. The dualist would protect forever the most favored brother.”


Angered, Lochum put on his reading glasses as he read the second stanza. “He who was pure returned as if he had lived ten lives, his beard long enough to rival Moses. The man without contempt wished to carry him within the house along with the others of the Knot, but he would not allow it. His life was seeping from him, and he wished all to know that he had learned of the four and one. That James was protected by the stag.”

 “Do you see what I mean?” Rebecca asked as she brought up the two texts side by side. “The first section stressed the importance of the number two. Whereas this passage specifies the four and one, whatever that is, and the stag. An image not at all referred to in the first.”


Their driver laying on the horn quieted them both. Crowds surged around their car. They hadn’t gotten more than a few hundred feet closer to the Lancid, also known as Chain Bridge. The great stone structure towered before them. A pair of carved lions stared down their majestic noses, sizing up anyone who dared pass. At a span of three hundred fifty- seven meters, the bridge was the first to connect Buda and Pest, but right now revelers crammed the narrow bridge.


The horn finally let up, so Rebecca pointed to the computer screen. “Not only do they not match, they contradict one another.”


Lochum waved off her concern, as he always did. “What scriptures ever agree? You know the adage. If two ancient passages agree, then one of them is a forgery.”


Despite herself, Rebecca felt a grin flicker across her lips at the old saying. It usually held true, but there was something more than the section’s differences that bothered her. “But taking the two—”

 “What would have us do, ’Becca?” the professor asked, his face surprisingly calm. “Spend weeks wrangling over syntax? We both know that there is only one place in Hungary that meets the first criterion. Are we to ignore that self-evident fact in favor of the second, much more vague, passage?”

 “Had you let me finish,” Rebecca said, “I meant that we need to reconcile the two sections. You said it yourself. They would have spoken in code to avoid the Romans discovering their most sacred relics.”

 “Your program takes into account such variables, does it not? Or are you telling me your vaunted software is not up to the task?”


Rebecca shook her head in frustration. Long ago she thought Lochum near to a god because he seemed to work in such mysterious ways, but now he was just a dog with an old bag of tricks. Whenever in danger of running afoul of his own logic, the professor would cast aspersions on his verbal opponent.


Not rising to the bait, she responded coolly, “Perhaps code was not the correct term. Parable may be closer to what I’m thinking. You don’t actually believe the man came back aged a hundred years, do you?”


Lochum had to shake his head. “No. No. In ancient texts, rapid aging usually implies guilt or suffering.”


Rebecca was about to elaborate when someone hit the hood hard enough to shake the vehicle. Glancing up, she thought she saw Brandt. Nearly panicked, she searched the crowd, but when Rebecca found the man she thought was the sergeant, he was walking away... in a leather skirt.


Definitely not Brandt’s style.


Grief certainly played tricks on the mind.


Shaking off the mirage, Rebecca opened the cab door.

 “Where are you going?” Lochum asked.

 “To Pest.”

 “But—”


She indicated the thriving city. “We’re getting nowhere. It’s time to take to our feet, Lochum. Tread the same path as he who was pure.”


He looked ready to argue, but then he smiled. “How right you are.”


Lochum paid the very disgruntled cab driver as Rebecca followed the jubilant parade over the carved bridge. Plebeians, Senators, and more fierce warriors than she could count bustled around her.


She took it all in. The sun on her shoulders. The glistening Danube River beneath them. The firm stone beneath her feet. She could not take back leaving Brandt in Paris, nor the plane plunging to its destruction, but she could be certain that she’d never let anything beautiful go unnoticed again.

 



* * *

 



Brandt stopped as he entered the Turkish bath. A square pool of aquamarine water lay in the center of an enormous room lined with towering columns. Slits in the roof allowed beams of sunlight to dance across the water’s surface. The entire structure seemed to be hewn out of rock, giving it a quiet, romantic, almost surreal atmosphere. In this oppressive heat, the cool water invited you to strip down and dive right in.


Rebecca would have loved this place and its history. Even to his untrained eye, the bath ached of untold stories. He was sure Rebecca could have told him the exact mineral content that made these waters medicinal. She and Lochum would have argued over the exact date when the columns were imported.


But neither doctor was here, and it was time to correct that problem. It had turned out to be a lot harder to find a place to blow up than they had first thought. Then Lopez had mentioned the baths from the brochure.


Svengurd was haggling over the price, but Brandt flashed a wad of American bills. The attendant’s eyes widened. His team may not have much ammunition, but cash, cash they had. He had feared they might have to bribe their way out of Ecuador, so Brandt had made sure they had been well funded.

 “Tell him we want somewhere far from the street.”


As Svengurd translated, the attendant clearly thought they were gay, but who cared if it meant more privacy? Peeling off another hundred-dollar bill, Brandt watched as the money disappeared into the man's pocket before he hurried down a set of steep stone stairs.


At the end they found a mineral spring carved out of the earth itself.


Once the attendant left, Lopez pulled out the map. A tunnel connecting the chapel was right under their feet. But how much rock were they going to have to blow through? Exactly how much sound would leak to the street?

 “Sarge, do you feel that?” Davidson asked.


He stopped searching but felt nothing. “Feel what?”

 “A cool breeze,” Lopez answered.


Then Brandt realized there was a cold draft. “Up there.”


Davidson scrambled up the rock wall. “Oh, yes! There’s a shaft. Svengurd, hand me a glow stick.” The private shook the tube until it glowed green, then dropped it down the shaft. “We’ve got tunnel.”


Finally, luck had turned in their favor.



 


 


 



CHAPTER 13

 


 


Fifth District, Budapest


 Lochum tugged almost frantically at Rebecca’s hand, but she refused to let him drag her through the Fifth District. Budapest boasted twenty-three districts, much like New York’s boroughs, but this district was unique within the city. It had been so long since she had visited Pest, she had forgotten how unalike the two cities were. While Buda was all about the distant past, Pest was the future. Commerce was key. Shopping, shopping, and more shopping was the order of the day.


It was strange to see Prada and Ralph Lauren sold out of buildings centuries old, but that was the magic of Pest. The streets were lined with hundreds of merchants, each trying to outdo the other. She likened it to a medieval city—but only the serfs were peddling Gucci.


Even this far from the Parliament building, where the parade was intended to conclude, the streets were bustling with costumed shoppers. All around her she heard foreign languages. Budapest might only be the seventh-largest European city, but today it seemed to be number one for power shopping. Italian, German, and Austrian euros flowed as freely as Hungarian forints.


Women dressed in Saks Fifth Avenue suits mingled with girls in burkas and grandmothers in saris. An excited chatter swelled from the shops. These merchants knew that the bulk of their sales came from bargain-conscious tourists, and they made sure to cater to all cultures. At every corner there were tiny cafés and upscale restaurants. If you didn’t know better, there were times you might think yourself in Paris.


At night, she knew these streets transformed into a city of youth. Many of the restaurants had nightclubs above them and once the sun went down, neon signs would glow so brightly as to make it seem like daylight. The windows pulsed with enough techno music to satisfy the most discriminating überelite clubber. Rebecca understood there was a healthy new business of “stag” weekends, where guys from all over Europe would fly in on dirt-cheap flights to get a taste of Budapest’s nightlife.

 “Please, ’Becca, contain your spending genes and hurry. The synagogue is just down the next block.”


Allowing him to pick up the pace, Rebecca noticed how quickly they transitioned from capitalism central to a decidedly residential neighborhood. The shops were replaced by three and four-story apartment buildings. Most showed distress—crumbling bricks, rusted iron, a cracked pot as a meager adornment. But they still had a charm to them.


Strangely, the first things Rebecca spotted were the synagogue’s decidedly Moorish domes. If you did not know the place was a temple, you would swear you were walking up to a mosque. She had forgotten how Eastern the synagogue had felt. More Turkish than Christian. While historians noted the unique duality of the temple, they had forgotten the Islamic influence. What she saw dominating Pest’s skyline was not an example of duality but a trifecta—Jewish, Christian, and Muslim.


As they approached the building, her initial reaction was reinforced. Beneath the Moorish blue and gold domes were Christian-inspired steeples. The walls were made of rows upon rows of tan brick, giving the appearance that the synagogue was striped. Each window was built into Catholic-like alcoves, while each corner had smaller blue-tiled domes. Again, in every square inch of the synagogue there were three influences.


If she had held misgivings about the location before, Rebecca was now certain this wasn’t the resting place for James, but Lochum remained unmoved. He tugged her until they practically ran the last block to the Great Synagogue. This area of town was drained of its population as the parade made its way south to the Parliament building.


Nearly out of breath, Lochum went to open the large gate that led to an inner courtyard, but a security guard stopped him.

 “Megnezhetern a jogositv any at?”


Rebecca guessed that the man asked for identification, because the professor drew up to his full height. “I, my dear man, am a personal friend of the rabbi.”


The guard snorted. “Ah, as are all Americans.” Before Lochum could respond, the man continued in heavily accented English, “Still, I must see documentation before entering.”

 “What is the meaning of such—”


Rebecca stepped in front of the enraged professor. She pulled out their fake passports. “Here you are.”


As the man scanned the documents, she whispered to Lochum, “Tight security works in our favor, Archibald.”


To deter any more objections, Rebecca pointed halfway down the building. They were repairing a section of the torched and charred tan wall.

 “They are as worried about suicide bombers as we are.”


She didn’t have to argue further, as Lochum turned to the guard with his “charming” demeanor instead of his insufferably arrogant one.

 “Forgive me, of course you have a job to do,” he said. “And truly if there is any question about our documentation, please ask Rabbi Milgramisk about his old friend from Oxford.”


The guard must have known a little about the chief rabbi’s history to know that he had graduated from Oxford, for he nodded with more respect.

 “You may buy tickets.” The guard pointed inside the gateway where a theater-like ticket window awaited.

 “But—”

 “Just pay the woman, Archibald,” she hissed as she simultaneously smiled at the guard. Once inside the small courtyard, she continued, “And while we are on the run from psychopathic pseudo-historians, we might not want to be name-dropping.”


After paying the elderly woman behind the glass, she gave Lochum two tickets and a yarmulke, which he dutifully put on. Twelve years ago, when they had last visited the synagogue, they had gone through none of these procedures because they traveled with a full archaeological team. This time around they were on the down low.


All of Lochum’s frustration seemed to vanish as they entered the shul itself. The enormous interior could seat more than three thousand worshippers amongst its rows and rows of pews. Above them ran two balconies with stained glass windows on either side— the women’s gallery.


As they walked down the richly carpeted aisle, Rebecca couldn’t help but be struck by the history of the place. It had the rich odor of housing worshippers for centuries. Wood and stone could not shelter such for too long without embedding their very essence into the structure. The smell was not unpleasant. Not of dust or mold, just of age.


This synagogue had survived the Ottoman Empire, World War II, and Communist rule. Despite all of this, she was not sure if it had enough history. In her discipline, twelve hundred years old barely qualified you as a teenager. Could the structure’s intent and purpose stretch back another millennium?

 “Do you doubt now?” Lochum asked, but Rebecca did not answer.


 While the vaulted ceilings and chandeliers were of Gothic design, if someone looked just a little closer, the mosaic tile work above these classically Christian elements were etched in blue and gold, one hundred percent Byzantine artistry. Even the dramatic inlay above the altar echoed the Moorish shape to the spires outside. Despite knowing the passage on John’s bones, Rebecca still felt as she did over a decade ago that the synagogue’s architects were just attempting to assimilate into a predominately Muslim and Christian world.


They were not necessarily dualists but survivalists.


Yet studying her professor’s face, Rebecca saw none of her own concerns. He was engrossed in the artwork displayed on either side of the main aisle. Another very Christian influence. She knew he was searching the reliefs for signs of James or the man who bore his bones.

 “Sir, please do not touch the art,” a man said with an almost African accent, as his voice echoed off the high ceiling.


Rebecca turned to find a small dark-skinned man hustling down the long center aisle, waving Lochum back from the walls. “Please, it will take us a week to get the oils off.”


The professor, however, did not back away. “I’m sure if you just—”

 “Yes, yes. The guard radioed ahead, but you cannot visit with the Chief Rabbi until his Bible study class is finished.”


Surprisingly, Lochum didn’t yell. In fact, he spoke quite calmly. “Just let him know his ancient Christianity instructor has been resurrected.”

 “I don’t understand. Ancient Christian?”

 “Just tell him that, and I will be satisfied.”

 “I… I give no guarantees,” he stammered.


Hesitating just a moment longer, the man turned and nearly ran back down the aisle. That was the professor’s talent. He could win the battle of wits by either bowling you over or luring you into his confidence.

 



* * *

 



Lochum leaned over a rather remarkable painting of Moses parting the Red Sea when a call came from deep within the synagogue, “Archibald!”


His student of old, Bartholomew Milgramisk, now all grown up, came barreling out of the beth midrish. The years had been kinder to Bartholomew than to him. The rabbi had a full head of hair and looked far more athletic than Lochum remembered back at Oxford. The two met in a friendly embrace.

 “You scoundrel! I sat shiva for you!”


Lochum was nothing but sincere. “I am so sorry, Bart. It was a ruse that I could not break, not even for an esteemed colleague such as yourself.”

 “Please, no apologies. I am just so glad to see you alive! And with Rebecca! Do miracles never cease?”


The rabbi hugged her as well. “You never write. You never call.”

 “Believe me, I would have, but I was under orders to never contact our common acquaintances.”


Rebecca’s excuse might have sounded sincere, but Lochum knew the truth. After his “death,” the girl had shunned the world. She had retreated deeper into her laboratory or disappeared into uncharted jungles. He had kept tabs on her through the years, disappointed that she had turned from their work and concentrated on her silly radiation theories. But now she was back in the fold.


Bart turned to Lochum. “I would imagine this is no social visit. Not with Paris and all.”

 “No, I am afraid not. I have been flushed from the bush, but for such a noble calling. Might we discuss this in private?”

 “Of course, of course.”


As they entered the rabbi’s office, Bart indicated two well-stuffed chairs across from his desk. “Please, have a seat.”

 “I believe it is you who should sit, Rabbi.”


Bart obeyed as Lochum pulled John’s bone from his pocket and laid it upon the rabbi’s desk. “Be so kind as to inspect the shaft.”


From his studies at Oxford, Bart should have enough ancient Greek to understand the gist. The rabbi stammered, “You are not suggesting…”


Lochum nodded, then Bart found Rebecca’s face. It was only when she confirmed his unspoken question that the rabbi sat back down. “John. So this is John the Baptist… In Paris? He was buried under the Eiffel Tower?”

 “There is more. Please, ’Becca, show him the passage.”


Bart read it silently, then physically blanched. “All these years everyone has been searching in Buda, but… but James is in Pest?” His eyes flashed to Lochum. “You think because of our unique Christian influence that he might be buried under the synagogue?”


He had always liked Bartholomew and thought him an apt student, but now he wanted to kiss the man. “Or on the grounds, yes.”


Letting out a hissing breath, the rabbi leaned back into his chair. “If I had stumbled upon anything, anything at all, to suggest such a thing I would have contacted you, either of you, immediately.”

 “I have no doubt, Bart. But deep within your archives might be a hint to where we should start looking for his remains.”

 “It is a fine plan,” the rabbi acknowledged, but then turned to Rebecca. “But I don’t think you believe as deeply as Archibald that James lies here.”


Rebecca’s eyes flickered to his. Lochum made it clear that she was to support him in this, but her fingers flew across the keyboard.

 “We have a second passage from John’s bones that I do not think supports this site as much as the first section.”


Lochum watched as Bart read the text. It was clear that the passage concerned the rabbi as well. He meant to cut off the debate, but Rebecca jumped in. “Do you know what the reference ‘four and one’ means?”


The rabbi shrugged. “The four horsemen and the one true God?” Rebecca shook her head before he continued, “Then I’m sorry, I know of no other reference in Judaism.”

 “How about a reference to a stag?”


Bartholomew reflected, then spoke. “There is the Kenesh. A white stag that lives in a mythical forest called the Divei llai.” Seeing Rebecca’s frown, he continued, “It does not look like I hold much practical value for you.”


Lochum slid his way into the disappointed silence. “Then until we have more data, we must proceed with what we do know.”

 “And what would that be, Archibald?”


 He took a deep breath, since what he asked went against all that the rabbi held dear. “I must enter your Aron Kodesh. Your Holy Ark.”

 



* * *

 



Rebecca sat in as stunned silence as the rabbi. What Lochum asked was ridiculous. Beyond ridiculous. It was blasphemy. The ark held the shul’s most treasured scrolls of the Torah, many dating back to the seventh century BC. They were considered sacred, and only those found worthy by years of faith were allowed to view them from afar, let alone enter the ark itself.


Lochum rushed into the silence. “You have gathered the greatest collection of this region’s proto-Christian scrolls, Bart. You must—”


The rabbi found his voice. “But they give no reference to Christ’s brother. They detail God’s word before the crucifixion. Not after.” He became more agitated. “Archibald, you of all people know that!”

 “And we both know that the scribes often wrote their own notes in the margins, many times chronicling the turbulence of their own times. Times much later than the originating document. I would imagine a man claiming to be the Son of God and a descendant of King David might have stirred some controversy. Enough that they might have mentioned rumors of that man’s brother finding his way to this fair land.”


Rebecca felt equal parts admiration and anger. She had never thought to use the Sifrei Torahs for inspiration, but concealing his plan was typical Lochum. Trust to him was a commodity to be tightly restricted.


Bart seemed both excited and doubtful. “But I have studied the texts… However, at the time I was not aware of the dualist nor the Pest references.”

 “Yes! With Rebecca’s program we can shift through the material from the scribes’ musings and ferret out clues. Whether the bones be here or not, they must be near. Pest at the time of this writing was only so big, no?”


It was obvious that the rabbi’s mind scrambled to find reasons not to fulfill Lochum’s request. “I am but a teacher. The Shamash would never allow such a thing.” He turned to her. “Help me, Rebecca. Explain to him.”


But she shook her head. “He’s right, Bart, and you know it. With the citywide celebration outside, it would easy for you to clear the synagogue without raising too many questions.”

 “I guess no one would suspect if I gave the staff the day off to participate in this afternoon’s festivities…” Bart’s voice trailed off, and then strengthened. “Give me a few moments. I will return when it is safe.”


The rabbi shuffled from the room, but his feet did not quite agree with his decision. Once the door was shut, she turned to Lochum.

 “Withhold plans like this again, and I walk.”


The professor leaned back and propped his feet up on the rabbi’s desk. “But to where, my dear ’Becca, to where?”


Rebecca felt the old resentment snake its way back into her chest. Not because of what he had just said, but for the query he did not voice.


With Brandt gone, to whom would she run?


That was the question she couldn’t answer.



 



 


 


The Flock

 



 

Judea

AD 42

 “Just as God has his flock to tend, each man has his own, which he must guard through storm and drought,” Jesus said to the dozen children gathered at his feet as Judas mended a harness that had become frayed. But the stitching became nearly impossible as the sun’s light waned. James must have noticed his difficulty, for he rose and lit a candle.


They had just returned after two long months in the countryside, and with the ache in his leg, he was glad for this time when Jesus could teach in a house with chairs and cushions.


Jesus asked the children, “Do you understand of what I speak?”


They all nodded, but Ameil the most. He nearly bounded from the floor to answer. “Sheep need green grass and always a fresh spring!”


Judas tempered his chuckle at the boy’s simple interpretation of Jesus’ meditation on man’s responsibility to his family. He knew the deeper meaning of the parable would come to Ameil in due course, yet the others could become frustrated if all did not understand Jesus’ words immediately. However, it was the Savior himself who laughed the loudest. Soon the others—James, Matthew, Simon, Thomas, and Mary of Magdalene—joined in.


It was a rare moment of levity in what had been a most trying trek that had lasted weeks longer and yielded far fewer results than any had imagined. They had returned home lean of frame and down in spirits. The priests had not embraced their friend’s ministry, as all had assumed they would.


Jesus pulled the boy into a hug. “Very good, Ameil. Very good. You have indeed listened well!”


Dressed in a blue shawl tugged over her head, even within her own house, Mary entered, chiding, “Ah, will you not break even for supper?”


Jesus lifted Ameil high into the air and tossed him high before catching him barely above the ground. The boy squealed in delight, but Jesus’ tone sobered. “It has been an excellent lesson, but it is time to seek your hearths and prepare the table before your mothers scold you.”


Mary frowned, but Jesus grinned to assuage her feelings.

 “Will you teach us about shearing tomorrow?” Ameil asked excitedly. “I so want to learn so I might help with the sheep this summer!”


Kissing the boy on the cheek, Jesus set him down. “Of course! And the day after Sabbath we will speak of the proper care of chickens.”


Ameil’s eyes lit up as if given the sweetest tidbit. “Promise?”


Judas felt the room tense. Mary especially. She might be perturbed with her son, but no one was allowed to question Jesus’ moral might. Judas went to apologize, but his friend was already patting Ameil on the head.

 “On my honor,” Jesus swore solemnly.


The boy gave a joyful cry, and with the rest of the children, poured out of the room, their shouts carrying on a slight breeze that rustled the parchments Thomas was writing upon.


Mary eyed the gathering of them and shook her head as she turned to walk from the room. “Supper will be ready before the sun sets.”

 “Might you linger for a few moments? We have matters of great urgency to discuss before breaking bread.”


Looking at her son, it was clear that his mother was proud to be included but equally annoyed that Jesus’ followers were all living under her roof. “Food does not prepare itself for so many. I will retreat to the kitchen, where a woman serves her family best.”


Everyone’s eyes darted to Magdalene. The barb was not at all tempered, but the dark-haired beauty meekly continued sewing. Jesus’ mother might have resented the lot of them, but this woman she openly disdained.


And Judas could understand why. Ever since they had found Magdalene locked in the cellar, convulsing on the dirt floor, Jesus had been devoted to her. The younger Mary’s family had thought her cursed and placed her far from the village’s suspicious eyes before they were blamed for her possession.


He, James, Thomas, and Matthew had knelt beside Jesus on that cold, earthen floor through the night. None of them thought that the afflicted woman would survive to see the sunrise. But Jesus had fed her thick syrups and thin potions he had learned from the Essenes. With each course of medicinals, Jesus laid his hands upon her and a demon fled her body. Still, even when her form quieted, Magdalene’s mind was closed. Nothing could rouse her. Mary would seem truly dead, then convulse into another seizure. They repeated the medicinals and prayers each time until seven demons were cast out, and she suddenly awoke.


Since Mary and Jesus’ eyes had locked that misty morning, they were near inseparable. Magdalene’s brother had escorted her to Jesus’ door, then surrendered her into the Virgin’s care, but would not cross their threshold, and returned to the village of Zagar without a glance back.

 “We will be only a few moments then, Mother,” Jesus said, breaking the humid silence that had settled between them.


With the faintest snort, Mary left, but her son did not seem to notice her displeasure. Instead, he turned to James. “In a week’s time, we will go forth into the world and truly begin my ministry.”

 “Brother, we have tried, but were nearly stoned in Gergesa, and the kind rabbis of Hippo threatened to turn us over to the Romans for agitation.”


But at this, Jesus smiled. “That is where we made our miscalculation. I had thought John remiss for reaching out to the people themselves and eschewing the priests, but I see now how wise he was.”


Thomas stirred from his writing. “And he has gained the Romans’ ire for it. Throngs flock to him wherever he appears, so they have a legion of their stoutest centurions following as well.”

 “In all the time in the desert, the one thing God did not tell me was that spreading his love would be a simple task. It is to the people we must embark.” Jesus’ eyes lit up. “Just like these children, I will embrace them to my bosom.”


Andrew shook his head. “But they are not learned. They understood nothing of your words.”

 “Ah, but they listened, dear Andrew, they listened!” Jesus laughed aloud, then sobered. “Did a single rabbi heed a word I uttered?”


Andrew could not retort, for Jesus was right. His lessons of love flew in the face of their power. They seemed to care only how God’s word might favor them.


Jesus continued, “Upon the start of the next week, we shall go north. We will fill our number with twelve disciples.” He inclined his head toward Magdalene. “Mary knows why she cannot be counted.”


She nodded in agreement, but once Jesus’ eyes left her, Magdalene’s lips pinched. She might know the reason, but she did not seem to like it.


Jesus did not appear to notice this Mary’s unease either, for he continued, “Once full of health, we shall visit every village in Judea where I will hear their hearts so they might hear mine.”


James sighed. It was clear that he did not think his concerns would sway his brother, but he seemed equally obliged to voice them. “I know you believe God will provide, sweet brother, but we have emptied our coffers. How will we travel with so long without work? How will we feed our families?”

 “For once I welcome you asking, James.” He nodded to Magdalene, who produced a large purse from the folds of her dress. Jesus opened the drawstring so that the silver coins glistened in the candlelight. “Magdalene has been kind enough to offer her dowry to our ministry.”


All were speechless as James ran his fingers through the coins. “It is most generous, but within a year we will be once again reduced to paupers.”


Jesus’ lips turned up, but in a sad smile. “I do not think we need to figure that far ahead.” Brightening, he grasped his brother’s shoulder. “This will see all of us through to Passover, will it not?”


James’ eyes clouded as he went to take the purse, but Jesus withdrew the leather pouch.


It was Magdalene who spoke. “James, you know I hold you above reproach.” She bowed her head to the other men. “As I do you all, but I have seen Judas barter with the villagers and Romans alike. He has no equal. To gain an entire cart of hay for a half copper was truly remarkable.”


James went to retort, but Judas was quicker. “I could not take on such a responsibility. It has always been James’ place to care for the earnings and shall always be.”


Jesus looked at both of them. “I have long burdened my brother with the upkeep of our household. It is time that he be able to follow his heart and study the Scriptures rather than our finances. Would you not welcome such a relief, James?”


Judas was not so sure James agreed wholeheartedly with the sentiment, but after Jesus’ impassioned speech, how could he contradict his brother? And now Judas was in the same quandary. How could he deny helping James?


A warm smile spread across Jesus’ lips. “Then it is agreed.”


Magdalene’s cheeks blushed as she passed the purse over to him. Judas had never held such a sum before. It weighed heavily in his hand, especially as the others looked upon him as if he were not worthy. But what could he do? No one disagreed long with Jesus. How could you think yourself better equipped to argue than the Son of God?

 “Well then, I should join your mother in the kitchen, or we might find ourselves without dessert,” Magdalene said as she rose.


As she passed, Jesus her hand brushed against his knee in a most casual manner. Judas’ eyes darted to James. Was there an engagement between the two that he was not privy to? But James sharply shook his head. The other men did not seem to notice, so Judas made no issue of the touch. What happened between Jesus and Magdalene was a private matter.


Once she was gone, James rose. “We have much to arrange if we leave within the week.”


Andrew nodded. “I shall send word to John.”

 “The merchants are closed, but I shall assemble a register of foods we shall carry with us,” said Philip. He continued, “I do not wish to find ourselves on the wrong end of a bargain for grain as we did in Gamela.”


The others made their exit, leaving only Jesus, James, and Judas. It was not that he thought himself such a familiar to linger with the brothers. It was just that Judas was loath to gain his feet in front of the others.


After sitting so long, his right leg did not cooperate, and his rising was a most awkward sight. Even if he stumbled only a little, Judas felt the others judged him as weak. Their eyes were always questioning why Jesus had included one such as he in their esteemed rank. So Judas waited until he was certain that the men had gone before he braced himself, using the wall to help his ascent, but Jesus grabbed his arm and pulled him to his feet.

 “Thank you,” Judas said, then quickly added, “for all the favors you have given.”


James retorted as he exited, “I would not be so quick to thank, Judas.”


What a strange thing to say, Judas thought. He had felt James beyond any petty feud they might have had, but when he turned to Jesus he could see in his friend’s eyes that James knew something he did not.

 “I now know why John said you would be the one to suffer the most.”


Judas flinched at the Baptist’s name. He had tried so very hard to block the man’s prophecy from his mind.

 “I fear Ameil cannot accompany us for so long a journey,” Jesus added.


Judas was quick to jump in. “I have a sum saved and can do small work along the way to pay his share and—”

 “No, no, Judas. We would all welcome the boy.”

 “Then I do not understand.”


For once he could see the similarity between James and Jesus. Most commented on how Judas and Jesus seemed more brothers than those two, but with the look of true reluctance to speak, Jesus was nearly James’ twin.

 “Earlier this afternoon I went to see his father so I might apologize for returning his son so tardily.”

 “Ameil should not have troubled you with such things,” Judas mumbled.

 “Your nephew betrayed no confidence, Judas. He only said that he did not know why his father had shouted at you upon your return. I discerned the rest on my own.”

 “And because of that Kyle will not allow Ameil to join us?”

 “That and the fact that he feels the boy is too easily influenced.”


Jesus had that effect. His words swallowed your heart whole and made it beat all the stronger. Once emboldened, one could not keep one’s affections hidden. “Kyle still should not have been so presumptuous to you.”


Jesus seemed confused, then laughed. “Dear Judas, he was not resentful of me, but of you. He feels Ameil treats you more like a father than he, and he fears if you spend a season alone with him that Kyle will lose him forever.”


To this Judas could not argue. He and Ameil had forged a strong bond. So strong that he found himself bitter that they would now be separated. Jesus must have seen the transformation in his face.

 “No one would blame you if you chose not to join us. The rest have the luxury of having their families follow in our footsteps. I know how divided your heart must be, and I would not force such a painful choice upon you.”


Even though Jesus’ words were kind, Judas could not help but wonder why the Savior had made certain to name him as one of the rarified Twelve and honor him with tending the ministry’s purse before telling him of Ameil. It seemed Jesus meant to strengthen his sense of duty to equal that to his nephew.

 “The boy…” Judas could not even finish his sentence. How had the child become so important to him? Ameil was not even from his loins, yet his heart ached at the thought of leaving him behind. Who would Judas teach to braid horsehair so tightly that you could use it as a lash for a scabbard? Whose silly, boyish antics would he laugh at each afternoon?

 “I will leave you with this overnight, my friend.”


Jesus went to exit the room, but Judas held out the bag of coins.


His friend frowned. “Will you give it no more consideration?”


Judas could only shake his head. At once it was an impossible decision, and yet one so easy to make. Jesus was a grown man. He had the full blessing of God upon his head. How could the Savior need him as Ameil did? For it was Judas who fathered the child. It did not matter that they shared only diluted blood. Ameil was as much Judas’ as Kyle’s. He could not abandon the child to follow Jesus, no matter how his heart wished it so.


He closed his friend’s fingers over the leather drawstrings. “Andrew will make an excellent keeper of the purse, Jesus. James will not fret if you choose Andrew instead, and I think the others might be happier as well.”

 “Not Magdalene,” Jesus said. “She holds you in great esteem.”

 “Perhaps, but I think she will understand best that Ameil needs me.”


Without further argument Jesus left the room. Judas was at the same time relieved that his friend had not tried harder to tempt him, but also sad that Jesus could so easily part. His assessment was correct, then.


As he had feared for so long, the Savior had little need of Judas’ company.



 


 


 



CHAPTER 14

 


 


Underground tunnels beneath Budapest


As they made their way through an especially low tunnel, Brandt’s legs cramped at the slow pace and cool air. What should have been a brisk walk back to the underground chapel of St. Matthias Church had turned into an arduous trek.


It turned out that their tourist map only gave a vague impression of Budapest’s labyrinth, rather than a representation of their actual conformation. Since this vast network of tunnels was off-limits to the public, there were no signs to warn them of the dozens of switchbacks, dead ends, and double cul-de-sacs.


The green glow of their chemical sticks cast an eerie glow on the textured walls. Formed over centuries of dribbling mineral water, every wall had a unique pattern. Some looked as if an artist had used a paintbrush to swirl the rock into seashell patterns, while others were marred like they had survived smallpox. Another appeared feathered and gnarled, similar to a coral reef only without being underwater. There were more than fifteen distinct types of patterns displayed in this cave system.


Or at least that’s what Lopez’s guidebook said.


For Brandt, these tunnels were nothing more than a means to an end. And the sooner they were out of the damp, unnaturally cool air, the better. A leather skirt was not exactly comfortable in fifty-two-degree weather.


On point, Svengurd had done his best to utilize the map and his compass, but advancement was slow at best. Between the cramped quarters and undocumented switchbacks, they had lost almost an hour.


An hour during which Rebecca might have been tortured or worse. But there was simply no hurrying this process along. Svengurd had slowed them to a crawl so they could study the smooth tunnel walls. Through trial and error they had realized that the manner in which the spring water dribbled down the limestone walls held clues to where the tunnel was leading. Rivulets deep into the stone usually meant they were on a major artery, while walls that were only dewy with moisture were more often than not dead ends.


The burgeoning number of stalactites and stalagmites had also slowed them. There was a reason these tunnels were restricted. The floor, slick with mineral water, was treacherous, and the sharp rocks jutted into their path, making steady movement tricky.


Even at such a slow pace, Brandt nearly ran into Davidson as the tunnel was plunged into darkness. Someone must have covered his glow stick. 

 “Svengurd has spotted a source of illumination up ahead.”


Wordlessly, Brandt exchanged places with the private and pulled up alongside Svengurd. “You saw something?”


The tall man pointed to a distant spot. “Up ahead.”


Brandt squinted, but couldn’t see anything.

 “Shut your eyes, Sarge.”


He did as instructed, letting his eyes readjust to darkness, then slowly opened his lids. There it was. A pinpoint of light far ahead.

 “Does it match the map?” he asked.


Svengurd nodded. “As best as I can tell with this POS.”

 “I’ll take point,” Brandt stated, but Svengurd stepped in front of him.


The corporal said nothing, but let his action speak for him. Brandt was suggesting a serious breach in protocol. Svengurd had always been point and Brandt guessed until Svengurd died he intended to be point. It was by far the most dangerous position on the team.


Being the first into unknown situations usually ended up with you taking the first few rounds, but Svengurd thirsted for the opportunity. Frankly, the guy had the balls for it. He advanced without hesitation, using his surgical accuracy to clear the way for himself and the rest of the team.

 “We’ve got limited ammo.” Brandt tried to justify his actions.

 “All the more reason for me to head out and do some recon before we commit our resources.”


Brandt usually encouraged his men to give their unedited input, but he could feel himself resenting the corporal’s objection. Probably because he was right. Brandt was letting this get personal. Letting his fear for Rebecca’s safety override his years of training.


Hissing out his held breath, Brandt gave in. “Take point.”


The corporal was three steps out before the order was fully given, becoming nothing more than a blurry shadow. Svengurd’s advancement could only be measured by his body blocking the tiny pinpoint light, then revealing it. Then the shadow was gone and the light flickered unobstructed. Svengurd must have rounded the corner.


Brandt counted off the seconds. Each one pounded against his skull.

 “How long do we wait?” Lopez asked.

 “How long would you want us to wait if you were out there?”

 “All right. I’m getting comfortable, then.”

 



* * *

 



Lochum followed Bartholomew into the abandoned worship hall. Rebecca had fallen a few steps behind as she continued to work on her laptop. The girl would have so much more to work on once they were privy to the information within the Aron Kodesh. He could feel his saliva glands pump out their secretions. He thought himself a true gentleman, but he was close to frothing at the mouth.


To think of all the times he had visited this synagogue. Never once had it occurred to him to study the architecture or study the murals. How many of the answers to his questions were within an arm’s length?


The rabbi stopped at a wall to the right of the altar, which was traditional, for the Ark was always built so that it faced Jerusalem.


After a moment of hesitation, Bart pulled out a large key. It was wider than the span of a man’s hand and apparently heavy. The rabbi had to use both hands to steady the key as he raised it to the lock. The key was fashioned out of iron in the shape of the Hebrew number five, representing the five books of the Torah. Lochum knew all of this from years of study but had never experienced the thrill of seeing one in use.


Bart turned to Rebecca. “I am sorry, and I know it should not matter given the sacrilege we are about to commit, but by Orthodox tradition…”


She nodded. Lochum’s old student was perfectly aware women were not allowed in the ark. He had taught her well.

 “I’ll sit up on the first pew. Just bring me the lettering, and I’ll start entering it,” Rebecca answered politely.

 “Thank you,” the rabbi said as he approached the lock. “If only you were so accommodating, Archibald.”


Lochum snorted. “We would never have gotten this far if I allowed traditions to stop me.”


Bart looked him up and down. “I will open the scrolls. I will point out the passages. You will look over my shoulder. In no way may you manipulate the scrolls in any way. Is that understood?”

 “But what if—”

 “There is no compromise in this, Lochum,” the rabbi said as he pulled on cotton gloves. “You may transcribe all that you see, but you may not touch the sacred documents. I could not sleep otherwise.”


Putting his hands behind his back, the professor nodded. “I would not violate your trust, Bartholomew.”


Lochum stepped back as the rabbi placed the key into the sunken lock. The purr of a motor sounded from behind the wall, and the engraved metal curtain rose, revealing two huge golden doors. The professor craned to look up. They must have been at least ten feet high. The entire golden surface was engraved with Hebrew symbols. He was so impressed that he almost called Rebecca over, but remembered his pledge to Bart.


The rabbi hesitated as he pulled the key from the outer lock and placed it over the gilded inner lock. “People have been killed for these bones?”

 “Many, and many more to come, if we don’t bring them into the public’s consciousness,” he replied sincerely.


With a sad nod, Bart placed the key into the glistening lock, and the towering gold doors swung open to expose a room far larger than Lochum had suspected, filled with rows upon rows of ancient Torahs.


The professor had thought he would have been elated in this moment, but seeing the thousands upon thousands of documents, his heart sank. It would take more than a decade to sort through them all. Bart must have seen his despair, for the rabbi motioned him to the far end of the Ark.

 “Come, I have sorted them by date. The era you are interested in lies in this case.”


They traveled to the far back of the room, where an etched glass box stood apart from the rest of the scrolls. Lochum recognized immediately that the container was climate and humidity controlled. These documents were not just sacred to the rabbi’s faith, but to the man himself.

 “We will start with the earliest of the period and work our way through to the first century?” Bart suggested.


Lochum could only nod as the rabbi turned the alarms off. He opened the case and ever so carefully unrolled the first parchment. Spreading it on the glass surface, Bartholomew pointed out small script written in the margin.

 “Looks familiar, doesn’t it?”


The bulk of the Torah was in Hebrew, but the small scribbled notations were in ancient Greek. Just like the inscriptions on John’s bone. A fierce smile spread across Lochum’s face.


This was the day they found the brother of Christ.

 



* * *

 



Brandt sat back on his heels, trying to conserve heat. Water dripped from the tunnel’s ceiling, making it impossible to keep dry. There was a literal waterfall all around them. The air had become clammy, and it was the kind of dark only found twenty feet below ground. Only the single steady pinpoint of light up ahead reminded them that there was a world out there.


Again he went to check his watch and again realized that he still couldn’t see it. Brandt could have hit the timepiece’s illumination feature, but given the drenching darkness he feared even this faint glow might give away their position, especially if Svengurd had been captured.


They had heard no struggle, but given the expert level of skill demonstrated in both Belgium and again in Paris, Svengurd could be dead a dozen different ways, and they would be none the wiser.


The crude count in Brandt’s head had the corporal gone nine minutes. Sixty more seconds and they’d have to assume the worst and move forward.


Did the light just flicker? Blinking several times to clear his vision, Brandt stared straight ahead. There it went again. Either it was Svengurd or they were in trouble. Lopez must have been keeping an equal vigil, for his gun went up.

 “Wait for my signal,” Brandt whispered.


The light was completely blocked and did not reappear. Tense, the sergeant waited. A pebble landed at his feet, signaling the approaching figure was Svengurd. Relaxing his grip on his weapon, he felt another stone bounce across his toes. That pebble meant they needed to maintain silence. A third skidded into his sandal. There was trouble.

 “Stay here,” he hissed to Lopez, as he crept forward to meet Svengurd.


It seemed like the distance to the corporal’s position was miles away as he made his way inch by inch. “Report.”


Svengurd kept his voice so low that Brandt had to strain to hear. “We’re in the right place, but there was a gopher in the chapel’s entrance.”

 “Did you neutralize him?”


There was the slightest pause. “He was dressed like a priest.”


Brandt understood the younger man’s hesitation. Was the lookout an innocent bystander, or one of the enemy in the best camouflage you could have to infiltrate a church?

 “I didn’t think my orders extended that far,” Svengurd added.

 “No, you did right. I should take a look.”

 “It sounds like they are ransacking the chapel, though.”


Tossing a single pebble back, Brandt waited another breath, then threw two pebbles at once. Within seconds the rest of his team was by his side.


He turned to Lopez. “You two hold this position.”


Without hesitation, Brandt followed Svengurd around the corner. It was a far sharper turn than he had suspected, and the flood of light stung his eyes. The going was faster now that they could actually make out the uneven floor and sharp jutting rocks from the ceiling. They pulled to a halt at the edge of a larger pool of candlelight.


The chapel’s stone-lined archway was clearly the source of the illumination, as a priest stepped in and out of the sanctuary. He seemed to be stacking objects just outside the arch. Was he assisting in the obvious search underway within the chapel or trying to protect sacred objects?


Slipping on the slick floor, Brandt’s leather sandal gave out from under him. He caught himself before he fell, but the scuff attracted the man’s attention. The dark-robed man searched the dark tunnel, and his eyes settled upon the sergeant.


Fear. Abject fear caused the man’s eyes to dilate.


He was no assailant.


Brandt took a single step forward, but the priest shook his head sharply. Retreating back into the darkness just in time, a uniformed soldier stepped into the tunnel.


Mercenary.

 “Przynoszą tamte ostatnio dwa plecy wewnątrz,” the priest said.


Polish. Finally a language Brandt understood. He translated to Svengurd. “He wants the priest to bring the last two chests back inside.”

 “They’ve been arguing back and forth about them.”


As the priest obeyed the armed man, Brandt motioned for Svengurd to stay put. “I’m going to go have a chat.”


Before the corporal could complain, Brandt was sliding his back along the tunnel wall. The archway had a thin lip. He tucked himself behind it as he waited. The cover was scant, and if the gunman came out as far as he did the last time, Brandt would be exposed, but if the priest was alone, it could be their one opportunity to get recon on the church.


The sergeant heard robes swish against the rocky doorway.

 “Ile wewnątrz?” meaning “How many?” Brandt asked.


The man froze just shy of the entrance, only a black-tipped shoe visible.


The response was a shaky whisper. “Osiem być może dziewięć.”


Eight, maybe nine, men were inside.


Fuck. Outnumbered again.

 “Ma wy blonde Monroe kobieta i starszy Lochum człowiek?” Brandt asked quickly.


The man took a small step out into the light, shaking his head as he pretended to organize the chests littered outside the chapel. If Monroe and Lochum were not here, where were they?


By the sounds inside, Svengurd was right. Their adversaries were going to town in there. Trying to find something that did not want to be found. Perhaps Rebecca’s location.


The priest leaned closer and spoke in deeply accented English. “Do not worry. We will never tell them where Lochum—”

 “Otrzymują przesuwanie!” the gunman yelled from just two feet away.


Brandt plastered himself against the damp wall as the priest snatched up the second chest and hurried back inside.


Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.


The doctors may not be inside, but clearly the priest knew their whereabouts. That knowledge was the entire reason they were here, but if they stormed the chapel, his team was up against two-to-one odds yet again.


They hadn’t fared too well the last time. Now they were even more disadvantaged, since they had minimal ammunition. Davidson’s skill set would be negated by the cramped quarters, and there was no way to cross to the other side of the archway without being spotted, so forget about cover fire for the first person through the door.


Like he said… Fuck.



 


 


 



CHAPTER 15

 


 


St. Matthias Church, Budapest


 Tok lay prostrate at the feet of Christ their Lord’s statue. His black hair nearly touched the divine image as his arms lay out at either side. The skin of his forehead rested upon the cool marble.


A prayer spoken constantly in his mind.


St. Matthias rivaled the great cathedrals of Europe. Perhaps even surpassed many of them. Few sanctuaries brought such a sense of peace, a peace that was essential to a place of worship. It was not the gilded altar, nor the finely leaded stained glass windows. All churches had such extravagance. The beautiful stonework shone throughout the structure. Each column, doorway, and arch overhead was detailed with scenes from the Bible. The carvings did not glisten nor sparkle in the sunlight. They were not so superficial. It felt as if God himself had touched this place and wrought the patterns deep in the stone.


So struck by the sanctuary’s beauty, Tok had left the interrogation of the clergy to Petir. The past days had seen the highest of the highs and the lowest of the lows. Tok had held the beloved Baptist’s bones, a blessing he had not thought he would ever be granted in his lifetime. Then to find that the doctors had not only survived the plane bombing, but had jetted to Budapest. The damnable Lochum had slipped through their grasp. Tok had felt certain the doctors would be in attendance here, but again he was sorely disappointed.


St. Matthias was the most logical starting point to find James, but the missing femur must have given the professor insight into the founder’s wishes that he was not privy to.


It galled him to think that such a heathen would have a deeper understanding of the Knot’s history than he. That Lochum might be closing in on James, the most beloved brother of Jesus, made Tok physically ill, but he could not allow his emotions to cloud his decisions again.


As always, Petir was indulgent of Tok’s ways, but there was a point at which his mentor would be forced to report his disappointing progress to their superiors. No doubt, questions would be asked if perhaps another agent would be best to lead the hunt, but Tok would not train his entire life for such a task and then fail.


So when he entered this place that seemed to have God’s intimate touch, he had lingered to find his faith again. Upon contemplation, Tok realized his error. He was seeking victory more for himself than for God’s glory. When he should have been grateful for all that the Lord had graced him with, Tok had cursed his luck.


In supplication, Tok had not only dialed down his sound amplifiers but turned them completely off. Communing with his Savior, he did not need this new sense graced by science. His faith was best served in perfect silence. Whenever God blessed Tok with his words of wisdom, they were always so soft and faint that a stray thought could drown them out. It was here that his disability gave him a clear advantage. He and his Lord were closer because of it. Who best to hear God’s words in his heart than a deaf man?


Clearing his mind, Tok prayed for guidance. He knew the two doctors would surface eventually. His cadre had eyes and ears throughout the city. Budapest and the Knot had ancient bonds. The city might be trying to recreate their Roman ancestry, but his sect had been there, had made sure this place was well loved by Rome. There was not a stone-paved street that did not know their influence. But for all this quiet presence, there had been no word yet on the doctors. He felt his muscles clench in frustration.


Normally he was a patient man, for he knew that God seldom respected man’s hurried timetable, but now…


Tok exhaled sharply. He must trust in God and be all the more patient. The Lord would reveal Lochum in his own time. Tok reminded himself that he was but the servant.


A tap came at his shoulder. Rising, he kissed Christ’s toes, then faced his mentor. Tok did not bother to turn on his microelectrodes, since Petir was already signing.

 “We just received word that they entered the Great Synagogue.”


Tok signed back, “We have heard from our mole, then?” Since giving the order to bring down the London plane, his heart had been heavy, but might his dearest have survived as Lochum had?


But Petir shook his head sharply.


Frowning, Tok could not let his worry override his duty. “Are the doctors still there?”


A nod answered him. “Shall we draw to a close?” Petir asked.

 “Have the cars readied.”


His mentor nodded sharply and headed downstairs again.


Tok smiled a secret smile. As always, when he released his will and went with God, God went with him.

 



* * *

 



Rebecca typed away, happy to have so much to do. Her mind was filled with letters and phrases instead of pain and loss. Inside the quiet synagogue with its wooden pews and beautiful tapestries, she could almost wipe away the past decade. Pretend that she had not had her heart broken and trampled underfoot by a professor she revered or that an entire team of men who sought only to help her were now dead.


Lochum hurried out of the Ark and handed her another carefully transcribed passage. “Do you have anything yet?”

 “So far all we know is an awful lot about the harvest in 78 AD.”


He frowned for a second, then flashed a smile. “Was it bountiful?”

 “Oh yeah. Bumper crop.” She could not help but grin back. No one could turn back the clock, but as Lochum patted her shoulder, it certainly seemed it might be possible in this place.

 “Do not fret. All this strife will not be for naught.”


And for the first time in the last decade, she believed him. Then a cell phone rang. She looked to Lochum, but he shook his head. The sound was coming from within the Holy Ark.


Bart exited the chamber, pale and hurried. “You must leave!”

 “You cannot suggest—”

 “Your passports were flagged as wanted terrorists! The authorities have been notified.”

 “What?” she and Lochum said together.


The rabbi was nearly apoplectic. “When you entered, they scanned your passports. The guard called to tell me you two were on a watch list!”


She should have anticipated this. Brandt would have, damn it. He would never have used the same documents they used on the flight to get into the synagogue.


Worry flashed that she might have to drag Lochum out of the synagogue to safety, but the professor was already packing up her equipment. “We must not allow anyone to know what we have discovered.”


Bart hurriedly placed another scrap of text into the professor’s hand. “Go out the door to the left, and follow the hall to the museum. There is a back door. It will lead you out into an alley. Go right. Don’t stop until you find a wrought-iron gate. It will seem locked, but if you just lift up on the right side, it will open.”


Lochum returned the rabbi’s embrace. “Thank you, Bartholomew.”

 “I will copy more and send it once you are safe.” He and Rebecca exchanged a quick hug. “Do not wait another decade before visiting. Dolores will be wanting to see you.”


A knock came at the main doors of the synagogue.

 “Go!” the rabbi hissed as he moved toward the front door.


Lochum took her hand, and they fled once again.

 



* * *

 



The light within the chapel went out as Brandt gripped his weapon.


Excellent. It was their first break in a long while. The tunnel was darkened with just the slightest light leaking from deeper inside the chapel.


He gave the signal. Svengurd and Lopez scurried across the archway and set up on the other side. With a nod, Svengurd entered. Lopez and Davidson followed. Brandt brought up the rear even though his every impulse was to rush forward, heedless of the danger.


Checking his corners, Brandt realized the chapel was bigger than he had guessed. For a chamber completely carved out of the surrounding limestone, with ceilings high enough for a chandelier. The furnishings were simple. Unstained wood held together with rusted nails, yet they were far more elegant than many five-star hotels. The sanctuary must have been lovely once, but now it was trashed. The bastards had overturned everything. Even the altar.

 “Sarge,” Lopez said seriously enough that the hairs on the back of Brandt’s neck rose.


The sergeant strode over and found what had Lopez worried. The priest whom he had just spoken to lay dead on the floor, his neck slashed.


Brandt’s jaw clenched into a knot. He should have fucking gone in right away. Screw the odds. He had delayed, and this man had died for it. The sergeant swore a thousand curses in his mind, but none of them brought the priest back to life. And he had another life to consider.

 “Move forward.”


Without hesitation, Svengurd crept up the short stone staircase to the closed door. It should lead to the tomb of King Bela and his Queen, at least if the tour map could be trusted.


As Lopez provided cover, Svengurd jerked the door open. They filed into the candlelit crypt. The king and his queen were encased in a stone tomb that was so finely sculpted that you felt if you reached out you would touch flesh. All around the tomb, carved columns rose to the rock ceiling. They should have been able to advance quickly, but as they rounded the corner to the northwest staircase, the sight brought them to a halt


The two nuns were sprawled dead on the floor, but at the least their dark robes hid the brunt of the blood. The poor novice’s gray habit showed the volumes of red pouring from her neck.


 Brandt knelt next to the young girl who had, until five minutes ago, been preparing to marry Christ. To his surprise, she was still alive, barely.

 “Lopez!”


The corporal was beside them in a second, trying to stanch the flow, but the girl’s breaths came in gurgly gasps.

 “Shh. Let him do his job,” he said, trying to comfort her.


Her eyes rolled to the stairs, and her last dying word was, “Trap…”


Brandt heard the telltale clatter of a grenade bouncing down steps.


He was on his feet.

 “Go, go, and more go!”

 



* * *

 



Cutting through the synagogue’s cemetery, Rebecca and Lochum were at a full run when they almost collided with a tree. Only it wasn’t a real tree. In their hurried flight, she had forgotten about the Weeping Willow Memorial.


The metal tree climbed twenty feet above them and each leaf was inscribed with the name of a Jew who had died during the Holocaust. It had always been both a horrid reminder of all those killed, yet was also an incredible testament to a generation that refused to shy from such awful loss so that they might still embrace their future.


Right now though, the draping steel tree was simply in their way. They darted to the left, ran through the World War II-era graveyard and made it into the alley. It must have been dinnertime, for in the buildings all around, Rebecca could hear families settling down for the meal. Dishes clanged and children were called in from their play.


Her footfalls sounded so loud in her ears. Despite the evening clamor, Rebecca was certain the entire neighborhood must have heard their flight, but still they ran. Whether it was the authorities or the Knot at the synagogue’s door, they were getting as far away as possible.


In the twilight, the alley seemed to stretch on forever. Lochum sounded winded, and her legs were heavy as well. Finally, they found the iron gates. The metal twisted upon itself in a unique manner. The pattern seemed vaguely familiar, but she could not place it.


At first the design appeared as if the craftsman had attempted a flower, but aborted halfway through. The finished product was beautiful if not a little disturbing.

 “Help me,” Lochum said as he tried to shoulder open the heavy gate.


Rebecca backed him away. “He said to lift it.”


She used one hand at the right corner, and the incredibly heavy metal lifted up easily and swung open, almost inviting them in. Was it part of the architect’s plan or a flaw that made it open so easily for someone who knew the trick?


As they entered the stone courtyard, their footsteps quieted. The hectic sounds from the neighborhood died off as well. She looked at the gate again. Now she knew why it looked so familiar.

 “Gozsdu Udvar.”


Lochum glanced about. “So right you are.”


Despite their panic, neither moved. The Gozsdu courtyard was the ground zero of the old World War II Jewish Ghetto. This courtyard connected to six others. In the very overcrowded heart of Pest this huge housing complex stood deserted. No one had lived here for more than fifty years. Ragged curtains stirred as a gentle breeze blew through broken windows. Eerie didn’t even begin to describe the place. Gozsdu was on no one’s tourist map.


Yet this piece of property was within a stone’s throw of all of Pest’s historical buildings—the synagogue, the opera house, and even the Parliament building. This patch of land was prime real estate. Over the years, city managers and land developers had tried to revitalize the area into either commercial shops or private residences, but each time they tried, tragedy befell those who attempted to alter a single piece of pavement.


Folklore had spun tales of a haunting. Only those most hated by the Nazis had been housed here so that the German General Eichmann could overlook them from his office just above the gate. Whispers stirred that those who were watched day and night had cursed the place forever. So half a century later, this once-bustling neighborhood had become a ghost town.


It was also a dead end. All other exits had been blocked by the Germans long ago and had never been opened. The heavy gate was the only way in or out of the Gozsdu.


She looked back down the alley. As the sun set and the high buildings on either side cast dark shadows, flashlights played in the distance. Obviously, their pursuers were expanding the search beyond the temple.

 “Why would Bart have sent us here?” she asked.


Lochum closed the gate and took her hand. “We’ve got to get inside.”


Rebecca followed him, but her feet were reluctant. As broken glass rattled in windowpanes, it seemed that the ghosts were telling her it was safer out there with their pursuers than in here with them.

 



* * *

 



Luckily the grenade had just been a Flashbang, but they were still hurting. Lopez only had one functioning earplug, so he was shouting constantly. Davidson’s goggles had slipped as the private turned to run, so Svengurd was forced to be his eyes as he fired at the enemy.


For all that, their retreat was fairly organized. Two by two they laid down cover fire while the other two beat a path out, then switched roles. Of course, the cover fire wasn’t covering very much since they were almost out of bullets.


Brandt had to force the novice in her bright burgundy stained robes out of his mind. He couldn’t get any more pissed. His men were already strung too taut. They could take men dying before their eyes, but to have a woman, especially a young girl, go down? It made them do stupid shit like fire off way too many rounds into the darkness when you had limited ammo.

 “Shorter bursts!” he yelled over their gunfire.

 “What?” Lopez shouted back.


Brandt put a hand on his shoulder. “Save what you got.”


Lopez took his finger off the trigger.


They were deep into the tunnels by now. Lost, but hopefully so were their pursuers. They were too far underground for any infrared tracking equipment. But who needed sophisticated equipment when all the pricks had to do was follow the sound of his men’s gunfire?

 “Svengurd, stow it!” Much lower he hissed, “Silence.”


Once his men stopped firing, they could hear a scattering of gunfire, but it was off to their right. Another much farther away. Brandt breathed a well-deserved sigh of relief. They had lost them in the labyrinth of tunnels. At least for now.


He whispered to Svengurd, “Get us out of here.”


As they moved out, Brandt went to take Davidson’s arm, but the private brushed him off. “I think we’re all blind down here.”


Brandt hoped it was true as Svengurd painstakingly backed them away from the chapel.



 


 


 



CHAPTER 16

 


 


Gozsdu Udvar, Budapest


Lochum glanced over to Rebecca as she crouched beneath a cracked window, chewing the edge of her lip. She fretted per usual. The girl could not see an opportunity when it was right in front of her, even if it came in the form of a dilapidated house. She worried that Bartholomew had sent them into a trap, but he knew better. The rabbi had sent them exactly where they needed to be. Why this house in Gozsdu was so important, Lochum did not know, but he would if his student would just get off her doomsday rant.

 “Rebecca, my darling, could you please focus on my question?”


She glared at him. “Don’t start, Lochum.”

 “Then answer my query. What is so special about this patch of earth?”


Her cheeks were crimson, and every innocuous noise caused her to flinch. “You know the story of the Ghetto as well as I do.”

 “Dear child, expand your mind. What was so unique to the ancient peoples of this land? The rest is just an echo of that previous suffering.”


With a resigned sigh, Rebecca opened her laptop. Once she was busy typing, Lochum peeked out the window. Beams of light crisscrossed the darkened buildings, but so far none had ventured into the cursed courtyard. Was that Bart’s plan? To use the haunted history of this place to their advantage, or was it something more?


The professor refused to believe the dilapidated buildings were merely shelter. There must be clues hidden here to further their journey.

 “There’s nothing, Lochum,” she said, but then her eyes scanned the screen faster. “Do you remember that last string of letters?”


In their rushed flight, the ancient Greek had fled from his mind as well. Irritated, he snapped, “Did you not type it in?”


She glared over the screen. She needed to make no other reply.


Lochum felt the scratch of something in his palm. The forgotten piece of paper Bart had given him right before their exit. How he had held onto it, Lochum did not know, but there it was. Perhaps it had the last passage. Expecting a scribbled note, the professor was surprised to find a fragment of ancient parchment in his palm.

 “Look,” he whispered. “Look at this, ’Becca.”


Finally she glanced toward him, at first with annoyance, then with recognition. She set down her laptop and rose to study the object.

 “Is it… is it really a piece of Torah?”


Carefully unfolding the document, Lochum confirmed its origin. Hebrew scrolled down the left but the entire right margin was covered in ancient Greek. Bartholomew had torn, actually damaged, a piece of his most sacred scrolls. Even Rebecca was impressed.

 “He would not have done that if it wasn’t a vital passage,” she said.


Lochum did not argue as she gingerly took the parchment and sat down with her laptop.

 



* * *

 



 God, how Rebecca hated it when Lochum was right. The professor sat gloating as she typed in the Torah’s passage. She already recognized that James’ name was mentioned more than a few times.


As the translation program whirled, Rebecca rested her head against the pocked wall. Lights occasionally flickered through the gray curtains, but they were in the distance. The ghosts were keeping them safe so far.


Her mind wandered back to something Lochum had said. Something about how this place must have held significance to the region’s ancient peoples. At the synagogue, Rebecca had Googled the phrase “four and one” a hundred times and followed every possible link, but found only some hockey scores, odds on a racehorse, and a cream to make one’s boobs bigger but nothing relevant. The search was just too general.


But what if the second passage was not talking about any Judeo-Christian reference, but one from the region James was laid to rest? Typing furiously, she punched in the term “four and one” and added “Hungarian mythology.”


Immediately several references popped up. She hit the first link.

 “Oh, crap,” Rebecca said before she could stop herself.


Lochum was by her side in an instant. “What’s wrong?”

 “Here it is,” she said, as they both read frantically.


The early settlers of the Hungarian region, the Magyars, had an elaborate mythology that included spirits and demigods, but five in particular were worshipped by all. The four elements—earth, wind, air, and fire, and the one true God who had spawned them all.


The four and one. She remembered reports that early evangelists had mistaken the Magyars for Christians, since their rituals and customs were very similar, but this civilization was only quasi-monotheist. They held one god above all others, but believed in other spiritual beings. Rebecca could see how these Magyars would be steady allies of the early Christians.


Most scholars believed this region had so readily and quickly converted to Christianity because of their similar mythologies, but now Rebecca wondered. Perhaps they had more in common than that.


Lochum sat down hard enough that Rebecca feared the bed’s old frame would give out from under them. “Of course, now the stag makes sense.”


For a moment, Rebecca didn’t understand the reference. How were the four elements and one true God related to the stag in the magical forest of Divei llai? Then she realized she was making the same mistake as before. This was about Magyar mythology, not Jewish or proto-Christian.


Her mind spun as quickly as her laptop’s hard drive.


Stag. Stag. Stag. Unfortunately, Hungarian ancient mythology was not one of her specialties.


Lochum sighed next to her. “You do not remember, do you?”


She felt her cheeks flush against her will. If she had known they would be searching in Hungary instead of the Ecuadorian jungle, she would have brushed up on her Eastern European mythology. Just a few more moments and she would have it, but her professor could not wait.

 “Nimrud? Symaria? The name itself—Magyar? Ring any bells?”


Rebecca wanted to smack herself. Of course.


She talked quickly, bringing back stale knowledge. “The tale of Nimrud’s two sons, Hunor and Magor. They went out hunting and encountered a white stag. They tracked it day and night for nearly a week. By the time they had it within range, the brothers held such respect for the beast that they could not kill it, and to their surprise the stag lay down and would not budge. The brothers knew that they were in the presence of a god, and that they had been chosen to rule this land. In thanks, they ran to get the beast food and water, but when they returned the white stag was gone. Only the antlers remained.”

 “B-plus work,” Lochum replied. “Unlike Cain and Abel, the two brothers did not quarrel over this heavenly gift. Instead they looked at the antlers. Hunor took all the land that lay to the right of the antler and Magor took the rich soil to the left.”


Rebecca jumped in. Her teacher’s pet reflex was almost impossible to extinguish. “Thus the Huns were born to the East and the Magyars to the West.”

 “Attila’s ancestors spread eastward. Centuries later, the prodigal son came westward to conquer his own cousins. The brothers’ civil pact shattered.” After a sad exhale, Lochum looked around the deserted room. “History does not seem to favor the fair and honest, does it?”


After the past few days, Rebecca could not argue with him. Greed and lust seemed to overwhelm the much quieter impulses of generosity and compassion. The image of Brandt’s face as she walked away from him in the Parisian airport flashed. Why had she not appreciated his concern for her safety? A few minutes of discussion, and they might have reached a compromise. If Hunor and Magor could do it, why not them?

 “Is the translation done?” he asked.


She looked down. The software was only eighty-six percent done. “Almost.”

 “Then let us see it.”


Rebecca shook her head. “You know better. The finished product is rough enough, let alone while it’s still trying to discern the syntax pattern.”


A light flashed across the wall, much brighter and stronger than before. They could hear someone trying to force open the metal gate.

 “We may not have a choice,” Lochum said pointedly.


Bringing the partially decoded text up, Rebecca skimmed the content, then inhaled sharply.


The professor recited the passage. “The bearer was most intent. The ossuary box must be interred in the most holy of places. The priest knew of great brotherly love and wished to grant his request, but it was forbidden to build upon the spot where the stag lay down…” He flashed a smile to her, then continued, “The bearer told them of their own stag the Kenesh, and the forest of Divei llai. So it was agreed. The fish would protect James for eternity.”

 “Huh?” she said as she reread the passage.


The professor became annoyed as well. “That can’t be right.”

 “I told you to wait until the program was done.”


But then the software dinged, indicating that it was finished. The text stayed as it was. There was no mistake.

 “Perhaps the fish refers to the ancient Christian symbol?” she asked.

 “Yes, yes. It must be metaphorical. Referring to God or James’ brother Christ.”


She nodded, but frowned at the same time. “But how does the passage help us, then?”


Lochum grimaced as they heard the telltale creak of the gate opening.


Where to go?

 “Come,” the professor said as he led her deeper into the house. “Start checking floorboards and cabinets.”


He was right. This had been a Jewish Ghetto during the time of the Nazis. Even under such harsh conditions, the imprisoned had sought to protect their own ill from the death squads by building false floors and walls. Rebecca packed her laptop and began ever so softly tapping the broken plaster, searching for a hiding spot of her own.

 



* * *

 



Tok walked through the center of the Great Synagogue’s many pews. The acoustics were astonishing. A whisper from the pulpit could be heard all the way back to the last row. The ceiling was especially pleasing to the eye as well as the ear. The sea-blue and emerald tiles provided a lift to the spirits and helped convey the sound over the domed structure. He was not struck so much by the strange mingling of Jewish, Christian, and Islamic traditions as how incredibly similar they all were.


For all the fighting and deaths, the religions all believed in nearly the same thing. Each building upon the other. Why was praying to a single all-powerful God not enough to unite them all? If the world chose to focus on the religions’ differences now, the knowledge he carried in his heart would add an inextinguishable fuel to that fire.


His musings were truncated as Petir dragged the rabbi from his office.

 “Bartholomew, I thought we had an understanding?” Tok said into his sub-vocal microphones, and Petir relayed the words.


The rabbi blanched as sweat dripped from his brow. “You said nothing of Lochum.”

 “Perhaps because we all thought him dead. Something you might have thought to report immediately.” Steadily Tok closed the distance between them. “Why is it that I had to hear from the old woman who sells the tickets that the professor had sprung back to life?”


There was no reply.


Tok had to admit that the man displayed great loyalty to his old professor, but they had not the time for such sentiments. Lochum and Monroe had been flushed within the half hour. Their scent was still strong. They needed to net them now.

 “Open the Aron Kodesh.”

 “No,” the rabbi said, but his voice shook.

 “Don’t make me resort to techniques that will stain this beautiful hardwood floor.”


Bartholomew looked to him, then to Petir, who showed him the hilt of his knife. The rabbi gulped but held firm.


Tok had always been fond of the man. While the rabbi had only peripheral knowledge of their secret, he knew enough to be of help in eliciting clues from the various scriptures he collected. Until now he had been a neutral source of information. In this moment, however, after assisting Lochum, he was an enemy.

 “Perhaps your circumcision was not done fully enough the first time?” Tok asked through Petir.


The rabbi’s eyes dilated as Tok predicted they would. Torture was bearable in theory. However, once you began describing the actual technique and the bodily focus of such attention, most became cooperative before the knife was ever brought to bear.


Bartholomew took the key out of his pocket and walked to the metal curtain, unlocking the hidden room. The beautifully inscribed, gilded doors had always impressed Tok, but today his focus was on the Ark’s contents—the rolls and rolls of ancient Torahs.

 “Perhaps you might point out the one of most interest?”


The rabbi tried to look everywhere but to the far side of the room. Tok walked to the back and touched the edges of the scrolls. It was clear which ones had recently been unrolled and then re-rolled. One in particular had been hastily returned to its place.


Tok removed it from its binding and unrolled the parchment upon the glass cabinet. The upper left corner was torn. And this injury was not suffered in antiquity. The inner fibers along the edge were starkly white compared to the aged yellow on the surface.


He turned to the rabbi. “Oh, Bartholomew, what have you done?”


Petir’s knife reflected in the Ark’s polished doors.

 



* * *

 



 Their enemy approached, but they had yet to find a single loose board. Rebecca chanced a look out the window. Their pursuers were heading into the house directly across the courtyard. It would not take them long to work their way around to this home. She finished tapping the inner wall of the water closet and moved onto the floor under a child’s bed.


She and Lochum’s lives were in jeopardy, but Rebecca couldn’t help but turn the riddle of the Torah’s passage over in her mind.


Obviously Bart had known, or at least suspected, far more than he had let on. Was he familiar with the translation of that passage before they had arrived, or did he only realize its significance once he saw the transcription from John’s bone?


And why did he send them into this dead-end neighborhood? Granted, the Ghetto might have hiding places, but couldn’t he have just gotten them a cab to take them far away from here, unless…


Hadn’t a small historical journal with an even smaller footnote suggested a reason the Romans had banished the Jews across the Danube into Buda? The author proposed that the Jews had been flushed from Pest after they joined the native Magyars in protesting a new temple to Apollo. They had insisted that the ground was sacred and had been banished for it.


Rebecca searched her memory for what happened to that Roman temple. After the fall of the Empire, the Huns had burnt the sanctuary to the ground. The trail ended there.


Frustrated, she moved onto the western wall, while Lochum tried to pry the floorboards open. His fingertips were bleeding. He was so desperate to get beneath the house.


Beneath.


Wait. Wasn’t the parchment specific that they could not build over the stag’s sacred resting place? But what about beneath it? Pest was known for its enormous series of tunnels lying under the entire city. More than ten thousand people had lived underground throughout the bombings of World War II. They even had postage delivered down there. The connecting tunnels made up a sprawling network. Some lay just beneath their feet.


And why was there a water closet in a home such as this? Even before the neighborhood had become a ghetto, this house had been no estate. In Eastern Europe, even as late as the 1930s, indoor plumbing had been reserved for the gentry. Unless…

 “Lochum, help me here,” she whispered, sure of her instincts.


He seemed eager for a new tactic as he helped her tug at the wood around the toilet. “We’re making too much noise. They’ll hear us.”

 “Just pull harder.”


Lochum stopped until she indicated the Star of David above his head. In the center of the Jewish symbol was etched the tiniest fish, the icon that proto-Christians used to identify themselves. Not only was it a symbol that identified secret meeting places that predated the cross by a millennium, but it was also mentioned in the Torah’s passage. Strength seemed to find its way to his limbs. They worked together, but the damn thing would not budge.


Then she remembered the gate. “Lift it.”

 “What?” he asked. Then, with very little effort, Rebecca lifted the china basin, and the entire floor gave way to a darkened stairwell.


They both just stood there, stunned that her ploy had actually worked.

 “I think… I think we need to go down there,” she said, not quite sure she wanted to follow the steps.

 “Yes,” Lochum answered with little enthusiasm, then found his passion again. “Yes, we must.”


With no more hesitation they headed beneath.

 



* * *

 



 A bullet whizzed past his ear.


Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.


The enemy must have circled around. Until now his team had managed to avoid any dead ends, but this place was a fucking maze.


As his men returned fire, Brandt grabbed Svengurd’s arm. “We need a new fucking plan.”


The tall man yelled over the gunfire. “I say we go deeper.”


Up until this point they had avoided passages that slanted downward. They needed to get to the surface, pronto. However, the tunnels that sloped toward the surface ended up meandering and circling back, but now it wasn’t about getting out of here so much as staying alive.

 “Do it.”


As Lopez and Davidson laid down suppression fire, Brandt and Svengurd made for the next downward passage, but bullets came from that direction as well.


He didn’t even bother to cuss. They were screwed. Pinned between two superior forces. Why the fuckers hadn’t just lobbed some grenades at them and end this quickly, Brandt didn’t know.


Or maybe he did. Their enemy must have a sense of self-preservation. Even a small fragmentation grenade could cause enough damage to destabilize the tunnel. And a percussion grenade? Forget it. An entire section of caves could collapse.


Wait a minute.


Brandt turned to Svengurd. “You still have that C-4?”

 “Yeah, why?”


A savage smile crossed his face. He might not have the book smarts like Lochum, but he could be an evil genius when he needed to be.

 



* * *

 



 Lochum followed Rebecca down the steep stone stairs. The steps were cut from the walls themselves. His hands trembled in anticipation. How glad he was that he had brought her along. For all her flaws, she had a brilliant, deductive mind. He never could have cross-referenced all the new information so quickly to find this path.


As they exited the stairwell, the temperature dropped a good fifteen degrees, but the goose bumps on his arms were not from the cold. He could see a dim light in the distance. It was more a glow. Rebecca looked anxiously at him, but there was no turning back.


He led the way down the slick slope to find the source of the light. A pool of water glowed in the dark cave. Water dripped from the ceiling and walls, but none of that liquid shone like the pool. A pure, white light washed over them.


Surprisingly, it was Rebecca who put a finger into the water. She swirled her digit around the edge of the pool. “It’s bioluminescent bacteria. But this deep in a cave?”


His student was right. With the exception of the New Zealand glow worm, most light- producing species were confined to the twilight zone of any given cave system. Bioluminescence was a costly biological product, which took enormous energy input. Bacteria this far down simply should not be able to produce light.

 “Are you seeing this? The fish aren’t albino. Shouldn’t they be albino?” she asked, her voice full of both disbelief and wonder.


Not only were the darting fish not white, they were a rainbow of colors—yellow, red, orange, and turquoise—far more brilliant than even marine creatures. They looked almost painted. If they found nothing else, this pond alone would be the biological find of the year.


But he noticed a rectangular object far deeper in the water. “Is there something at the bottom?”


Rebecca plunged her arm into the water. “I think… Yeah, yeah, my fingers are touching something flat and smooth with—”


She stopped abruptly and pulled her hand from the water. “I think…”


Lochum felt like shaking the answer from her, but instead he carefully put his arm into the water, then he, too, retracted his hand.

 “I think,” Rebecca finally found her voice, “it’s the ossuary box. The box.”


The professor felt his head nod up and down far too vigorously. He really should stop, but he could not.


She looked like a little girl. “The fish. They are protecting him.”


His mouth watered at the thought.

 “It’s going to take both of us,” she said, and again all he could do was bob his head.


Together they leaned over and felt along the edges until they found purchase under the box.


 “Ready?” she asked and off his incessant nod, Rebecca heaved. His back complained, but he did not stop lifting until the small stone box was above the water’s surface.


Carefully they set the sacred relic on the smooth ground. They both sat back on their heels and studied the lid.

 “The dearest brother,” she read breathlessly.


He felt all the air in his lungs escape at once. Even now he did not believe it possible. Not until she said those precious words. It could be none other than James.

 “It’s heavy, but I think we can carry it out of here intact.”


His head bobbed on its own. He could not talk. It might not be Jesus, but it was his brother. His brother.


Sounds drifted down from the long stairwell.

 “We’d better hurry,” Rebecca said trying to lift her end, but could not.


Lochum assisted, but found it far heavier than before. And was the pond not as bright? The more they tried to lift the box, the heavier it seemed. Rebecca tried dragging it, but even that would be too slow.


With a concerned look, she pulled out a Swiss Army knife. He had taught her well. The tool was a paleoarchaeologist’s best friend.

 “I’m going to open it, right?”


As the sounds from above grew louder, Lochum nodded, but felt that there should be a thousand photographers to document this moment. Instead there were just some fish and a dimming pond to mark the event.


It did not take long for her to break the seal, but she looked hesitant to open the lid. He leaned forward and lifted the stone lid.


There they were.


James’ skeleton and a single silver coin.


He touched one of the bones as the light from the pond softened to barely a glow. Lochum could feel the tiny inscriptions in the bone.


Instructions to find Jesus.


A loud crash indicated their pursuers had broken through to the stairwell.

 “We’d better take off,” Rebecca said as she gathered the bones and tried to awkwardly fit them into her laptop satchel.

 “No,” Lochum said as he pulled out a pillowcase he had taken from the bed upstairs. “After last time, I think I should carry them.”


As the light fully extinguished, Lochum followed his student into a steeply graded tunnel with James’ bones on his back.


James’ bones.


He was just one clue away from Christ.



 


 


 



CHAPTER 17

 


 


Dohany Street Synagogue, Budapest


Tok walked solemnly through the history museum wing of the Great Synagogue. The stark pictures of human suffering reminded him of the days when Rome crucified hundreds of Jews a day trying to quell the Jerusalem uprising. Power always sought to snuff out religion for faith was beyond the state’s control. Christians in China. Muslims in Bosnia.


He shook his head. Such suffering.

 “They have found them,” Petir said from behind.

 “Where?”


His mentor led him out the back, past the Weeping Willow Memorial, and into the alley. So many noises greeted him at once. The sounds of life. Someone was singing, very off-key, down the street. Another couple was arguing over dinner. Had he wronged her, or vice versa? Then from a window, a child laughed. Not just laughed but belly guffawed. Snorting and giggling. Was there any finer sound in the entire world?


The first time he heard it, Tok had not known how to react. Was laughter a signal of aggression? But then he saw a group of children rolling onto their sides in glee. Then he understood. Understood how vital his mission was to the world. He had always known the parameters of his work. He had known the how and the what of it all, but until that moment he had not known the why. But now he did.


As the sounds of the evening filled the alley, Petir guided him through a set of iron gates. They entered the Gozsdu section of Pest. Suddenly Tok worried that his implants were not functioning correctly. The symphony from the alley diminished to barely a whisper. Tilting his head, Tok put pressure just under his right ear and opened his jaw, testing the connection of the microfilaments.

 “It is not you, Master.”


Tok certainly heard Petir just fine.


His mentor finished, “It is this place. It is simply devoid of noise.”


No, that was not true. The slightest rustle of wind swayed curtains in the windows. This courtyard was completely devoid of life.


He did not like this place, but Tok followed Petir into one of the houses. Quickly they passed through the water closet’s false wall.


Bright floodlights had been hastily installed to illuminate the staircase. They traveled the steps quickly, which ended in one of the area’s many caves. Petir indicated a pond.

 “We believe the ossuary was located in the center.”


Tok looked down to see the rectangular deficit in the pool’s bottom.


Petir went on to describe the search efforts underway, but Tok turned away from him and looked around the periphery of the cave.


There were five other staircases, all leading down from the houses above. The captured Jews could have escaped at any time. They did not have to live their life of squalor in the Ghetto. Those battered and broken could have fled into the tunnels and never been found, but they had not.


In that moment, Tok realized that those Jews must have been descendants of James’ sect. Broken off from the Knot more than a millennium ago, they operated independently. As much as John’s sect had known that his remains were in danger from the renovation of the Eiffel Tower, they sought to destroy them rather than let them fall into heathens’ hands. James’ sect must have stayed in the Ghetto, suffering the whole while. Otherwise, the Nazis would have found their escape route, discovering this pond and the bones within.


Tok felt such a welling of love for these people, his spiritual cousins. They had endured starvation, pestilence, torture, and worse to protect James. These Jews knew exactly what a man like Hitler could have done with such a precious artifact.


And Lochum had stolen the bones as if they were but a token in a child’s game. The professor not only disrespected the Jews’ sacrifice, but negated it. They had suffered and ultimately died for nothing.


Love brewed into anger at Lochum’s arrogance. Tok never took delight in killing, not like others in the Knot. Those who sought to replace him kept tallies and told sordid tales of their “victories,” but he never participated. Death was necessary. Sacrifice was necessary just as the crucifixion had been, but the taking of God’s gift of life brought sorrow for him, not joy. At least not until this day.


Tok turned abruptly to Petir, interrupting him. “Where are they?”

 “As I was saying, they could not be more than a kilometer ahead. But of course we are also tracking their American guards in the tunnels as well.”

 “All that matters is to find and kill Lochum.”


Petir cocked his head. “I do not understand. The professor could—”


Tok caught Petir’s gaze and made sure his old mentor knew he was every bit serious. “I want Lochum’s blasphemy ended.”


There was only a moment’s hesitation before his mentor nodded again. “It shall be done.”


He waited until everyone left before he knelt beside the small pond and put his hands together in prayer.


Christ forgive him, but a smile spread across his face as he thought of Lochum’s eyes dim and his jaw slack with death.

 



* * *

 



Rebecca tripped over another stalagmite as they ran down the black tunnel. Lochum was faring no better as he cursed under his breath behind her. They were lost and exhausted. Not a good combination.


They had James, but for how long? The shouts from behind seemed to get closer and closer. Occasionally the tunnel would brighten with the beam of a flashlight. The men who chased them would eventually catch up.


It wasn’t fair. To have come so close only to be…


There was a greenish light up ahead. Was she imagining it, or was there light? Their pursuers couldn’t have circled in front this quickly, could they?


Then the light bloomed, illuminating the distant tunnel in a green warbling color. Were there people coming toward them? And were they in costume? The gladiator out front looked especially familiar.

 “Brandt!” she cried.


It was he!


He was alive! In a leather skirt, but alive.


And there were Lopez and Davidson supporting Svengurd.


They were all alive!

 “Brandt!” she yelled again.

 “Run!” he responded, red in the face.


She was running right toward him. Tears streaked her vision. By whatever miracle, they were alive.

 “Brandt,” she said as they met, but he kept running, catching her by the waist, carrying her along, his glow stick bouncing off her forehead.

 “Run!”

 “But they’re coming after us!” she yelled as their pursuers fired from behind her.

 “Left! Go left!” the sergeant yelled over an enormous roar.

 “What’s—”


As everyone rounded the corner, Rebecca realized Brandt’s urgency. A wall of water rushed down the tunnel, surging right toward them. Lochum barely made it around the curve when the flood hit. The water arched along the wall, creating a tube that seemed to defy gravity until it crashed down.


They might have avoided the brunt of the flood, but the water poured into their smaller tunnel as the current swelled. As quickly as the group was reunited, they were scattered. It was only Brandt’s arm around her waist that kept them together.

 “Grab hold!” he yelled, but she did not understand why until the wave hit, lifting her up and off her feet.


Brandt’s other arm lashed out, anchoring them on a protruding stalactite. With a feat of upper body strength, the sergeant pulled her from the tide. She latched onto the slippery stalactite with both hands, gripping tightly as the water tried to tug her downstream.


Lopez went by, bodysurfing the wave. “Wahooooooo!” he yelled before bouncing off the wall as he was carried out of sight.


Rebecca arched around, trying to find the others as the water level rose sharply, pushing them closer and closer to the ceiling.

 “Lochum!” she screamed as he washed past them.


Catching him by the sleeve, Brandt tried to reel Lochum in, but the professor refused to release the pillowcase clutched to his chest. Biting her lip, Rebecca reached with her left hand and grabbed his shoulder. The motion must have jarred him, for the skeletal remains slipped from his grasp. The tide tossed the material in its wake, scattering the bones upon the water’s surface.

 “No!” the professor shouted, flailing against their hold. She clung to his jacket, but he seemed possessed. “Let me go!”

 “Hold the fuck still!” Brandt shouted, but to no avail.


Pulling his arm from his sleeve, Lochum cast himself into the current.

 “No!” Rebecca cried, almost losing her own hold as she groped for the professor. Just as her fingers were about to slip, Brandt was there, holding her.

 “Hyperventilate,” he said, trying to yell over the growing roar.

 “What?” she asked. Why did he always make the least sense when it mattered most?

 “We’re about—” The sergeant took a spray of water right in the mouth.


Only then did she realize the new danger. The tunnel was rapidly filling. The water level had brought them nearly horizontal. Within seconds they would be trapped underwater.

 



* * *

 



 When Rebecca turned to Brandt, her face was full of panic.

 “Hyperventilate!” Brandt yelled again. They needed to clear their bloodstreams of carbon dioxide to quell their bodies’ desire to breathe.


This time she obeyed.


As the water swirled, the sergeant shouted, “Now hold!”


He too gulped down a lungful of air before the water cascaded over their heads. Brandt had to blink several times to get his eyes used to being under the bracing water. When his vision cleared he found Rebecca staring at him through the green cast by his glow stick, her eyes wide open. Her lips pursed as if she was going to say something, but, of course, she could not.


However, Brandt knew her question. What in the hell happened?


Well, it turned out he wasn’t quite the genius he thought he was. It had sounded like a great idea to hook up a fuse-delayed stash of C-4 in the tunnels and bring down the roof on their adversaries, eliminating both search parties in one fell swoop. only he had not counted on all the water.


If they had broken through into the Danube River, they were screwed. If, however, they had just burst a water main, there was a slim chance that someone, somewhere, would notice the dropping pressure and turn off a main valve.


That was one too many fucking “ifs” for Brandt.


And Rebecca was now in true distress. The doctor obviously had not had the rigorous survival training his team had. Her face blotched red as her cheeks puffed out, with a small trail of bubbles escaping her lips.


Brandt felt her body spasm. It wanted air. It needed air, and her body was about to override her brain, causing her to gasp. She did not have long. He put a hand to her cheek. At this point it would be useless to give her some of his air. It would be full of carbon dioxide like her own stale breath, but he couldn’t just let her die.


Brandt pulled her close, bringing them mouth-to-mouth, but she struggled against him. Looking into his eyes, she calmly shook her head, “no,” then let out all the air in her lungs. He felt his diaphragm contract.


Then the stone cracked above them, sheering off. They tumbled with the current, head over heel.

 



* * *

 



Rebecca clung to the leather straps across Brandt’s chest as the water tossed them against the wall, then a stalagmite, then the wall again. Her lungs screamed for air, but she kept her lips clenched shut. Just another few moments. Just a few.


Then it was as if someone had shut off a spicket. With the pressure released, they tumbled, limbs entangled, to the floor as the water swirled out of the tunnel. Rebecca sucked in air as her body shook with the cold.

 “Are you all right?” Brandt asked, but she could not answer. Her brain was still screaming for oxygen. The sergeant became more frantic as he searched over her for wounds. “Hit me if it hurts.”


As water trickled down her face, Rebecca looked into his eyes. “You’re alive.”


Brandt smoothed the drowned locks from her face. “In what world would I have ever gotten on that flight to London?”


Without thinking she leaned in and pressed her lips against his. It felt so natural and right… only he didn’t kiss back.


 


* * *

 



 As her lips caused a wave of heat that his leather skirt wouldn’t be able to hide if he didn’t break contact, Brandt gently pushed her away.

 “I can’t, Rebecca. I just—”


Looking embarrassed, the doctor squirmed from his grasp. “Yeah. No. I get… Okay.”

 “Damn it, no, I mean—”

 “Wa-fucking-hoo!” a shout came from behind them. “Did you see that! Cave surfing! I just fucking invented cave surfing!”


Brandt turned back to Rebecca, but she was already climbing to her feet, acting as if nothing had happened.

 “Have you seen Lochum?” she asked.


Lopez indicated down the tunnel behind him. “He’s holed up in a side passage mumbling over a piece of bone… Like usual.”


 Brandt rose as well. “We’ve got to start a grid search for Davidson and Svengurd.”

 “Don’t bother,” a voice called from behind him. The private and Svengurd propped each other up as they made their way down the tunnel.


The corporal had a gash over his eye that was not there two minutes ago and a bullet wound to the calf that had been there since their latest firefight. Davidson looked half-dazed and his right shoulder slumped to his side limp, dislocated again. They looked like shit, but they were on their feet.


All in all, after the last twenty-four hours, he would take it.

 “All right, we’ve got to evac pronto. We have to assume some of them survived the torrent.” Brandt looked at Rebecca. “We’re going to obtain a car and drive to the nearest American base.”

 “That would be Stuttgart, Germany,” Davidson added.


Lopez jumped in. “Yes, the Autobahn!”


As Davidson groaned, Brandt finished. “We’re coming in from the cold.” He arched an eyebrow at Rebecca. “Any objections?”


She was in the middle of shaking her very soggy head when Lochum charged into the tunnel. “No! ’Becca, you must read this.”

 “Professor, do not start,” Brandt growled, but the doctor took the proffered bone.

 



* * *

 



Rebecca scanned the markings on James’ ulna. Most of the text she couldn’t make out, except for a single word that was held apart from the rest.

 “Byzantium,” she mumbled.


 “Exactly.” Lochum cradled her hands in his. “All is not lost. We know where Jesus is laid to rest!”

 “Where’s Byzantium?” Davidson asked.


Without looking at the private, Rebecca answered. “After the Roman Emperor Constantine converted to Christianity, Byzantium was was renamed Constantinople.”

 “Istanbul,” Brandt grunted, frowning deeply. “Turkey.”


She studied the professor, who looked like a drowned rat. The single piece of skeleton that had survived the mini-tsunami gave an intriguing clue, but Rebecca had hit the wall. Both physically and metaphysically. She just did not have anything left.

 “Archibald, I can’t. I need some food and a probably a hospital at this point and—”

 “Look more closely,” he urged, pointing to the small notch in the bone where the humerus normally articulated.


Rebecca squinted to make out the lettering, but as always they were run together, no spacing between the words or sentences. “I’ll have to run this through my—”


She patted her shoulders. Where was her laptop? Rebecca spun around, searching the tunnel. When had she lost it? Where had she lost it?

 “Forget about your damned machine! Just read it from the tip of the articulating cartilage to the physical suture.”


But she couldn’t concentrate. Her whole life had just been washed away. Everything. Her research. Her Christmas card list. Granted it was short, but it was gone.

 “Rebecca Sophia Monroe!” Lochum’s tone brooked no argument. “Use the good sense God gave you!”


With more focus she looked at the lettering, utilizing the natural, almost microscopic, architecture of the bone, she read the text.

 “For he who died upon the cross was loved… or maybe they mean coveted, or wanted…”

 “Go on, go on.”


Rebecca pushed past the word in question. “So greatly none within us could reach a consensus, so he who was without contempt stood up and spoke, ‘I shall follow the rising sun to the east where God smiled upon the land and the sea. I shall tell you where he lies only after I have buried him.’ Mary cried greatly that he was her burden, or chore, or responsibility… And would never leave his side. Though the man without contempt took her in his embrace and kissed her forehead and promised to wait, he left that night with the most holy corpse and did not return, so Mary left Judea with John, seeking the long-lost body, weeping as she had at the cross.”


She had to admit that it was pretty clear that Jesus’ remains were heading to Turkey, a holy land that was rivaled only by Judea in ancient times.

 “Think of it. Does it not make the most sense? The Virgin’s home is in Ephesus. She traveled there with St. John. Paul and Thomas were in and out of that region their entire ministries. Why else but to be near their Lord?”


Shaking her head, Rebecca tried to keep some perspective. “But you and I, hell, everyone, has been over that region with a fine-tooth comb.”


He cocked his head. “As they had in Budapest?”


Brandt stepped between them. “You know what? All this debate is moot. There will be no more sightseeing. We are going to Germany.”


But even the sergeant didn’t sound too sure of his words.


Lochum must have sensed it as well, for he presented the relic to Brandt. “These just a few sentences we have been able to decode. Give us a few hours and imagine what we might discover.”


Rebecca looked at the sergeant, but was unable to meet his eye. Had she really tried to kiss him? She shoved the thought from her mind. This was bigger than some sophomoric romantic attempt. Istanbul called to them. Her own interest piqued.

 “Isn’t there an Air Force base in Turkey?” she asked.


Brandt frowned. “Yes, but it’s much farther south than Istanbul.”


How Rebecca wished she had her laptop. Instead, she conjured a map of Europe in her mind. “True, but aren’t we equidistant from Turkey and Germany?”


The sergeant looked to Lopez who reluctantly answered. “Yeah, but there’s no Autobahn.” She frowned, so he retorted, “I’m not joking. It significantly affects travel time. I could shave at least an hour off by—”


Rebecca put a hand up to stop his prolonged explanation. “I wasn’t suggesting we drive.”


Brandt’s growled. “You saw what happened when we tried to fly.”

 “I’m talking about a private plane.” She looked over at Lopez. “You could hot-wire one, right?”

 “Try and stop me,” the Latino said with pride.

 



* * *

 



Brandt glared at Lopez. He did not need anyone encouraging her.

 “Even if I agreed to not be a hassle.” Rebecca tilted her head toward Lochum. “He’s certainly going to try and get away every chance he gets.”

 “Not if he’s unconscious.”


But the doctor shot him the same “don’t bother threatening something if you would never do it” look that she had given him back in the Ecuadorian jungle when he threatened the women and children.

 “We are not under arrest, are we?” the professor asked. “You are supposed to be protecting us, I would guess, not stripping us of our civil liberty to travel freely of our own accord.”


Goddamned civilians. Perhaps he could shift the debate.

 “Our first priority is to get the hell out of these caves, secure new clothing, and—”

 “I’m not going anywhere,” the professor said, this time with a deeper tone of authority. “Without your word we will travel next to Istanbul.”


Seriously, civilians really needed to learn to take orders better, but clearly the brass wanted Lochum safe. Not for his charming personality, Brandt was sure, but for his single-minded mission of finding Jesus. His team had been first been involved in this fiasco to bring Monroe to help the professor. If he hog-tied Lochum and brought him back to the US, but the Knot found Christ because of it…


Let’s just say that his and all of his men’s careers would be over.

 “Fine.” Brandt turned to his men as Lochum snorted in victory, then headed down the tunnel. “Lopez, secure a vehicle to get us to the private airstrip. Davidson and Svengurd, you’re on garment appropriation. I want out of this skirt, like now.”


As his men headed off, Brandt turned to talk with Rebecca privately, but she trotted to catch up with the professor. “Lochum!”

 



* * *

 



 Not so much wanting to talk with the professor as desperately not wanting Brandt to remind her of how inappropriate she had been earlier, Rebecca trotted next to Lochum.

 “We should split the text up so we can each be working on a section.”

 “Of course, of course,” he said, though it was obvious he hadn’t heard a word she had said.

 “Can I hot-wire a plane?” Lopez snorted as he passed. “I could be blinded and have a hand tied behind my back… No wait, that’s Davidson!”


Even Svengurd laughed, but the private grimaced. “Very funny.”


The men seemed jovial as they walked onto the street level. Luckily, due to the party at Parliament, no one had yet investigated the damage.


As she crested the lip of the cavern, Rebecca pulled to a halt. Before her glistened Buda. Perched over the Danube, the city twinkled against the night sky. The sparkling Chain Bridge was as beautiful as any monument on the seven continents. The ancient Castle quarter nearly glowed and the much newer Parliament building glittered with a thousand points of lights. The sight was breathtaking.


No one else seemed to notice the jewel across the river as Lochum sat upon the nearest curb to study his cherished relic.


Then someone paused beside her. Even after being doused in a million gallons of water, Rebecca could still recognize Brandt’s scent on the fresh night air. They stood silently scanning the bright horizon.


The sergeant’s tone sounded pained. “Look, the military’s got strict rules about…”

 “Really, you don’t need to evoke protocol just to protect my feelings.” Before he could say anything else, Rebecca walked toward Lochum. He, she understood. He didn’t bring blood to her cheeks and other parts south.


What did they always say? Go with the devil you know?


Right?



 


 


 



CHAPTER 18

 


 


Budapest Ferenc Liszt International Airport


Lopez was earning his salary today. That was for damned sure. The corporal had stolen a Volvo station wagon, gotten them to the airstrip, and hot-wired a private jet in under a half an hour. If there were bonus pay for efficiency, Lopez would be cleaning up.

 “All right, everyone strap in,” Brandt ordered.


Lochum gave a thumbs-up, but Rebecca still wouldn’t meet his gaze.


Chicks.


They made everything so damned complicated. He was on duty, for Christ’s sake. It was bad enough he had gone off-book to track her down in Budapest, but now he was escorting them all the way to Istanbul. What else did she want from him?

 “And now if everyone would please place their stewardess in her upright and locked position,” their slightly sleep-deprived pilot announced over the intercom.


Davidson openly laughed. Svengurd chuckled under his breath. Lochum even smirked, but Brandt growled, “Lopez.”


The corporal leaned out of the cockpit. “Sorry, boss. Control’s asking for a flight plan.”

 “Tell them Athens, Greece. We’ll update in-flight.”

 “You got it,” Lopez said as he fired up the engines.


As the corporal taxied them down the runway, Brandt glanced at Rebecca. Her eyes were fixed on James’ bone. He got the feeling it wasn’t so much in service to her studies but more to avoid him.


The small luxury liner shuddered as Lopez revved the engine. This plane, with its leather seats, thick shag carpeting, and lilac-scented napkins seemed more used to ferrying Budapest’s elite around Europe than making a Lopez speed getaway.


Within seconds they received their all-clear for takeoff and were in the air. In typical fashion, the corporal turned on the “seat belt” sign, which Brandt promptly ignored. He motioned for Davidson to unbuckle as well. They met at the cockpit.

 “All right, Lopez, time for you get some shut-eye.”


The corporal shook his head violently. “This baby’s a Learjet 60. I specifically stole this model so I could see what airspeed I could reach.”


Brandt put his hand on Lopez’s shoulder to let him know how serious he was. “Davidson is cleared for level and steady flight. Just get us up to cruising speed, and then get some rest. We’ll get you up when its time to land.”

 “But—”


He squeezed even tighter. The grip was no longer a friendly gesture, but instead a warning.


Lopez looked at Davidson, who shrugged as he plopped down in the copilot’s seat. “Hey, dude, I just do what I’m ordered.”


But it was quite clear the kid was itching to get behind the yoke. The corporal sighed and began to transfer the controls to his copilot.

 “On my count. Three. Two. One—”


Before he finished, Rebecca called from behind, “Did you feel that?”


Her voice was shrill. Much higher than normal. Brandt glanced at Lopez and Davidson, but they both shook their heads.

 “Svengurd?”


The tall man frowned. “Maybe.”

 “Maybe, what?”


Brandt need not have asked, as an explosion to their right nearly knocked them from the sky. Instinctively, Lopez banked steeply left.

 “That wasn’t a missile, was it?”


Davidson looked out his window. “Hell, yes. Here comes another!”


Brandt stumbled backward as the corporal pulled out of the bank and brought the nose nearly vertical. They ascended at an insane rate.

 “You’re going to stall her!” Davidson screamed over the roar of the engines.


But Lopez ignored his copilot as another explosion sounded beneath them, shuddering the entire plane. They climbed so steeply that he feared the wings would rip off, yet Lopez wore his trademark shit-eating grin.

 “I told you, she’s a Learjet 60!”

 “Incoming!” Svengurd called from the cabin.


Maybe he should have kept his seat belt on, as he was thrown to the left when Lopez not only banked at ninety degrees but dropped the nose down.

 “I’m telling you, you’re going to stall! Pull up!” Davidson yelled.


Brandt felt the next explosion in his bones, yet the plane somehow stayed aloft.

 “Another!” Svengurd yelled. “From the south! They must be using radar!”


They were trying to triangulate them. Another few missiles and they would be had. Lopez was good, but he couldn’t outrun radar.


This time the explosion sounded from above, raining down a shower of red-hot debris. Yet the corporal didn’t err in his descent.

 “Pull up!” Davidson shouted, and Brandt could see why. The ground was rushing up at them, then the engines cut out. He knew because the metal beneath his feet suddenly stopped shuddering, and it felt like his heart had just been transplanted to his throat.

 “I told you, you would stall!” Davidson yelled.

 



* * *

 



Rebecca tried not to stare out the window, but that was all her eyes wanted to do. They were plummeting back to the earth with no engines, and explosions all around. The sky looked like a fireworks display, only it was not the Fourth of July, and it was no longer fun.

 “Damn it, Lopez, pull up!” Davidson yelled, but the pilot seemed wholly unfazed by the brilliant blasts. If anything, he looked like he was having fun.


Next to her, Lochum clutched James’ bone to his chest. Was that a prayer upon his lips? Yet she refused to despair. They could not have come so far and through so much to end up pulverized. And as the seconds ticked by, it looked more and more like that was exactly how her life was going to end.


Now she was glad that she had kissed Brandt. 


Their freefall was interrupted as the plane complained violently as Lopez tried to bring the nose up.

 “Finally!” Davidson screamed.

 “Shut up and help!” the corporal answered.


Rebecca strained against her seat belt to look into the cockpit. Both men were pulling with all their might. The veins bulged over their well-muscled arms. Even Brandt tugged up on Lopez’s yoke.


It felt as if the plane hiccupped. Then the engines kicked in, throwing her back against her seat. That had to have been a couple of Gs worth of force as they barely leveled out over a suburban housing development. They flew so low that Rebecca could see rooftops blowing off in their wake.

 “Wahoo!” Lopez yelled as he kept them barely above ground level.

 “Gain altitude!” Davidson shouted, but to deaf ears. Lopez was too busy slaloming between light poles and traffic signs.

 “Damn it, Lopez!” Brandt threatened as the sound of the punished engines drowned out nearly everything else.

 “Check out the missiles!” the corporal yelled back.


For a moment Rebecca did not know what he was talking about, but Brandt seemed to immediately understand. “Keep us below the radar floor, but not this low.”


Rebecca looked at Svengurd, who monitored their progress through the window next to hers. He pointed to an explosion far off to their left. With the general mayhem, she hadn’t even heard the continuing explosions. “They can’t track us.”


With a new regard, Rebecca looked to Lopez who had steadied them off several hundred feet above the passing terrain. He put a hand up for a high five, but Davidson did not take the bait.

 “I told you, you were going to stall her!”


Lopez stroked the yoke like a lover. “Only because I asked her to. Only because I asked. Isn’t that right, baby?”

 “Why would you—” Davidson stopped himself mid-sentence, then finished the high-five slap. “You do rule.”


Confused, Rebecca looked at Svengurd. “He purposefully stalled the engines to cool them in case they were using heat-seeking missiles.”


Lopez looked at Brandt. “Still want me to turn over the wheel, Sarge?”


The sergeant didn’t even bother answering. He just headed back to his seat. He moved too quickly for her to avert her gaze, but Brandt just rolled his eyes at the corporal’s enthusiasm, then plopped down into his seat. Within seconds his lids were closed, and he seemed to be fast asleep.


For not the first time in the past forty-eight hours, Rebecca knew she had to get herself one of these men for her research team.



 



 


 


The Path Ahead

 



 

Judea

AD 42


Judas had only gotten halfway up the hill to his family’s home when his leg complained so loudly that he had to stop and lean against a neighbor’s garden post. He flexed the leg up and down trying to drain the ache from it. All the more reason for him to stay in town. He would not wish to slow Jesus’ travels, but his friend’s sad countenance refused to leave his mind. Judas reassured himself that with time this sense of guilt would fade.


He pushed off the fence and tested his leg when Mary came rushing up the hill, shawl fluttering at her shoulders, revealing her dark hair. Judas could not remember the last time he had seen her hair. It certainly had to be awhile, for there were gray streaks throughout, revealing her age.

 “Judas,” she said as she caught up with him. “I thought you were joining us?”


By her tone, he was sure she did not mean just for dinner. “Jesus must have told you my reasons.”


Her tone was sharp. “You cannot abandon him.”


Trying to remember that this was Jesus’ mother, Judas evened his tone. “I abandon no one, Mary. Ameil’s need is simply greater.”


She sighed and sat upon the fence’s rail, patting the place next to her. He was reluctant to comply. What sort of mood was the woman in? Given all the years they had known one another, Mary had not given him two kind words put together. He would have thought her the first to give him leave.

 “Please, there is something I must share with you,” she said.


Tentatively Judas sat down beside her, testing the wood to make sure she did not intend to pull it out from under him. But she did nothing of the sort. Instead, her visage became melancholy as she looked up to the stars.

 “Did you know that when the angels sing, they are so precisely in accord that you cannot separate one’s voice from the other?”

 “No. No, I did not.” Judas tried to keep the shame from his voice. This family was so used to God’s great blessings they seemed to forget he was but a poor sinner limping his way to grace.

 “When they came to me and told me of God’s child growing in my belly, I did not doubt that I was worthy.” Unconsciously she rubbed her midriff. “I gave no mind to the rumors that I had lain with that harvesting boy from Selgea. I knew the truth of it. I was to be Christ’s mother. It was as natural as taking in my breath. I honestly worried more about the color of my wedding ribbons than I did about raising the Son of God.”


Judas nodded, but she did not notice. Mary seemed lost to memory.

 “You know of my labor in the stable, but what you do not know of was the fear that gripped my heart.”


Judas nodded. “I was forced to help my sister with her last child. There is no shame in dreading such pain.”


Mary shook her head absently. “The searing agony I expected, but the first time Jesus squalled such a perfect cry that the wail echoed the angel’s song, I knew that I did not deserve to be his mother. When the men from the East arrived with their riches and knowledge, I begged them to take Jesus from my unworthy arms and raise him to be the savior that he was destined to be.”


Judas stayed silent. Mary had never seemed anything but praiseworthy as a mother. The woman had raised a brood of the finest men and women he had ever had the honor of knowing. Judas could not imagine how remote Jesus would have become if left in the hands of scholars, no matter how rich they might be.

 “But they refused. They told me that my love for him was both my blessing and my curse. My blessing because I would know a love that eclipsed all else. My curse because I could never leave his side. He would grow to suffer greatly, and I could never abandon him to such agony. They told me frankly that his pain would become my own.”


Judas could see the path where Mary was headed, and he wished to outflank her. “As I feel of Ameil. He is my—”


Mary interrupted him. “This night Jesus instructed me to take the money I had been saving to buy the cloth for the thick, embroidered robes he would need when the day came for him teach in the Temple at Jerusalem and add it to the moneys Magdalene had donated.”

 “I do not understand.”

 “You heard what he told James. There was no need to account past Passover. He intends to provoke the Romans. He intends to be arrested within the year, and you know of what doom that speaks.”


Judas stood up, uncaring of the complaint of his leg at such sudden movement. “I am sorry, Mary, for I did not wish to speak harshly, but you speculate wildly.”


Her face was nothing but sadness given human form. “Do I? I overheard some of what he and John spoke about. They agreed neither would see Jesus’ birthday. Both would be in God’s kingdom by the onset of winter.”


Judas blinked several times, trying to wipe the truth from his vision. He had felt Jesus’ hurry, his rush to complete his work. Judas had thought it nothing more than years of waiting finally being released into action, but he had been wrong.

 “Why gather a formal twelve, Judas? He knows he will need devoted followers to carry on his work once he is gone.”


The words carried a weight that made him sit down again.


Mary’s voice was hurt, but kind. “So long ago, that day you two met and Jesus asked me if he might go out to play with his new friend named Judas, I knew that I might be his mother, but you were to be his true companion on this journey.”

 “You overstate my role, Mary.”

 “Do I?” she asked as she pulled out the leather purse. “Tonight he came to me with tears in his eyes, Judas. He said he could not ask you again, but he feared the dark days ahead without you.” She laid the purse in his hands. It felt far heavier, which had nothing to do with the coin she had added. “I saw you the first time you met him, Judas. You were working in the field and Jesus was sitting upon the side of the furrow looking sad and lonely. We had just come from Egypt. He knew no one beyond our family, and all the men were out raising a roof that I refused to let him attend for fear of his small frame. You came and showed him how to set the plow’s blade deep into the earth, then shoulder the yoke to make a straight row.”


Judas remembered the day well. He had felt so very grown-up. To be able to be the one to show a craft rather than constantly be the pupil.


Mary continued, “When you two had completed the tiny garden patch, he smiled at you. I noted it, for in truth I was a bit jealous, for his graces were few and far between. Then I saw the look in your eyes. In that moment, his love became both your blessing and your curse, Judas.” Her voice hardened into a sharp point. “You must see him through this.”

 “But—”

 “He rushes headlong to his fate, gleeful that he might fulfill his Lord’s wishes. You, Judas, you are the only one that might step in front of him and demand he think his course through. Only you might appeal to him that we of this world need him for a time longer. You can convince him that God can await his son’s company until we are all old and wrinkled.”


Judas let his breath hiss out. He thought of the tears Ameil would cry if he told him they would be parted.


Touching his arm, Mary wrapped his fingers around the purse. “The boy will ache for you Judas, make no doubt, but if Jesus has his way we will be without him by Yom Kippur. Ameil will be safe with his family here, but will Jesus be so protected without you?” Her words quickened. “He might not feel able to ask you again to join him, but I beg it of you.”


How could he explain to her that a large part of his reluctance was not so much that he needed to prove himself to Ameil, but that he would fail Jesus?

 “I again fear you overestimate my worth, Mary. John was clear—”

 “Dam—” The mother of Jesus stopped short of uttering the curse, but her anger was not at all contained. “That man adds dry timber to a wildfire. He is so full of zeal, Judas. The Baptist welcomes sacrifice. If he had his way Jesus would be at his heels to the butcher’s knife.”

 “Perhaps, but the others revere your son and would let no harm come to him if they could help it.”


Quite unladylike, Mary snorted loudly. “That woman who funds this suicidal quest? She longs to hold the ax her very self.”


Judas knew this to be false, but did not argue. The tension between the two women was not his concern. Ameil was.


Gingerly rising, Judas went to move off, but Mary seemed startled.

 “Please…”

 “I go to explain to my nephew that we will be parted for a time, but reunited when it is God’s will.”


Visibly relieved, Mary looked like she might hug him, but they had not gained that much this night. “Thank you. I fear if you had disagreed I would have been condemned to hell for never forgiving you.”


It was a strange thing to say, but somewhere in the harsh words was a warm sentiment. One did not feel so passionately without caring deeply. In the end, he felt the same of Jesus. Ameil could grow a season without him, but Judas could never allow Jesus to die without him.


Silently, Mary went back into the house as Judas renewed his climb.


How sure Jesus, James, Magdalene, and even Mary seemed to be of his fortitude. They all felt him a key piece in this complex puzzle that God had laid out before them.


Why then, did Judas still believe John had it the most right of all?



 


 


 



CHAPTER 19

 


 


Skies over Bulgaria


Brandt could feel the strain of the jet’s engines all the way through the thickly padded leather cushions. He had let his eyes rest until he heard both Svengurd and Davidson begin to snore lightly. Cracking open his eyes, the sergeant confirmed his men asleep, and Lopez intent in the pilot’s seat.


Without preamble, Brandt walked over to the two doctors, who were still deep in conversation. “If I could have your presence in the rear cabin?” He pointed a thumb to the small conference room located at the back of the plane.

 “My dear sir, we are quite busy trying to—”

 “I’m not asking,” he said bluntly.


Lochum tried to argue, but Rebecca was on her feet, tugging the professor to join Brandt. “Let’s just hear him out, Archibald.”


He was not sure why it bugged him so much when Rebecca used the professor’s first name, but it didn’t help his mood. Without checking to see if they followed, Brandt opened the conference door, and once they were through closed it.

 “Look, I am sick of being chased. I’m even sicker of being shot at, and I’m completely done with feeling behind the curve. You two are going to tell me everything you know about the bones and this fucking group who’s got a hard-on for them.”


Lochum sputtered, “I have never heard such a—”

 “Your arrogance almost got us all killed, so I think I’ve kind of been granted immunity from your bullshit, professor. Take a seat and start explaining what the fuck is going on.”

 “And if I do not?”


Brandt let every ounce of frustration and resentment he felt toward the older man flavor his words. “Then I will instruct Lopez to set us down somewhere in the middle of Romania, kick your ass out the plane, then continue to Istanbul with Rebecca.” He turned to the doctor. “You got any problem with that plan?”


She might not be able to meet his gaze, but he had read her mood correctly, because Rebecca just shrugged at Lochum. “He’s saved our butts. He deserves to be in the loop, completely.”


The older man looked at Rebecca, then at Brandt, as if he could not understand a word either of them said. It was going to take Lochum a couple of minutes to catch up, so he sat across the conference table from the doctor.

 “Let’s start with why Lochum is so sure Jesus survived the cross.”

 



* * *

 



 Perhaps if Brandt wanted to talk about feelings or the kiss that almost felt like a myth, Rebecca might have been ill at ease, but his straightforward manner made her feel right at home. Lecturing about ancient biblical history was in her wheelhouse.

 “Lochum has pored over all proto-Christian accounts of the crucifixion and is certain that Jesus planned and manipulated events in such a way to assure his survival of the cross.”


Brandt leaned forward. “Like what?”


Rebecca did not make the same mistake again of underestimating the sergeant’s intelligence and familiarity with the subject. She spoke to him as if he were a fellow doctor. “The timing of Jesus’ arrest is critical. No matter if you believe Judas was asked to betray him or he did so of his own accord, Jesus certainly prompted the action at the Last Supper.”

 “When he said whoever dipped his bread last should go and get the betrayal over with?”


Even though Rebecca should have not been surprised at his understanding, she still was. Grad students sometimes took weeks to make the connection.

 “Yes. If we can rely on the basic timeline described in the Bible that put the arrest on a Thursday night. Late enough that no official would be called for a tribunal.”


Brandt nodded. “If it had been done earlier in the day he might have been condemned and would have spent the night on the cross?”

 “Exactly. This way he would not face any inquisition until at least six the next morning, when the Jewish day traditionally started.”

 “But what you have both missed is that that the betrayal was made to the chief priests, not to the governor, nor to the Romans,” Lochum added. It seemed the professor had decided to join the class. “Jesus was of such consequence that giving himself over to the local authorities assured him hours of reprieve while they tried to figure out what to do with him.”


Rebecca watched Brandt as he listened to the professor. The sergeant soaked the words in. His face looked as if he were back in that time calculating the plan himself. His eyes weighed the pros and cons of every maneuver they discussed.

 “So you think he anticipated the priests deferring to Herod and then the governor giving authority back to Pontius?” the sergeant asked.

 “Anticipated? My dear soldier, he counted on it. All the delays pushed the final decision to crucify him to late afternoon.”


Brandt shook his head. “The Bible gives no exact timeline.”

 “The canonical Bible? No. The Gospels and Gnostic writings that are not included in the abridged version? Absolutely,” Lochum answered.


Rebecca felt her head bob back and forth as if she were watching a tennis match.

 “Even so, how could Jesus have been so sure that they would allow his family to take him down from the cross? The Romans would leave the bodies up for days upon days.”

 “That is where—”


Lochum was interrupted as the plane shook violently. Rebecca held her breath. How could the Knot have found them again? Brandt was out of his seat, jerking the door open.


Davidson and Svengurd were on the floor, trying to gather themselves, when the intercom sparked to life.

 “Just a little turbulence, people. Nothing to worry about, but I would pay attention to the seat belt sign in the future.”


Shaking his head, Brandt rejoined them. “I’m sorry, professor, go on.”


Obviously far more shaken than he wanted to admit, Lochum did not immediately answer, so Rebecca stepped in. “That is where the day of the week comes in. The Romans were brutal oppressors, but they also walked a fine line to keep the populace complacent so they always allowed the bodies to be removed at sunset on the Sabbath.”

 “Friday,” Brandt said, seeming to understand. “So if we believe these other documents, Jesus was put up on the cross in the late afternoon and expected to be brought down by sunset? That would be just a few hours.”

 “Well, glad to see those in uniform can follow a simple logic tree,” Lochum retorted, clearly recovered from the minor shock.


Brandt glanced at Rebecca, and she almost laughed. She had never seen a look that so clearly said, “Is he an ass, or what?” But the sergeant did not verbalize this sentiment as he turned back to Lochum.

 “All right, let’s take the timeline for granted. The Romans crucified lots of people on Friday, and no one else lived to tell about it. Why would Jesus think he could survive?”

 “I am not here to spoon-feed you, sergeant. The events are taught at every Sunday school class. Can you not expand your mind enough to conceive of the fruition of the plan?”


 


* * *

 



Okay, now the prick was just pissing him off, but Brandt stopped shy of saying that. Instead he looked at Rebecca, but she shrugged.

 “I hate to say it, but Lochum is right. The rest is pretty straightforward.”


Now when she suggested it, it did not sound that demeaning. Easily he called up the story of the crucifixion, turning the events over in his own mind to find that, sure enough, if Rebecca hadn’t been right.

 “If anyone was alive before they were brought down, the Romans would break their legs,” Brandt said, answering his own question.


The doctor nodded solemnly. “By sledgehammering the femurs—causing enough pain, blood loss, or more likely fatal fat embolisms. The point of the crucifixion was actually to torture with a slow, agonizing death, but if push came to shove, they could execute a man efficiently.”


Still, this information only led to more questions. “Okay. He was crucified with two others. The Romans broke their legs, but not Jesus’.”

 “Because?” Lochum asked.


Brandt shot a scathing look to the professor, but the older man had risen and was pacing behind Rebecca. And she was strangely grinning at Brandt.

 “What happened just before they broke the other two’s legs?”


Mind racing, he spoke as he recited the story in his head. “Jesus asked for water but was given vinegar instead.” Finally the proposed scheme gelled in his mind. “After a sip, Jesus fell dead.” He looked at Rebecca. “You are suggesting he was purposefully drugged to mimic death?”

 “Either that, or I’m sorry to be blasphemous, but Jesus was a wimp. The other two, being crucified, were in pain but hale and hearty to the point they had to be killed before they were taken down.”

 “But Jesus was scourged before he was taken to the cross,” Brandt retorted hotly. Somehow this had gone from a detached academic discussion to a defense of his faith. Jesus had given up his spirit to God, not startled to death like a scared rabbit.

 “Like you said yourself, Brandt, men survived days on the cross. Sometimes they were still alive when scavengers began eating their extremities, and yet Jesus dies after only a few hours?” She hurried along. “Even if you don’t believe our timeline, he was up there for a maximum of ten hours. Still not very long in terms of the times.”

 “He gave his spirit up,” Brandt said through clenched teeth.


Rebecca’s face softened, and she placed a hand over his. “But the whole purpose of being crucified was to suffer for his people. Why would he just give up? That version of the story just doesn’t track with the rest of the crucifixion saga.”


As much as he wanted to argue, Brandt found the words sticking in his throat. He had never thought of the crucifixion in such a way. Who would? It was Jesus’ final sacrifice that mattered to the faithful, not esoteric concerns like timelines and tonics.

 “Do not forget the wound to the ribs,” Lochum pointed out. Almost sounding gleeful that Brandt’s beliefs were being unwoven.


Rebecca shrugged sympathetically. “If he were truly dead when the centurion stabbed his ribs, he would not have bled freely. As a soldier, you know that.”


Something deep in Brandt’s chest hurt. Why had he never considered that aspect of the suffering? If truly dead, Jesus’ blood would have coagulated almost immediately and come out thick and clotted.

 “So there you have it. Jesus was a fraud,” Lochum said, quite satisfied with himself.


Brandt was on his feet, his fist rising on its own. The bastard had gone too far, when Rebecca touched his arm.

 “Not even he believes that,” she said as she gently lowered his fist. “We’re not saying Jesus did not suffer, or that he survived the cross for his own benefit, but he did all this so that he could be certain to fulfill the prophecies that he would resurrect.”


The professor shrugged. “Yeah, or what she said.”

 



* * *

 



Rebecca almost punched Lochum herself. The old man was just being cruel now. Obviously Brandt was struggling to digest all that he had been told, which kind of freaked her out. The sergeant hadn’t been shaken when he charged through the native-infested jungle, or when they were drowning in the caves—not even when they were almost shot out of the sky.


To see him so wounded hurt her.


Brandt recovered quickly, though. “Fine. For now we will consider your theory as a hard fact. What does that have to do with the bones from Paris and Budapest?”


How she wished she had her laptop. This discussion would be much quicker with visual aids.

 “Obviously those who attended the crucifixion had to be familiar with the plot. Mary, his brother Jude, his sister Ruth, and his acolyte John,” the professor said as if discussing the Kennedy assassination.


The sergeant’s jaw clenched and unclenched. Lochum seriously needed to learn some decorum.


Rebecca cut in before he could insult Brandt any further. “We always suspected that the Jews had secreted the crucified bodies away and moved them far from Jerusalem about the time it fell to the Romans—AD 60.”

 “But now you think it was even more organized than that?” Brandt asked, still with pain in his voice.


She went to open her laptop, but again it was gone. Life was a hell of a lot harder without a keyboard. “From the silver coins and the writings on John’s bones, we think a very tight group of those intimate with Jesus, those we now know are called the Knot, cared for his remains and systematically took steps to hide the bones. In particular, ‘the man without contempt’ carried Christ’s bones to Turkey.”


Brandt leaned back in his chair. “And each one has obscure clues to the entire mystery?”


Lochum could not take it any longer. “There were thirty conspirators. Thirty coins. And we are shy of just three. We have a 33 percent chance that Jesus lies in Istanbul. If not there, whoever is found will lead us to his remains.”


Brandt looked at Rebecca. “You said that if I gave you a few hours you could pinpoint our search.”

 “Well, I didn’t say exactly—”


His frown silenced her excuses. Pulling out the papers she and Lochum had been working on, Rebecca put them together like a puzzle.

 “Unfortunately, this is a relatively small bone and much of the writings regard James’ life…”

 “But you found something?” It wasn’t so much a question as an edict.


The professor was faster than she. “Besides the fact for some reason unknown to anyone at the time, Emperor Constantine decided to move the capital of Rome to an obscure city to the east? If that doesn’t prove Istanbul is our destination, what will?”


Ignoring his outburst, Rebecca pointed to the center page. “Remember this translation is by hand without my software to perfect the syntax and…” She stalled again as Brandt raised an eyebrow. “Anyway, the most pertinent passage reads ‘He who loved Him best.’ Rebecca looked up. “We think he is the same as the ‘man without contempt.”… ‘Dreamed a dream where a beautiful woman whispered to him that a fish shall show you, and a boar will lead the way.’”

 “A reference to an ancient myth regarding the establishment of Istanbul,” Lochum interjected.


The sergeant looked at her again, so Rebecca continued. “But this is where it gets tricky, and I’m not at all certain I have broken down the syntax properly… ‘He cried to the Heavens as his back broke. The bones had become heavier and heavier as if they wished to go no further. He prayed for forgiveness as he slumped to the ground, in his task, failed. The villagers tried to comfort him, but understood none of his language.”


Lochum’s head bobbed rapidly. “Again, proof that he was far from Jerusalem.”


Rebecca pointed to a section that was red inked. “Then there’s a line we can’t make out, but it picks back up at, ‘With care they buried both the bones that had become such a burden and those of their bearer with the blessing of the goddess.”


Brandt interrupted Lochum. “Goddess equals Istanbul, got it.”

 “Finally,” the professor snorted.


The two men had a short-lived staring contest, then Rebecca cleared her throat as she read the rest of the passage. “Then years later and with a prayer on his lips, he who had spent his life in search, found the most sacred bones and tied them in a satchel of silk and took them to the holy man who spoke of God, his son, and he that followed. It was decided the favored one would be laid within the most sacred sanctuary, and so it was.”


First Brandt studied her face, then turned the page around and read the words silently. “Um, is it just me or do the two passages not jive?”


Sighing, she looked at Lochum. That was exactly what the two of them had been fighting over for the past hour. The man was like a pit bull with a steak bone. He refused to let go of a theory even after everything that had happened. Rebecca felt that they could not hone in on any one conclusion until they took in all the information and pieced it together, but Lochum had distinctly different thoughts.

 “No matter. We know where we must start, the Hagia Sophia, the seat of Constantine’s holy power, and that is enough.”


With that said, the professor grabbed all the pages up and left the room, slamming the door behind him.

 “Why do you put up with all his crap?” Brandt asked point-blank.

 “Well, for all his bluster he truly is an expert in—”

 “No, I mean you couldn’t care less about proving this supposed Passover plot to save Christ from the cross.” He held her gaze. “So, I will rephrase my question, why are you going to Istanbul?”


As hard as she tried to speak, her lips only opened and closed like a guppy’s. Since the kiss it seemed that she had lost the ability to form complete sentences around Brandt that were not in ancient verse.

 “You’re using him to achieve your own goal, correct?”


God, how she wished Lochum would come back in.

 “I wouldn’t call it—” Rebecca bit her lip trying to regroup her thoughts. “I mean we act synergistically and, but, then—”


Brandt had the oddest smile on his face. Did he know her desire to find the “smart gene” in Jesus’ genome, or was he just trolling? If he knew her true intent, would he think her more noble, or worse than Lochum?

 “Yeah, boss, you might want to look out the right window,” their pilot said over the intercom.


By now Rebecca was well versed in Lopez’s many tones, and this one indicated they were in deep shit.

 



* * *

 



There it was, fuel spewing from the wing. They must have taken some shrapnel during the missile attack. Worse, tiny sparks flew from a fried casing. It was a recipe for a midair explosion. He jerked the conference door open and charged to the cockpit.

 “Land us!”


Groggy, but waking quickly, Davidson was already in the copilot’s seat. “That’s the problem, Sarge. A high-speed, low-altitude landing is dangerous under normal circumstances and—”


The wing caught fire, washing the cockpit in bright yellows and oranges.

 “No more dangerous than flying while on fire, I suppose,” Brandt growled, but he could see that Lopez was already scouting an area up ahead.

 “That’s Pleven ahead, with a nice stretch of highway.”


Brandt had to squint to see the road. Sure enough there was a nice and empty Bulgarian four-lane road right in front of them. They were lucky it was the middle of the night, or traffic would have made it impossible to land. Their only problem now was that they were rapidly approaching Pleven’s urban center. City lights twinkled closer and closer.

 “Do it.”

 “Buckle up,” Lopez responded. Brandt went to argue, but the corporal faced him. “I’m serious.”


Okay, when Lopez was that worried, Brandt buckled up. Getting back to the cabin, he found Svengurd, Lochum, and Rebecca already strapped in. 


 “Hang on!”

 



* * *

 



 They hit the ground, bouncing off the pavement so hard that Rebecca’s stomach flared with pain as the seat belt cut into her midriff. The second touchdown wasn’t much better. The wheels squealed as they fishtailed across the highway. Then it seemed they straightened and slowed. She let out a sigh of relief, but it was premature.

 “Oh, crap! We’re cartwheeling!”


Rebecca did not have time to ask what that meant as the nose hit the ground, causing the body of the plane to tumble nose over tail. The thin strap on her belt was nowhere near strong enough to hold her. She tried to cling to the broken material, but it slipped from her grasp as she landed hard against the ceiling, then fell the floor, then crashed into the ceiling as the conference room and back half of the plane broke off.


Smoke and fire filled the cabin as the emergency oxygen masks tumbled from the ceiling, and still they cartwheeled.


Her leg hit someone, but she could not be sure whom. Finally the plane’s body came to rest. The metal creaked all around her as thick smoke billowed out of the open end of the plane. Rebecca had to check her limbs to be sure they were all still intact.

 “Everyone out!” she heard Brandt yell from behind her.


Choking, she scrambled out of the cabin as fire licked at her heels. Stumbling forward, Rebecca was thrown to the pavement as the plane exploded into a fireball.


Grime streaked her face as she found Lochum, his head in his hands. He held only a tiny fragment of shattered ulna between his fingers. Svengurd was already helping Davidson put his dislocated shoulder back in. She searched the surrounding pavement aflame with debris. Where was Brandt? Lopez?

 “Damn it!”


That was Brandt. She turned to find him going through the wreckage, pulling out completely demolished weapons. He threw down a mangled assault rifle, looking so despondent that Rebecca burst into tears.


Lopez came around the debris. “What’s everyone so bummed about?” He pointed just off the freeway to a structure flooded with streetlights that glowed even more brightly than their crackling plane.

 “There’s an Audi dealership right there.”



 


 


 



CHAPTER 20

 


 


Island in the Sea of Marmara


Tok sipped at his hibiscus tea. Dressed in a monk’s robe, he appreciated the coarse cloth against his scraped and bruised skin. The wild, watery ride through Budapest’s cave system had left them all marked. It would be weeks before the tender skin over his scarred hand healed. His left cochlear implant occasionally squealed unprovoked. Once debriefed, he would have the medical team assess the damage.


Blowing to cool the hot liquid, Tok looked out over the Marmara Sea. The waters were tranquil this morning, unlike his heart. True, they had recovered most of James’ remains, but Lochum had eluded his grasp. The professor’s group had executed an escape worthy of respect, but it galled Tok to think the blasphemer lived after all that Lochum had desecrated. So much had been lost in Budapest that Tok’s heart ached.


But his pain amounted to little consequence. After the Knot’s scholars deciphered the bones, it would be only a matter of hours until they determined Lochum’s next move and intercepted him, one last time. There would be time to grieve later.


Petir entered the terrace, his footsteps quick against the granite floor. Tok enjoyed one last sip of the syrupy tea before he turned to his mentor. By the set to his shoulder, the older man clearly had a destination in mind. Tok did not welcome a long plane ride that would cramp his already-taxed muscles, but he would gladly accept the discomfort if it brought him closer to Lochum.


He stood in greeting, but Petir shook his head. “I would remain seated, Master.”


Tok looked into his mentor’s winnowed face. It was not like Petir to be overly dramatic. “Out with it.”

 “They are here,” his mentor said, slowly. Carefully.

 “Here?”


The old man nodded repeatedly. “In Istanbul. Right across the sea.”


Tok could not imagine what Petir meant. “Who is here?”

 “Lochum. His team. They drive in from the north.”


Tok felt his legs shake of their own accord. “But, why? James’ bones speak of the Eternal City, Rome. Why would they come here?”


Petir shrugged. “I do not bear such knowledge, but I do know your older brother lives.”


This news made Tok gain his feet. “Are you certain?”

 “It was he who signaled their location.”


Tok gripped the table to keep himself steady. Each time he fired upon Lochum’s team he risked killing the man who had become a brother.


For Tok was not the only orphan found that fateful year. Whereas he had been plucked from the marketplace in Cairo, his brother had been found in the slums of Chicago. The two were raised under Petir’s watchful eye, but they had been separated as teens. Tok to learn the craft of stealth and torture, his brother to join the American Armed Forces in order to infiltrate Special Ops. With the Knot’s connections, it had not been a roll of the dice that sent Brandt’s team to Ecuador.


After their plane had been downed in Bulgaria, Tok had feared the worst. Neither of them feared death. Each welcomed it if it brought them closer to their Savior, but to think that he had killed his own brother gave him pause. How many times he had wished he could contact him, but they could not take the risk. His deeply hidden mole could only communicate with them using a passive wire loop, not the reverse, not even to make sure he still lived. But now the world was aright. “Did he say where they were headed?”

 “The Hagia Sophia.”


It made no sense. If there was one place in all of Turkey that had been explored for ancient remains, it had been that church. What did Lochum hope to accomplish there? What had his own scholars missed that the professor had found?


Normally Tok might brood over such an oversight, but with his brother alive, he only rejoiced. Soon, Lochum’s threat would come to an end, and the Knot’s secret would be safe once again, and their family would be reunited.

 



* * *

 



Brandt studied Svengurd’s reflection in the rearview mirror. The man seemed asleep, but he also seemed a lot of things. Like loyal and dependable, but Brandt began to have his doubts.


Granted, the Knot might have been taking potshots at any private planes leaving Budapest, but the sergeant doubted it. So far their strikes had been swift and precise. As much as he loathed the idea, the evidence kept piling up that one of his men was a traitor.


Now it fell upon Brandt to figure out which one. Lopez was nearly immune from scrutiny, since he had pulled their asses out of the fire too many times to count. A second delay in his reflexes would have led to their capture or death a couple of times over. Like now, they were nearly flying over the highway to Istanbul as quickly as they could have in a plane. He could have easily shaved off a few miles per hour and no one would have noticed. Instead they had set some kind of land speed record across Europe.


Which left Davidson and Svengurd. It wasn’t his affection for the kid that eliminated him from suspicion. It was the fact that the private had never been alone. Back at the hangar, Davidson was either with the team or with Monroe. The time he spent suspended in midair by the chain didn’t count. However, after the firefight, Svengurd had gone out alone to secure the perimeter and again when he fetched the getaway car.


So this tall Norwegian was the only one with the opportunity to betray their location. Brandt had tried to keep the corporal under wraps since they arrived in Budapest, but that was a little hard to do with your point man.


Brandt’s fist formed on its own. He yearned to confront the corporal, but how could he? To cast such a shadow upon one of them would doom the entire squad. It was neither skill nor duty that kept them alive, but trust. Even if Svengurd proved innocent, the taint would never fade. Brandt needed hard proof before he spoke his misgivings.


Svengurd must have sensed his gaze, for he opened his eyes. “Need something, Sarge?”

 “Nah. Just making sure you were taking some shut-eye.”

 “You ordered it, so I did it,” the corporal said as he closed his eyes.


How Brandt wished he could believe that.

 



* * *

 



Lochum had allowed the gentle vibration of the car to lull him to sleep, but awoke as Lopez laid on the horn, and laid on it some more.

 “Seriously! Goat carts in the streets! Don’t harness ’em if you can’t control ’em!”


The professor blinked several times to orient himself. It was early morning, as Istanbul ended its slumber. As always, they had made good time. Approaching from the northwest, they angled toward the city’s historic district.


Turkey could boast of its rich Jewish, Christian, and Islamic influences. It had been the capital of the Byzantine, Roman, and Ottoman empires, but its most compelling attraction was that it was the only country in the world to straddle two continents. Even the city, Istanbul, shared its country’s schizophrenia. The Bosphorus, a narrow finger of water, cut through the heart of the city and divided it in two.


But today they sought only the European section of the city, with its ancient churches and mosques. The other side of the Bosphorus waterline, the Asian side of the city, was mainly commercial with entire swaths of industrial growth. Turkey had embraced Western modernization, and Istanbul was the shining gem in their First World hopes.


As the sun continued to rise, Lochum could make out the Golden Horn in the far distance. The freshwater estuary was named for the beautiful color it reflected at sunrise and sunset. Tall arches from the Galata Bridge glimmered in the early morning light.


This peninsula had been home to populations as diverse as Greek city-states and Jewish refugees from the Spanish Inquisition. Nearly every great Western civilization had at one point crossed the Golden Horn to plant its flag in Istanbul’s fertile soil.


But with any luck they would not have even have to cross that historic bridge. They hoped that everything they needed would be found within the Hagia Sophia. They were still too far to see the high spires or giant dome, but Lochum knew it was there, calling his name.


Why, then, did Lopez just turn left at the intersection? 

 “This is not the way,” Lochum said as his back complained loudly when he leaned over the Audi’s backseat. The plane crash and subsequent acrobatics had taken their toll.


Brandt shrugged. “We’ve got a stop to make first.”


Anger soothed his aching joints. “There is nowhere that is more important than—”


He stopped mid-sentence as the sergeant turned to meet his gaze. The man had a black eye that extended to his hairline and a lip cut so deeply that Lochum could make out the throbbing of a blood vessel barely beneath the surface. Yet for all his injuries, Brandt seemed the stronger for them.

 “We’re going to Misir Carsisi to pick up some supplies, and that’s final.”


Settling back in his seat, Lochum fumed at being spoken to in such a manner, but was wise enough not to test the sergeant’s current mood.


Still his mind chewed on the problem. Misir Carsisi? The Spice Market? Why would the soldier want to go condiment shopping? Granted, the enormous outdoor market embodied the perfect mixture of ancient tradition and modern capitalism, but it was nowhere near the Hagia Sophia.

 “What in the world would that man need from the Bazaar?” he whispered to Rebecca. “The Hagia Sophia is the country’s most-visited tourist monument, after all. I am sure they have snacks galore.”


Rebecca elbowed his sore ribs. “He’s got his reasons.”

 “Please,” he hissed. “Since you know him so well, would you divine them for me?”


She spoke in a hushed tone. “When is the last time you saw him without a weapon?”


The professor looked up abruptly. The soldiers were unarmed. All their material possessions had been lost in the crash. What good were soldiers without guns?

 “Then why risk the most crime-infested part of Istanbul?” Clearly, Brandt had been hit too hard in the head. “Is he an idiot, or simply reckless?”

 “Didn’t you just answer the question for yourself?”


The professor opened his mouth, then realized his student was correct. Where better to find a criminal’s tools than where criminals resided? They were not purchasing condiments but semiautomatics.


Satisfied they were not on a fool’s errand, Lochum carefully studied the small fragment of bone they had left. How tragic. Guns could be replaced, but the words inscribed on James were lost to history. He stroked the ragged surface. What else might he have learned of James’ life?


What he held was tangible proof they were all real. They all lived and breathed and eventually died, as any men would.


Rebecca must have misread his mood, for she patted his arm. “No matter what happens, your work will be lauded for generations to come.”


Kind words, only he was no longer concerned with such things. Now, he wished only to tell the true story of Jesus’ life. Good, bad, human, or divine, he wanted the world to know their savior.


It seemed even at his advanced age that he had the capacity to grow.


Rebecca handed him a page of their transcription that she had somehow managed to salvage from the fire. “Rudolph and Martin will be especially pleased with your findings.”


Rebecca referred to the scholars who had diligently translated the Gospel of Judas. Much of the bones’ writings supported the authors’ assertion that Jesus and Judas were closer than brothers and that no betrayal had occurred, only an agreement between the two friends.


Which only supported Lochum’s theory. By choosing the moment of the betrayal, Jesus could have ensured his plan’s success.

 “They’re going to go berserk that Judas was present when Jesus cast out the demons from Mary Magdalene.” She read further down the scorched page. “Do you take this to mean that Judas had a congenital limp?”


Lochum shook his head. “No, you misinterpreted the conjunctive verb in the second stanza. The line states he had a childhood injury to the right leg that did not heal correctly.”


But he realized that she already knew that. Rebecca had given him the opportunity to chide her. Something she knew always brightened his mood. He patted her shoulder. “I’m fine. Truly, ’Becca.”

 “Yeah, well, you might be, but she, I’m not so sure about,” Brandt said turning to face Rebecca as Lopez parked the car on the steep hill across from the Spice Bazaar. “At least not after you hear my plan.”

 



* * *

 



 Rebecca nearly tripped yet again on her shiny new high heels. Davidson caught her elbow. “Remember, you were born to wear Prada.”


She, however, wasn’t so sure as she tried navigating the cobblestones of the open market in three-inch stilettos. Rebecca hadn’t worn heels since Lochum stopped buying them for her. Dressed in a tartan skirt and silk blouse, she felt just as much in costume as Brandt’s gladiator gear, but Davidson looked simply sophisticated in an Armani suit and Gucci loafers.


Acting as rich, naïve Irish tourists, it seemed al-Qaida wasn’t too pissed off at the Emerald Isle, they strolled without fear of a random terrorist attack, making their way through the tangle of stalls.


The market assaulted the senses. Spices filled overflowing bins. Saffron, chilies, and turmeric overwhelmed the scent of fresh lavender, sunflower, and sesame. Adding to the mix were a thousand other spices she couldn’t even begin to name.


Spaced between the condiments were open-air grills that cooked your favorite dish with the spices just purchased from the stall next door. Occasionally visitors would pass a table with the most pungent of odors. Medicinal powders brought from the Far East.


Punctuating the smells were the vendors’ shouts. They called out to shoppers and fought loudly with one another. This was one of the few places in the world where one could buy a Persian rug and freshly cut cinnamon bark right next to one another.


Through all of this, they browsed, feigning interest in some daffodil blossoms for a tea or chopped cloves. As they drew deeper and deeper into the market, Rebecca became more and more tense.


A loud cry carried over the chaos. At first she cringed, but then realized it was just the call to prayers from the Yeni Cami, or the New Mosque, just a short block away. From the minaret above, the muezzin, or caller of prayer, beckoning all believers to the mosque.


Rebecca looked at her Tiffany watch and was again struck by the number of diamonds surrounding the face. Where Davidson and Svengurd had come up with this expensive bit of couture in such a short time, she didn’t know, but the bejeweled hands told her this was the call to midday prayers.


In a wave, merchants pulled out their small ceremonial rugs and faced toward Mecca. They were deeply religious in Istanbul, but also extremely pragmatic. The bustling tourist trade did not afford five hours a day away from their stalls. Once done praising Allah, the men rolled up their carpets and were back to hawking their wares within minutes.


In this interlude, Rebecca noticed that sprinkled throughout the Bazaar were vendors of kitschy tourist baubles. Davidson guided them toward one.


The private spoke in broken Turkish, even though she knew full well he was fluent in the language. “Do you sell, I mean ‘tasflyet.’ Gold. ‘altin.’ Ring.” He indicated Rebecca’s fourth finger. “Cal. Cal.”


The fully bearded man nodded his head vigorously. “No. No.”


Since they both looked confused, the merchant continued. “I no have but my cousin. He have many beautiful rings for the lady.”

 “I want kalite. Quality.” He pointed to the bling on her wrist. “Expensive. Pahalilik.” Davidson winked at the man. “She’s worth it.”


The merchant bobbed his head. “Very nice. Make proud at the club!”

 “Excellent.”


Everything seemed routine as the man’s wife took over the stall and he escorted them toward the back of the market, but Davidson grabbed her hand and spoke so low that only she could hear. “Stay close.”


Rebecca nodded as they made their way past a booth specializing in milk. Not cow’s, but camel’s, ox’s, or llama’s. The deeper they went the smaller the booths became until they were crammed elbow to elbow, and the goods became shadier and shadier. Cheap knock-off watches and perfumes that claimed to be Calvin Klein, only the “K” and the “C” were reversed.


Finally the merchant urged them up a steep staircase to an adjacent building. Everything in her body screamed not to enter the darkened storefront. Did tourists really fall for this scam?


Davidson urged her forward. Rebecca followed, but she wished it were Brandt who accompanied her. Forget the whole awkwardness issue, she felt safe around the sergeant. He radiated confidence. Unlike Davidson.


Granted, she’d seen the private in action, but he looked pretty scrawny, which unfortunately, was exactly the reason he had been chosen to be her escort. Who in their right mind would attack Brandt, Svengurd, or even Lopez? Each oozed masculine prowess.


So here she was walking into a trap, knowing it was a trap but walking into it nonetheless.

 



* * *

 



Brandt held onto the edge of the roof, keeping himself perfectly still as two children ran down the alley. He looked to his left. Svengurd was halfway over the ledge, frozen in place. How easy it would be for the corporal to give away their position. Wasn’t that exactly what a traitor would do?


But Svengurd was nothing but professional, waiting until the kids were gone, then rolling his frame over the gutter. Brandt joined him. Just because he didn’t voice his suspicions didn’t mean he wasn’t keeping an eye out.


Side by side, they snuck up on the roof, careful that their footfalls didn’t register through the cracked shake tiles. Brandt paused as they made it to the top. They were supposed to take positions on either side of the roof, but he hesitated. Brandt’s attention would be split between watching the corporal and worrying about Rebecca’s safety.


In the end, his fear outweighed his suspicion. He gave the nod and Svengurd scrambled across the roof, taking up position. With one last glance, Brandt made his way to the other side, vowing that if the corporal did anything, anything at all to endanger Rebecca, there wouldn’t be any need for a military tribunal. Brandt would take care of it himself.

 



* * *

 



The floorboards creaked as Rebecca and Davidson followed the merchant, who beckoned them deeper into the warehouse. He seemed the witch luring Hansel and Gretel into her oven. Only it wasn’t candy he used as bait, but sparkling engagement rings. At the far end of the room, a case glittered with gold, silver, and platinum.


Davidson squeezed her hand. He was ready, but she wasn’t when a glint caught her eye. It took another second for her to realize it was a knife.


Rebecca didn’t have time to scream as it came stabbing toward her, but she didn’t need to. Davidson deflected the blade, then jammed his palm into the assailant’s nose. Blood splattered as the man’s nose cracked.


Another two men jumped from the shadows, blissfully unaware that Brandt and Svengurd were only seconds from crashing through the windows. In a shower of glass, the soldiers descended from the roof.


Rebecca almost felt sorry for the thugs. Sure they rolled tourists, but now they were up against the world’s best. Davidson shouted in Turkish for them to surrender, but they charged forward. Even the guy with a broken nose.


She squinted. This wasn’t going to be pretty.


Svengurd took out his man instantly, but Brandt’s had a gun. The sergeant used a chain as a whip, backing him off, then a well-placed blow to the trachea, brought Brandt’s assailant down. Three men in three seconds. It was a new record. The merchant tried to sneak out, but Davidson caught him.

 “Take me to your boss,” Brandt said as a fourth as-yet-unseen man threw a knife that sank into the sergeant’s thigh.


Without hesitation, he jerked the blade out, and with a fury she hadn’t seen before, Brandt went after him. Even though the thug had two knives, it was the sergeant who had the advantage. A slash flailed open the man’s chest. As blood gushed, the sergeant stabbed the man’s knee, dropping him.


The sergeant had the blade to his neck, glaring at the merchant. “I will ask one last time. Take us to your boss, or this will get very messy.”


The merchant’s eyes dilated to black. “Ya. Ya.”


With careful precision, Brandt drew the blade across the man’s throat. Rebecca gasped, but should have known better. The sergeant hadn’t cut the jugular, but simply left a bloody line in the skin. The street thug would be marked by this quest. As they all were.



 


 


 



CHAPTER 21

 


 


Turkish Market


Brandt watched Svengurd kick in the door, shoot the first person that came at him with the stolen forty-five caliber handgun, then plug the second guy in the arm, spinning him around. Not the reflexes of a traitor.


For the first time since the Budapest ambush, Brandt had hope that he was wrong about the corporal. Maybe the Knot really was just that lucky.


Davidson’s aim with a knife turned out to be as precise as his sniper rifle. The blade nailed the third bodyguard in his gun arm. The automatic weapon clattered to the floor.


So basically the only thing left for him to do was escort Rebecca into the room. Brandt had wanted to stash her with Lochum and Lopez, but time constraints overrode safety. They had to maintain the element of surprise.

 “Kim o kaba yap sen planya sen ol?” the greasy boss asked.

 “I’m going to make your bottom line look very attractive,” Brandt answered as he unrolled a wad of hundreds. American hundreds.


The boss’ eyes darted to the cash, then to his downed men. He tried a slick move of pulling a hidden gun, but Svengurd already had a muzzle against his temple. The boss didn’t need to know they only had two more bullets.


Handing Rebecca off to Davidson, Brandt sat down opposite the man. “Fazil, you know who and what my team represents. I know who and what you represent, so why don’t we cut the crap and start bargaining.”


The boss yelled in Turkish at the merchant, who was too busy sobbing to answer. Brandt let this go on for a few moments, then kicked the desktop.

 “Are you ready, or would you like to be another man down?”

 “What does Special Forces want with one such as me?” the man pleaded, acting the small-time hustler rather than the medium-scale arms dealer he truly was. There wasn’t a month that Fazil’s name didn’t pop up on Interpol’s Middle East person-of-interest bulletin.

 “I need four automatic weapons, preferably American made, but we’ll take Israeli or German, but no Russian-issued, even specially modified. They need to have been field used, not just tested. Nothing off the assembly line. Five hundred rounds each, plus three side arms and one sniper rifle.”


Davidson added, “A Varmint A4, but if you can’t get one then a Bravo-51, but only if it comes with enhanced night-scope range.”


Fazil leaned back in his chair, spreading wide his arms. “Is that all?”


Brandt shook his head. “Actually we want a total of fifty grenades. Ten Flashbangs. Twenty concussives. The other thirty, whatever you’ve got in the warehouse.”

 “You cannot be serious, my friend.”


Svengurd cocked the gun as Brandt spoke. “Deadly.”

 “But…” Sweat trickled down the man’s double chin. “But you have an American consulate just down at the river, and your Air Force base is but a two-hour drive south.”

 “Look, since the IRA and Basque Separatists called cease-fires, you’ve got to be hurting. I know you won’t deal with the jihadists, so your business has been drying up. Just take our cash and look the other way.”


Fazil leaned forward, cupping his hands on the stained desk calendar. “Then you must look. How do I know this is not a sting operation? How do I know you are not working with Interpol?”


Brandt shrugged. “I guess the only way to prove it is to kill you and move onto our next supplier.”


The man’s flushed cheeks blew in and out as he weighed the risks and gains of the proposal. “Those others will charge you twice as much,” he finally said. “And then tell al- Qaida exactly where you are.”


That was more like it, Brandt thought.


Time to start haggling.

 



* * *

 



 Lochum fidgeted in the backseat of the Audi. Why had Rebecca been included in this outing while he languished, being babysat by Lopez? The Latino leaned back in his seat, reading a map of Istanbul. He had paid a child on the street ten American dollars when it was worth less than two cents. Lochum did not like the man’s attitude or his three-days-without-a-shower odor.

 “What did I tell you about the door handle?” Lopez asked as he eyed the professor in the rearview mirror.


He had not even realized that his hand was upon the metal latch until the soldier said something. His claustrophobia was acting up. The air was stale inside the car, but Lopez refused to open the windows. They were trapped in this glass and steel box.

 “Brandt gave me permission to put you in the trunk, dude.”


With reluctance, Lochum laid his hands in his lap. He could not be sure Brandt had not given that order and that Lopez would not carry it out. But the corporal opened the trunk anyway.

 “I have done as you asked!” he said, too high-pitched for even his ear, but he feared Lopez was making good on his threat.

 “Don’t pop an aneurism. They’re back.”


The sound of a bag being thrown into the trunk proved the swarthy man correct. The passenger doors opened, and the rest of the team tumbled in, almost jubilant. Davidson was all smiles and even Brandt’s black eye seemed less black. Svengurd passed off a handful of weapons to Lopez.

 “Oh, yeah! That’s what I’m talking about! Come to Papa!”


Lochum was not quite sure where the corporal was stashing them, but the guns disappeared instantaneously. Rebecca slid into the seat beside him, equally happy. Somehow she had changed out of the classic skirt and blouse outfit he had picked out and was now in chinos and some knock-off Juicy Couture T-shirt. He knew he never should have let her out of his sight.


Brandt turned around, but when Lochum went to interrupt, the sergeant did the strangest thing. He smiled. A full ear-to-ear smile.

 “My dear Dr. Archibald Lochum, where is it that my team and I can take you and your esteemed colleague, Dr. Monroe?”


Lochum had to swallow his argument. “The Hagia Sophia would be quite appreciated, Sergeant.”

 “Lopez, you heard the man. The Church of Wisdom.”


Everyone was thrown back as Lopez laid down rubber skidding out of the parking space. Lochum did not know what had happened in the warehouse, but it certainly seemed to invigorate them all.


Which was quite good. For what he planned would take all their skill, whether they wanted to give it or not.

 



* * *

 



Rebecca found it odd that they were all sitting at the rooftop café of the Blue Hotel, having a seemingly carefree brunch. The place was crammed with both locals and tourists. A couple from Sweden pored over a map of the city, while a large family from The Philippines tried to ask directions to the Royal Palace from their waitress. Excitement filled the air as everyone made plans for their day under the warm Istanbul sun.


With all the men’s injuries, her group certainly never could have passed for casual tourists, so Davidson had gotten creative with their covers. He transformed his team of commandos into a heavy metal band, sightseeing before their gig tonight. At first she had been skeptical about the idea. These guys looked nothing like a band, until she saw the result.


Rebecca grinned as she realized Brandt could pull off heavy eyeliner as well as he did a leather skirt. His black eye was covered by makeup, but his split lip had been accentuated by lip liner. He proudly wore a bloody bandage over his thigh where the knife wound was, but given the rest of his apparel it just looked like part of his wardrobe.


There could be no doubt in anyone’s mind. He was the lead guitarist.


Clearly Svengurd was the band’s bassist, dressed in a black T-shirt and jeans that contrasted nicely with his spiked, stark blond hair. Lopez was the archetypical drummer. He had that energy about him that spelled an early death. Davidson was the perfect geeky keyboardist.


Much to Lochum’s consternation, Rebecca had been transformed into their Gothlike lead singer. Given the fact she almost never wore makeup, the three layers of mascara and black lipstick felt awkward, but when Rebecca looked in the mirror, she had to agree that she was ready for the stage.


Given how beat-up they looked, a hungover, road-weary metal band turned out to be the perfect cover. Sure they attracted more attention in their flashy garb, but strangely people actually paid them less heed. Before, when they made their way to the hotel as a collection of five men and one woman, people would give them second and even third looks trying to figure out the dynamic. Were the men gay, and she their beard bride? Was Lochum the father? You could see the questions in their eyes.


Now, however, passersby surveyed them, realized they were a band, and then moved on without another thought. Rebecca had never really understood the concept of hiding in plain sight before, since most of what she sought had been diligently hidden, but now she got it.


The professor was the only holdout. He refused to don any clothing that might be considered hip, but didn’t every band need an uptight manager? To this Lochum filled his role perfectly in his button-down Etro shirt and perfectly pleated slacks.


When Brandt laid out his plan to complete some reconnaissance before entering the Hagia Sophia, the professor had thrown a tantrum loud enough to impress a hypoglycemic five-year-old, but once the food arrived he quietly indulged in a slice of pistachio baklava.


The other men had ordered heartier courses. Brandt dove into a serving of lahmajan, a type of lamb potpie. Davidson had gone heavy into the sweets. Name the pastry, and the private sucked them down. Right now he slathered sour cherry preserves over an already heavily sweetened Turkish almond cookie.


But Lopez and Svengurd were going head-to-head for the gluttony award. Between them was a pile of dishes heaped with Turkish specialties. Soujouk sausage with shredded potatoes filled one platter, while another was piled high with manti, a type of beef-stuffed pasta. The third held over a dozen skewers of chicken kabobs. The last plate seemed to have a combination of all the meats along with all the breads and all the spices they had seen down in the Bazaar. This one appeared to be the favorite.

 “This food rocks,” Lopez slurred between bites. “Two thumbs up.”


The other men heartily agreed as they shoved in another mouthful. She shook her head and went back to her own acma bread. Nearly a croissant, the acma pastry had a heavier, muskier flavor which she wasn’t too fond of, but the kashkaval cheese more than made up for any taste deficit. This cheese had been made from sheep’s milk, then aged ninety days to pure perfection. Served with cinnamon salep, a light tea drizzled with honey, this was the best breakfast she’d had in months.


But for all their pigging out, this group had a distinctly ulterior motive for visiting the Blue Motel’s rooftop restaurant in particular. It was the only building in Istanbul that could claim to be over four stories high and have a direct view of the front gates to the Hagia Sophia. Brandt had insisted on recon before entering the historical site, and when Lopez had suggested the restaurant, all the other men had hopped aboard the idea.


Rebecca had not been so sure. She had gotten used to the cramped cars and dark back alleys. To sit out in the open at a dainty, linen-covered table surrounded by hanging baskets of snowdrop flowers now seemed terribly wrong. Where were the guns, flying knives, and RPGs? Even the friendly chatter from the surrounding tables heightened her anxiety.


But no one else seemed to notice. Anyone glancing at them would never suspect they were casing the church. The Hagia Sophia wasn’t a single church, but a vast complex that dwarfed anything in Budapest. The main sanctuary had been built of a deep red brick that contrasted starkly with the silver dome. It seemed as if the earth and heaven collided right across the street.


Between huge bites, Lopez read from his guide, and their conversation sounded like the other tourists. Only Rebecca knew the subtext.

 “Hey, did you guys know this place started out as a church, then was converted into a mosque?”

 “Yes,” Lochum said with disdain. Apparently he didn’t understand that the corporal was bringing the rest of the men up to speed. Or maybe the professor did as he continued, “Originally built by Emperor Constantine on the site of a much older church that was lost to history. It was the seat of his holy power until the Ottomans invaded in 1453, and Mehmed the Conqueror converted the structure into a mosque.”


Davidson pointed to the four whitewashed minarets that thrust into the sky at each corner of the church. “That would explain those spires. Looks like they’ve got a bird’s-eye view of the entire grounds. Bitching.”


Rebecca noted the look that passed between the guitarist and his keyboardist. In truth, Brandt and Davidson were worried that those tall, thin spires were perfect snipers’ dens.

 “I’d love to get a closer look at those. I hear they’ve got spiral staircases that go all the way up to the parapet,” Davidson added.


The sergeant went back to slathering tahini butter on a chunk of Turkish flatbread as he answered, “Sounds like a plan.”


Davidson winked at Rebecca. “You know how I love heights.”


So that was that. The private would set up in the one of the minarets.


Lopez swallowed hard and had to take a sip before he added, “This dome was the world’s largest, second only to the Greek Pantheon. And according to this we’re supposed to pay special attention to the windows.”


They all craned their necks to view the church’s massive dome. It seemed impossibly huge especially since it appeared to be suspended in midair by a row of stained glass windows. But architectural design wasn’t Lopez’s interest when he brought up the unique panes. She had hung around the men long enough to know those were considered possible entry points.

 “There’s no way that glass can bear the weight of that roof!” Davidson exclaimed.

 “Naw, they’ve got some wigged-out arcs doing all the work.”


Lochum sighed. “Those ‘wigged out arcs’ are called pendentives, and they are a brilliant architectural achievement. Four opposing arches distribute the weight down from the dome into the foundation of the church, making it seem as if the dome floats between them. In actuality there are two smaller half-domes or exedras on the western and eastern—”

 “Yeah, sure,” Lopez said as he flipped the pages of the book. He seemed rude, but Rebecca knew he had filled his intent, to tell Brandt they could blow a window and the dome wouldn’t come down, and was ready to move on. “Anyway, the place is now a museum and get this, it’s got a shitload of crypts, man. Hundreds of them!”


Lochum seemed to understand the glance that passed between drummer and guitarist, for he shook his head. “While I am sure you boys would like to crawl around searching for all manner of ghoulish finds, I believe we should enlighten our minds first. The second floor has a series of ancient mosaics. Many are said to depict Jesus, the Baptist, and the Virgin’s life. I know how actual history bores you, but I must insist.”


Brandt glanced at Rebecca, and she nodded. The professor and Rebecca had been in and out of the Hagia Sophia more times than she could count, mainly down in the very crypts that Lopez mentioned, but armed with the bone’s verses, the mosaics were now of importance. Any detail such as the one from the Torah could hold the answer to Jesus’ resting place.

 “All right, then. Let’s go rock Istanbul,” Brandt announced as he threw his napkin onto his empty plate and signaled for the check.

 “Wait. Aren’t we going to get dessert?” Davidson squeaked.

 



* * *

 



Brandt checked his corners as they approached the museum, but his gaze kept wandering toward the church. With its bricks made of an almost surreal red, how could anyone not look?

 “Eighth wonder of the world, is right,” Lopez mumbled as they walked up to the ticket booth.


The silver dome eclipsed all else, but that didn’t mean the two smaller domes weren’t worthy of notice. And the minarets thrust higher even than the central dome. Massive was the word that came to mind if he had to describe the structure.


Lopez read from his tourist book. “Back when the Hagia Sophia was the center of the Christian world, hundreds of clergy lived inside these walls.”


That felt about right. The church would have been larger than most villages or even towns of the time.


Brandt held back and let Lochum do the band manager thing and pay for the six of them. Davidson had peeled off from the team about a block away to head for one of the minarets. Despite posing as a band, they did not deviate from standard operating procedures. Svengurd took the tickets and led the way through the main gates. Once inside, they passed by the two smaller domes, which no longer looked small at all. As a matter of fact, this close you couldn’t even make out the apex of the central dome—it just seemed a never-ending series of silver tiles climbing into the sky.


Svengurd entered the massive bronze gate, but Lochum stopped them.

 “Do you always rush past history so quickly?”


Brandt stepped forward. “Is there something wrong?”

 “Only that you are about to walk through an entrance built for emperors. Did you not look up?”


Lochum’s tone grated, but Brandt had learned that the professor only used that authoritative voice when he was right, so the sergeant looked up.


Above the gates, tiny flecks of brown, red, and green somehow created a stunning mosaic of Jesus, Mary, and the Archangel Gabriel.


Brandt stepped over the threshold, but felt a pang of guilt. To him, Jesus was divine, and to assist Lochum in proving otherwise cut across his grain. Under any other circumstances, he would make the professor someone else’s problem, but then there was Rebecca, who at the moment seemed equally tentative to enter the church. The smoky eye-liner made her blue eyes sparkle. Damn, but she looked good in goth.

 “Everything okay?”


Instead of an answer, she gave a shake of her head.


Rebecca hadn’t been this reluctant to walk into the ambush back at the Bazaar. Sometimes it was easy to forget she was a civilian, or more importantly a woman. And as a man, he wanted to comfort her, but as a sergeant he should tell her to cowboy up. His duty lay between them. Then he realized. What lead guitarist and lead vocalist didn’t have a relationship?


Using their cover story to the fullest, Brandt laid an arm over her shoulder. “Everything’s going to be fine.”


Midnight-black mascara ran at the corner of her eye. “Promise?”


He pulled her tighter into his embrace. “Promise.”


Keeping his arm around her, they walked into the vaulted interior of the Hagia Sophia. No travel guide could prepare him for the sight. The dome climbed so high above their heads that it really did make it seem like the ceiling floated above them.


And the light? The brilliant row of stained glass windows allowed in exactly the right amount of illumination. This was the texture of heaven. Everything glowed, wrapping its warm hue around visitors. But the longer tourists stared upward, the more they realized the dome was inscribed in Arabic.


Rebecca’s voice was intimate in his ear. “From the Ottoman conquerors after they converted the church into a mosque.”


The Hagia Sophia’s exterior certainly suggested the blending of the two religions, but inside they melted into one another. Christ above the gate and Mohammed’s words on the ceiling. It seemed strangely appropriate.


Everywhere one looked, there were arches upon arches giving the vast space a sense of the ephemeral. Truly it seemed that God could, in fact, fit himself into a place of worship this large.


Svengurd climbed up on a large dais.

 “Hey, this is the Coronation Square,” Lopez stated.

 “Yes, yes, that is where the Byzantine Emperors were crowned,” Lochum acknowledged, then hurried them forward. “Now the second floor, if you would, please.”


Svengurd headed toward a gently sloping ramp. But before Brandt could follow, a glint of gold caught his eye. Tucked away in a small corner of the church was the nave. It wasn’t as grand as everything else they had seen, but it was all the more impressive for it.


Glittering candlesticks added radiance to the small enclosure. The red candles twinkled, playfully illuminating the stained glass windows behind the pulpit. The space was so intimate that it felt as if the nave had been built for personal worship. Brandt’s instinct was to drop to his knees and pray, which he might have if Lopez hadn’t appeared at the doorway.

 “I’m going to hit the restroom.”


For a moment, he wondered why the corporal would announce something like that, then remembered that this bathroom excursion was integral to their plan. Lopez really announced that he was going to fetch their getaway vehicle.


The sergeant nodded. “If you gotta go, go.”


Rebecca gave him an odd look as he joined the rest of the team, but Brandt waved off her concern. The nave had given him exactly what he needed. A reminder of God’s love.



 


 


 



CHAPTER 22

 


 


Hagia Sophia, Istanbul


Rebecca followed Svengurd and the professor up the sweeping ramp, feeling more than a little overwhelmed. The Hagia Sophia was enormous. It could take weeks or years to research the place properly.


But you couldn’t tell that by the way Lochum vibrated with excitement. If you looked at him you’d think they were within moments of overturning Jesus’ bones.

 “Come, come. Look at the players in this mosaic. Remind you of anything?” The professor pointed to the mural that portrayed Christ in the center with John the Baptist on the left and the Virgin Mary on the right.


Careful not to slip on the slick marble floor, Rebecca stepped closer and studied the life-size painting. The Baptist and the Virgin both had their heads inclined toward Jesus, who stood in the traditional Greek Orthodox manner. He held a large box in his hands. She tried to read the inscription on the blue and gold container, but the image was damaged. The entire bottom half of the mural was destroyed, and whatever John or Mary were holding was also obscured.

 “What happened to it?” Svengurd asked from over her shoulder.


Surprisingly, it was Brandt who answered. “When the Turks took over Constantinople, they plastered over the Christian images, since they are forbidden by Islamic law.”


Obviously not wishing the sergeant to overshadow his influence, Lochum waved away Brandt’s words. “True, true, but the Turks also carefully removed the plaster at regular intervals to retouch the work before covering it again. Most of this artwork is in better shape for being so protected. No, this damage was done intentionally. Look at the lettering above John.”


Above each of the figures were several words painted in ancient Greek. They were not so much scripture as just identification of the divine person beneath, but several of the letters were out of context.


Lochum pulled out the pages of their transcription from James’ bone. He pointed to the lettering from the wall.They matched. They made no sense, but they matched.

 “Coincidence? I think not.”


As the professor scribbled away, Rebecca studied the partial image of the box in Jesus’ hands. By tradition, Christ usually held a lamb, or a child, or even the Torah, but a box? She couldn’t remember another other major work that had him holding a container. Especially in Greek Orthodox art, where Jesus invariably had one hand up and the other over his heart.

 “This is a tourist spot, right?” Svengurd asked.


Brandt answered, “Yeah.”

 “Then where are all the tourists?”


She could feel the tension in the soldiers, but she wasn’t worried.


Stepping closer to the mosaic, Rebecca craned her neck as Lochum answered the soldier’s concern. “The huddling masses come in waves during Muslim prayer times.”

 “That doesn’t make any sense,” Brandt retorted.

 “It does when the Blue Mosque directly across the street does not allow tourists inside during prayer hour, so when the Mosque is finally open to the public, it drains the Hagia Sophia of its travelers.”

 “Plus the Royal Palace has air-conditioning,” Rebecca added, even though she really wasn’t paying attention to their conversation.


Both men nodded. The heat of the day was just beginning, and already their shirts were stuck to their backs.


But Rebecca barely noticed the uncomfortable heat. She just couldn’t shake the fact that the box appeared to have the same dimensions as the ossuary they found in the subterranean pool. Granted, the container was brightly painted and not inscribed stone, but still the resemblance was striking. As was the choice the artisan made of color. The reds and silvers were in stark contrast to the blue and gold of the rest of the painting. And were there symbols etched into the plaster?


Leaning over, she found Brandt at her side. “See something?”

 “I’m not sure,” Rebecca mumbled as Lochum joined them.

 “What did you find?” the professor asked anxiously.


The questionable symbols seemed to be repeated on the box, but most were partially destroyed. Lochum nudged her aside as he put on his reading glasses. The professor stood at nose length from the wall for several seconds, but ended up shaking his head.

 “Clearly they are important, but someone made sure we could not decipher them.”


Rebecca took several steps back in frustration. The disjointed letters from the mosaic and James’ bones swimming in her head. She tried putting them in every combination of order, but they made no coherent word or phrase. There was something missing.


Lochum was right back at it, though, using his leg as a desktop, scribbling down everything they could discern from the wall, and then rearranging the symbols like a Boggle puzzle.


Leaning against the marble railing, Rebecca found herself missing her laptop once again. Maybe it could crunch the letters and find a pattern obscured to them.

 “Giving up?” Brandt asked as he leaned next to her.


Rebecca just shrugged. “So far, the mosaic is useless to us.”

 “Of course it is.”

 “What do you mean?”


Brandt said with an arched eyebrow, “Did you really look at it?”


Feeling her hackles rise, she unsuccessfully tried to keep it from her voice. “Of course, I did.”

 “You studied it.” Urging her over to the wall, Brandt smiled. “But did you really see it?” He indicated to the central figure. “Do you see the compassion in Jesus’ eyes? Or Mary? Her sad smile.”


For the moment, Rebecca let the mystery of the lettering fade as she soaked in the craftsmanship of the mosaic. It was a true master who created this image out of the tiniest flecks of tile. “You’re right. Maybe he has hidden something in the pattern of their robes or even halos.”

 “No, Rebecca.” Now it was he who sounded frustrated. “Forget about your brain. Open up your heart.”


She frowned, not really understanding what he wanted of her. How many years had she gotten by on her brain alone?

 “If only I had my laptop, I could—”

 “Did you hear me?” The sergeant pointed her directly toward the mosaic. “Shut off your brain and just appreciate the painting.” As she tried to do as requested, Brandt whispered into her ear. “Look at the way he has rendered the Baptist. His head is bent in the most subtle of supplication.”


Brandt was right. Unlike much Orthodox art that seemed to make the biblical figures appear greater than life, this mosaic somehow brought out their humanity, which somehow made it all the more moving.


Rebecca didn’t realize that she had held her breath until she let out a long sigh. The sergeant squeezed her shoulders before he stepped away from her. “So, can you see the reason there’s no clue here?”


She turned to him, sorry to disappoint him. “No, I don’t.”


But Brandt just smiled. “This man loves his God and Christ. With every stroke of his brush and setting of tile, he loves them. Whoever created this work of art would never betray Jesus. Even if he knew that he survived the cross, this man would never share that with the world.”


As he was speaking, Rebecca realized Brandt was right. Her instincts were right. There was something missing. Frustration began to replace wonder, but the sergeant just kept grinning.

 “What?”

 “Well, the flowers above the mural are a different story.”


Her neck nearly snapped as her head twisted to look up at the decorative border. At first she had no idea what Brandt was talking about. The intricately carved blooms were exactly the same as the rest of the delicate red-and-gold flowers that lined the arches supporting the dome. The pattern continued along the edge of the ceiling. The small flowers were a splash of bright color against the pale beige walls.


Beautiful? Yes.


Helpful? Not so much.


Rebecca almost said as much until she noticed that a petite bloom of blue and silver occasionally broke the line of red and gold petals—the same colors as the mysterious box in Jesus’ hands. The box had a striking resemblance to James’ ossuary box.

 “Want a leg up?” Brandt asked, with a coy smile.


Rebecca returned the grin. “Absolutely.”


Using the sergeant’s broad shoulders as support, she brought herself level with the intriguing bloom. Upon its leaves were faint inscriptions. These were not in ancient Greek, but written in Arabic.


Disappointed, she glanced around the rest of the church. During its years of occupation by the Ottoman sultans, the Turks had not only converted the church into a mosque and plastered over the Christian artwork, but they had also put their own stamp on the interior by decorating the ceiling with Arabic calligraphy.


Since iconography was forbidden in Islam, the only way the ancient Muslims had to express themselves artistically was through elaborate script. Beyond the detailed writing on the ceiling there were also huge silver discs that hung from the walls with similar impressive lettering.

 “What does it say?” Lochum asked, as he balanced his reading glasses on the tip of his nose.


Out of courtesy, Rebecca began reading the inscription, but she was certain it would be a passage out of the Koran just as all the other lettering throughout the museum. “‘He who was dead then…’”


Rebecca paused as she tried to translate the next few words, but out of the corner of her eye she could see the disillusionment in Lochum’s face. The line she had just read was from a passage in the Koran entitled “The Cattle.” It was a story similar to Christ’s raising of Lazarus. One that she was sure surrounded them a hundred times over.


Almost without studying the lettering she began to recite the rest of the passage. “We raised him to life—”


When she cut off in mid-sentence, Lochum scowled. “What’s wrong?”


Her eyes scanned back over the last sentence, but the letters did not spell out the rest of “The Cattle’s” parable. Much more carefully, Rebecca read the actual words, not what she presupposed the text to be. “‘Came to our shores and was met with cries of joy.’”


Rebecca gripped Brandt’s shoulder even tighter. She wasn’t mistaken. This passage did not come from the Koran.


The professor stretched to the tips of his toes. “Read it again.” As she did, Lochum’s pupils began to dilate. “Finish the passage!” Lochum urged, but the rest was only a prayer to Allah.


Only the one line was altered from traditional Islamic scripture.

 “There must be something more.”


Rebecca squinted at the flower until her eyes were ready to burst, but no matter the strain, it did not change the passage.

 “There isn’t,” she answered as Lochum elbowed her out of the way.


Brandt slowly lowered her to the floor as the professor strained to read the tiny silver lettering. Again the sergeant smiled.


Maybe Brandt didn’t understand, so she clarified, “The one line is significant, but not that helpful.”

 “Luckily, that’s not the only blue flower.”

 



* * *

 



The Neanderthal had somehow done it again, Lochum thought, as ’Becca read from the fourth bloom.

 “ ‘But you ever remained in doubt as to what he brought. Until when he
died, you said: Allah will never raise an apostle after him…’ ”


Lochum nodded. He knew the passage well. It was from the Koran, entitled, “The Believer.”

 “Go on, go on.”


The next line should have been, “Thus does Allah cause him to err who is extravagant, a doubter,” but given Rebecca’s hesitation, he seriously doubted if those were the next words.


She looked down to Brandt, who was holding her up. They looked the pair in their ridiculous black garb. But he couldn’t care less.

 “If you two are done posing for a Hallmark card…”


Rebecca blushed, and then cleared her throat before she repeated the last line. “‘Allah will never raise an apostle after him… But all that came before were cherished, so when the man of greatness asked for sanctuary of one of Allah’s favored, how could the Sultan decline his wishes?’”


Lochum could feel his heart beat all the way out to the tip of his fingers. He almost did not want to breathe. He wanted this moment, this moment when they found written documentation of the final interment of Christ, to last forever.


He distantly heard Brandt ask, “Any location?”


Rebecca shook her head as Svengurd announced from around the corner. “Here’s another one, but it’s bigger.”


Shoving the sergeant out of the way, Lochum burst around the corner, but skidded to a halt. Under the largest bloom yet, stood a huge mosaic of Christ holding the Torah.


Lochum feared he might descend into a convulsive seizure. “It is his bones. It is his bones.” He kept repeating the phrase as Brandt lifted Rebecca to the heights once more, but she did not read. “Speak, woman!”

 “There are only ten words.”


Every ounce of urgency was packed into his words. “Then read them.”


Licking her lips, ’Becca spoke slowly. “‘Those who seek the bones must search beyond and below.’”

 “That’s all? You are certain?”


However, from the despondent look on his student’s face, Lochum knew that she was most certain.


Search beyond and below? That was the clue that led to Christ? He felt a rage build within his chest. They had come so far for so little.

 “All right, doctors. I’ve given you more time than I should. We need to be hitting the road.”


Lochum was no fool. Even without Brandt’s urging, the professor knew they would have to leave the Hagia Sophia. They could not linger here too long without being recognized.


Yet, even though he knew the sergeant to be right, Lochum did not move. Could not move. He stood before Christ with the words to find him, but he did not know how to interpret them.


Beyond where? Below what?


Now it was he who coveted Rebecca’s old computer. She could cross-reference all instances of the words beyond and below in the Koran to figure out possible locations.

 “Rebecca, we need to head out,” Brandt reiterated.


Her lack of response made Lochum turn toward his student. She had that gaze that carried past the embossed ceiling and through to the heavens. Brandt urged her toward the ramp, but Lochum interceded.

 “Leave her alone.” Gently touching her elbow, the professor spoke softly. “What is it, ’Becca?”

 “It’s probably… It’s probably nothing.”


But he knew full well it wasn’t. As did Brandt, for he was at her other shoulder as she mumbled, “Beyond and below.”


Lochum could see her brain correlating data, discarding all that was superfluous and stringing together tiny beads of information.

 “That’s right, ’Becca. Let those synapses fire. Let it flow.”


Almost in a trance, his student kept repeating the phrase, and then she suddenly sucked in a breath. Her first action was to look to Brandt and smile. He smiled back.


Their gaze locked, but Lochum intruded. “Would you care to share?”


Almost casually, Rebecca turned to him. “It is written in Arabic, upon blue paint.”


He knew that should mean something, resenting like hell that her brain worked faster and better than his. It took a large gulp to swallow his pride and say, “So we are looking for another church?”


 “We’re not looking for a cathedral…” Rebecca’s smile grew. “Or a synagogue…” She looked him in the eye as she finished. “We’re looking for a mosque.”

 



* * *

 



Tok let his fingers glide over the hundreds of tiny chips that made up the wall of the Sultan’s Harem at the Topkapi Palace. Gilded beams ran between the exquisitely detailed panels. This wall portrayed a beautiful garden with the apple tree of temptation at the center. How many months had it taken for the artisan to create just this one panel? Given that every wall within the Harem was so decorated, Tok could only imagine it had required years to complete the entire labyrinth of quarters.


Jasmine still permeated the air as he entered the interior courtyard. To keep their harem from the public eye, the sultans had built this grand space for their women to lounge. Built of bricks cut from pure marble, the empty chamber nearly glowed. He could only imagine when it was filled with sweet perfume, strolling peacocks, and strong African eunuchs guarding the land’s fairest beauties.


Stepping out onto the terrace, Tok took in the fresh sea air. Housed at the apex of the Seraglio Point, the women’s quarters overlooked all of Istanbul. To the north was the expanse of the Golden Horn. In the opposite direction was the snakelike Bosphorus that bisected Istanbul in half. And to the east was the Sea of Marmara, from which he had just sailed. There was no better view than from this spot.


Although the Sultan’s Palace was now a museum, Tok had no concern that he would be disturbed as he awaited word from Petir. The Knot had deep ties to the Department of Historical Structures. The place had been cleared before they even docked.


Turning south, he looked over to the Hagia Sophia. It was grand in both size and purpose. Tok was not at all surprised that Lochum sought the oldest church in the region. Like the palace, with its sprawling courtyards and pavilions, the Hagia Sophia had a million nooks and crannies. Each one might hold clues to the most sacred remains.


Two years ago, based on a new interpretation from the founder’s inscriptions, they had scoured the Hagia Sophia searching for any link to the holy family, but had found none. Even now, with the rest of James’ bones they only had a vague connection to the crown of Constantine’s Holy Roman Empire. It vexed him that with so little Lochum had accomplished so much.


But now they were in Tok’s proverbial backyard. There was not a single centimeter of this town he did not know as well as the scars that riddled the back of his hand.


As the afternoon sun beat down upon him, Tok retreated from the balcony and sought the cooler interior. Petir had reached out to their contacts at the Hagia Sophia, but the word had been mute so far. And their own scholars were of little help, either. They could not find a single reference to the Hagia Sophia. Only an allusion to people of faith from beyond.


The stone absorbed the sound of heels upon the marble, so it was not until Petir was close that Tok heard his mentor’s arrival. He was obviously anxious, for the older man fell into old habits, signing as he approached.

 “They have left the Hagia Sophia,” Petir’s fingers flew.

 “To where?”


Clearly his mentor was distressed. “The Blue Mosque.”

 “The Blue Mosque,” Tok repeated, to be certain.


His mentor spoke aloud for the first time. “The Blue Mosque.”


Even though he saw the words, then heard the words, Tok still did not believe them. It made no sense. The Knot had no connection to the Blue Mosque. To the Great Mosque in Mecca or even Mohammed’s Mosque in Medina, yes. But the Blue Mosque? It was insignificant to Christ or Mohammed’s lives. The building of Istanbul’s house of faith had only been an Ottoman attempt to raise their religious profile.


There was absolutely no mention on any of the bones of the Mosque. How could there be? Islam arose centuries after their savior’s death.


Lochum must be mistaken. Or was he…?

 “Shall we intercept them before they enter the sanctuary?” Petir asked.


Tok’s hand went up on its own to halt his mentor’s plan before it was crystallized into action. Quickly his mind caught up with his hand. To intercept would be too public. Too exposed when there was another way. A dark way. A secret way. An ancient way.

 “Gather the alchemists.”


His mentor blanched, and his nostrils pinched again, creating a high-pitched wheeze. “Are you certain?”


With a cruel smile, Tok inclined his head. Finally Lochum would receive what they so richly deserved.



 


 


 



CHAPTER 23

 


 


Hagia Sophia, Istanbul


Brandt brought up the rear, vigilantly checking their surroundings for threat, although he had seldom visited such a serene park before. The short distance between the Hagia Sophia and the Blue Mosque was filled with carefully pruned trees and strips of bright green lawn. A huge fountain filled the rest of the space. Tourists were everywhere, making it difficult to scan the crowd for possible assailants, but also giving him a sense of familiarity.


But he could not be lulled into a sense of security. If they really were this close to finding Jesus, the Knot would become even more vicious. He wouldn’t put it past this group to firebomb the Mosque just to get to Lochum. Not that Brandt hadn’t on occasion wanted to set the man on fire himself, but it was his job to keep him from getting crispy.

 “What’s that doing here?” Svengurd asked, pointing to an imposing obelisk to the east of the Mosque.


Rebecca indicated the hieroglyphics lining the pink granite statue. “It’s the Obelisk of Theodosius. He ‘borrowed’ it from Egypt when he was Emperor.”

 “He just decided to throw down an obelisk across from the Hagia Sophia?”


Brandt liked the way Rebecca chuckled as she shook her head, making her blonde hair curl at the side of her face. “No, it’s the only remaining structure of the much larger Hippodrome.” Rebecca must have read the question on their faces, for she continued, “Hippodrome translates, ‘horse park’, or more accurately, ‘chariot racetrack.’ ”

 “Yes, yes, enough about the entertainment culture in ancient Constantinople,” Lochum said as he motioned them forward.


Svengurd seemed intrigued, though. “How big was it?”

 “By the few markers left to measure, it was about the size of two football fields.”

 “Really?” Brandt asked.


Not so much that he cared about the answer, but Brandt wanted to see Rebecca’s eyes light up again as she answered. “Really. From historical documents we know the Hippodrome sat more than a hundred thousand people and housed not only the chariot races but plays and political debates. It was perfectly positioned.” She nodded toward Svengurd. “As you mentioned, the Hippodrome sat across from the Hagia Sophia, but before the Mosque was built, a massive Roman Palace sat on these grounds. The arena’s center stage abutted the Palace wall.”

 “Tarry not!” the professor said as he tried to hurry past the muscular corporal, but Svengurd simply blocked him with his frame.


It looked like Lochum might actually try to challenge him.

 “Remember our talk about protocol,” Brandt growled.

 “You don’t understand. The call to prayer is soon.”


Brandt looked at his watch. “Care to give me an actual time?”


Clearly as exasperated with Brandt as Brandt was with him, Lochum stormed past them. “I do not have time to fill the holes in your education.”


He was about to retort when Rebecca pulled him toward the Mosque. “He’s an ass, but he’s right. Prayers are not set by the clock but are based on the sun’s position. And it’s dipping quickly.”


Sunset was almost upon them as they headed toward the high archway that led to the Mosque’s whitewashed courtyard. Hanging from the top of the arch was a thick chain that connected to two other chains secured to the wall. Svengurd nearly had to duck to get under them.


 An odd adornment for a place of worship.


Rebecca must have followed his gaze. “The chains kept invading horsemen from riding into the Mosque. Those Sultans knew what they were doing, didn’t they?”


Brandt had to agree. The ancient builders had captured the essence of military strategy. Make it simple but highly effective.


 As they crossed the enormous courtyard, they found very few worshippers, and those were concentrated in the center of the white-stoned space, near a central fountain. There they cleansed their hands and faces.

 “The purification fountain,” Rebecca explained. “All of the Great Mosques have one.”


Continuing toward the main structure, Brandt was struck by how similar the mosque and the Hagia Sophia were. Both were sprawling complexes punctuated by huge domes. Only the mosque had more semi-domes than the church, and six minarets flanked the periphery of the Mosque.


If Davidson were doing his job, the private had already moved to one of them. Lopez, as well, should be realigning their extraction plan.


So intent on running through his team’s tasks, Brandt was unprepared when he stepped into the Mosque proper.


It wasn’t until that moment that Brandt realized he had never been inside an Islamic house of worship before. They weren’t the most American military-friendly places in the world. But this sanctuary seemed inviting to one and all. He wasn’t sure what he had ever expected, perhaps a den of terrorist plotters, but the Mosque eclipsed even the Hagia Sophia in its sheer beauty.


 The dome rose high above them, seeming to defy the laws of physics. Delicate blue tiles lined the ceiling in a swirling pattern that seemed to represent heaven better than even the Hagia Sophia. And unlike the church with its single row of windows, this Mosque’s walls were punctuated by hundreds of stained glass windows. More in number and beauty than any he had seen in cathedrals. The interior of the mosque was infused with a light that truly did appear otherworldly.

 “Brandt?” Rebecca tugged on his arm.

 “Sorry. What did I miss?”


The doctor pointed to his shoes as she removed her own. “We can only enter in stockinged feet.”


Brandt realized everyone else had already complied. Hurrying to catch up, the sergeant shook off his amazement. While he might be acting like a tourist, in truth, he wasn’t one. He had only one job, and that was to keep the doctor and her very annoying professor alive.


Entering the sanctuary, they found only a few Muslims praying toward Mecca. He didn’t know much about Islam, but he knew that.

 “Where to now?”

 “I’m not sure,” Rebecca answered.


Svengurd was on point, but Lochum took a sharp right and disappeared from view. “What the—”


He looked at Rebecca, but she shrugged, apparently unaware of Lochum’s latest walkabout.

 “Catch up with him,” Brandt hissed to the corporal.


Only through Svengurd’s expert tracking skills did they follow the professor to a narrow side hallway far off from the main prayer hall.


Rebecca caught up with Lochum. “Where are you going?”


The professor ignored her, opening a nondescript door.


Svengurd grabbed the professor’s arm. “Keep dreaming.”


Checking down the long hallway, Brandt made sure there were no civilians before he pulled his weapon.

 “This is ludicrous,” Lochum grumbled, but he noticed that the professor placed himself squarely between Svengurd and Brandt.


The corporal’s flashlight was the only illumination in the small room. It took a few seconds for the sergeant’s eyes to adjust to the dark. But even then he had a hard time believing what was crammed into the tiny room.


Roll upon roll of carpets were stacked so tightly there didn’t seem to be room for even furniture.

 “What the hell?” Brandt said for all of them.


Lochum was too busy searching his transcription pages, so Rebecca spoke up. “Mosque carpets are always donated by the congregation. In a mosque of this importance, if a rug has a single loop of thread damaged, it is immediately replaced, hence all the backup stock.”

 “Okay,” the sergeant replied, “but why are we here?”


Ignoring him, Lochum began moving the large rolls of carpets toward the edge of the room.


Rebecca seemed equally quizzical of his strange behavior. “Archibald?”

 “Child, either help me or get out of the way.”


To Brandt’s surprise, Rebecca obeyed. “What are you doing?”


The professor tsked-tsked loudly. “For all your computational faculties, ’Becca, you so readily forget your history.”


The sergeant could see the woman’s back arch at the insult, but she was obviously intrigued. “Why don’t you remind me, then?”


Svengurd followed the two doctors with his flashlight, making Lochum’s face glow as if he were a mad scientist.


 “Current events are always built upon past ones, my dear. Do not so easily forget the lessons of Budapest… This Blue Mosque did not spring from nothing, now did it?” Lochum paused, but when Rebecca didn’t answer, he continued, “What did we pass on the way in?”


Brandt could see Rebecca’s brow furrow in thought. It was not her best look, but it usually got the job done.

 “The Hippodrome.” Her words came out faster, more sure. “This was the site of the Emperor Septimius Severus’ Great Palace. The racetrack is the only visible ruin of the Roman seat of power. But… by the time Sultan Ahmet Camii built the mosque the Palace was nothing but a shell of its former glory. It was basically a teardown. He demolished it to build the mosque.”

 “Undergraduate work, my dear. I expect more of you.” Lochum turned to Brandt. “I believe physical labor is your strong suit, isn’t it, young man?”


There were a thousand and one retorts on Brandt’s tongue, but he gave voice to none of them. Instead he lent his back to help Rebecca move an especially stubborn roll, but the doctor didn’t seem to notice him. Instead her brain focused on forging a link between the Roman Palace and the moving of dozens of carpets around a small back room of the mosque.


Her tone was hesitant. “There have been some excavations down at the inlet to uncover the lower levels of the Palace’s harbor and dock.”


Lochum snorted. “Please. For three years I was eating the Yugoslavian equivalent of macaroni and cheese, and I am better informed than you. Did you forget to pay your subscription to Archaeology Today?”


The tips of Rebecca’s ears flamed red as only the professor could make them. She tried to play off her flushed cheeks on the strain of moving the rolls, but Brandt knew better.

 “They have recently discovered a tavern and an old church half-buried in the silt near the coast,” she added timidly.


Lochum shook his head violently. “What do we care for a place of ill repute and a non-descript church when the answer lies here? You said it yourself. The mosque is the answer.”


Rebecca looked as frustrated as Brandt felt. “Just tell me, Lochum.”

 “What is the one subterranean room a Roman palace just can’t do without?” the professor asked without looking up.


Rebecca looked puzzled then nodded. “A dungeon.”

 “Just such a place where Jesus was scourged before the crucifixion. Is it not fitting?”


Brandt’s leg ached where the knife had gone in. So far this had been a whole lot of work for a whole lot of nothing, and they hadn’t even cleared the center of the room yet. “You’re trying to tell me there’s a dungeon under this room?”

 “Of course.”

 “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Rebecca announced as she paced. “Even if we believe there was a dungeon under the palace, this mosque is huge! We can’t just start digging and hope to find it.”

 “Seriously, did you miss issue seven-ninety seven? Walker will be most upset you dismiss his work so readily.”


Something must have sparked Rebecca’s memory, for she turned to Brandt. “Do you have GPS on you?”


He held out his wristwatch and hit the button that brought up their coordinates. “41.029924, latitude. 28.988711, longitude. Why?”


Rebecca’s face paled, making nearly translucent the wan light.

 “What’s wrong?”


The doctor had to gulp before answering. “Dr. Walker Elfium cited these coordinates as where he believed the centurion post was located.” She looked up at Brandt with renewed wonder in her eyes. “Where the entrance to the dungeon would be.”


Lochum’s chest expanded with such pride. “He has been repeatedly denied access to explore under the mosque.”

 “But why bother with permits when you can just dig it up under the cover of afternoon prayers, right?” Brandt said sarcastically but the criticism seemed to sail right over the professor’s head.

 “Exactly! Elfium just didn’t have the guts for it.”


Svengurd frowned. “How are we going to cover the sound of the explosives?”


Lochum pointed to the rolls of carpet around the room. “My dear man, have you ever heard a full prayer service in a mosque this large? Trust me, with the carpeting as sound proofing, we can easily make our way into the subterranean chamber below.” The professor tugged at one exceptionally heavy roll. “Help me.”


With every joint aching, Brandt heaved and moved the roll, revealing a very large hole blown into the floor. A makeshift rope ladder dropped into the opening farther than the corporal’s tiny flashlight could penetrate.

 “Guess Elfium had the balls for it after all,” Brandt noted.

 



* * *

 



Rebecca found herself staying within an arm’s length of the sergeant as they crept down the dank hallway. Mud sloshed underfoot as algae-laden water dripped from the ceiling. The crush of earth above them made her feel frail. Given the echoing groans and ever-melting walls, the entire tunnel felt like it could crash down at any moment. The halls might have survived several millennia, but they seemed near their end. Clearly Walker and his team had thrown together some bracings, but the thin wood seemed to just sink deeper into the mud walls rather than support them.


Svengurd pulled to a stop at a cross-tunnel. To the right the hallway lowered, barely propped up by carpet rolls. Walker must have used whatever was at hand since it would have been a little difficult to explain to the imam why they needed construction equipment to pray.


To the left, Rebecca doubted you could call it a hallway at all. Between huge sections of mudslides were brackish pools of water.


With a nod, Brandt sent them down the right tunnel, but everyone froze as the ceiling moaned, breaking one of the wooden braces.

 “It’s our body heat,” Lochum whispered. “The warmth is liquefying the loosely packed mud.”


The sergeant looked at her, and she confirmed the danger.

 “I would suggest expedience, or we will see exactly how long you can hold your breath this time,” the professor added.


The mud become more fetid as they entered the main section of the dungeon. On either side were long rows of cells. Not even iron could survive the onslaught of time. Many of the bars were bent or broken altogether, and most of the cells’ contents were lost to cave-ins.

 “Oh, God,” Rebecca said despite herself.


Several ragged skeletons littered the cell, but Lochum acted as if they had found the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. “We must examine them.”


Rebecca tried to block his path. “Lochum, I don’t think these are—”

 “Any skeleton this ancient is worth our time.”


She turned to Brandt, but his expression was unreadable. With a nod, the stoic officer ordered Svengurd to open the cell. The door creaked loudly, complaining of centuries of rust but finally lurched open. Wooden slats creaked as mud slid down the wall, quickly burying the bones in muck.

 “No!” Lochum yelled as he dropped to his knees and dug in the mud.


Rebecca tried to tug him up. “Archibald, these bodies…” She indicated the long- incarcerated remains. “They’re just long-forgotten prisoners. There is nothing sacred here.”

 



* * *

 



Rebecca couldn’t be more right, in Brandt’s opinion. The place reeked of evil. A palpable, tangible evil. Christ wasn’t here, but it took a set of red eyes glaring out of the rib cage to convince the professor. The rat defiantly protected his calcified home.


Rebecca helped the older man to his feet as the wall melted, sloshing mud up to their knees. “Let’s go.”


To Brandt’s relief, Lochum’s protests died as they proceeded down the doomed hallway. At the end of the cells, a light rose until it became bright enough for Svengurd to turn off his flashlight.


There was definite movement up ahead.

 “You two stay put,” he whispered to the doctors.


Slowly he and Svengurd crept toward the lit room. A huge torture rack stood in the center, stained by years of blood. The walls were no better. Thumbscrews, whips, and crocodile shears, which were used to emasculate men in the most painful way, were only a few.


Acting as if nothing were wrong, a dozen or so students milled around, cataloguing the antique collection. How could they be so casual? This place shouldn’t be studied. It should be destroyed.


But the United States military didn’t pay him for his opinion, so Brandt got back to work. As he signaled for Svengurd to circle to the other side of the room before they announced their presence, Lochum burst past.

 “Walker! You old dog! I didn’t think you had it in you!”


The only other white-haired man amongst a sea of coeds turned, looking quite shocked. Whether it was just at the noisy intrusion or seeing his old colleague, Brandt couldn’t tell.


Since their cover was blown, he sent Svengurd to check the periphery of the room, but kept the corporal within his eyeline. Turning, Brandt found Rebecca watching him as he watched Svengurd.

 “What’s wrong?”


The less she knew of his concerns, the better. “Nothing.”


Before she could retort, Walker finally found his voice. “Lochum? Archibald Hamilton Lochum!” the archaeologist exclaimed as he hugged the professor. “I don’t care if you’ve risen from the grave. You’re not getting any credit for this find!”

 “For a dungeon? Trust me, what I seek will make you weep!”


Svengurd circled back around as the old men caught up. “There’s only a narrow staircase leading east. Do you want me to check it out?”


With a curt shake of his head, Brandt indicated the corporal should stay put. The corporal raised an eyebrow but voiced no objection. He felt hobbled being unable to utilize Svengurd to his full potential, but that damn tangle in his gut wouldn’t let up. The whole dungeon stank of death and dying.


The PhDs might be having a congenial reunion, but Brandt knew the place was damned.

 



* * *

 



Walker clapped Rebecca’s back. “I thought you were in Ecuador?”

 “Long story,” she replied, sounding more tired than she realized.

 “Aren’t they all when Archibald is involved?” He turned to Lochum. “What wild-goose chase are you dragging the poor girl on this time?”


Lochum didn’t respond with his usual disdain. Instead he opened his palm to reveal the small shard of James’ bone.


The archaeologist inspected the fragment before commenting. “Have you dated it yet?”

 “First century AD.”


Walker chuckled. “What else should I have expected?” He scrutinized the surface. “Are those predatory markings on the shaft?”


When Lochum’s eyebrow went up, the archaeologist held out his hand and one of Elfium’s grad students put a magnifying glass into his palm.


He scanned the markings, then took in a sharp breath. “You are not suggesting that these bones are… are His?”

 “Sadly, no. But they are his brother’s. James.”


Walker shook his head almost absently as he backed away a few steps, speechless. The tall Napoleon Dynamite-type kid filled the void. “How did you find them?”


As Lochum sketched out their recent travels, Rebecca watched Walker. The archaeologist didn’t necessarily seem in shock. If anything, Elfium looked nervous, glancing over his shoulder, backing away from the group.


But everyone’s attention was distracted as the lanky grad student became more and more excited at Lochum’s explanation that the bone directed them first to a synagogue and now a mosque. “You are never going to believe what we found down in the antechamber!”


Lochum turned toward Walker. “What is it?”


Only the archaeologist wasn’t there. The professor glanced around. “Walker? Where did he get off to?”


Brandt and Svengurd’s guns snapped up, but Rebecca held the sergeant’s arm. “He went down the stairs, to the antechamber.”

 “He could be a part of the Knot or—”

 “Trust me, he’s just being…” How could she make this not sound as pathetic as it was? “He’s just being a paranoid academician.”


The tall student indicated the stairwell. “Down here.”


No matter her assertions that Walker didn’t belong to a dark conspiracy, their weapons were at the ready as they followed the student down the dirt steps. Already with so little traffic, the steps crumbled underfoot. Whoever built this staircase had done so quickly and with little regard to craftsmanship.


This dank dungeon didn’t feel like the other finds. The mass grave under the Eiffel Tower and even James’ watery coffin were carefully built with the specific purpose to house the holy bones.


A shout caused everyone to rush to the bottom of the stairs.

 “I laid claim first!” Walker yelled.


After nearly slipping down the steps that had been crushed into a slick ramp, Rebecca could see what all the commotion was about. The archaeologist stood before a large silver door, waving a small pistol.

 “I won’t let you steal this find like you did in Jerusalem.”


Lochum seemed unaffected by Walker’s bizarre behavior. “Oh, please. Everyone knew that the Jews didn’t first settle the holy city. The original structure was a massive Canaanite fortress. It only took uncovering the aqueducts to prove it.”

 “Aqueducts, I found. Just like I discovered this.”

 “Walker, this is the culmination of my life’s work. You just happened to stumble upon a tiny piece of the puzzle.”


While the older archaeologist’s arms gesticulated wildly, Walker’s eyes narrowed with cool logic. “Tell me, Archibald, could you have found the dungeons without my article in Archaeology Today? Or would you still be groping about up in the mosque hoping to catch a glimpse of Christ?”


Before Lochum could argue, Brandt stepped between them. “I have no idea what issues you two have, but neither one of you is getting credit.”


This turned both men’s attention to the sergeant as he continued. “Seriously, do you think the US Government would send in a Black-Ops team to assist an archaeologist the world assumes to be dead to find a set of bones under a mosque in the only Muslim country that serves as our ally, and then make it public?” Brandt held out his hand for Walker’s tiny gun. “Get real. Whatever we find will be shipped directly to the Pentagon, then somebody way over my pay grade will figure it out from there.”


Walker tried to shake his head, but his hand shook more as Brandt finished. “And my corporal can take out your shoulder, so how about you hand that gun over and step away from the door?”


Rebecca tensed, but it seemed to be Svengurd, cocking his gun quite loudly, that swayed the older man. Like a child caught in the cookie jar, Walker held out the gun. Faster than the eye could see, Brandt snatched the weapon and jerked the archaeologist away from the doorway.


Rebecca gasped. Behind Walker stood a towering silver door whose beauty could not be articulated. In the center of the burnished metal were three finely etched symbols. The first represented the Star of David. The next detailed an elaborate cross, while the third was the crescent moon and star of Islam. Rebecca’s mind hearkened back to a passage from John’s bones that involved the trinity. Only now she realized the passage wasn’t talking about the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, but the three religions.


Lochum must have realized the same thing as his fingers traced the symbols. “He’s here,” the professor said with such reverence it almost broke her heart. But as he tried to find a latch or lock, Walker laughed.

 “That’s the quandary, my man. There’s no way in.”



 


 


 



CHAPTER 24

 


 


Beneath the Blue Mosque


Lochum felt over the smooth edge of the door. It did, in fact, seem to be a part of the wall. He looked at the surface but found only the three religious icons. No other inscriptions or flowers or arrows to point the way.


Rebecca repeated the same maneuvers with the same poor luck.

 “We’ve still got a little C-4 left,” Svengurd interjected.


Walker howled his disapproval with his pack of students as backup.

 “Enough!” Brandt yelled over the commotion. “Time to clear the gallery.” He pointed to Walker. “You stay, but the rest…” The sergeant pointed to the tall grad student who seemed to hold sway over the rest. “Take everyone back to your hotel. Hole up there until we come for you.”

 “We’re not going anywhere,” the redhead stated, standing defiantly. “And if you try to make us, we’ll just tell the authorities about you.”


Lochum actually enjoyed watching Brandt stride over to the young man and stand nose-to-nose with him. “Please do, because my feeling is the Turkish government doesn’t take kindly to people digging under their mosques, so I hope you are ready for some serious incarceration.” The sergeant looked the boy up and down. “Where I doubt you’d make it five minutes before some Mohammed made you his bitch.” Brandt backed away a step. “But, hey, if you want to get the full Istanbul salad tossing experience, go right ahead.”


The freckled student blanched as he turned to Walker. But if he thought the archaeologist would help, the boy was sorely mistaken. The archaeologist was like himself. Married to his work. These students were nothing but strong backs and quick minds to further his very personal quest. If they were gone, there would be far less people to share the credit.

 “Do as he says. We’ll be up before nightfall,” Walker said, seeming to regain his old authority.


The boy looked ready to argue, but one of the attractive female students urged him back toward the tunnel. “You heard him. He’s going to want all the data correlated before we move on to the next room, anyway.”


How like Rebecca she sounded. Practical, pragmatic, and very much in love with her academic advisor. For the briefest moment, Lochum became nostalgic for those days. Then he remembered Bunny. Poor, sweet Bunny. This girl was lucky she did not suffer the same fate.


As the students filed out, Brandt turned to Lochum. “Do you have any ETA on getting through the door?”

 “Patience, dear lieutenant, patience.”


Brandt bristled. “It’s sergeant.”


Lochum patted the man’s broad shoulder. “After today? After this find? Trust me. You will have your bars.”

 



* * *

 



Rebecca took several steps back. Close-up scrutiny of the silver door wasn’t helping. She noticed Brandt glance at his watch for the fifteenth time. And just like before, his eyes darted to Svengurd, who seemed oblivious to his sergeant’s scrutiny.


She went over to Brandt. “Have any thoughts?”

 “Besides the fact that the C-4 idea was the best idea we’ve had yet, no, not really.”

 “I wouldn’t say that too loudly,” she said, eyeing the two older men. Walker and Lochum had put aside their professional differences and were working together to check the silver edges for signs of hidden latches.


But Brandt didn’t lower his voice. If anything, he raised the volume. “We need to get our heads around the fact that that isn’t a door.”

 “What do you mean?” Lochum asked.

 “That’s pure silver, right?”


Walker nodded emphatically. “The highest grade.”

 “And how deep are we?” the sergeant asked.


It was Svengurd who answered. “About thirty-two feet.”


Brandt looked at the two professors. “Do you have any idea how many pounds per square inch of pressure that generates? Or the tensile strength of silver? Without a doorframe, that panel would need to be at least eight feet thick.”


The archaeologist went to argue, but Lochum nodded. “I had feared as much. It seems to be more of an insert than an actual door.”

 “C-4 is sounding pretty damn good,” Svengurd said as he readjusted his gun. They had been down there for over an hour with no progress. Everyone was feeling antsy.

 “I will not allow you to blow up such an important artifact,” Walker stated emphatically.


Lochum and she exchanged a look. After the past two days they had seen a thousand times more important relics demolished. This silver panel just didn’t warrant any more delay. The professor nodded.


Rebecca turned to Brandt. “Talk to me how you would do it.”

 “You can’t be serious!” the archaeologist shouted.

 “Walker, come speak with me,” Lochum said soothingly as he urged his colleague away from the panel.


Once they were out of earshot, Brandt indicated toward Svengurd. “I’m thinking we let the corporal show off his expertise.”

 “I can place the charges directed both back and inward. If I get it right I will pop this panel off like a bottle cap.”

 “And if you don’t get it right?” Rebecca asked.

 “Got your life insurance paid up?”


Pretty much what she had figured. “If you somehow avoid killing us, how much damage will it do to the panel?”


Svengurd shrugged. “It isn’t going to be this pretty ever again, but the artwork should be readable.”


Rebecca looked over her shoulder at Lochum. He read her decision perfectly and turned to Elfium. “You know we’ve only got this afternoon, Walker. After that, who knows? We must wager boldly, old friend.”


The archaeologist looked from Lochum to Rebecca. Finding no ally in her, he turned back to the professor. His voice sounded small and hurt. “This is my first legitimate find since Masada.”


Lochum grasped Walker’s arm in a hearty handshake. “And we shall coauthor it all, together. But we must act now.”


After a few harsh breaths, the archaeologist returned the shake.

 “Finally,” Svengurd said and quickly went to set the charges. Within seconds, the corporal wiped the dirt from his hands. “I’d suggest we retreat to the steps.”

 “Why?” the archaeologist asked, oblivious to their previous discussion.


Svengurd stated matter-of-factly, “Because I can’t guarantee the ceiling isn’t going to collapse, crushing us under five tons of mud.”

 “I thought you said it was safe?” Walker squeaked, sounding frayed.


Obviously the archaeologist hadn’t had the crash course on how exactly relative the word “safe” was. But how to explain that to someone who hadn’t just survived cave surfing and plane cartwheels?

 “You want safe, I’d suggest you get the hell out of Istanbul. Make that Europe,” Brandt said, making Rebecca’s point for her.


The challenge seemed to steady the older man. “I’m staying.”

 “Then I suggest you get inside that stairwell.”

 



* * *

 



Brandt gave the signal, and Svengurd hit the detonator. There was a delay, long enough that he glanced to his corporal. Had he screwed up, or worse, intentionally sabotaged the explosives? But then a deafening boom shook the stairwell. The blast wave was strong enough to throw them all to their knees, then the recoil hit, sucking them forward.


Chunks of dirt larger around than a fist rained down upon them as the walls to the stairwell warped, then collapsed.

 “Everyone forward!” Brandt commanded, but it was redundant. They had nowhere to go but forward as the staircase flowed out from under their feet as they all rushed headlong to the landing.


The archaeologist tripped over the charred silver door. “What have you done?” Walker knelt beside it, distraught. “What have we done?”

 “Um…” Brandt wanted to reassure the archaeologist, but couldn’t find the words to describe the room behind the door.


Unlike the dirt dungeon, this chamber was all marble and artistry. Shafts of light bathed the interior from the waning day above. Like the mosque, the room’s ceiling was tiled in bright blue ceramic. The walls alternated mosaics from Jewish and Christian origins to panels painted with Islamic scripture. But in the center of the room was a large marble table, which had upon it a single skeleton wrapped in blue silk. From the glint near its head, a silver coin seemed to rest there.

 “How could you have done this?” the archaeologist wailed, trying to pick off the burnt edges of the panel.

 “Walker, look up.”

 “I don’t care what is—” The archaeologist stopped mid-sentence as looked into the chamber. “Dear Lord.”

 “That’s exactly right,” Lochum said as he squeezed through the hole.

 



* * *

 



Rebecca unstuck her feet from the knee-high muck and climbed over the short retaining wall onto the creamy marble-floored chamber. Unlike Lochum, she didn’t immediately rush to the skeleton. It was too much to take in. The chamber. The writings upon the wall. The implication of it all. She just couldn’t approach the skeleton yet. She needed to gather her wits first.


This day was never supposed to come. It was if something you wished upon a falling star suddenly transpired. The scene felt unreal. Dreamlike. But every injury she had endured over the past few days ached, reminding her that in fact, this was very real.


She looked up toward the shafts of light. Small tunnels came in at steep angles from above. Tilting her head, Rebecca could swear she heard the call to prayers. In her mind she reconstructed their path downward. Spinning on her heel she realized where they were. They must be under the Blue Mosque’s courtyard. The skeleton was directly beneath the purification fountain.


Now this, this place with its buttery marble and ageless art, felt like the resting place of Christ.


Lochum and Walker were already studying the bones. “They have inscriptions as well! ’Becca, look!”


Rebecca noticed that Brandt had hung back too, but unlike her, he paced, circling the bones as if assessing if they could be true.


Well, it was time for her to see if they were.


Slowly she made her way to the carved table. This close she could see that the pedestal was carved with the Last Supper, although not as she had seen it in the past. What was off about it?

 “Walker, we must remove the cloth!”


Their argument interrupted her study of the relief. “Wait!” Rebecca said, but it was too late. Lochum pulled the silk from the remains to reveal the entire skeleton. She had borrowed a digital camera from one of the grad students, and she’d wanted to document the body before it was disturbed.

 “Think! We still have James’ bone. We can DNA-test to see if they are a genetic match.”


Rebecca was too overwhelmed to think of such things or even her own project. Right now she reverted to her student days and began taking picture after picture of the skeleton. As Rebecca continued her photographic survey, she could not help but read small snatches of the carved scripture. It spoke of all the major players. Not surprisingly, there was much about the Last Supper and the days leading up to the Crucifixion.


As she made her way down the body, Rebecca noticed something wrong. Wasn’t the pelvis too wide to be a man? She glanced back to the skull. Didn’t the mandible seem too small? The humerus also seemed far too thin and short for a fully grown man.

 “Listen, ’Becca! ‘And they came and sat together as the twelve and the one. Many others brought food and she who was loved best of all poured the wine.’” The professor’s eyes were glazed over with excitement. “A firsthand account of the Last Supper!”


How she hated to disappoint him. But what could she do? At some point he would come off his high and realize that there was no way this skeleton could be Christ.

 “Lochum, you better look at this pelvis.”


 “Yes, yes. Soon, child. This clavicle is a wealth of information.”


Walker, however, was intrigued and came over. He studied the bone for a moment, then met her gaze. The archaeologist knew as well.

 “Archibald, Rebecca is right. You need to see this.”

 “Oh, all right. But then we must begin the…”


It took only a second for the truth to register with Lochum. The smile fell off his face so hard that you could almost hear it hit the floor. He stumbled back a step.


For the first time, Brandt came near the skeleton. “What’s happened?”


Rebecca did not realize how disappointed she was until she tried to speak, but couldn’t.


It was Walker who answered. “These bones are from a fully grown woman.”

 “Not Christ, then?” Brandt asked, sounding relieved.


The archaeologist just sadly shook his head.

 “Then who is it?” Svengurd asked from the back of the room.


That was a good question. Of course they were deflated because it wasn’t Jesus, but obviously this skeleton was of enormous historical value. Moving up to the clavicle bone, Rebecca began reading the passage the professor had started. A renewed grin spread across her face.

 “All’s not lost, Lochum.”


He turned to her, but with little hope in his eyes. His life’s work seemed crushed under fate’s cruel heel.


Well, maybe she could change that.

 “It goes on to say… ‘His mother held the chalice after the beloved and kissed the handle before giving the wine to her son.’ ” Rebecca met her old mentor’s eyes. “You’ve found Mary, mother of Jesus.”


The implication of this find reverberated through them almost as deeply as if they had found Christ.


Brandt’s brow furrowed. “That can’t be. Mary’s Assumption…”


Like all Catholics, the sergeant obviously believed that the Virgin Mother had been taken up to heaven, body and soul, so that her flesh never tasted corruption. But here the skeleton lay before them. Marked at the others had been. Clearly a female. This was Mary.


Rebecca was glad to relieve the wounded look on Lochum’s face, but she could barely stand the look of hurt on Brandt’s face. Scholarly pursuit seldom saw the result of their findings and how it affected people. The truth was supposed to set everyone free, but sometimes it just caused pain.

 “I’m sorry, Brandt, but this is the Virgin Mary.”

 “It is a Mary, but not the Virgin,” a new voice announced from the back of the room. “That is the sacred Mary Magdalene.”

 



* * *

 



Brandt swung around, raising his gun, but he already knew who spoke.

 “Dr. Lochum, you look surprised that we found you so quickly. You are not the only one who reads Archaeology
Today. Once I realized the significance of these coordinates, a certain dead-end tunnel from the Hagia Sophia made sense.”


His finger tightened around the trigger as Tok came into view, but Brandt stopped short of pulling it. Petir held a gun to Svengurd’s head.

 “I would urge restraint, Sergeant. Not only do we hold your man, but we are wearing enough explosives to bring this chamber down upon us.”


Still Brandt kept his finger against the trigger. These men were a walking wave of destruction. They had downed an entire plane full of innocent passengers. Even if what Tok was saying was true, Brandt could at the least take out Petir. Even if he had a dead man’s switch, Svengurd could surely catch it before it hit the ground. If the corporal wasn’t, in fact, one of them. Svengurd seemed to strain against the older man’s grip, but how much of that was for show.


Anger filled Brandt’s vision. Not so much at Svengurd but at himself. He should have checked the perimeter himself, but he had been too concerned with the body. Too worried that they had found Christ.


But that wasn’t an excuse to trust such a task to a man that he clearly no longer trusted. With secret chambers buried under secret tunnels, he should have expected another secret door with Tok behind it.


His finger tightened against the trigger.


With a quick glance, he made sure that Rebecca, Lochum, and Walker were behind him. Whether or not Svengurd was compromised, Brandt knew it might come down to sacrificing his corporal to save the others. Svengurd knew this when he signed on. Civilians came first and foremost.


He looked into the corporal’s eyes. With his neck craned to the side he couldn’t nod, but Svengurd’s response was clear. He was ready for whatever decision Brandt made. Emboldened, the sergeant refined his aim at the tall man’s forehead.


Tok must have read the shift in his position, for he said, “Rest assured, we are both armed with the most sophisticated biometric sensors. If I take too deep a breath and drop my heart rate, it will trigger the explosives.”


Hissing out a harsh breath, Brandt released the trigger but kept the gun aimed. He should have known it wasn’t going to be so easy. “Haven’t you blown up enough people today?”


Tok chuckled, or at least that’s what it looked like, except no sound came from the man’s mouth, and Petir did not crack a smile. “Quite contrary to your conclusions, I seek peace, not destruction, but you have forced my hand. Over and again, I must mention.”


The air became stale as Brandt growled, “Then let us walk out of here and prove it.”


This time Petir’s lips curled up as he related Tok’s words. “That you know I cannot do. But if you relinquish Magdalene’s bones, and the doctors Monroe and Lochum, I will allow the rest of you safe passage from Istanbul.”


Brandt gritted his teeth, trying to stall long enough to figure out a goddamn extraction plan that didn’t involve them all dying in a raging ball of flame. “And you know I can’t do that.”

 “Tok was afraid you would feel obligated to uphold your duty,” the man said, for the first time sounding as if those were his own words.


Once said, the spokesman dug the muzzle of the gun into Svengurd’s temple, clearly moments from pulling the trigger.


Brandt stiffened his arm, ready for the recoil from his own gun when Rebecca burst between them.

 “Wait! I’ll go with you!”


 


* * *

 



Head swimming, Rebecca was glad that somehow the men hadn’t begun World War III in this graced chamber, but now that she was standing exposed between her protector and her pursuer, she wasn’t so sure that this was the best move she could have made.

 “Damn it, Rebecca, get behind me!” Brandt growled, and as much as she wished she could, she knew it was past that point.


Rebecca spoke to the dark-skinned man. “You talk smack pretty well, but the fact is you need me.”


Tok looked her up and down, making her skin crawl even though there was nothing sexual about his stare. It was worse. It was if he was not only stripping her of clothes, but of her flesh as well. That somehow he was studying her bones to see if they held her story. Her heart. Her mettle.

 “You’re looking for Christ just like we are. Only we’re up three skeletons to one,” Rebecca added, gulping. When they first entered, she hadn’t realized how metallic the air had tasted.


A grim smile spread across his lips. It was strange that Petir spoke for him, yet Tok’s mouth never moved. “For just that arrogant reason. Your greatest ambition is to become a footnote in the annals of history, and you will destroy anyone’s faith if they dare stand in your way.”


Rebecca tried not to let her reaction to his words reach her face. The pained look in Brandt’s eyes was still too fresh in her mind, but if Tok thought her an arrogant cretin, why not play the part?

 “Whatever,” she said as she shrugged casually. “You obviously need my cooperation, so let’s finish this.”


Tok turned from her as his man spoke. “I have given you my terms.”

 “Yeah, but you obviously don’t realize it was I who found this chamber and James’ bones in Budapest. Lochum will just slow us down.”

 “Now wait a minute—” the professor protested, but Walker elbowed him hard enough knock the wind from him.


The archaeologist agreed wholeheartedly with Rebecca. “It’s true. Rebecca has always been the brains behind Lochum’s bluster.”

 “I will not have my reputation savaged, even if it means to save my life,” the professor stated as he walked out to join her.


How could she tell him that now was not the time to finally be chivalrous? She needed Lochum to stay with the soldiers so that he might lead Brandt to her. He was the only other person on the planet who could retrace the travels of Jesus’ remains.

 “Then it is settled,” the spokesman said.

 “Not by far,” Brandt retorted, his gun at the ready.


She had seen the stance before too many times. He was ready to act.


The sergeant spoke through gritted teeth. “You want to bring this place down? Let’s bring this place down!”


Rebecca heard herself shout, “No!” but then she found it hard to take another breath as gunfire burst around her—then everything was drowned out by explosion after explosion.


Boom…boom…boom…


Smoke swelled.


As everyone scattered, Rebecca tasted a sharp bitterness to the smoke. Gas. Poison. How long had they been piping it in? The oily gas filled her lungs, seeping through her like liquid fire. She fought to stay conscious. The only two who didn’t seem affected were Tok and his translator. Brandt and Svengurd struggled in vain to stay upright. As she swooned backward, the ceiling cracked overhead and crashed down, sinking them into darkness.


Only the flash of gun muzzles and the spark of ricochets illuminated the room.


Someone screamed as her head hit the marble floor.

 



* * *

 



Fuck, fuck, and more fuck, Brandt thought as his arms refused to raise his weapon. As soon as he had tasted the metal bitterness in the air, he had forced out all the air in his lungs, but obviously that wasn’t good enough.


They were screwed. Rebecca and Lochum were already down and Walker was nowhere to be found. To the left, Svengurd had propped himself up against the wall as debris tumbled from the tiled roof and whatever had been holding back the wall of mud from the dungeon had given way. Any escape back through the dungeon was impossible.


Into the blurred chaos, Brandt fired as Tok scrambled to grab the remains, but a huge piece of ceiling came off, shattering the skeleton. Moving in slow motion, he tried to intercept, but his legs gave out from under him.


Petir yelled, but Brandt realized too late they were evacuating. Tok grabbed Rebecca while Petir dragged Lochum toward the back of the room.

 “Svengurd!” Brandt used precious breath to yell, but as the corporal pushed off the wall to intercept, he fell to his knees, then to his face.


Taking a breath that he knew would bring more knockout gas, he got his feet moving. He was almost there. Almost, when Walker stumbled out from behind the pedestal. Blood poured from a gash in his head. Brandt tried to shove him out of the way, but the dazed archaeologist grabbed his sleeve.

 “Rebecca!”

 “That’s who I’m trying to rescue!” the sergeant growled.


Then Walker took a bullet in the throat. He groped at his neck, blood bubbling from a hit to the trachea. Brandt couldn’t help but assist the man to the floor, even though it sapped the strength from his own muscles.

 “To the Prince…” he whispered as he shoved the bone he had been clutching into Brandt’s hands. As he took the bone, Walker’s jaw went slack.


Dead.


There was nothing more he could do, so with the last of his strength, he staggered to the hidden exit Rebecca had disappeared through, but found it blocked by a huge section of fallen ceiling.

 “No!” Brandt pounded the rubble, not caring that he nearly broke his hand, and the world got smaller and smaller until it faded out completely.



 



 

 



The Thirteenth

 


 


Judea

AD 42


Judas strode toward the small hut that had been their crowded dwelling, proud he had secured much finer accommodations elsewhere for the same fee. It had taken nearly three hours of bartering, but Judas did not mind the effort, for their coffers dwindled day by day, and just this morning James had instructed him to take even greater care with their coin.


This brought great delight to Judas’ ears, for it meant their relentless path toward Jerusalem and the horror that it held may not come to pass.


John the Baptist’s imprisonment at the fortress of Machaerus had given them all pause. But the Baptist had not been arrested for agitation against the Romans, as all had feared, but instead for speaking out against Herod’s illegal marriage to his brother’s wife.


Reports from Andrew’s brother, Levi, told of John’s good spirits, and despite the fact that Herod authorized the arrest, the governor seemed of temperate mood and was given to inviting the Baptist for meals, apparently roused by John’s faith.


Ignoring the pain in his knee as he climbed too quickly, Judas ducked under the doorframe, ready to tell the others of the good fortune, but clearly he had walked in on an argument long underway.

 “Do not use his words against us!”Andrew said harshly to Magdalene.


The accused was seated, head bent over her stitching, but Judas could see the flush to Mary’s cheeks as the three men stood before her. Besides Andrew, there were Paul and Thomas.

 “I speak only the truth,” she said without raising her eyes. “Jesus insisted that all the women, not just I, enter Jerusalem with him.”

 “What?” Judas asked before he thought best of it.


He was not at all surprised that Jesus wished the women to accompany him into the Holy City for it was his way, but Judas was surprised that they were discussing the trek at all. James had made it seem that Jerusalem was a distant goal, no longer their driving force. They were not due to travel for another week. Otherwise, Judas would not have left such a sizable deposit at the inn.


Thomas obviously thought that Judas’ words indicated that he had thrown in with them and pointed an accusing finger at Magdalene. “She thinks to usurp us! She thinks herself special in the Lord’s eyes!”


Judas wished his leg were stronger, and he could carry him out the way he had entered. He wished to partake in none of this strife. The tension between the Twelve and Magdalene had been brewing, and now seemed near to bursting.

 “You feel this way, do you not, Judas?” Paul asked.


In no other matter would the Twelve deign to consult Judas. In all other matters, he was an outcast among the apostles. Only Jesus or James ever inquired into his heart.


Before Judas was forced to answer, Andrew took up the call. “We go to the Holy City to announce Jesus’ claim to the throne of heaven. The high priests will cast their gaze far and wide to find reason to spurn his claim. Why would you not counsel Jesus to leave you behind?”


When Magdalene’s eyes rose, they flashed with anger. “Perhaps I do not feel that I should judge the wisdom of Jesus. Where he wishes my feet to tread, I shall walk.”


While every word in her retort was a stinging rebuke of the men, they could not argue against Magdalene without admitting the pride within their own words. The younger Mary had learned much from the Virgin when it came to quieting men’s tongues.


So again they turned to Judas. Paul the most exasperated. “Tell her, Judas. Tell Magdalene that Jesus’ eyes are clouded. That it is we, we the Twelve who have sworn to protect Christ, who must decide such things.”

 “Why debate Jerusalem at all? Do we not have the luxury to ponder such delicate matters?” Judas asked, rather than answering Paul.


Thomas seemed taken aback. “Have you not heard?”

 “Of what?”


Andrew’s voice cracked as he spoke. “John the Baptist is dead.”


Judas shook his head, not willing to accept such dire news. “He is but imprisoned.”

 “Herod had him beheaded upon the insistence of his wife and stepdaughter. John’s head is now upon a spike above the fortress. Levy saw the sight with his own eyes. He is with Jesus now to tell him the all,” Paul explained when Andrew was unable to finish.


The Baptist was dead. Whatever tenuous thread that had been holding Jesus back was now severed. There was no doubt they would leave, perhaps by nightfall and would be in Jerusalem well ahead of Passover.


It seemed that fate was not one to be denied.


Paul turned back to Magdalene, but Peter rushed in. “Jesus has asked us to gather.” Mary went to join them, but his words were pointed. “Only the Twelve.”


With a sigh, she sat down as the other men fled the hut as if it were on fire. Judas more gingerly turned to leave when he heard a strangled sob. Magdalene tried to hide tears, but the pain had a life of its own.


Awkward, Judas did not wish to intrude, but nor could he just leave her in such a state. “Do not invest so much in their words, Mary.”

 “But is that not what everyone thinks? That I seek to force a union with Jesus, or worse, that I am a whore?”


He was taken aback by her forceful words, but he could not argue their merit. Judas had heard similar proclamations and even worse from the Twelve, but he paid them no heed. Such talk revealed more of the men’s hearts than Mary’s honor.

 “Tell me again how they cannot hurt me,” she said, locking his gaze.

 “Does Jesus love you?” Judas asked, without thinking.


Mary seemed taken off-guard. Suspicion was sharp in her eyes. “Yes.”

 “Then do not fret. They are only jealous because you are not of the Twelve.”


Magdalene tilted her head, clearly not understanding his meaning.

 “We all are but members of the Twelve, none above the other, but you, singly, are the Thirteenth, Magdalene, and that grates against many.”


Tears drying, she still shook her head. “So I am to suffer their looks? Their words of rebuke?”

 “Do you think me immune to such rough treatment?” he asked. When she could not argue, Judas continued, “What else shall we do, Magdalene? Will you refuse his call? Will you stay in the village stitching a pillow while Jesus goes to face his lot?” With a shake of her head, Judas had his answer. “Then I shall gather with the rest while you seek out Mary and console her, for news of the Baptist’s harsh death will sorely test her resolve.”


He turned toward the door, but Magdalene caught his arm. “I would do anything to keep Jesus safe from harm. From Jerusalem. I would die to keep him from this Passover if I could.”

 “As would I,” Judas answered not certain where the determination in her grip and her words had come from.

 “If I am the Thirteenth, then you are the First, Judas. You are his dearest of friends.” With that, Magdalene retired.


Despite her kind words, he was left with a heavy heart. Over the past while, Judas had come to hope John’s words would carry on the winds of time, scattering as each week passed, making them less and less potent. But the Baptist was dead. Jesus headed to Jerusalem, and Judas feared his own devotion would be as unsteady as his damaged leg.



 


 


 



CHAPTER 25

 


 


Island in the Sea of Marmara


Slowly roused by the murmur of the sea, Rebecca found herself warm but not too warm. Even though it was hard stone beneath her, she felt perfectly comfortable. Through slit eyes, she found the room darkened except for a single shaft of moonlight that imparted a silvery glow.


Memories tried to awaken her more harshly, but they felt distant and fuzzy, unattainable. How could anything be wrong when she felt this good?

 “That’s right,” a voice said as hands helped her into a sitting position. “Open your eyes.”


Reluctant to comply, Rebecca shook her head. After all that had happened, sleep was blissful. After all that had happened…


Startling awake, she jerked upright and pushed away the hands.

 “Do not fight. Allow the antidote to do its work.” Ignoring the advice, Rebecca turned to find Petir translating for Tok. “Dr. Monroe, just relax and answer our questions.”


Scrambling away, her back hit a stone pedestal. Could it be the tablet that Magdalene had been upon? But that made no sense. The last she remembered, the chamber had been destroyed. “Where’s Brandt?”


Tok coaxed her away from the table. “Please, do not make this more painful for either of us.”


Rebecca struggled, trying to ask the bastard some hard questions, but her brain betrayed her. It simply didn’t want to argue. Whatever drug they gave her made her compliant. Yielding. Fighting the effect, Rebecca pictured the last time she saw Brandt. Not only was he alive, he was also firing. The sergeant had survived everything else this asshole had thrown at him, and he could survive the poison gas.


Getting her bearings, Rebecca stood, taking a quick survey of the room, which was more of a subterranean library than a chamber. While the walls had clearly been hewn from rock, they had a polished surface that glowed in the low light. Along each wall stood heavy oak bookcases filled with ancient parchments. So that’s what gave the room its soothing musty smell. But the single most important item in the room was the silver-engraved pedestal with a single skeleton encased in glass.

 “Where am I?”

 “Beneath the Knot’s enclave. Now I have answered two of your questions, might you grace me a turn?”


 With Tok seeming so polite, and combined with the drug’s mellowing influence, Rebecca might have been lured into a sense of safety. But she noticed the parrot feather necklace hanging around Tok’s neck.


Rage boiled away any lingering effects of the drug as she hissed, “That’s the chief’s!”


With a smile like a puppeteer whose strings had just been revealed, Tok rose to his feet. “In his culture, to the victor go the spoils.”


The true horror of what that meant hit her. “You killed the tribe. You killed them all!”

 “Because they did not tell me what I wanted to know.” Any conciliatory effort vanished, replaced with cold observation.

 “Neither will I,” Rebecca growled.


Shaking his head, Tok signaled to his translator. “You make me resort to such tawdry measures.”


 Petir dragged a semiconscious Lochum into the center of the room.

 “We have not yet given your professor the antidote to the inhalant gas. Hold your tongue, and he might never return to consciousness.”


Lochum’s head lolled to the side, his tongue partially protruding. A bit of saliva dripped down his shirt. To see her once-energetic professor in such a state rattled her. Worse, Brandt might be in the same state or dead.

 “Is glory worth more to you than this man’s life?” Tok asked.


The sergeant would never tell this bastard what he wanted. Hell, Lochum wouldn’t even tell Tok. Rebecca would be no different.


Attempting to crawl, the professor tried to say something, but slack-jawed, the words died before they could be spoken. Her own head buzzed, and the drug’s insidious suggestions begged her to comply.

 “I don’t negotiate with murderers.”


Tok’s lips curled down, and the translator’s voice became impassioned. “And how many would die if you found the last set of bones? Did you consider the wars and the countries in ruin? What are a handful of lives to avoid such global tumult?”


Rebecca braced herself against the glass case, trying to appear strong when really her legs felt ready to buckle. “Whatever.”

 “You say that with such ease, but look beneath your hand.”


Despite herself, Rebecca glanced to the skeleton that lay under the glass, but once you’d seen a couple of proto-Christian skeletons you’d seen them all. Upon brief inspection the bones had belonged to someone mature in years. There was mild spondylosis along the spine. The pelvis confirmed it to be a woman who had birthed at least one child.


Breath caught in her throat as she snatched her hand back from the glass case. This wasn’t just any skeleton. “It’s… It can’t be.”

 “But it is,” Petir answered. “There lies Mary, mother of Jesus. The Blessed Virgin.”


Pulling her hand back, Rebecca had forgotten Tok’s assertion that his sect held Christ’s mother, and now he suggested Mary lay beneath her fingers?

 “If you doubt, simply look at the inscriptions. If you trust me in nothing else, trust that the body is Mary’s.”


Even on cursory glance, Rebecca found at least three separate passages that applied to the Virgin.


Tok wasn’t lying.


As much as Rebecca braced herself against it, seeing the Virgin did stir something within her heart. A welling of awe. Not trusting her voice to hide the wave of emotions, Rebecca remained silent.

 “Mary is the Knot’s founder. It was she who emboldened our forefathers to take whatever measures were necessary to protect what is most sacred to us. I am but a humble servant of hers.”


She refused to believe such a thing, and it must have shown, for the translator began reading from the bones: “In all His glory we must keep this most sacred secret. I, Mary daughter of Anne, wife of Joseph, and mother of Jesus, do so seal it until God himself hath opened it.”


Petir turned to her, his voice transforming into Tok’s words. “Do you hold yourself equal to God, Dr. Monroe? Or even Mary?” Tok walked closer, scrutinizing her face. “Oh, but I have forgotten. You don’t believe in such things. You only want the bones to prove there is no God. Is that not true?”


Rebecca refused to meet the man’s eyes.

 “After all that you have seen, you still think random electrons control man’s fate?”

 “I’d rather have radiation than any God who would empower the likes of you,” she sneered.

 “For all you scientists strive to disprove the Almighty, you only serve to validate His existence.” Tok knelt beside Mary, putting his hand to the glass. “The universe spirals toward entropy, Dr. Monroe. Balance and harmony are but brief respites to the relentless forces of nature that aim to disperse, to devolve. Is that not what your science teaches us?”

 “There are opposing forces that maintain a dynamic equilibrium.”


To this, Tok smiled. “What you call opposing force is what I call God. What you call ‘good radiation’ is simply His hand at work. This gene you search for isn’t a ‘smart’ gene. It is the ‘God’ gene.”


Her scathing retort died as Lochum went into a grand mal seizure.

 “He has minutes. No more.”


How she wished Brandt were here. He would have some scheme, some plan, to transform her helplessness into an advantage.


Rebecca spoke without thinking. “For every answer I give you, you will do something for me.”

 “Such as?” Petir asked, for Tok.

 “Awaken Lochum. I’m going to need him.”

 



* * *

 



Despite the toxins in his bloodstream and the spasms of his body, the professor still felt the sharp needle penetrate his chest cavity, then his heart. He felt every milliliter of antidote pumped into his ventricle. Within a few beats, his fit subsided and his lungs took in full breaths.


Lochum’s eyes rolled back in his head as the drug brought on a sense of euphoria. All his cares washed away on a gentle tide.

 “I thought you said he would wake right up?” Rebecca asked anxiously from his side. The girl really needed to learn how to relax.


 Lolling his head onto her shoulder, Lochum tried to say, “I’m fine,” but the words came out cracked and garbled.

 “Drink,” his student said, as she brought a glass of water to his lips.


After a sip, the professor cleared his throat. “Truly, I am recovering.”


Tok stepped forward. “Then it is time to compensate us for your first boon, Dr. Monroe.”

 “I need all the bones you have in your possession,” Rebecca demanded as if she had any influence here.


Tok inclined his head gracefully. “But of course.”


As he glanced around, Lochum realized just how many remains the Knot had recovered.


The Virgin was protected within a case, but three alcoves had been hurriedly carved in the stone wall and housed the newly discovered remains.


Gaining his feet with only a little nausea, Lochum found the Baptist—intact. Even the femur bone he had lost in the Budapest caves had been recovered. The next recess held James, but only half of the skeleton was intact. Lastly, Magdalene. They had so little of her left. This familiar of Christ had her skull crushed during the cave-in back in Istanbul, and only her right arm and the upper half of her spine had survived.


So little.


Then he turned toward the case and viewed the magnificent skeleton.


Mary.


Others clamored over the Holy Grail, but the cup was nothing but the vessel that caught Christ’s blood. This body, this woman, held the Grail, felt the receptacle become heavy with her son’s blood. Lochum did not search for such a paltry object. He had found history itself.


And Mary was every bit as beautiful in death as she was reported to have been in life. The professor knew Rebecca had doubted Tok’s testimony that Mary was the Knot’s founder, but Lochum believed him wholeheartedly. Just glancing at these white bones, and you knew they had not spent a single moment underground or in any ossuary box. These remains had been cared for since the moment of her death until now.


She was pristine.


Across the case, Tok stared at Lochum, but his voice rose from the man behind him. It might have been disconcerting if all else in the past day had not been equally surreal.

 “Dr. Lochum, I hope you will abide by the bargain Dr. Monroe and I have struck.”

 “Why no, I shall not,” he announced then looked Rebecca squarely in the eye as he continued, “for I need no incentive. I shall help you find Christ freely and of my own accord.”


 


* * *

 



 “Lochum!” Rebecca scolded, then lowered her tone. “Archibald, give yourself a minute to get your bearings.”


But the professor seemed not at all confused as he circled Mary’s body. “I need no time, dear child. I am resolved.”


She stammered. What in the hell was Lochum up to? Could he be feigning help as she had or was he actually, truly, offering to assist the sect that had been trying to kill him for more than a decade?

 “They’re the ones who set up St. Petersburg. Paris. Bunny. Everything and everyone who’s been destroyed has been at their hands.”


Her professor just shrugged. “And I now concede to their superior firepower as they concede to my superior intellect.”


Tok didn’t seem inclined to agree, but the words coming out of Petir’s mouth did. “We complement one another’s skills.”


Rebecca didn’t believe for a moment that Tok had instructed his translator to say such a thing, for a hard look passed between the men. Lochum didn’t seem to notice as he added, “Together we shall find Christ.”

 “The one who suffered upon the cross,” Petir echoed.


Gritting her teeth, she prepped for an argument of epic proportions, but Lochum casually turned to her. “Why you are surprised, Rebecca, I do not know. You heard Brandt back at the dungeon, and for once, the soldier was correct. To think I will ever publish such a find is ludicrous, so why should I not take place myself at the best advantage?”


Lochum indicated the ancient remains surrounding him, then the volumes of papyrus and scrolls that lined the walls. It was a veritable cornucopia of knowledge. In addition Petir supervised technicians who brought in cold cathode lights to assist them in the examination of the artifacts. They were better supplied than in Paris.

 “Because they will kill you once you are done,” she hissed.

 “And if somehow I escaped, they would kill me as well. Is it not better if I am to die that I do so fulfilling my life’s quest?”


What in the hell did you say to that? His logic was flawed, but what could she argue in front of Tok? The professor’s sudden capitulation doused any slim chance they might have had to manipulate their way into escape.

 “Now then, may we get to work?” Lochum asked in a nonchalant air.


 


* * *

 


 “Sarge!”


Brandt barely registered muddy water sloshing into his nostrils, let alone the distant shouts.

 “He’s over here! He’s down! Where’s Svengurd?”


A part of the sergeant’s mind recognized Davidson’s voice, but another part just wanted to surrender to the suffocating pressure in his head. Brandt could feel the private pull him up, but in no way could he help.

 “Lopez, I can’t tell if he’s breathing!”


Suddenly the corporal was flashing a penlight in Brandt’s eyes.

 “Crap. I can’t find any major wounds,” Lopez continued as he took the sergeant’s pulse. “He shouldn’t be in this bad a shape.”

 “It’s like they’re sedated or something,” Davidson ventured.


Lopez shook his head. “Poisoned more likely. Inhalant.”

 “Did you find the civilians?” Davidson asked.

 “The archaeologist is dead, but no sign of Monroe or Lochum,” Lopez answered as he pulled out his med kit.

 “What the hell happened?” Davidson asked.


Brandt wanted to answer, to tell them everything, but his throat would not respond. Now stimulated, he realized the chamber was a foot deep in mud with more on the way. His breath became ragged as the sergeant felt his diaphragm contract on its own. Forget drowning, his body had commenced shutdown.

 “You’ve got to do something!” the private demanded of Lopez.

 “You don’t understand. There could be fourteen million things wrong with him. Each and every one of them has a different treatment.”


Davidson grabbed the corporal by the wrist. “Just give him something to wake him up, then maybe he can fill in the blanks.”


Lopez rubbed his palms together over the med kit. Out of the corner of his eye, Brandt could see three syringes. “Eeny, meeny, miny, moe.”

 “There’s got to be a better way,” the private groaned, and Brandt silently agreed.

 “You wanna fucking pick?” For the first time, the sergeant heard doubt in the Latino’s voice. When Davidson didn’t respond, the corporal went back to his syringes. “Catch a tiger by the tail.”


Decision made, Lopez pulled out the syringe. “Help me raise a vein.”


As the injection went in, it felt like someone had mainlined Krispy Kreme Donuts, Jolt Cola, and cocaine into Brandt’s bloodstream. His body arched up and instead of wheezing to breathe, air came in gasps.

 “Sarge!” Davidson yelled as he tried to keep the sergeant down.

 “Damn it! I told you I shouldn’t give him anything!”


When Brandt’s body slammed back down to the floor, his heart beat in fits and starts, but he felt strength course through his veins and into his muscles. Words, however, were still a painful proposition.

 “Svengurd,” he managed to choke out.

 “On it,” Lopez said as he grabbed his med kit and left Brandt’s side.


The sergeant had to concentrate to get a single question out. “How?”

 “How? What? I don’t understand.” Davidson said.

 “Find?”


Putting the tourniquet on Svengurd, Lopez answered, “Yeah, a bunch of terrified grad students fleeing the Mosque wasn’t too hard to spot.”

 “Who doesn’t look that traumatized after meeting Lochum?” Davidson added with a snort.


Lopez chuckled. “But that brunette with the rack? Ouch! She was so hot, she burnt a hole in my heart.”


Normally Brandt would have put a cork in their banter, but keeping oxygen in his lungs consumed his concentration. Still, the look he gave them must have been enough, because the private cleared his throat.

 “Yeah, anyway, once we heard the student’s story we explored the dungeon, but we found the whole thing collapsed.”


Testing his newfound vigor, the sergeant tried to rise to his feet, but his balance lagged behind his will.

 “Gotcha, Sarge,” Davidson said as he struggled to help Brandt to his feet against the rapidly rising water level.

 “Water?”


Leading his shoulder, the private explained, “Yeah, we kind of need a refresher course in explosive devices near water mains.”

 “Hey, we needed the pressure to blow through all that mud,” Lopez commented as he helped Svengurd up.


The tall soldier had a wild look in his eyes as his teeth chattered uncontrollably, not looking like a traitor at all.


Pushing the word out, Brandt said, “Evac.”


Lopez and Davidson looked at one another. Clearly neither wanted to be the first to give the bad news.

 “What?” Svengurd croaked.

 “It’s a ways. In about hip-height water.”


Brandt shrugged off Davidson’s help but tilted precariously, nearly dragged under by the building current.

 “Yeah, obviously when we devised this plan you guys weren’t poisoned,” the private said as he steadied Brandt again.

 “Shot,” Svengurd said, sticking his arm out.


The corporal was right. They would never make it without more go-juice. Brandt offered his vein as well. “Another.”


Lopez backed away from them. “You guys are both tachy already. And you want more?”


The sergeant gritted his teeth. “Now.”


Davidson pulled up Brandt’s sleeve. “You heard the man.”


The second injection became crystalline fire in his vein. The pain seared his lungs and his brain screamed, but Brandt gained his balance. After the shot, Svengurd flailed so badly that Lopez had to contain him, but within seconds, the tall corporal stood on his own.

 “Go,” Brandt commanded.


Wet cement was easier to walk through than the surging mud as they made their way back into the dungeon, then Davidson led them down a one of the side tunnels.

 “This isn’t the …” was all Brandt could get out before he stumbled.

 “Trust us, it is!” Lopez yelled out over the rising water, draping Brandt’s arm over his shoulder.


With the assist, they made it through the last bit of tunnel and sloshed onto a rocky shore. Collapsing to the ground, he rolled over onto his back. Utterly and completely exhausted. An electrocution one day and poisoning the next surpassed even his sense of duty. If Tok didn’t have Rebecca in his mute grasp, Brandt would have thrown in the towel.

 “Come on,” Davidson urged.

 “Can’t walk any farther,” Brandt admitted.

 “No worries.” The private pointed to an inlet. “We’ve got a boat.”


Boat? When did they get a boat?


No matter. Lopez fired up the engine and brought the vessel around to a small dock. Svengurd had to nearly be carried on, but Brandt managed to climb aboard with only a little help from Davidson.

 “We might have broken in, but I’m telling you the Istanbul International Boat Show is worth the price of admission. Just listen to this baby!” Hitting the throttle, Lopez gunned them onto an underground river.

 “This is a tributary to the Bosphorus!” Davidson yelled over the roar of the engine. “Turns out all Roman dungeons were built on rivers so they could dump the bodies!”

 “The grad students were scared shitless but pretty knowledgeable,” Lopez added.


Davidson turned to Brandt. “Any idea where Monroe or Lochum are?”

 “Knot,” Svengurd answered before Brandt got out his reply.


Lopez threw a glance to Davidson, “Told you.”

 “Where to, then?” the private asked Brandt.


Looking over, he found Svengurd slumped in his seat, nearly unconscious. Brandt could feel the poison dimming his mind as well. But he knew something, didn’t he? Something the archaeologist said. A direction.

 “Walker…”


Davidson waited, hanging on his every breath.

 “Rebecca… find… Prince…”

 “I’m sorry, I don’t understand,” the private said, but Lopez whooped.

 “I do!” The corporal eagerly pointed to his pack. “Get the map, get it!”


Davidson grabbed the tattered tourist guide, unfolding it as Lopez concentrated on slaloming through the snaking waterway.

 “Look on grid C-7.”


The private frowned. “In the club district?”

 “Okay, maybe D-7.”


Brandt tried to focus on the slick paper, but his eyes blurred. Even Davidson seemed to have trouble making heads or tails of Lopez’s excitement. “That’s in the middle of the Sea of Marmara.”

 “Exactly! Look at the small chain of islands in the middle.”

 “The Prince Islands,” Davidson read. “The Sultans used to banish naughty princes there.”

 “But…” was all Brandt could get out before his lips refused to obey.


Distantly he heard Lopez shout, “He’s falling overboard! Grab him!”



 


 



 


CHAPTER 26

 


 


Island in the Sea of Marmara


The knife blade whined shrilly as it was drawn across the whetstone, yet again. Rebecca inwardly cringed but tried not to reveal what effect Tok’s not-so-subtle show of force had on her. Didn’t he realize she couldn’t be more of a wreck? His constant reminder that torture was but a hairsbreadth away threatened to dissolve her into tears.


But Lochum barely seemed to notice that their lives were in immediate jeopardy as he poured over the Damascus Papyrus. When the initial scan of the bones revealed no clues, he had retreated to Flavian’s historical account of the fall of Jerusalem. Engrossed, the professor didn’t seem to notice Tok’s eyes study his bent form, assessing, deciding his worth.


As the dark-skinned man’s shoulders drew up, firming his stance, Rebecca knew his patience grew thin. The force with which he ground the blade against the stone became more and more firm. Soon he might tire of sharpening it and decide to actually use it.


Trying to refocus, Rebecca bent over a shattered bone fragment from Magdalene’s skeleton. Under any other circumstance, she would have been ecstatic to study the scripture that transformed one of history’s most maligned figures into a woman deeply moved by her savior and integral to the events leading to the Crucifixion.


However, Rebecca was once again struck by the glaring omission of any account of the Crucifixion itself. The years, months, days, and even hours up to the cruel punishment were painstakingly detailed, yet the bones were devoid of the actual suffering itself.


She had taken precious time to review the other bones, but came to the same conclusion. The Crucifixion was absent. There wasn’t a single account of the act. Not a one. Rebecca could only assume the Knot had saved that honor for Christ’s bones alone. Which wasn’t too helpful as she pieced together a millennia-old mystery with a knife to her throat, literally.


Almost to prove her point, a blade whistled past her ear, cutting off a lock of hair before it sank into the wall. Rattled, Rebecca turned to find Tok balancing another knife on his fingertip.


A silent warning to find clues and find them fast.


But spread out all around her were three skeletons with a wealth of information that would take even dozens of scholars weeks to sort through. Didn’t Tok realize the impossible task he had set for them? Of course the bastard did. He just didn’t care. Which made him all the more dangerous.


What a minute. Why did they bring John’s bones back here if they had tried to blow them up in Paris? “If these skeletons are so precious, why did you bomb the Tower’s ossuary?”


Instantly she regretted her question as Tok’s dark eyes surveyed her lips. He signed slowly enough so that she could read his fingers. Petir had disappeared up the darkened stairs well over an hour ago.

 “The Knot is but a tangling of threads, not without their frayed ends.”


Rebecca squinted. Was he implying that the Knot was nothing more than a collection of sects? And that some of these sects were beyond the Knot’s control? If that were true, than Tok and his compatriots were not as all seeing as he had led them to believe. No wonder they needed her and Lochum’s help.


The dark-haired man must have sensed the shift in her mood for he began spinning the dreaded whetstone again. “Perhaps you should concern yourself more with your own precarious hold than the Knot’s politics.”


As he went back to sharpening his blade, Rebecca turned to Magdalene’s relic, but with a more heightened sense of purpose. She might be his prisoner, but she was his Oracle. He needed her, but she certainly did not need him.


Quickly, Rebecca allowed the bone’s topography to help her add punctuation to the ancient Greek letters. Her brain on autopilot, she smoothly correlated the tiny fissures into punctuation marks, assimilating the Greek into individual words, then transcribing it into English, so it took her a few moments to recognize what she had just scribbled down. It was a list.


Mary, James, John the Baptist, Magdalene, Ruth, John the Beloved…


It wasn’t just any list, but the list. The identities of the thirty.


They were the original conspirators. The threads that made up the Knot.


Most of the names she recognized, but a few she didn’t. Ameil and Titus, for instance. She noticed that Judas wasn’t mentioned which seemed odd, given all the other references to him on the relics. But no matter, what she held in her hands was the definitive roster of those who sought to hide Christ from the world. A list of sects that carried down the ages, much like the Knot.

 “Lochum, look,” she called to the other side of the room, but his eyes were locked in study of the Damascus Papyrus. “It’s important,” she added, but he seemed oblivious.


Rebecca brought the metatarsal bone along with her translation over to him and set them down right on top of the Papyrus.

 “What do you think you are doing?” he asked, startled.


Good. At least she had roused him from his obsession. “Trying to get you to look at the list of all those involved. The thirty.”


Finally intrigued, Lochum scanned the document once, then again, but ultimately shoved the tiny bone away. “It is immaterial.”

 “Are you crazy?”

 “It tells us the ‘who,’ not the ‘where.’”


Rebecca tried to keep the frustration from her voice. She could not speak plainly, not with Tok so close. “But isn’t that knowledge just as important? If we can figure out which one is the ‘man without contempt,’ we might be able to divine where he took them.”


But her logic was wasted, as the professor pressed his nose against the magnifying glass only a few inches above the Papyrus.


After decades of insisting that the Damascus document held all the answers to Christ, the professor seemed determined to prove himself right. His study of the document seemed more a reunion between two long-lost lovers than professional interest.


Glancing over, Rebecca found Tok scrutinizing Lochum as intently as the professor was studying the Papyrus. So even though she knew Magdalene’s remains were important, Rebecca pulled up a stool next to her old professor.

 “So what’ve you got?”


As Lochum began describing his discoveries, Rebecca made sure to carefully fold the list and slip it inside her pocket. If there was one thing she had learned throughout this ordeal, it was to trust her instincts.

 



* * *

 



Tok watched the two doctors. They were distinct entities, yet when combined, they became something altogether different. Lochum brought the drive and the scope, whereas Monroe contributed restraint and focus. When separated they had floundered. But now united, they sparked as flint to stone. His plan was proven a singular success.


Studying Monroe over this journey, Tok realized the doctor functioned best when put under strain. Hers was a lazy intellect only brought to its full potential when death lingered. So he had carefully and meticulously kept the woman on edge, providing just enough stimulation to maintain her forward momentum. And by keeping Monroe edgy, Tok fueled the professor as well.

 “No, no, no!” Lochum bellowed.


But Monroe stood toe-to-toe with the older man. “Archibald! Can’t you make room that there can be another interpretation?”

 “Why should I? Listen to Flavian! In his recollections of Jerusalem’s fall he states, ‘All those before had not the right of it. Not even the Magyars, etc. etc… They besmirched such hallowing and did not know of the contempt during the flight and did not witness the mask of horror descend upon Jerusalem.’”


The woman shook her head. “Damn it, read the entire passage.” Pushing him aside, she picked up the Papyrus. “‘Not even the Magyars such, nor the Thracian, nor yet the Gallians. For all the glory of the Etruscans they besmirched…’”


Monroe stopped, clearly thinking she had made her point, yet it was obvious that Lochum could not follow her logic. Frustrated at his lack of understanding, she indicated to each name in turn. “The Magyars? Come on, we’ve been to Magyar-land.”


The professor’s features pinched. “Budapest. The pool found under the brothers’ deer.”


The legend of the godlike stag along with the passage from John’s bone leapt to Tok’s mind. Is that how they found James? A new respect for the doctors took hold. Would he have been able to divine such?

 “Want to take a stab at Thracian?”


Lochum’s face hardened. “They are the people of ancient Turkey.”


Especially the region straddling the Bosphorus, Tok thought, but did not articulate. Flavian was clearly referring to Istanbul.

 “And the Gallians arose in the area of France, in particular Paris,” Lochum added quickly, before Monroe could taunt him again.


The doctor turned to Tok. “Paris, Budapest, Istanbul. I believe that’s a list of the Knot’s greatest hits. Isn’t it?”


Tok did not respond. He could not respond and not because Petir was upstairs arranging transportation. No, even with his mentor, he would not have been able to convey his thoughts. Instead, Tok stood fixed in his position. So rigid he could not even nod.


Not waiting for confirmation, Monroe continued, “Which means the last on the list, the Etruscans, must be pretty important.”


In the throes of realization, Lochum sat down hard on his stool. Tok felt his own knees weaken as well. Could it be true? Could the Knot have known the Savior’s location all this time?


Seemingly dazed, Lochum spoke the words softly. “Etruscans. They were inhabitants of ancient Italy.”

 “All roads lead to Rome,” Monroe whispered into the silence.

 



* * *

 



A flume of powder set Brandt’s mind afire as his head bounced off of the convertible’s headrest. The bitter dust went straight to his brain, bolting him upright. The world went suddenly, painfully alive. His senses keened into overdrive, with his mind trying to play catch-up.


It was night. The stars shone above, twinkling. They were in a car, driving up a mountainside way, way, way too fast, yet it all seemed in slow motion. Moonlight cast an almost metallic glow upon the rolling, pastoral landscape they passed. In the distance, sheep dotted a hillside. The breeze carried the strong scent of pine and the delicate fragrance of lilac. Even above the roar of the engine, they could hear the crashing of waves upon the cliffs. They were on an island.

 “Did it work?” Lopez asked as he gunned the convertible way too fast up the mountain road.

 “Hell, yeah,” Davidson answered. “I’m telling you, at night, that Spice Market is a DEA agent’s wet dream.”


Brandt couldn’t ask what the private meant since he was too busy trying to keep his heart from exploding out his chest. Next, Davidson blew the mystery powder into Svengurd’s nose.


The tall man jerked awake, nearly coming up and out of the convertible’s backseat.

 “Whoa there, big guy,” Davidson soothed as he kept Svengurd down.


Lopez glanced over his shoulder. “You better check his pulse and—” The corporal had to lay on the brake, skidding them around a hairpin turn.

 “Dude, I’d better check mine,” the private added.


Brandt finally found his voice. “Where are we?”

 “Heybeliada, the second of the Prince Islands,” Lopez answered as he shifted into fourth gear.


They were climbing quickly. To where, Brandt was still unclear.

 “Why?” he croaked out.


Davidson brought a bottle of water to the sergeant’s lips as he answered, “Once we figured out that Walker pointed us toward the Prince Islands, it was really no biggie to figure out which one.”

 “We? We figured it out?” Lopez challenged. “For a guy who was practically eating out of Monroe’s lap, you didn’t pick up much.”

 “Hey!” Davidson protested. “I figured out that we were looking for the earliest form of Christianity, Greek Orthodox.”

 “Yeah, and left me to—”

 “How many churches?” Brandt interrupted his men’s constant brotherly rivalry.

 “Dozens, but no worries,” Davidson said. “There’s one in particular that caught our eye.”

 “Our eye? Seriously, you’re taking credit for that too?”


But Svengurd cut off Davidson’s retort. “Why this church?” The corporal then blanched and had to put his head between his legs, retching so hard that his wrist banged against the door handle, nearly prying his watch off.

 “Seriously, you need to check his pulse,” Lopez urged, and then had to turn back to the road since they were driving without headlights.


Clearing his throat, the sergeant spoke before Davidson could continue. “Give us the thumbnail version.”

 “It’s the Ayia Trias monastery. Or Holy Trinity. Get it? Like the door.”


Brandt clearly remembered the silver door with the Jewish, Christian, and Muslim symbols. Still it didn’t seem enough to risk all their lives in a mad dash up a steep mountain. “Anything else to recommend it?”

 “Well, you mean, besides the fact that it’s deep within the grounds of a Turkish naval base?”


Trying to shake off both the sloth of the poison and the buzz of the antidote, Brandt asked, “What do you mean?”

 “We mean that the church is protected by three miles of barbed wire fencing, two dozen sentries, and a shitload of motion detectors.”

 “Yeah, you can’t visit the place without special permission from the Turkish government. Seriously, how much protection do a bunch of cloistered monks need?” Davidson enthusiastically added.


The sergeant tried to correlate everything he’d just been told.

 “Talk me through the pros and cons,” Brandt said as a wave of nausea hit like an RPG. Maybe Svengurd had it right after all.


Leaning over, the sergeant resisted the urge to hurl as Davidson explained. “Pros. If this group really arose from the Crucifixion, we’re looking for something old and something in the Greek Orthodox realm. Second, it is well guarded, which usually means there is something of immense value inside. Third, well, you’ll see the third in just a minute.”

 “The cons?” Brandt said as he gulped hard. Lopez’s manic driving wasn’t helping his stomach.


Davidson checked the sergeant’s pulse as he answered. “You mean besides basing this entire mission on a sketchy declaration by Walker, who really can’t be asked to clarify? But other than that, we’re green-lit.”

 “What about extraction?” Svengurd asked as he sat back up.


Lopez skid the car to a stop at the plateau. “Leave that to me. Now, if you guys can look through these.”


Stomach still roiling, Brandt accepted the binoculars, but his hands shook as he put them up to his eyes. Across the way, the monastery was perched upon another peak, nestled in a grove of trees.

 “Looks quiet.”

 “Now walk your way down the slope. About sixty degrees.”


Brandt followed the slope away from the monastery several hundred yards where he found a leak of light from the grassy hillside. “Where’s the illumination coming from?”


Lopez took the binoculars and fidgeted with them as he answered. “Not sure, but it turns out that light is the biggest pro of all.”

 “Why?”


The corporal handed back the binoculars. “Look now.”


Not knowing what to expect, Brandt was surprised at how little the view had changed. “I don’t get it.” The light was still there, only it shimmered slightly, almost shifting wavelengths.

 “That, my man, is cold cathode lighting.”


Then the sergeant got it. “Like the lab back in Paris.”


Davidson nodded much more gravely than before. “Somebody in there is inspecting ancient bones.”


Feeling a fierce sense of determination, Brandt asked, “You two have an attack plan?”


The private and corporal both smirked.

 “Remember that naval base we told you about?” Off the sergeant’s nod, Lopez continued, “Guess what they just happen to have lying around?”

 



* * *

 



Lochum watched as Petir entered with a small bone sitting atop a velvet pillow. Ever so carefully, the man set it down on the steel table.

 “You withheld, Tok,” the professor growled.


Obviously the deaf man had some way to hear, but Tok ignored his rebuke. “Read the inscription upon the lateral edge.”


Not wanting to admit that he struggled more than the far younger and quick-eyed Rebecca, Lochum allowed her to begin the translation.

 “Unto all is all. For what is Caesar’s is Caesar’s and God’s is God’s, but in this Caesar will hold God close to his bosom for all children are sacred, most of all Him.”


His student looked up. “Yeah, but the Caesars got around. This doesn’t help delineate a search area.”


Carefully, Petir turned the bone over. “Examine the sagital plane.”


Having to contort her neck, Rebecca began reading. “The Eternal City is both first and last but hated and despised.” Once she stood back up she looked to Tok. “Why did you act surprised when I mentioned Rome? Haven’t you already looked there?”

 “You don’t think we tried?” Petir relayed for Tok, a frown deeply embedded in the man’s face. Lochum could see decades of failure and discouragement in those lines. Lines like those on his own face.

 “But it made no sense that they would lay his body there. Rome was the enemy. The city that killed Peter. The army that sacked Jerusalem.”


Lochum shook his head. “True, but Mary was not so worried about the Romans finding her son. Why would they bother? To them he was dead. No longer a threat. They had far more weighty concerns, such as quelling the dangerous Jewish uprising. The Virgin, I believe, was more concerned with her contemporaries and, given the convoluted political struggle, her fellow Jews were her adversaries. Who amongst them would venture to the heart of the Roman Empire to unearth the Knot’s secret?”


Instead of being impressed with Lochum’s sterling logic, Tok searched Rebecca’s face for confirmation. Why did people keep doing that? Had he not just explained quite eloquently the entire scenario?

 “Speak, Monroe,” Petir demanded.

 “I just…”


Lochum glared at his student. Even here. Even now, for all her moralizing, Rebecca was still going to outshine him. If he were not as interested in her words as Tok, the professor would have slapped her.


Rebecca cleared her throat. “I agree with everything Lochum said, but I think we are missing something.”

 “Such as?” Tok inquired through his man.

 “Yes, Mary would have wanted to get the bones somewhere no one would think to look, but each time they hid a body, they had help—someone from the region to select the exact location. I doubt if they would have just sent a guy into Rome and have him bury Christ just anywhere. It would have needed to be somewhere of significance.”


Damn, how he hated her, Lochum thought as he brought her into a hug. “Beautifully put, child.”


Tok did not seem satisfied. “And you have some idea where that is?”


Picking up one of the small silver coins, Rebecca looked at Petir, then Tok, then finally at Lochum. He nodded to encourage her. There was no point in holding back. Who was left to rescue them?


She was about to utter the most important words spoken in more than two millennia when the entire room shook.

 



* * *

 



 Rebecca stumbled to one knee at the second shock wave. Was it an earthquake? Turkey was known for its geological fault lines. But she should have known better, as a wrecking ball smashed through the stone ceiling.


Everyone scattered under the pelting debris. Pocketing the silver coin, she made for the far wall. It might be right under the demolition, but that’s where Brandt would be.

 “Lochum! Come on!” Rebecca yelled as a bulldozer’s shovel widened the hole in the rock.


But the professor had taken refuge under one of the worktables. Petir yelled up the stairwell, but Tok was down, splayed on the ground, a bloody gash across his forehead. This was their chance.


Ignoring the sacrilegious implications, Rebecca scrambled onto Mary’s casket, getting as close to the newly created exit as possible. Ducking as gunfire spat from the opening, she yelled, “I’m here! It’s me!”


A head popped from the edge. Brandt. “Rebecca?”

 “Yes!” she cried, never so happy to see a man in her life.


The sergeant held out his arm. “Grab hold!”

 “Wait!” she yelled and turned back to the professor. “Archibald, hurry!”


However, Lochum pulled himself deeper under the table.


As cover fire exploded overhead, Rebecca pled, “Just run!”


With no apology, the professor shook his head, and then covered it with his arms. Rebecca couldn’t believe it. For so many hours she had made herself believe that Lochum had just been faking as she had been faking. Or, at the least, the professor felt so deserted and desperate enough that he threw his lot in with the Knot. But now? Rescue was just inches away.

 “Rebecca!” Brandt yelled as guards burst into the room, firing wildly.


Not needing encouragement, Rebecca crouched down, then with all the might in her legs, leapt toward Brandt’s open hands. He caught her by the wrists, nearly tearing her arms from their sockets, but caught her nonetheless.


In another feat of upper body strength he pulled her through their stony escape hatch. They tumbled backward onto the soft grassy slope as bullets whizzed past, narrowly missing them both.


Brandt pulled her close. “Are you hurt?”


Tears streaking her face, she shook her head. “No. I’m okay, really.”


Despite her assertions, his hands coursed up and down her back, arms, and legs checking for bullet wounds. “You’re sure?”


Looking into his stormy green-gray eyes, Rebecca was sure.



 


 


 



CHAPTER 27

 


 


Prince Islands, Turkey


As Rebecca reassured Brandt that she was fine, a grenade arced high over the edge of the hole. As it fell back to earth, it was coming straight for them. Brandt smothered her body trying to protect her, but he knew when that grenade exploded, there wouldn’t be any protecting.

 “Yeah, right!” Lopez yelled as he swung the bulldozer’s shovel over them, catching the explosive, then lifting the detonation far over their heads. “Hey! I just invented grenade lacrosse!”


Grabbing Rebecca’s arm, Brandt pulled her up as Svengurd prepared to go into the hornet’s nest after the professor. “We’ve got to get Lochum then bug out, pronto.”


But Rebecca yelled, “Don’t!” She turned to him. “He’s not coming.”

 “What do you mean? Is he injured?” The sergeant indicated for Lopez to come down from the bulldozer, but she stopped him.

 “He’s fine. He’s…” Tears sprung to life. “He’s working with them.”

 “Excuse me?” Brandt growled.

 “More are coming,” Svengurd announced. “I don’t know how much longer we can hold them!”


Rebecca tugged him away from the hole. “Lochum’s not coming with us. He’s helping the Knot.”


He’s fucking helping the Knot? Brandt wanted to ask, but knew it wouldn’t help things. They had bigger problems. Like how they were going to escape. “An integral part of our extraction was to bring this place down on their heads.”


Rebecca blanched. “But we can’t just…”


The set of Brandt’s jaw must have told her that they could, in fact, dust Lochum, right here and right now, because Rebecca couldn’t hold back the tears any longer.

 



* * *

 


 “We can’t...” Rebecca sobbed, but knew her words were futile. Even she knew they couldn’t just run. They had found the Knot’s headquarters. It had to be destroyed, but how could she authorize Lochum’s death?


Luckily, Brandt took the decision out of her hands. His face hardened. “He made his choice.” Turning to Lopez, he gave the signal. “Phase two!”


While Svengurd provided cover, Davidson threw sacks of what looked like spices into the bulldozer’s bucket. What exactly was their plan?

 “Back away!” Lopez yelled over the automatic gunfire as he began dumping the contents into the chamber below.


The sergeant looked at Svengurd. “You want the honors?”

 “Abso-fucking-lutely.” The tall corporal lit a match off the side of his boot, flicking it into the plume of dust churned up by the tumbling packets. A sparkling fire bloomed from the cloud. At first it looked just like tiny sparkler, but then it became a roaring ball of flame cascading into the hole.


Brandt pulled her close as screams carried from the chamber. Explosion after explosion rocked the ground beneath them. But maybe, just maybe, if someone had been smart enough to head to the stairwell, they could have survived the inferno. Then Lopez jammed the bulldozer into gear as he leaped from the cab.

 “Wahoo!”


The bucket fell into the hole, dragging with it the rest of the bulldozer’s bulk. The heavy equipment plugged the hole perfectly, so that the next explosion had nowhere to vent, causing the entire hillside to shudder.


The monastery that sat high above them on the mountainside, quaked. The building’s foundation must have been connected to the chamber because the ancient walls shook, and then the entire structure imploded.

 “Come on!” Brandt shouted as the ground quaked again.


Within seconds, the entire monastery collapsed to rubble.


What had she done?

 



* * *

 



 Brandt knew that Rebecca was in shock, but they needed to haul ass.

 “The car is just around the bend,” he reassured her, but nothing seemed to penetrate those unblinking eyes.


Not even a bullet whizzing past them brought speed to Rebecca’s feet. They had fallen behind, and already the Knot was well on its way to mounting an offensive. They only had another twenty yards to the crest of the knoll, but the sergeant feared they wouldn’t make it. Counting on bad aim wasn’t his usual exit strategy.


A spat of gunfire chewed the ground at their heels.


The enemy was catching up. Soon they would be within a scope’s range, which was as good as having a bull’s-eye on your back.


A muffled cry from Rebecca told him she was hit. Staying on her feet told him it wasn’t too bad, but it made her all the slower. The shots were getting closer and closer as they struggled up the last few yards, when Brandt heard an engine’s scream of protest. He knew the sound well.

 “Get down!” the sergeant shoved Rebecca to the ground as Lopez gunned the convertible up the ridge, jumping the car over them. After bouncing the landing, he executed a perfect one-eighty, putting the body of the convertible between them and the shooters.

 “Hop in!” the corporal shouted as he revved the engine again.


Half helping and half throwing, Brandt made sure Rebecca was in the backseat as he flung himself beside her.


He didn’t even need to yell, “go,” because Lopez was already laying down rubber over the hill. The flight down the steep, treacherous mountain road was a rough ride even by Lopez’s standards. No matter how hard he tried to listen for anyone in pursuit, Brandt couldn’t hear anything but the roar of their engine and the squeal of brakes.

 “Where are you hit?” the sergeant asked.


Rebecca bit her lip. “It’s nothing.”

 “Where?” Brandt demanded. He wasn’t about to execute the most balls-forward rescue ever, only to have her die of blood loss.


After Lopez banged them off a side railing, Brandt found the wound. A through-and- through to the upper calf and barely bleeding. Quickly he wrapped it as they finally made their way to level ground, which Lopez then made the most of, hitting the floorboard with the gas pedal.

 “Where are we going?” Rebecca squeaked as he cinched down the field dressing.

 “The docks.”


 “How far away are those?”

 “Half a mile. Why?”


Then a truck-mounted machine gun answered his question.

 



* * *

 



 Curled up inside the well of the backseat, Rebecca cringed, trying to block out the sound of gunfire and return gunfire, but it was all around. Above her, in front of her, and worst of all, behind her. Her world had descended into a hail of bullets. And from the quickening of the volleys, she could only assume they were losing ground.

 “Damn it! Can’t you go any faster?” Brandt asked of Lopez, even though Rebecca didn’t think anyone would even bother.


Davidson emptied another clip and crouched down beside her to reload, shouting at the corporal. “I told you we should have used a truck!” Then he grumbled under his breath, “The only way they caught up was to go off-road.” Yelling again as he rose to fire, “Which we could have done if we used a truck!”

 “Yeah, well,” Lopez started, and then had to swerve.


Brandt grabbed her by the back of the shirt. “Get ready to jump out.”


They must be close, so Rebecca peeked over the edge of the convertible and found a quaint dock. Everything was pristine, except there was no boat. She looked at Brandt, who seemed equally concerned, but Lopez was all smiles as he revved the engine to levels only a dog could hear.

 “If we had a truck, could we fucking do this?” he said as the car shot off the pier.


In midair the tires tucked into the wheel well, and somehow they hit the water as a boat.

 “Show-off,” Davidson mumbled as he fired at the truck that had skidded to a stop at the surf’s edge.

 



* * *

 



Brandt saw the car convert into a boat, yet he didn’t believe his eyes. Here they were, cruising over the Marmara Sea. It was something out of a movie only the sergeant could feel the leather seat under his butt, and the windshield wipers were working overtime as Lopez hit the waves headfirst.

 “I don’t…” Rebecca said as she looked over the side at the passing water. “Huh?”


Lopez yelled his answer. “You are looking at the Gibbs Aquada! The first mass-produced amphibious car! Road to water in under ten seconds! Tell me that doesn’t rock!”

 “All right, it rocks,” Davidson admitted.


Recovering from the shock, Brandt realized he really didn’t want any more surprises of this magnitude. “How about you guys lay out exactly how we are getting home?”

 “Sorry,” Rebecca said in a small voice, but with enough regret that she captured his attention.

 “Sorry because you bled on me, or sorry because we can’t go home?”


She attempted a smile, but failed rather spectacularly. “Both.”

 “Then I’m sorry, because no bones are so important that—”


With a hand on his arm, Rebecca sounded completely sincere. “It’s not about tracking down the skeletons. I’m pretty sure I know where Christ is. But that’s the problem. They’re never going to let me live with that knowledge.”

 “Then let the Knot find Him,” Brandt growled. “They want to keep them secret? Then let them have the body. Once your information is no longer time sensitive, you’re in the clear.”

 “Even if that were to happen any time soon, which I question given their loss of—” Her voice cracked. “Loss of so many experts in the chamber, you have no idea everything that I saw down there. I’ve seen their archives. Given enough time I could track them down. And they know it.”


Brandt searched her eyes, trying to think of something to say. Anything to say that didn’t confirm the fact that she was a marked woman. But, unfortunately, Rebecca was right. The only way she would ever be safe would be to find Jesus’ body, then hunt down the Knot and root them out.

 “Hey, just take her out of the hot zone, and we can go dig up the bones,” Davidson suggested, but the sergeant shook his head.


Rebecca might think she knew where the bones were, but he had seen how tentative the term “pretty sure” became once you were in the field.


Well, he couldn’t leave her a fugitive. “Where to, then?”

 “Rome.”


Brandt didn’t bother to ask why. .he just turned to Lopez. “Have any suggestions on how we get there?”

 “Now that you mention it,” his corporal said as he brought their boat perilously close to another island. “I was figuring this wasn’t the last leg on our journey so I arranged something with a little more power than this tub.”


How quickly the Gibbs Aquada became obsolete.

 



* * *

 



Of course Lopez came into the pier way too fast, forcing Rebecca to grab hold of the headrest to keep from falling overboard as he made a ninety-degree turn. On the other side of the small dock was a huge object draped in camouflage. She could only guess it was their next ride.


Bumping hard into the dock, their car-boat shuddered, then the passenger door’s seal cracked. They began taking on water, lots and lots of water.

 “Pop the trunk!” Davidson yelled.


As Rebecca scrambled out of the car, Svengurd helped the private grab several packs from the trunk until the leak exploded into a full geyser.

 “Everybody out!” Brandt yelled.


Lopez was already over at the other boat, removing the cover, but Davidson scrambled deeper into the trunk, clearly fishing for something, but the car tipped on end, sinking rapidly. Only Svengurd’s quick arm snatched the private to safety before he sank as well. 


 “I’m still giving the orders, right?” Brandt asked Davidson as the kid dripped onto the wood planks.

 “Yeah, yeah, yeah, but that was our ammo I was trying to get.”


The sergeant’s face went from anger to concern. “All of it?”


Rebecca felt her stomach contract as the private nodded. When did her life become dependent on how many bullets she had available?

 “Seriously, you guys, we’re not going to need ammo in this thing!” Lopez announced and everyone turned toward him.


Svengurd whistled at the sight. Low to the water and its nose brought in at a sharp point, this vessel was built for speed.

 “I told you guys the boat show was worth the price of admission!”


Davidson hopped in, quickly stowing their limited gear. Brandt steadied her as she climbed in since they were still feeling the effects of Lopez’s entrance to the bay. Almost slipping on the slick deck, the corporal caught Rebecca’s arm.

 “And there are sleeping quarters below deck for the lady,” Lopez said as guided her to a seat then raised his voice. “Actually there’s room for three down there so start picking straws!”

 “Svengurd, get the moorings,” Brandt ordered as he jumped in.


Lopez turned on the engine, and it sounded like a Harley-Davidson with a broken muffler. Pure, raw, undiluted power. The deck rumbled under her feet as the blond corporal tossed the lines into the boat. He went to hop in when Brandt pulled his gun.

 “Sorry, but you’re staying here.”

 “Sarge, what—” Svengurd stopped as Brandt cocked his gun.


Rebecca went rigid in her seat as the other men turned to see what the commotion was. She had known something was wrong between the men, but this wrong? Bad enough for Brandt to aim at one of his team?

 “Go to ground. Stay low until the heat is off, then get yourself to an American base, and we’ll sort it out from there.”


Davidson looked like he wanted to step between the two men, but then looked at Brandt’s stern face and decided against it. Instead he intervened verbally. “Boss, what’s up?”

 “Svengurd has become a possible liability, so he’s staying.”


This time the private inched in front of Brandt as he spoke. “Yeah, that poison plus the antidote could produce some pretty severe paranoid tendencies, so why don’t we put down the—”

 “We were ambushed in Belgium after he was on point, lost in the jungle for minutes at a time in Ecuador. Ambushed again in Paris after he was the only one alone getting the car at the airstrip.”


Rebecca could feel the shift in the mood as Davidson and Lopez digested their sergeant’s words. Svengurd must have felt it as well.

 “Guys, come on. Didn’t I just torch their headquarters? How many men have I dropped on this mission alone?”


The sergeant’s jaw clenched. “Exactly as a deep cover mole would. You would act completely normally to keep your cover until you were instructed to act against the team, then it would be us that was dropped.”

 “I was just poisoned, for Christ’s sake.” The corporal’s hand flexed over his weapon, but the action didn’t seem aggressive to Rebecca. Instead it seemed as if he didn’t know any other response when challenged than to go for his gun.


Lopez inched the boat away from the dock. “Sorry, man. See you back at the States.”

 “Wait!” Davidson cried out. “Come on, Sarge. We’ve been tight together for a day, and we’re still getting our asses kicked. What about that?”


Brandt’s eyes flashed to his private, then to Svengurd. “Show them your watchband.”


For the first time, Rebecca saw fear in the corporal’s face. He even stammered, “We don’t have time for this.”


The sergeant leveled his gun, taking aim. “Show them.”


Slowly Svengurd unlatched his watch and displayed it in front of him. It looked like all the rest.

 “The back,” Brandt demanded.


As if his hand resisted obeying his brain, the corporal slowly turned the watch over. “I know it’s against regs to alter any issue gear, but…”


Rebecca couldn’t tell what was wrong, then the light struck the surface, and she realized there was a pattern embossed on the back.

 “Shit! That’s the Knot’s symbol!” Lopez announced, revving the engine.


Yes, it did look similar, but Rebecca wasn’t so sure. She had seen the outline before, but couldn’t place it.

 “Worse, that could be a passive wire loop,” Davidson said, then continued sadly, “at rest you can’t tell it is there, but in contact with certain energy sources it can give off a pulsed signal. Morse code.”


Brandt nodded. “I saw a glint of it when you were retching in the car, but now I’m sure.” He leaned forward. “So step back.”


Svengurd sounded panicked. “It’s not! It’s just… It’s just a symbol of my devotion to…”


Would a double agent really sound this wounded? Rebecca wondered.


Finally the corporal bent his head. “My boyfriend.”


The boat rocked violently. Rebecca wasn’t sure if it was the rough seas or the reaction of the men that caused it.

 “Nice try, Svengurd. Like playing the gay card is going to cloud the issue.”

 “It’s true!” the corporal protested.


That’s when Rebecca realized where she had seen the symbol before. It wasn’t the Knot. It was a Buddhist Love Knot, an ancient Tibetan symbol of commitment. When secret lovers couldn’t marry, they would wear such a marking to honor their commitment.


Rebecca yelled out, “He might not be lying!”

 “She’s right,” Svengurd said, rushing forward when a shot rang out and blood splattered over her face. The corporal grabbed his neck as blood poured through his fingers.


Clearly Brandt hadn’t been the one to fire, since he climbed up onto the boat’s railing, “Grab my hand!”


But the corporal teetered on the edge of the pier, his life gushing from the exit wound. “Go,” he said as he took another shot to the back.

 “Fuck!” Lopez yelled as he hit the throttle, speeding the boat away.

 “Turn around!” the sergeant ordered, but Lopez ignored him as Svengurd pitched face first into the water and simply floated there, turning the water crimson.


Dead.


He was innocent, and now he was dead.



 


 


 



CHAPTER 28

 


 


Sea of Marmara


It wasn’t supposed to go down like this, was all Brandt could think as his corporal’s body did the dead man’s float, his head banging off the dock. Svengurd was supposed to be nice and safe, holed up in some hot Turkish girl’s apartment until he could come in and sort this mess out.

 “He’s gone, Sarge,” Davidson said as he pulled him back from the edge of the boat. “We’ve got to—”


More gunfire pelted them in their wake. Lopez was giving it everything he had to get them out of range.


Picking up his weapon, Brandt fired into the night. He fired long after they had pulled away from the island. Long after he had any chance of actually hitting anyone.


Brandt let Rebecca drag him down into the seat next to her. “It wasn’t your fault,” she said curling her fingers around his.


But how could it not have been? He had condemned his corporal based on what? A little opportunity and a glint of wire under his watch. He had felt so sure, at least up to the moment Svengurd took a bullet to the throat. The corporal had trusted him, but Brandt had sacrificed him.


His stomach churned knowing that Svengurd had taken a bullet meant for him. If the corporal hadn’t surged forward in that final second, the wound would have been Brandt’s. It would be Rebecca clinging to his lifeless body rather than the sea caressing Svengurd’s.

 “I’m heading into the Aegean, but I’m going to need a little more direction after that,” Lopez said, not sounding like his usual cocky self.


Who would after witnessing something like that? They had, in effect, abandoned a comrade. They would never shake the stench.

 “We’ve got to get to an airport,” Rebecca announced.


Davidson spread Lopez’s torn tourist map in front of Brandt, but the sergeant couldn’t really focus on the page. “Greece looks like the best bet.”

 “No way, no how,” Lopez said. “Why do you think I stole this baby? Planes have not been our friends. We’re boating there.”

 “Boat there?” the sergeant found himself asking.

 “Yeah,” Davidson agreed. “It’s gotta be over a thousand miles.”


Lopez patted the dashboard. “And this baby can do over two hundred miles per hour, which means we’d be there by sunrise.”


He was about to interrupt yet another of the two men’s completely un-Special Forces-like argument when Brandt felt Rebecca squeeze his hand.

 “Let them go at it,” she whispered. “It’s their way of dealing.”


The sergeant looked at Davidson and Lopez who were, in quite an animated fashion, disagreeing over everything from the engine’s stroke volume to Greek airport security. It didn’t take a double doctorate to see that Rebecca was right. They were just shouting to shout.


How then did he handle it? Brandt had lost men in combat before but never did he want to change places with the dead man.

 “Where exactly in Rome are we heading?” Davidson asked, startling the sergeant out of his reverie.


Rebecca frowned as she asked, “Is there any way to get more ammo?”


The sergeant’s lips turned downward, too. “Why?”

 “Well, you see the silver coins are the most unifying artifacts of the finds. In addition, they were minted circa AD 42 under the auspices of the Senate, which strangely changed after Constantine making one wonder—”


The sergeant put a hand on her knee. He knew this was how she dealt with things, getting all scientific on him, but he just wasn’t in any shape for a history lesson right now. “Where?”


She bit her lip before answering. “Well, um…” Then her voice strengthened. “Beneath the pope’s private quarters.”

 “Of course it is!” Davidson said as he threw his hands up into the air.


Brandt rubbed his temple. Her words had brought a pounding to his skull. Despite the Vatican’s open courtyard and spacious museums, it was one of the most tightly guarded complexes in the world. In this day and age of religious extremism and after several attempts on the pope’s life, the Swiss Guard had been transformed from a primarily ceremonial attachment to one hundred and forty-seven of the best-trained soldiers on the planet. They were experts in hand-to-hand combat, marksmanship, and even automatic weaponry. At first glance, it seemed to be impossible to get inside the pope’s quarters.

 “Sorry, Rebecca, but I’m going to need a little more convincing.”

 



* * *

 



 Relieved to hear Brandt ask for more information, Rebecca took in a deep breath. History was like a balm to any wound. Through habit, Rebecca went to open her laptop, but of course, she hadn’t had that for ages now. She was going to have to do this the old-fashioned way.

 “All right, but don’t complain because I have to go back to the beginning.”


There was a communal groan, but no one voiced an objection.

 “The few bones that were recovered of Magdalene’s only provided passages regarding her personal life, nothing to do with her association with the Knot.”

 “Oh, crap!” Brandt said which seemed odd, but then again this was a very odd day. She went to continue when he unzipped his vest. “No, wait. Walker gave me this.”


The sergeant pulled out a fairly large chunk of a pelvic bone. Magdalene’s pelvis to be exact.


Carefully she took the fragment and began searching its surface for clues, but the inscriptions detailed events she already knew. Magdalene and Christ’s chaste bond. The Twelve’s disdain for her. The failed first attempt at Jesus’ ministry, which brought her into his life. Even Judas’ renowned leg injury, but nothing of what followed.


Eyes aching from focusing in such dim light, Rebecca was about to give up when she caught the word, “Quaestor,” the Roman equivalent of the secretary of the treasury—the person who supervised the mint.


Backtracking, she read the entire passage. “For he who sacrificed all, it was decided would be borne to the city without name to a place without name. The man without contempt who left and was late to return said unto us these thirty coins will seal our bond and the man of their making, the Quaestor, would hold close the sacred bed.”


Looking up, Rebecca found all three men watching her in anticipation. Even Lopez, who was driving the boat at over two hundred miles per hour.

 “The scripture confirms my suspicion.”

 “If we’re talking about assaulting the Vatican, would you mind elaborating?”


Rebecca’s mind was trying to catch up with her mouth. “As you know, each of the bones has clues, usually vague, sometimes more specific, to the location of the next set of remains.” After unanimous nods, she continued. “But beyond that there were the thirty coins. Each one designating a member of the conspiracy. It is the only other unifying factor beyond their allegiance to Christ.”

 “Since the only body left is Jesus, you’re thinking the coins are a clue all by themselves,” Davidson added, showing his quick mind once again. He wasn’t Lochum, but he would do.

 “Exactly. Once I mentioned that I thought the source of the coins was a factor, Tok brought out a passage from the Virgin’s bones with vague allusions that Jesus was hidden in Rome.”


The private’s tone was excited. “The last place any proto-Christian would look.”

 “But why would anybody even be looking for him?” Lopez asked.


It was Brandt who answered, reminding Rebecca how well versed he was in biblical history, “At that time there was a huge power struggle amongst the high priests, the rabbis, and the commoners. There were probably a few dozen splinter groups wanting to claim Jesus as either their savior or the false prophet. The Twelve were trying to unify the religion, but everybody else, mainly other Jews, because nobody was a Christian yet, were trying to splinter the faith. To find his corporeal body would have undermined the belief that Jesus had risen from the grave and ascended.”

 “Right again,” Rebecca said as she felt the weight of the pelvis bone in her hand, a tangible piece of history to solidify Brandt’s words. “You guys broke in before we discussed it any further, so the Knot knows the bones are in Rome, but not their exact location.”

 “And you think the remains are under the pope’s residence because…?”


Everyone was jarred as the boat drifted off course, taking a wave at an awkward angle, nearly capsizing them. At this speed, they needed to pierce the wake head-on or suffer the consequences.

 



* * *

 



Lopez struggled to get the boat back on course, but everyone was wet for the effort. You would think after everything else that had happened, a little water wouldn’t bug the shit out of you, but it did. Brandt’s socks were soaked through and his pant legs were sticking to his calves. Just one more thing to make this the worst day of his life.


He had almost forgotten the topic when Rebecca finished wringing out her jacket and continued. “Vatican Hill has a history long before it became associated with the Catholic faith. In the mists of ancient times when Romulus and Remus came upon the marshy knoll, it was considered sacred by the locals and only those worthy were buried there. It was only much later, during the height of the Roman Empire, when the bureaucracy expanded so greatly and so quickly that the emperors finally got over their superstition and erected administrative buildings on and around Vatican Hill, the mint being just one of many.”

 “So the popes built the Holy See on top of old Roman offices?” Lopez asked, this time keeping his eyes peeled forward.


Brandt hadn’t known of the old mint located on the hill, but he knew the rest of the story. However, the sergeant let Rebecca explain it. Her voice gained a strength that replaced barely contained tears.

 “As I mentioned, the buildings were hastily constructed, and just like in our time, the land, being that close to the hub of Rome, became more valuable than the buildings themselves so Constantine relocated the mint to make room for his palace, which was renovated and restored over the centuries until Pope Sixtus the Fifth built the Apostolic Palace there.”


Davidson leaned forward, lapping up Rebecca’s words as if they were raindrops, and he was parched.

 “But why on Vatican Hill?” the private asked. “I mean, the first Christian emperor was Constantinople, and he moved the capital to Turkey. Why not set up the Catholic headquarters there?”


Rebecca looked at Brandt as though testing to see if he knew the answer.


Which he did. “St. Peter, the rock on which the Catholic Church was built, is buried under his Basilica.”


Nodding, the doctor continued. “But even that brings up several questions. Like Catholics are all about saintly relics. They have thousands upon thousands of them, yet they have refused to allow any excavation under the City.”


Brandt felt that steel rod of defensiveness straighten his spine. He tried to keep any anger out of his voice, but the words came out harsher than he intended. “Are you implying the Church is involved with the Knot?”

 “No, of course not. But just like at the Blue Mosque and the Jewish Ghetto, I think someone, at some time, had an inkling that there was something of vast importance underfoot, so they didn’t look too closely.”

 “Kind of like hear no evil, see no evil kind of thing,” Davidson added.


Only partially soothed, Brandt nodded for Rebecca to go on. None of this sat well with him, but what had?

 “So you can see there is a clear historical through-line. Magdalene’s bones state Rome. Mary’s bones implied the same thing. The coins were all minted from the same batch in Rome.” Her look was apologetic as she finished. “I’m sorry, but the most logical starting point is the site of the original mint which is smack-dab under the pope’s private quarters.”

 



* * *

 



 Rebecca could tell that Brandt wasn’t happy. Well, more unhappy than usual with her suggestion. Not only was she asking him to come up with a plan to break into possibly the most secure location in the world, but also to launch a hostile breach of his faith’s most holy inner sanctum.


But as always, the sergeant was stoic. “All right, let’s get a plan.”

 “Well, our cover is obvious,” Davidson said offhandedly. “We go in as visiting priests and a nun.”

 “Along with a rabbi into a bar or what?” Lopez joked. Neither of the men must have seen the stricken look on Brandt’s face as they laughed.


The sergeant’s tone wasn’t amused. “I was thinking more workmen or a repair service.”


Both men looked askance. “You’re kidding, right?” Davidson asked. “I mean, it’s the Vatican. It’s its own country. I’m sure they’ve had contracts for all that stuff with the same local companies for decades.”


Rebecca felt awful for the sergeant. He was grasping at straws to avoid putting on a priest’s clothes, but she had to agree with Davidson. “The Holy See greets hundreds of visiting clergy every week. We’d blend right in and our accents wouldn’t even be an issue.”


She knew she was telling him anything didn’t he already know, but still Brandt’s face fell. Perhaps she could soften the blow a little. “The beauty of visiting officials is that they come in all shapes and sizes. You wouldn’t have to wear the full robes. Just a collar would be enough.”


But that seemed to be the sticking point for Brandt. The sergeant couldn’t seem to wrap his head around impersonating a priest. His Catholic upbringing seemed to be coming to the forefront. He might be able to hunt down the world’s scum with impunity, but certain things the sergeant obviously still held sacred.


Lopez appeared to catch onto the fact that Brandt’s issue was moral rather than tactical. “But hey, somebody’s got to keep the car running. I’m ready for a change-up.”


Wow, Rebecca thought. The corporal must really love his sergeant if he was willing to give up his driving responsibilities, or Lopez knew full well that Brandt would never hear of it.


The sergeant’s face was a mask again as he waved off Lopez’s offer. “Priests it is. Now we just need an access point.”


Watching Davidson and Brandt huddle as they tried to make a map of the Vatican, Rebecca missed her laptop for the thousandth time. That and Lochum. He would know the Vatican inside and out. Each entryway. Each exit and everything in between. But he was gone. Along with Svengurd. And the people on the London plane. Plus the Ecuadorian tribe and anyone else who got in the Knot’s way.


She didn’t even realize tears had sprung to her eyes until Brandt rose. “You are going to get some sleep.”

 “But—”


He pointed her toward the hatch that led down to the bunks. “If I’m wearing a Roman collar, you’re going to bed.”


How could she argue? Exhausted past the point of numb, Rebecca let her feet carry her down the steps, ready to shut out the world.

 



* * *

 


 “Sarge, seriously, go below deck before you fall down there.”


Brandt tried not to act startled, but knew it was a lame attempt. He had obviously been jarred awake by Lopez. Somehow in his fifth attempt to sketch the Vatican’s lower level, he’d dozed off. Once you got used to the boat slamming into wave after wave, it became rhythmic, almost soothing.


Davidson was already in the hold, and knowing the private, already sound asleep. Rebecca long ago went to bed.

 “You should get some rest,” Brandt said, rising to take the helm.

 “Yeah, right. Remember the last time I tried to turn over the wheel? I say we don’t tempt fate.”


The sergeant wasn’t in the mood to debate. “You’ve been up for more than seventy—”


But Lopez shook his head. “And you’ve been not only electrocuted, but gassed as well. You’re up two to zip on the fucked-up barometer.”


With his leg throbbing, his spine bending over of its own will, and his eyelids trying to shut even as he was arguing with his corporal, Brandt just gave up. “Wake me in four hours.”

 “You got it,” Lopez agreed, already turning back to the sea and cutting into the water like a just-sharpened knife.


Almost relieved he’d lost that round to the corporal, Brandt climbed down the four short steps to the hold. It was cramped quarters.


Davidson must have just fallen into bed. He was fully dressed and sprawled across the narrow berth, half his body dangling off the edge. His face smashed against the edge of the mattress.


To his left were two beds. But the hold’s ceiling was so low that Brandt doubted if he could even sit up properly on either of them. This boat was built for long races, not for comfort.


On the upper mattress, a lone figure was turned toward the hull, under a pile of blankets. He found his hand reaching out to her, but the sergeant stopped himself. Let her sleep. Whatever would be said, or needed to be said, could be said later. After a few hours of shut-eye.


Still soaking, Brandt peeled off his jacket and shirt. When his dog tags clinked together, echoing off the plastic hull, he paused to make sure he hadn’t awakened either of them. Certain they were still asleep, he pulled off his pants as well. Under normal circumstances he would have stripped down to the buff, but with Rebecca just a bunk away, he refrained. Another reason not to have chicks on missions.


Half bending, half collapsing, over, Brandt rolled onto the mattress. Or more accurately, the thin pad. He could feel every square inch of the unyielding plastic berth beneath the material, but a bed had never been more appreciated. Once his body was lateral, every ache and pain complained and complained loudly. Trying to block out the symphony of complaints, Brandt closed his eyes and was nearly asleep when someone sat down next to him.

 “What the hell?” Jerking upright, he hit his head on the upper bunk. “Like I didn’t have enough injuries!”

 “I’m so sorry!” a feminine voice apologized, her hand gingerly searching his head for the newest lump. “I didn’t see you there.”


He looked up to find Rebecca sitting just inches from him. Her hair dripping wet, moistening her white T-shirt in all the right places.


She must have noticed his gaze, but misinterpreted it. “Of course, it was my change of clothes that were lost with the Aquada,” Rebecca explained. “So I borrowed one of your shirts. I hope you don’t mind.”

 “No, it’s fine,” Brandt said, trying to keep the huskiness from his voice, but she was so close. Her breasts were within inches of his bare chest as she leaned over to check his head wound. Ignoring the visual input, he measured his words. “I thought you were in the upper bunk.”

 “No, there’s a duffel bag up there.” She pulled back so they were nose to nose. “Well, I don’t think the bump’s fatal. It’s not even bleeding.”


How much Brandt wished the wound was gushing so that she might stay close, but his scalp wasn’t cooperating. Water dripped in slow motion from her blonde curls. She must have washed her hair in the lavatory. Even with the purplish scrapes and reddened, haunted eyes, Rebecca had never looked so beautiful.


They stayed there, motionless, exchanging a few breaths until Brandt realized he needed to get out of the bunk now, or he’d do something he’d regret.

 “I’ll take the top bunk,” the sergeant said as he went to squeeze past her, but she put a hand on his naked shoulder.

 “Stay.”


It hurt his throat to say the words. “I can’t.”

 “Not for that,” Rebecca said. With just the right amount of pressure, she pushed him down to the bed. The motion wasn’t charged with sexual urgency, but had an insistence to it nonetheless. “Just stay with me. Really stay.”


Despite the million reasons he shouldn’t, Brandt opened his arms, letting her slip into his embrace. Resting her head on his bicep, she curled her body against his, then took his other arm and draped it over her waist, the circle complete.


Now, it was his turn to pull her close so that there wasn’t a hairsbreadth between them. The rise and fall of her rib cage in turn moved his own. Soon they were breathing in perfect synchrony.


It had been so very long, but Brandt finally felt at home.



 


 


 



Prophecies

 


 


Jerusalem

AD 42


Judas wiped sweat from his neck. The road was hot and dusty as the pilgrims arrived for Passover, but their party traveled no farther. Jesus had stopped their procession far short of the city’s wall. They had waited patiently for over an hour. Due to the sun’s relentless burn, the women tossed blankets onto a nearby tree to provide shade for the little ones, but with such a large assembly, babies began to cry, children whined, and dogs barked.

 “He will not even discuss the reason for our delay,” Andrew fumed. For all Jesus’ sermons on patience, the younger man was quite anxious to have events unfold upon his insistence.


The Twelve had gathered, but Judas stood apart from them. His leg ached with an intensity it had not since childhood. The swift pace they had assumed over the past three days had inflamed his knee so that he could not stand for long without support, but he did not wish the men’s frustration directed toward him, so he leaned against a tree, feigning meditation.

 “Judas! Look who has joined our humble ministry!” Jesus called from down the road.

 “Uncle!”


There was only one voice that brought such joy to Judas’ heart.

 “Ameil!”


Despite his leg’s complaint, he rushed to meet his nephew, catching him at a run, pulling him into a warm embrace. “How I have missed you!”

 “I learned to milk a goat!” Ameil announced to the growing crowd.


Judas spied the boy’s father behind Jesus. “Kyle. Thank you for joining us.”

 “Jesus promised me work in the city.”


His friend patted Kyle’s back. “God shall provide, as he always does.”


Paul, however, seemed less certain. “Will he be as patient for your entrance into Jerusalem?”


With an easy smile, Jesus put an arm around his disciple’s shoulder. 


 “We delay no longer.” He leaned over to Ameil. “Do you think you could lead a donkey, child?”


The boy nodded solemnly. “If they don’t move, you pull their tail.”

 “Indeed,” Jesus chuckled. “Could you go down the road and bring back the ass tied to the fence?”

 “May I? Please. Please. Please?” Ameil looked at Judas, but Judas made certain to glance for Kyle’s permission before he gave the child leave.

 “Of course.”


His nephew dashed off as if he hadn’t just walked an enforced march for over a week. To have the resilience of youth.


Paul was not pleased. “That honor was reserved for Andrew’s son.”

 “There is a season for all. Not all fruit is meant to be picked when ripe.” Jesus answered cryptically.


After months living with his dear friend, Judas had begun to suspect that at times Jesus used his parables not so much to instruct but to avoid conflict. How could you argue if you weren’t sure of the Savior’s meaning?


But Paul seemed intent on doing just so. “Prophecies are not mere words, Jesus, they must be fulfilled. We cannot deviate from our course.”


Judas knew the apostle referred to their long dissections of the Holy Scripture. So much was foretold of Jesus’ life, and they used the ancient words as a compass to guide their ministry.

 “You do not think I have seen this path since I was Ameil’s age? My coming to Jerusalem was prophesied, but it is I, alone, who chooses with whom I journey.”


The rest appeared taken aback by the force of the Savior’s words, but Judas was not surprised. The closer they came to Jerusalem the more intent his friend had become. The more withdrawn. The more like the awkward child upon the river.


The end was near. They all felt it.


Rome and Jesus could not both lay claim to the Holy City.


And by Scripture, it would be Christ to die and resurrect so that they might all be saved.



 


 


 



CHAPTER 29

 


 


Deep below Prince Island


Dazed, and his earpiece buzzing incessantly, Tok allowed himself to be dragged down the rough dirt steps. His hooded guard guided him into the bowels of the mountain. They traveled deeper than even the destroyed chamber where Mary and the others had rested.


Hot tears burnt in Tok’s eyes.


The Virgin was gone. Smashed to ruin because of him.


He should have died in that blaze, but Petir’s quick mind had gotten them out of the chamber before the world exploded into searing reds and oranges. But he did not think his mentor had saved him out of affection.


No, as Tok’s feet slipped out from under him, and his guard scraped him along the root-encrusted stairs, he was certain that Petir wanted his student alive only so that he may answer for his weakness.


So they descended deeper. Below any of the laboratories, beyond even the well that fed the monastery. Tok could feel the weight of earth pressing down upon him. Not for the punishment that was about to be meted out, but for his failings.


Brusquely, he was shoved to the base of the steps. Before him opened a judgment hall hewn out of the bedrock. It was black except for a single beam of light which shone harshly above to the center of the room. Around the edge, deep in shadow, stood an assembly of twelve hooded judges.


His accusers. His jury.


Was Petir amongst them? Would he be the first to recount Tok’s many crimes against the Knot? Would his dearest mentor indict his most unworthy student for hubris?


How many times had Tok, himself, stood at the edge of that hall and decided another’s fate? But today it was his life that hung in the balance.


The guard went to jerk him to his feet, but Tok knew the ritual. Without prodding, he stripped naked and then walked over to the natural spring that bubbled up into the volcanic rock and dipped his hands into the icy water. Slowly he washed every inch of his bloody and bruised body even though the frigid water stung his wounds and blanched his hand’s scars. But, no matter. One must be pure to face his fate.


Donning the proffered loincloth, Tok stepped into the center of the room, taking care to resist the urge to shield his eyes from the harsh light. He deserved the scrutiny the Twelve now gave him.


By the Knot, he should have been asked to answer for his crimes, but only silence greeted him. No lengthy questioning. No inquisition. No words at all.


The only sound that pierced the still air was the scrape of wood against stone. Even under the bright light, Tok could feel his eyes dilate as the guard dragged a long stake into the center of the room and threw it down. Tok’s failures had been great, but this was a punishment so cruel it had never been dealt by the Knot. Mary had forbidden it.


His muscles quaked even though he begged them not to as the guard guided the stake into a freshly dug hole and brought it upright. The thick wood now stood over seven feet high. The guard dropped another shorter plank and two metal spikes at the base of the stake.


No wonder there was no need for discussion or inquiry.


Tok had already been tried and convicted. His execution was ordered.


Just like the man they had protected for over two millennia, Tok’s suffering would be upon the cross.

 



* * *

 



Brandt awoke with Rebecca curled asleep in his arms, but something was wrong. Davidson snored like a deaf eighty-year-old, but that wasn’t it. The arm under her head tingled with pins and needles, but that wasn’t it, either.


The boat hit one, then another wave. Too long an interval. They were slowing. Carefully extracting himself from Rebecca, Brandt pulled on his dry pants as a weak light filtered under the hatch door. It had been longer than four hours since he had lain down, and Lopez hadn’t awakened him or Davidson. The corporal must have stayed at the helm the entire night.


Barefoot, Brandt climbed the short staircase and stepped out into the early morning breeze.

 “Tell me you got some,” Lopez asked with a grin.


Ignoring him, the sergeant squinted and could see land to their starboard. “What’s with the decreased speed?”

 “We’re about to hang a right into the Tiber.”


Brandt was shocked, even though he shouldn’t have been. “We’re that close?”


Lopez stroked the dash of the boat in a way that was somewhat unnatural. “I promised her a lube job if she got us in before zero seven hundred, local time.”


With new appreciation, Brandt looked to the right. There was Italy. “How much longer until we reach Rome?”


The corporal shrugged. “I can’t maintain anywhere close to these speeds on the river, so we’re looking at an ETA of twenty minutes, maybe half an hour.”


That should have been good news, but Brandt’s stomach actually sank at how quickly he was going to have to put on his cover. Not only did he have to steal priest’s clothing, he actually had to wear them. The thought killed any buzz he might have had from spending the night with Rebecca.

 “Do you mind taking the binoculars and looking over our stern?”

 “Why?” the sergeant asked as he picked up the glasses and scanned the waters behind them.


Lopez shrugged. “It’s probably nothing.”


Brandt’s ears pricked up. Lopez wouldn’t have asked if it was nothing. But as the sergeant surveyed the relatively quiet Tyrrhenian Sea, there didn’t seem to be any threat.


Groggy, Davidson climbed on deck rubbing his neck. “Who put my head inside a garbage can and kicked it around all night?”

 “My mama,” Lopez answered as the private swatted at the corporal but missed by a mile.

 “Take a look. You’ve got better eyes than I do,” Brandt said as he handed over the binoculars to the kid.


Almost lazily, Davidson scanned the horizon. “Hey, is that the mouth to the Tiber up ahead?”

 “Yes, but I meant check out behind us.”

 “Oh, sorry.” The private yawned, then sucked in a breath. “Crap.”


 “What is it?” Brandt asked as Davidson fiddled with the knobs.

 “Get my rifle.”


Not liking the sound of that, Brandt grabbed the weapon. “Here.”


Fully awake, Davidson braced the barrel of the rifle on the back guardrail and knelt down to line up his sights. “We’ve got company.”

 “How many boats?”

 “Three.”


Of course there were three.

 “And they are gaining on us,” Davidson added.


Brandt turned to Lopez. “I thought you said this was the fastest boat in the world.”

 “No. I said this was the fastest long distance boat in the world. There are swifter crafts out there, but they aren’t rated for extended ocean travel.”

 “How much longer until they intercept?” the sergeant asked as Rebecca emerged from the hatch.


If anything she was even prettier than she had been the night before. Her face had softened with sleep, and her eyes were unfocused and dreamy.

 “What’s going on?” she asked.


No one answered as Davidson checked and rechecked his scope. “At this rate? Ten minutes at the most.”


Rebecca cupped her hand and looked out over their wake. By now even the naked eye could make out the glint of their pursuers. She looked into his eyes. What could he say to her? How was she going to react?


But instead of tears or panic, Rebecca simply sighed. “Fine. If we’re going to be attacked, I’ll go get dressed.”


The simplicity of her reaction made him smile. Maybe last night his instincts weren’t wrong after all.

 



* * *

 



 As she put on another pair of socks to fill up the room inside boots two sizes too big, Rebecca felt the boat make a sweeping right turn. They were on the Tiber. Rome was just a dozen kilometers up the river, yet with three boats on their tail it might as well be Cairo they were aiming for.

 “Hope you’re decent,” Davidson yelled as he clamored down the stairs and opened the storage cabinet under his bunk.

 “Are they catching up?”


The private nodded as he grabbed fistfuls of Uzi clips. “They’ve got crazy speed. Lopez is having a cow.” He stumbled forward and dropped about half his payload as the boat was rocked by an explosion off to their left. “That would be the RPGs,” Davidson said casually as he gather the clips and vaulted up the stairs.


Rebecca finished tying her boots and followed the private on deck. In the brief moments she had been down in the hold, they had converted the boat into a gunship.


Brandt fired into the distance, but clearly with little hope of hitting anything. “I think you should stay below deck.”


Another RPG exploded closer on the left.

 “I seriously doubt it’s any safer down there.”


The sergeant shrugged. “Stay by Lopez then, and keep him filled in.”


Rebecca could see that every muscle in the corporal’s body wanted to turn him around toward the action, but taking the river at these speeds was even more dangerous than the open sea. Here there were shoals and silt deposits that could shatter their boat more effectively than any RPG.


Brandt patted Davidson on the back. “You ready?”


The private rotated his arm then nodded, sinking into a crouching position. Bracing the shoulder, Brandt knelt behind him. “Let ’er rip.”


Even Rebecca could see the lead boat, but the craft bounced off their wake, its nose catapulting high into the air, then crashing back down. She didn’t think even Davidson could make that shot. The private concentrated, then pulled his eyes away from the scope, flexing his fingers.

 “Problem?” Brandt asked.

 “Just got to get into the zone.”


Davidson leaned into position and began measuring his breath just as he had done back in Belgium as he prepared to take out the escape car.

 “Speed up,” he said to Lopez who was more than willing to comply. “Right there.”


Two more breaths and he pulled the trigger. At first it appeared to be a miss, then the boat swerved sharply to the left, cutting directly in front of the second craft. Their speed did more damage than Davidson. The second boat cut the first in half, igniting a billowing cloud of fire. Whether it was damage from the collision or the inferno, the second craft sputtered to a stop and tipped backward, sinking before their eyes.

 “That is so what I am talking about!” Lopez whooped. “Dude, you can have a turn with my sister after a shot like that!”


Unlike their usual banter, Davidson remained focused on his last target, but the boat zigged-zagged through the water. He took two more shots with no response, then jerked his rifle upright.

 “I don’t want to waste the ammo.”


Brandt nodded. “At least you’ve made them more cautious.”


Clearly their pursuers had backed off and receded into the distance. They’d even stopped firing the RPGs. At least for now.

 “Looks like docking isn’t going to be an option,” Brandt commented.


But the corporal just wore his patented Cheshire cat grin. “Oh, don’t you worry. I’ve got a plan, and it rocks.”


Despite the confidence in Lopez’s voice, Rebecca was worried.


Very worried.

 



* * *

 



Tok clenched his jaw as the guard-turned-executioner placed the spike against his skin. The dull metal point touched right above the wrist, between the ulna and radius. The hooded figure raised a heavy mallet and with a single stroke pounded the iron through his flesh, then deep into the wood.


For once Tok was glad to be mute so that no one could hear his scream. The pain radiated from his wrist to his shoulder and then lanced his heart. It took his breath from his lungs. The room alternated black and blindingly white. His vision betrayed him, confused by the waves of nausea.


Too soon the second spike was placed over his right hand. The hand that had endured so much pain already. The hand that had survived eight surgeries. The executioner cared as little as the Romans and pounded the dull spike between the bones of his wrist.


Tok’s breath caught, and he could not release it. The pain became a physical entity in the room, chasing away his thoughts and driving the air from his chest.


In his mind, he begged for any other punishment. The harshest scourging. Drowning, anything but this. Unswayed, the guard tugged the crossbeam upward, forcing Tok to his feet, the wood heavy across his shoulders. With a heave, the guard lifted him by his skewered wrists onto the cross itself.


In that moment of searing agony, Tok honestly could not remember what he had done that deserved such cruelty.


Skin tore and muscles frayed under the strain. He gasped for air as the weight of his body kept his ribs from expanding. How could men survive for days like this? He would barely last an hour.

 “Sit,” his executioner demanded.


Confused, Tok felt a narrow plank attached to the cross. He maneuvered his body so that the narrow seat supported most of his weight. Relief flowed through him.


He could breathe!


His wrists would forever be useless, but he could breathe!


Then he realized that it was no act of kindness to offer the seat. Instead it allowed the executioner to align his ankles over one another.


Tok’s pride wished him to be still and accept his punishment like a warrior, but something deeper and more primordial took over, and his legs flailed, kicking at the man and his damned spike.


But the executioner was prepared for his brutal task and allowed Tok to writhe until the pain in his wrists sapped his strength. Weak and panting, he could not put up any resistance as the hooded guard wedged his ankles between the wood and his body.


Clenching every muscle in his body, Tok felt the spike drive through one ankle, but the man had not hit hard enough and the metal tip bounced off his left tibia.


God, no! Was all Tok could think as the executioner realigned the spike, grinding the metal against the ankle already pierced.


Harder than he ever had before, Tok tried to shout. But only an incoherent garble came from his throat as another swing jarred his entire body, and his ankles were nailed to the cross.


Anger, shame, and self-pity coursed through his veins.


How had their savior willingly offered himself to such suffering?



 


 


 



CHAPTER 30

 


 


Tiber River, Italy

 “That’s not a plan,” Rebecca said, hand on her hip. Lopez was insane. Crazy. Out of his mind. “It’s suicide.”


But rushing toward the bend in the river, no one was listening.

 “Everyone below deck,” Brandt ordered as he urged her forward.


She went to argue, but his firm grip didn’t invite discussion. If Lopez’s plan had any chance of working it required their pursuers to see them go into the hatch before they made the last curve toward Rome.


Davidson was the first down, already disassembling his rifle, packing the pieces into his clothing. The sergeant crammed weapons into his pants.

 “I say we think this through,” Rebecca implored. She was banged up. Hell, they were all banged up, but through no fault of their own. Even cutting to half speed, this “plan” of Lopez’s would change that, putting them squarely in harm’s way.


The corporal’s stomp sounded above their heads. In a rush, they climbed back onto the deck. Rebecca glanced over their stern. The other boat was out of sight. In front of them, and coming up fast, was the Ponte Rotto Bridge. A bridge constructed of solid stone. Stone that would crush them if they made a single misstep.

 “Move out,” Brandt said as Davidson climbed over the windshield onto the boat’s hood as it hauled ass at over a hundred miles per hour, hitting the water with something akin to a ton of pressure per square inch.


In a single leap, Brandt cleared the windshield. “You can do this.”


Rebecca doubted that, but she accepted his hand and soon the three of them balanced on the slick hood as the archway rushed toward them.

 “On my mark,” the sergeant growled as Lopez cut the throttle, gripping her hand tightly. “Three… Two…”


She could see crags in the stone’s surface as Brandt yelled, “One!”


Launching herself, Rebecca flew through the air. The “plan” was to land and roll onto the bridge itself, but she got nowhere near that height. Slamming into the stone guardrail, her hands scrambled for purchase as Lopez hit the gas and his windshield whisked under her. The water would break any fall, but the other boat was due around the corner at any moment.


Then the sergeant was there and Davidson too. They hauled her up and over the edge in a single motion. They even cushioned her landing.


She really, really, really needed to get some of these guys for her fieldwork.

 




* * *

 


 “Get down!” Brandt hissed as they all went to their bellies.


The sound of the other boat roared down the river, but then slowed. Had they seen Rebecca dangling there? Their engine sputtered as the driver cut the power. The vessel was built for high torque, not idling.

 “Should we scramble?” Davidson whispered.


Brandt shook his head tersely. They had to wait it out. There were too many gaps in the stone railing. If they tried to rabbit, they’d be spotted. No, they were safer pulling a possum behind the stone facade.


Then a huge metal hook flew over the retaining wall.


They were discovered.

 “Move!” he hissed, but Rebecca held his arm.

 “Wait. Don’t you hear that?”


Sure enough another engine screamed in complaint. Only Lopez could make a machine beg for mercy so desperately.

 “Suckers! I knew you’d do that!” he yelled.


Brandt risked a glance over the edge to find the corporal aiming his boat right at their pursuer’s boat. The two vessels collided in a crash of metal and fire that heated through even the thick stone.

 “Go!”


They sprinted across the bridge, finally ducking between two buildings as the neighborhood poured out to see the spectacle.


So much for stealth.

 



* * *

 



Tok kept his eyes tightly closed. Tears still somehow snuck out the corners, but he refused to sob. He had already shamed himself too greatly. He would not add to his humiliation, but the nails crushed tender tissue between coarse metal and his own bone.


Agony was too gentle a word for the pain. Waves of nausea threatened, but with a firm resolve, he kept his teeth clenched. He would not give the Twelve the satisfaction of seeing him lose his stomach.


The sound of whispered prayer filled the small subterranean chamber. The Twelve’s words soaking into the dirt walls. If Tok had not turned his implants to high before entering the room, he would not have been able to hear their hushed words. And so many of those words were new to the world. They were spoken from the bones just recovered.


Pain was not the only source of his stinging tears. He could feel the rebuke in each of their voices. To hear of James’ regret after the crucifixion and his quest to redeem himself hurt in a way he never imagined. To know he would die before he knew the full truth of this great man’s life. He would die before finding Him. It was more cruel than even the spikes through his flesh.


A stirring passed through the room. Squinting against the bright light, Tok looked at the Twelve. They were of bent heads, consulting in tones low enough not even his amplifiers could overhear—then one stepped forward.

 “It is time to end this,” the masked member intoned through a voice modifier. No one was to know who stood in judgment.


Tok gulped. Suffering for days turned his stomach, but to face death now? He was not ready, but he kept his lips pursed. He would beg no more.


Let death come, then.


The executioner grabbed the mallet he had used to drive the stakes and swung it over his shoulder. The heavy hammer arced up, then swung toward Tok’s left leg.


He braced for impact but someone charged into the room.

 “Stop!”


Confused, the executioner changed trajectory and only grazed his knee. Tok blinked several times, for he could not believe who stood between him and death.


It was Petir.


But his presence was an unprecedented breach of ritual. A breach so great that it carried a penalty of death.

 “Lower him immediately!” the older man demanded.


The executioner moved toward the cross until the hooded leader of the Quorum stepped between Petir and Tok. “How dare you violate the holy sanctum of this trial?”


As a shock to all, Petir backhanded the man, sending him sprawling. A collective gasp escaped the Quorum. The action reminded them that Petir was no ordinary member of the Knot.


Long ago, Tok’s mentor had stopped being a man and had become a legend. He had been captured and tortured by three separate popes for his role in the Knot. Israeli Nazi hunters held him for almost a year for his tangled relationship with the SS, and imams around the Middle East had issued enough fatwas against him to fill a library.


With every ounce of this earned reputation, Petir glared the Quorum down. “You have tainted our Lord with this black assembly. You are operating without the blessing of the Knot and laid upon this servant of God a death sentence to serve your own petulance.”

 “Do not think your intrusion will go unpunished!” the hooded man said shrilly. Not even his modulator could hide the tremble in his voice.


Petir took a step forward as the man shrunk back, raising an arm to protect himself from a strike that did not materialize. “Do you think I am naïve to your game, Darve?” The room trembled as the others’ robes rustled like leaves blown by a strong fall wind. “Yes, I know all who stand in opposition today. Klarmont. Fanco. Shallan.”


Now there were too many voices to count as all raised shouts of alarm. The Quorum’s identities were sacrosanct. But now this strange, hurried ritual came into sharp focus. Each of those named was no friend of Tok’s. Each resented his rapid ascent of position and power.

 “Do you know the punishment for falsely convening a Quorum? Guards follow on my footsteps. If you wish not to be arrested, I suggest you flee now and do not look back.”


Darve tried to stand strong before Petir’s billowing rage, but his colleagues melted into the darkness. Soon he alone stood before Tok’s mentor. “You overreach, Petir.”


The words might have been meant as a threat, but they sounded hollow as they echoed off the nearly empty chamber.


The older man turned away from Darve and directed the executioner. “Take him down, or you shall answer under my knife, Jonathan.”


As Darve slunk from the room, his tormentor pulled the spike from Tok’s ankles, then his left hand. He tried to keep himself upright, but as the final spike was wretched from his flesh, he fell into Petir’s embrace.


Slowly he lowered Tok to the floor. “There, there, be still.”

 “I thought you had abandoned me,” he managed to whisper.


Petir hugged him to his chest. “Never, never, my friend. My only sorrow is that I did not arrive before this travesty.” As he turned to Jonathan, his mentor’s tone firmed. “Help me get him to the infirmary.”


The thwarted executioner backed a step away, then turned on his heel and fled up the steps like a young girl.


Petir’s stance changed. His shoulder fell, and the older man looked near tears. “Forgive me, Master, but we must hurry. Can you stand?”


Tok’s eyes burned with bitterness that he could not fulfill his mentor’s request. Petir’s eyes frantically searched the room. He rose and pulled the crossbar from the beam. “Use this as a crutch. I will hold your other side.”


But Tok’s feet refused to respond to his mind’s commands. “Petir, I fear the guards will have to see me crippled like this.”

 “There are no guards, Tok. Or if there are, it is to arrest the both of us.”

 “I do not…” He studied the older man’s wrinkled face. The grooves were deeper than Tok had ever seen. “I do not understand.”


Petir’s words were rushed. “This sorry lot may have convened a false trial, but that does not mean a blessed Quorum will not reach the same conclusion. We must depart before they are alerted to my actions.”


Tok’s mind spun worse than it had on the cross. “You… You mean to act against the Knot?”

 “Yes!” Petir said earnestly, then quieted. “In this, yes. We alone are destined to see this to the end. No other, Tok, no other.”


Something in the pride that shone in his mentor’s face made strength surge through his legs and the pain abated if but a bit. With Petir’s help, Tok gingerly reached his feet, then with the help of the very piece of wood that bore his bloodstains. He took a tentative step toward his fate.



 


 


 



CHAPTER 31

 


 


Rome, Italy


Lopez burst into their suite at the Hotel Cicerone. “I love Rome!”


After pulling their collective asses out of the fire, Brandt didn’t contradict the corporal as he spread out half a dozen tourist maps.

 “You want some Vatican? I got some Vatican. Maybe in the mood for a little romance?” Brandt glared, which only seemed to amuse the corporal all the more. “Try La Terrazza. Voted the best restaurant to help you get her pants off, three years running.”


Lopez tossed the pamphlet entitled “Romancing your way through Italy” onto the table next to Brandt.

 “I think I liked you better crispy fried and drowned,” Davidson said as he struggled to tie the rope around his monk’s robe.


But the corporal just threw himself onto the couch. “You don’t even want to know how close I came to going up in the fireball!”


Brandt glared again. “Maybe I do.”

 “Hold still,” Rebecca complained as she fit Brandt’s white collar.


It turned out stealing clergy clothing in Rome was as easy as taking candy away from a neonatal infant. Davidson hadn’t been gone more than ten minutes before he came back with all their outfits and cover documents. The kid could pretty much talk his way in and out of anything. He just had that innocent “I’m just off the farm” face.


Tsk-tsking, Rebecca grabbed Brandt’s chin and pulled his face in her direction. Look forward.” She took a step back assessing her handiwork. “Who knew those little things would be so hard to center?”


Instinctively, Brandt’s hand went to rub the collar. Even his body didn’t like the feel of it, but the doctor slapped his hand. “No more fussing.” Quieter, she added, “I went to sleep, so now you have to wear the collar.”


No matter her encouragement, Brandt still felt uncomfortable with his disguise. It was the only one that made sense, but still he chafed at the idea of dressing as a priest. Nothing else had ever bothered him. He’d played a doctor, casually giving medical advice or even the time he wore a gold lamé dress as a drag queen hadn’t given him pause. But this thin white collar felt like a noose.


Luckily Davidson finished hiding his sniper rifle in his robes. “Are we going to do this or what?”


Rebecca smoothed her linen dress. “I’m ready.”


Rather than going for an in-your-face nun outfit, the private bought a more subdued gray tunic with a simple black veil, giving Rebecca a distinctly more American look than the traditional stiff habits. To complete the illusion that they had come from the same congregation, Davidson dressed Brandt in a gray leisure suit. The only concession to his supposed priesthood was the white collar. The private had also brought a finishing touch to Rebecca’s outfit with a beautiful silver cross. Glancing at her now, seeming shy and preoccupied, the doctor almost looked devout.


If this whole Special Forces thing didn’t work out, Davidson had a career as a stylist.


Lopez hopped off the couch, acting as if he’d gotten a full night’s sleep. “Seriously, I can hardly wait until the next RPG strike.”


Everyone looked at Brandt. There was nothing to stop them. In the past eight hours, any task standing between them and breaching the Vatican had been accomplished. Their entry and exit were covered. It was just up to Brandt to give the order.


Rebecca smiled like she meant to be encouraging, but the gesture just ended up just making him more apprehensive. But catering to nerves never got a soldier out of a foxhole, so he gave the nod.


Jostling for position, Davidson and Lopez banged into one another on their way out the door. Shaking her head, Rebecca handed Brandt his jacket, which he slipped on. She straightened his collar. “If it’s any consolation, you make a really hot priest.”


As he followed her out, Brandt realized it did help just a little.

 



* * *

 



 Rebecca watched the private up ahead. A young friar weaved his way to the Vatican amongst the heavy foot traffic. In the hours it took to evade detection, book their suite, and get changed, Rome had transformed from a sleepy burg into a bustling metropolis. Even though they were outside, the noise level was akin to a kindergarten class hopped up on sugar.


Between the drivers honking at pedestrians and the pedestrians yelling at the drivers, she could barely hear Brandt say, “Slow it down.”


It took a deliberate effort to appear unhurried, since she just wanted this over with.


Get in. Get the bones. Make them public. Life back to normal.


But somehow after finding John, James, Magdalene, and the Virgin’s bones and posing as a rock star and now a nun, Rebecca doubted if she would even recognize normal if she saw it.

 “Act natural,” Brandt whispered harshly. “Like you’ve never been here before.”


The sergeant was right. Not only was her speed out of step, but her attitude as well. She knew what lay on the other side of the Vatican’s walls. How many times had she and Lochum surveyed the Relics Library or combed through the Secret Archives?


But most traveling this afternoon had not. Their eyes were wide with wonder, even if they tried to hide it. As they approached the first gate, most peered around the guards to catch an early glimpse of the Holy See. She knew its grandeur, but would do well to view the Vatican with new eyes. For in all her travels, she had never considered that Christ might be just a few meters beneath her feet.


The crowd clogged at the first gate as the Swiss Guard, dressed in their flamboyant blue, red, and orange uniforms, made each person pass through a metal detector. This was new. Her eyes darted to Brandt. Did they have to duck out of line? But the sergeant nonchalantly looked up at the stony ramparts, nodding to fellow clergy in a polite manner. Whatever misgivings Brandt had about putting on the collar had given way to a man who seemed completely comfortable as a priest.


Was it wrong that it made him all the sexier?


Passing through the detector without incident, Rebecca looked ahead. Where was Davidson? How in the world did he get his sniper rifle through the checkpoint? But the younger man was nowhere to be found. She looked anxiously at Brandt, but he simply pointed toward the Vatican’s courtyard.

 “When was the obelisk added to St. Peter’s courtyard?”

 “It was moved from Caligula’s Circus to its current position in 1586 by Pope Sixtus the Fifth,” she answered automatically.

 “And the Basilica? When was it erected?”


Rebecca fought answering him. She wanted to know where Davidson was, but whenever she was asked a historical question it was like a switch was flipped, forcing her to answer. “Sixteen-twenty-six, but some form of the shrine had existed since sixty-four AD.”


The sergeant nodded sagely as they finished the short walk down the enclosed road. Vatican walls rose to each side, herding the visitors toward the official entrance. At this smaller gate awaited yet another checkpoint. The Paris bombings and the boating accident this morning must have spooked security, for all bags were being searched. A Christian suicide bomber was every pope’s worst nightmare.

 



* * *

 



 Unlike Rebecca, Brandt didn’t need to fake being overwhelmed by his first visit to the Holy See, because it was his first visit, and the scope of the grounds far exceeded his expectations. Now he could see how thousands of worshippers could attend mass in St. Peter’s Square. he enormous courtyard curved into an oval with towering, curved colonnades embracing the space. Like God’s arms welcoming his children home.


The first object that drew his eye was the obelisk that stood in the center of the courtyard. The Egyptian monument climbed over forty meters into the sky, but it was the base that captured the sergeant’s attention. Marble lions curved around the base, stalking, hunting.


Whereas St. Peter’s life-size statue stood with his arms wide open, greeting visitors to his Basilica. Its gold and white dome glistened in the morning light. Other saints were perched on the roof of St. Peter’s Basilica, a Renaissance-style building, overlooking all those who entered the Square.


Why couldn’t they be headed inside the Basilica rather than breaching the pope’s private quarters?


Brandt knew from pictures that St. Peter’s interior vaulted high above, inspiring awe. Artwork covered every square inch of the walls and the enormous sculptures of Peter, the Crucifixion, and even Death were breathtaking.


But he wasn’t going to see any of that nor the inside of the Sistine Chapel. Which was too bad since the Chapel’s exterior was none too noteworthy. It gave no glimpse of the artistry contained within. The Chapel’s exterior was a smooth beige with only a few, small buttresses adorning the building. It seemed almost impossible that such a drab casing could house Michelangelo’s masterpiece.


Why couldn’t the damn bones be under there? For one thing it would be a hell of a lot easier to break into the Chapel, and secondly Brandt just wanted to witness the artist’s manifestation of faith for himself. What great testament to God had been created since then?


But Brandt was reminded of his own duty as a squadron of Swiss Guard marched past. From their travels so far, he had counted twenty-seven guards, but who knew how many other guards were stationed within the tangle of buildings that lay outside of St. Peter’s Square? There was an entire museum wing to the north, and rooftops continued for acres. All of those reinforcements were but a hundred yards away from the Palace.


But out of all of the other holy landmarks they had visited had been impressive, but the Vatican was its own country. You could put the Hagia Sophia, the Blue Mosque, and even St. Matthias Church onto the grounds and still have room to play a regulation-sized baseball game. Since the time he was an altar boy, he had dreamed of visiting the Holy See, and now here he was.


It wasn’t until Rebecca cleared her throat that the sergeant realized that he had stopped walking and just stood in the center of the square, soaking up the experience.

 “You ready?” she asked.


He nodded, and Rebecca walked toward the building between the Basilica and the Chapel, the Apostolic Palace, the pope’s private residence, but Brandt found his feet reluctant to follow. It wasn’t the exterior that put him off. The Palace was crafted in a similar style to the Basilica, but made of a redder brick. If it were not situated behind the white colonnade and sat in the center of Vatican City, you might mistake the Palace for an older Italian office building. Just like the Sistine Chapel, there was very little exterior adornment, but what it held was precious beyond belief.


The collar chafed his neck, reminding the sergeant of how far he had drifted from his faith. But some of his upbringing had clearly taken because Brandt realized there was a line he could not cross.

 



* * *

 



 There were only two other parties in line in front of them when the sergeant tapped her shoulder. “We need to talk.”


Rebecca glanced around. They weren’t exactly alone. To their right, the post office bustled with tourists buying Vatican-issued stamps. On the left was the only ATM in the world that had instructions in Latin that brought flocks of travelers just so they could take home the unique receipt. Not far down the street were the Holy See’s publishing offices. Sightseers and clergy alike swarmed the area.

 “Can’t it wait?”


Brandt shook his head sharply.

 “Okay, then…”


But the sergeant didn’t immediately speak. She had assumed he was going to give her instructions on what to do if their documents didn’t scan. Or remind her to stay two small steps ahead and to the left of him whenever they entered a room, but he just stood there, grinding his jaw.


Now there was only one party of clergy ahead of them. “Brandt?”


He whispered harshly. “I’m not killing anyone.”

 “Even without a gun, I’m not worried about your ability to—”

 “No, I mean I won’t kill. Not on holy ground. Not here.”


Rebecca’s mind reeled. She had come to realize the sergeant was truly of faith, but wasn’t killing people trying to kill them his gig?


Before she could argue, Brandt continued, “The guards. The staff. They’re innocent. I won’t shed their blood, not on holy ground.”

 “Okay, I get it, but what if we’re arrested or worse attacked?”


The sergeant’s firm tone left no room for doubt. “If it comes to down to that, I will protect you with my life, but we’re going to have to rely on cunning to get through this.”


As the guard waved them forward and asked for their documents, Rebecca wished Brandt had told her this a little earlier so she could have properly panicked.

 “Is the pope in attendance?” the sergeant asked the brightly garbed officer as he scanned their passes.

 “You are in luck. He is. His Holiness is taking private audiences on the second floor, but he might grace us with his presence following his afternoon respite.”


Brandt showed no emotion, but Rebecca’s heart fell past her stomach and settled below her pelvis. The pope wasn’t supposed to be here.

 “I thought he was visiting Parliament this afternoon?” Brandt asked, his tone light, but she knew he must be near panic.


The guard didn’t notice her nervousness. “He was, but after the boating accident the president felt His Holiness should stay in attendance.”


The look flashed for only a split second, but Rebecca knew Lopez was in a whole bushel of trouble.


 


* * *

 



As they walked through the bronze doors to the Palace, Brandt felt the anger toward his corporal fade, then extinguish. Just standing within a building that had sheltered dozens of popes, Brandt found himself hard-pressed to have any negative emotion. If anything, the place made him even more certain of his vow.


The Palace’s interior might not be as ornate as the Chapel or the Basilica, but the modest walls held a simple piety. Even though the foyer was spacious, there weren’t any vast murals or even statues. Only a few tasteful paintings of the saints graced the walls with a collection of crosses scattered throughout.


Certainly the pope’s presence was an obstacle, but it didn’t necessarily scrub the mission. Like the guard said, His Holiness was receiving guests, which meant the pope’s rooms were vacant. But they had to hurry. Brandt knew that when in attendance, the pope always retreated to his rooms after lunch.


Quickly, the sergeant surveyed the hallways that branched off the main foyer, but he found only rows upon rows of office doors. From Lopez’s brochure, Brandt knew that the palace had over a thousand rooms with several enclosed courtyards and too many staircases to count. It was a literal labyrinth of bureaucracy.


But offices weren’t what they were after. Brandt’s eyes followed the long, wide hallway until it ended in a sweeping black marble spiral staircase. The staircase that led to the second floor where the pope’s private rooms lay.


Two Swiss Guard regulated traffic at the ground level, but only one was dressed in the typical striped uniform. The other wore a red jacket with gold trim and matching red socks.


An officer. Both guards bore chest armor in addition to their helmets. Brandt also noted a heroism medal pinned to the sleeve of the junior officer. So he was no ordinary private, either. Just as Brandt had feared, once he heard the pope was in attendance, the Guard had sent their best and their brightest to secure the staircase.


While most of the second-floor landing was obscured by the enormous staircase, Brandt could make out at least two other guards. One in red. One in stripes. A senior and a junior officer. The sergeant could guess there would be at least two more in front of the pope’s private residence. Six guards. All carrying swords. All experts in hand-to-hand combat. And he couldn’t hurt any of them.


Pretending to appreciate the artwork, the sergeant followed Rebecca as she studied the paintings. However, he eavesdropped on the exchange between the guards and those who approached them. There was a mixture of German, the official language of the Swiss Guard, and Italian, Spanish, and even Mandarin. They were instructed that no one could climb the stairs for photographs until after the pope had retired to his quarters sometime in the next ninety minutes.


An hour and a half.


Maybe they didn’t need to rush. Maybe they could wait until the pope retired to his quarters, then wander up with the other tourists, hole up somewhere on the second floor, emerging once the pope headed downstairs for the afternoon.


It sounded like a great plan, except for the glaring detail of the guards at the top of the stairs, but given ninety minutes, Brandt was certain that he could come up with a non-lethal way around them.


He turned to update Rebecca on their timetable, but then he saw that look she always got just before she turned his world upside down.

 “What is it?”

 “I’m surprised you didn’t notice.”


His eyes narrowed. “Notice?”

 “The crosses. Look at the crosses.”

 



* * *

 



Rebecca was pleased that for once she had been the one to stop and appreciate the beauty. Brandt’s eyes surveyed the walls, scanning the hundreds of crosses. He glanced back to her, still confused.

 “The silver ones in particular,” she prompted.


As he went back to his search, Rebecca admired the crosses again. There were so many. Some sparkled gold or silver, while others were made of rough wood or smooth stone. There was even an onyx one above a portrait of the black Madonna. The vast majority also had the figure of Christ upon the cross. It wasn’t until she started studying the ones that lacked his body that Rebecca realized they were all silver.


The sergeant swung around to her. “They are inscribed in Latin.”


She nodded. Not just inscribed in Latin, but each silver cross bore a single word, the same word on all.

 “Illiac,” Brandt read.

 “In English, ‘here.’ ”


The sergeant added. “Or ‘the place.’”


 Rebecca smiled. He spoke Latin. Why she was surprised, she didn’t know.

 “May I help you?” a voice asked in Italian from behind them.


Acting way too guilty, she turned around to find a red-coated guard. Crap. Her mind was too far back into the dim past that she couldn’t remember their cover story.


Brandt, however, just chuckled and answered in Italian with a twangy Midwestern accent. “Sorry, we just got so wrapped up in the artwork. We’re looking for the Relics Library.”


Despite the sergeant’s casual manner, the guard still seemed on alert. His eyes narrowed with suspicion. Within moments of entering the Palace, he had picked them out as possible threats. Maybe these guardsmen were that well trained after all.


The guard answered in English with a thick German accent. “Might I inquire why you wish to visit the Library?”

 “Of course! We’re from Michigan, Detroit actually, and we work with inner-city kids. Well, to make a long story shorter, we’ve been blessed with our own parish. Which is just amazing given the city’s reluctance to donate the abandoned building, but our congregation went on a massive letter-writing campaign, appealing to the city council and our local bishop to help us out…”


Rebecca stood amazed as the sergeant rambled on. Usually Brandt was all about brevity, but here the sergeant was going on and on about some fictitious church. And it was working. Whereas a minute ago the guard’s eyes were sharp with concern, they had glazed over as Brandt explained at length their ‘Chastity First!’ program.

 “Yes. Yes,” the guard interrupted. “But why do you need the Library?”

 “Oh, I’m sorry. It’s just been the longest seven months getting the permits and county assessor on board—” Brandt appeared to refocus as the guard gave the international hand signal for hurry it up. “And we just broke ground when we were informed that St. Justine’s relic had been lost in the mail. Can you believe that, in this day and age? As you can imagine, we were horrified. We can’t have the church blessed until the Holy Relic is within the walls. And trying to reapply for another has just been so hard, what with the time difference and the language barrier. The Lonpreggs offered their frequent flyer miles, and—”

 “Take that hallway, then turn left at the juncture, then a right. The library will be the fifth door on the left,” the guard said, walking off before Brandt could entangle him in further conversation.

 “Thank you!” the sergeant answered heartily, but the man was already heading out the bronze door. More quietly, he said to Rebecca, “We’ll head that way, then double back.”


Rebecca shook her head. “We won’t need to.”

 “What do you mean?”


There were some days she loved computational archaeology more than others. Today she was near rapturous. “Keep walking, but look at the pattern of the crosses.”


Two short steps behind her and to her right, Brandt followed, his eyes flickering across the walls. “They’re growing in number toward the northwest hallway.”

 “Yep, and I know exactly where they’re leading.”



 


 


 



CHAPTER 32

 


 


Vatican City


As they headed deeper into the administrative offices, the crowds thinned. Brandt waited until they had made their first left, well out of sight of the astute guard, before he pulled Rebecca to a halt.

 “Hand me the map,” she said before he could ask her to explain.


Brandt opened Lopez’s “The Vatican from an Architectural Viewpoint” map. “What are we looking for?”

 “What’s directly under the pope’s quarters?”


The sergeant searched the map. “Nothing. Remember? It’s where you thought a staircase was hidden.”

 “But what if that’s not what’s hidden? What if the space is a chamber hidden by a false wall sealed off by one of these offices?”


Brandt liked this idea way better than breaking into the pope’s bedroom. “Show me.”


Rebecca pointed to the area in question. There were four offices that abutted the space. The northern one issued passports. The southern was in charge of health care for day laborers. The western office distributed the pope’s schedule to the international media. But it was the eastern one that Brandt was sure Rebecca meant. The Latin title needed no translating.


Census. It seemed unassuming enough. The office was tasked with keeping track of the number of Catholics in the world, but the sergeant knew that Rebecca was more interested in the older meaning of the world.

 “Joseph and Mary were on their way to register with the Roman census when Jesus was born,” he stated.

 “The Romans required that everyone register in the town of their ancestors. Since Joseph arose from Bethlehem…”


Brandt studied the map. What were the chances it was a coincidence that this office, that shared the same duty as the ancient census, abutted a strangely empty space directly above the location of the Roman mint?

 “It can’t hurt to check it out,” he agreed.


So instead of taking the next right, they traveled a hundred feet and took the fourth left. Seventeen doors down, they stopped.

 “You going to talk our way in again?” she asked with a smile.

 “You know it.”

 



* * *

 



As Brandt pretended not to speak Italian to the harried-looking clerk, Rebecca studied the back wall. The wall that led to the hidden space was painted with a simple but moving mural.


It might not be a Michelangelo, but it re-created the nativity manager perfectly with the Bethlehem star shining above it. Someone before them must have made the connection between the two censuses.

 “Please, we need to register our parish,” the sergeant insisted with just the right amount of exasperation in his voice.

 “Parish! Si! Si!” The man, who was obviously not accustomed to many foreign visitors, went on to ask them where the parish was and how many worshippers, but they both acted completely clueless.

 “English? Does anyone speak English?” Brandt asked like a typical American tourist.

 “Si!” the reed-thin clerk said. “Maria! Prep contabilizzazione!”


As the man hurried out of the office to go fetch Maria from accounting, Rebecca looked at Brandt with new appreciation. Maybe having to rely on non-lethal means was showing a softer side of the sergeant.

 “Any idea how we are going to get through that wall before Alberto comes back?” the sergeant asked.

 “Nope,” Rebecca said, then remembered Budapest and the easily swung gate and water closet. “Check the edges, especially the bottom.”


But as they felt for any signs of a latch, it became clear the mural was painted on a wall that was firmly attached to the room’s structure. The hidden room was looking more and more like Istanbul with no easy access.

 “We can always come back with some C-4,” Brandt suggested, but Rebecca shook her head sharply. Explosives were such an inelegant solution to the problem, and one that nearly ended in fatal results the last time they had relied upon them.


If this wall truly led to Christ’s remains she seriously doubted that the artist meant for it to be torn to shreds. The mural had to have some clue. But the more she looked, the more Rebecca found only a beautiful rendition of the nativity. Tucked away in the left corner was the silhouette of the wise men cresting a hill upon their camels. To the right were the shepherds with their herd, but no sign of how to find the man grown from the babe.


Brandt backed away, sizing up the wall. “I’m telling you a thin cord of C-4 with focal points, here and here.”


She ignored him as she searched the other walls. So far, the direct path to the goal was certainly not a straight line. But the other walls were covered with bookshelves and filing cabinets. No help there.


The only adornment to the room was a single silver cross. She didn’t pay it much heed until she realized that it had a delicate figure of Christ but no writing. Perhaps a clue was detailed on the back.


Laughter carried down the hallway. The clerk had found Maria.


Brandt hurried, knocking on the wall, trying to find the support beams. “I say we knock out two of these here and smear the paste to create a cavity in the drywall.”


As voices approached, Rebecca stood on the tips of her toes and tried to lift the cross from its hook, but it seemed attached to the wall. Strange. Even stranger, the body of Christ appeared loose. Maybe the clue was under him. Carefully she pulled his feet from the cross. A sound rumbled underneath, then the floor dropped out from under Brandt. Eyes dilated and arms flailing, he fell through the trapdoor.


Sometimes it felt better to be right than others.

 



* * *

 



 With Rebecca safely tucked deeper down the pitch-black tunnel, Brandt carefully re-latched the trapdoor as footsteps sounded above them. The clerk and his accountant friend.


The muffled voices wondered where the stray priest and nun had gone. Cautiously, the sergeant backed down the staircase. It would have been nice to know about it before he tumbled down the hard steps with uncommonly sharp edges. Add another fifteen bruises to his collection.

 “Let’s find out where this goes,” he whispered to Rebecca as he turned on his tiny keychain light. A xenon, impact-resistant flashlight might have been as difficult to explain at the main gate as a gun.


But with little effort they made their way by feel. A downward slope carried them deeper under the Vatican.


A strangled cry came from ahead. He was guessing it didn’t come from a lost Japanese tourist.

 “How the fuck did they get ahead of us?” he growled.


Rebecca bit her lip.

 “What?”


She wouldn’t look him in the eye. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think… I had the coin in my hand. They must have—”

 “It doesn’t matter,” he said abruptly. Second-guessing their decision wasn’t going to get Rebecca out of the hot seat. “Ready?”


Rebecca bit her lip again, but nodded. Brandt advanced them, nice and slow as a small room came into view, flashlights illuminating the interior. By the shadows there were two, maybe three people in there.


It was Tok. Petir. The Knot.


Now these bastards he could shoot.

 “How did you sneak that in?” Rebecca asked as Brandt pulled a gun from his belt.

 “It’s made from a plastic composite.” Its accuracy was for crap, and it only held twelve bullets, but it was better than nothing. “You ready?”

 “No,” she said, chuckling nervously. “Are you?”


Brandt grinned, but there was no turning back. How he missed Svengurd right about now. He considered himself flush in the courage department, but leaping into an unknown situation with a puny plastic gun was definitely not his idea of fun.

 “I’m going in on the count of three. If it goes badly…”

 “Head back to the staircase and scream like hell,” Rebecca said. “Yeah, I’ve got that part down.” Then she brought her lips to his.


It was a warm and unhurried kiss.

 “Was that for luck?” he whispered when their lips parted.

 “Um, no,” she answered, seeming a little embarrassed. “It was in case things did go badly.”


Brandt had to give it to her. She was a quick study.

 



* * *

 



Rebecca watched as the sergeant rushed into the room. Gunfire rang out, ricochets sparked, and a stifled cry echoed, but still she stayed back. As long as the bullets were flying, she was okay with the hallway.


Then Brandt yelled, “Lochum, you fucking bastard!”


Her feet carried her into the room before her brain had a chance to stop her. There he was. Archibald, her professor, only now a burn covered his forehead and his shirt was torn open, white hair peeking out as he held a fresh bullet wound through his calf.

 “Might I remind you, it was you who shot me!” the professor shouted.

 “On your knees!” Brandt demanded, still aiming at Lochum.


But the professor spotted her.

 “Rebecca!” he cried as he tried to hobble to her, but a hand came from the darkened back hall and in a single cruel stroke, sliced Lochum’s neck.


Brandt fired, but the figure melted into the blackness. The professor fell face first, clutching his neck as blood gushed between his fingers.

 “Archibald!” Heedless of the danger, Rebecca raced across the room, skidding to her knees, as Lochum slumped to the floor.


Bright red blood pulsed from the gash. His own heartbeat fueled the blood loss. Pressing her hands upon the wound, she tried to staunch the flow, but it was too much. Lochum attempted to speak, but the effort only resulted in a bubbly gurgle.

 “Brandt!” Rebecca wasn’t sure what the sergeant could do, but she couldn’t watch Lochum die by herself.

 “He’s not…” The professor croaked out the words, pained and moist, pointing to the pedestal.


It wasn’t until then that she realized the chamber was empty.


No skeleton.

 “They…”


Rebecca shushed him as she used her veil to cover the gash. “I know, Archibald. We’ll find him. You and me.”


The old man tried to shake his head, but it caused him to swallow his own blood. Choking and sputtering, Lochum looked near death.

 “Turn him on his side!” Brandt yelled from the tunnel. He still fired into the darkness.


She did as instructed, and the professor finally coughed up a pool of clotted blood. Nearly retching herself, Rebecca realized her veil was already soaked through. Ripping the yoke from her collar, she used the thicker cloth to stanch the wound.

 “He was—” Another jagged cough rattled his thin frame. She hadn’t realized how frail he had become until now. “We’re not looking—”


This time Rebecca feared he wouldn’t stop choking, then Brandt was suddenly at her side, clapping the professor hard on the back until Lochum gagged, then fell quiet.

 “I was just trying to immobilize him, Rebecca…” The sergeant looked as distraught as she felt. “To keep him away from the Knot. I never thought they would…”


Rebecca couldn’t take time to comfort Brandt. Lochum was fading.

 “It’s okay, Archibald. Just rest. Lopez will patch you right up.”


She smoothed his normally wild white hair back, but by now it was matted with sweat and blood. He would be devastated if he knew how he looked. Old and crumpled.


As Lochum’s breaths came in shorter and shorter gasps, she looked over at Brandt, but he shook his head. There was nothing else they could do.


Tears overflowing, Rebecca indicated toward the tunnel opening. “You better check the hallway.”


The sergeant was about to argue, but then nodded curtly, giving her the time with Lochum that she needed.


Ever so carefully, Rebecca rested her mentor’s head in her lap, cleaning the blood from his lips. The wound wasn’t gushing the way it used to, but she knew that wasn’t a good sign. Lochum simply didn’t have any more blood to pump.

 “You were…” She almost couldn’t get the words out. To go from thinking she had a hand in killing him only to have him brought back to her, then snatched away, ravaged her heart. Rebecca honestly didn’t know how much more of this she could take.

 “Archibald, you were my first…” She had planned to tell him how much he had meant to her academic career. To her understanding of proto-Christianity. But instead these words came out. “You were my first great love, Lochum. I owe you more than you could ever know.”


The struggle went out of his face. He was too weak to respond. He couldn’t even smile at her, but she could see the impact of her words in his eyes. It had been decades since he had looked at her like that.


His breath became just a rattle. Maybe he would go peacefully, Rebecca hoped, then his eyes flew open as he struggled to take in oxygen. The wound was barely oozing. Knowing she couldn’t do anything more, Rebecca just held him close as he took in his last breath then, with a hiss, air flowed out of his chest of its own accord.


Lochum was dead.


And she couldn’t stop crying.

 



* * *

 



 Brandt could hear Rebecca sobbing, but didn’t know what he could do. The enemy had fled, but for how long? She had her grief, but he had equally weighty matters.


Like how the hell were they going to get out of here? Do they go back the way they had come and wait until nightfall to exit into the census office? Then what? Find a change of clothes, hide out all night inside the Palace, then slip out with the morning crowds? That was too much hiding for Brandt’s taste.


Or do they follow the tunnel that Petir and Tok had vanished down? The shorter man seemed injured, but Brandt didn’t think he had even hit him. Plus. they flushed way too easily. Was it a trap? Would they get halfway down the black hallway, only to have it collapse on them? Neither option sounded very palatable.


He glanced over his shoulder. Rebecca was still huddled over Lochum’s body, covered in the older man’s blood. Behind her, the marble slab was empty.


Empty.


An image flashed of Svengurd facedown in the water. For what?


Anger swelled and got him moving. The corporal’s death wasn’t going to be for nothing. Not if he and Rebecca were still breathing.

 “Get up,” he ordered, but she just continued sobbing. “Damn it, Rebecca. Look at me.”


His voice must have penetrated her shroud of tears. She had to blink twice before he felt she could really see him.

 “Figure it out,” Brandt said.

 “Figure out what?” she asked. Her throat was thick with grief.


Brandt looked toward the empty table. “Where he went.”

 “He’s not here. What else does it matter?”


Brandt knelt next to her. “You promised him, Rebecca.”

 “Oh, don’t even,” she hissed. “His quest died with him.”

 “It might have, but you’ve still got the Knot hanging over your head.”

 “Whatever,” Rebecca spit out, but he knew her too well already.

 “Bullshit, you said it yourself. We find Christ, or you’re dead. Now get up.” Tugging Rebecca to her feet, Brandt noted that the doctor didn’t exactly rise on her own, but neither did she resist his help. “What the hell happened here? Did the Knot take the body, or was it removed long ago?”


Rebecca wiped her eyes with the back of her hand since her palms were soaked in blood. Before answering him, she circled the marble table, bending over so that her face was level with the slab. She blew, and dust lifted from the surface, then drifted back down in the wan light given off by an abandoned flashlight.

 “No, the Knot didn’t take him,” she finally concluded.

 “When was he removed?” Brandt demanded.


When she looked up, her hand was on her hip. With the same set to her lips as she had in Ecuador. “You know what? Why don’t you worry about how you are going to get out of here and leave the archaeology to me?”


With a tight grin, Brandt turned toward the tunnel, satisfied they were in good hands.


The bitch was back.

 



* * *

 



Rebecca studied the slab, anger burning through her veins. She knew that had been Brandt’s intent, to turn her grief into tangible energy, but she wasn’t mad at him.


She was mad at Lochum. After extracting her from Ecuador, the bastard had co-opted her own quest for his own. He had entangled her in a messy, bloody battle that she wanted no part of, and now with him gone, her life hung in the balance. Even though Lochum hadn’t slit his own neck, the professor had set the knife to his throat by helping the Knot.


The old fool. They didn’t respect him. They had used him.


Clearly he had made the same connection between the silver coins and the Roman mint as she had. Then not only had Lochum divined another path to the crypt, which didn’t surprise her given his in-depth knowledge of ancient Rome, but shared it with Tok. Her old professor had done the Knot’s heavy lifting for them.


But with his body only a few feet away and not yet cold, Rebecca felt a tinge of guilt. Lochum was Lochum. There had not been one like him, and there never would be again.


Sighing, realizing there was nothing of value to the pedestal, Rebecca turned to the walls. Before, when there was gunfire flashing and blood spraying, she hadn’t noticed the raw quality to the artwork. The murals were in the style of the era when Jerusalem had fallen to Rome, yet the strokes were not as refined. Almost as if there was a rage behind them.


The abstract-style brushstroke would not flourish for a millennium, yet many of these images were incomplete. But at the same time, the unfinished nature seemed to be the painter’s purpose.


Rebecca squinted at one panel, which represented the return of Jesus from his trials in the desert. At first, she thought the man standing beside Christ was his brother James, but then realized her mistake when she read the scrawled Latin. The man so close to Jesus was Judas.


Her mistake was not without precedence. There were numerous contemporary accounts, mostly in the Gnostic Gospels, that the savior and his betrayer were as close as brothers and even looked the part.


Many scholars used Jesus’ and James’ dissimilar features to strengthen their belief that Mary was a perpetual virgin. That she and Joseph never had sex and never gave birth to other children. These detractors asserted that anytime the Bible stated that Jesus had brothers and sisters, they were in fact just cousins.


Lochum had scoffed at such theories. The Bible was pretty clear. Jesus had siblings. Blood siblings. And this painting supported that notion as James stood nearby and was described clearly to be the brother of Christ with no disclaimers. Another figure, a little boy, was identified as Ameil. Now she had a face to put with the name on the Knot’s roll call, but still didn’t know who the child was, or his significance.


At the bottom of the picture, like an artist’s signature, was the symbol of the Knot. The image so similar to the Buddhist Love Knot that it had condemned Svengurd.


But she couldn’t think like that. Instead, beneath the symbol was the name James. Not surprising. She glanced around the room to find another twenty-nine Knot symbols with the name of one of the conspirators under it. She pulled the list she had transcribed from Magdalene’s bones and found it confirmed here. All members of the Knot.


But the intriguing fact was that under the primary member’s name was a list of another dozen or so people. Rebecca was reminded of Tok’s cryptic statement. “The Knot is but a tangling of threads, not without their frayed ends.”


Before it had been an interesting theoretical concept, but now seeing the names scrawled on the walls with their sect’s followers, it became tangible. Names were listed such as Perl the Menter, Simon of Butin, and many, many more.


Much as John the Baptist and Jesus had their own congregation, these thirty had a personal cult that traveled down through the centuries—acting independently of the Knot. It had been John’s sect that had bombed Paris. Might she be dealing with a similar situation?


Which brought her to “the man without contempt,” the man who stole Christ from the Virgin, the man who carried Jesus to his final resting place. Perhaps he was listed here. Maybe she could divine if he moved the body and why. But when she searched the wall she found the moniker, “the man with contempt.”


With contempt? Was it a misspelling? The penmanship might be frantic, but it was bold and precise. When had the man found contempt? What had happened?


That’s when it hit her. Jesus’ body not been moved in antiquity, or stolen, or destroyed.


Christ had never been here at all.

 



* * *

 



 Out of the corner of his eye, Brandt saw Rebecca stumble backward into the marble slab, clutching it to stay upright. Fearful an occult injury was rising to the surface as her adrenaline waned, the sergeant rushed over.

 “What’s wrong?”


She pushed his worried hands away. “He was never here.”

 “Who?”

 “Jesus.” Rebecca looked into his eyes. “The man who hid him lied.”


Brandt was totally confused. “What man and what lie?”

 “The man with contempt…”


He grabbed her shoulders. “Rebecca, you’ve got to tune in. Catch me up.”


Her eyes seemed to refocus. “Okay, you know the bones’ inscriptions hold clues to where the next set of remains is hidden. With me?”

 “Yeah. John to Magdalene to Mary to Jesus.”


Rebecca took a deep breath, seeming to get her wind back. “But I just realized that those clues are not necessarily linear.”

 “I don’t understand.”


Clearly frustrated, the doctor drew images of the different bones in the dust covering the slab. “Just because something is transcribed onto John’s bones does not mean it relates to finding Magdalene’s body, and so forth.”

 “Then what does it relate to?”


Making lines that intersected the different bones, she brought the lines together at a nexus. “To finding Jesus’ body. Not even Mary’s bones contain all the clues necessary to find Christ. You need to piece together many clues from the other bones as well.”


Brandt nodded. “Got it. It’s a multidimensional puzzle.”

 “Exactly. So I went over all the clues in my mind and realized that some of the statements I thought related to Magdalene’s bones actually referred to Christ and that…”


The sergeant waited for a breath, then another, but Rebecca didn’t answer, so he finished for her, “That the man who was entrusted with carrying Jesus lied to the Knot?”

 “Which I should have suspected. I mean, he agreed to take the bones with Mary, but lied. In the dark of night he stole the bones and was gone for years. When he returned he told them that he buried them here, but he didn’t. He lied again.”

 “But he’s a member of the Knot, right? Why would he lie to them?”


Rebecca pointed to a name on the wall. “He found contempt.”

 “For what?” he asked.


She looked into his eyes. “The Knot. For some reason they pissed him off, but royally. He took the bones and hid them from everyone. Even built this false crypt in case anyone came looking.”


Brandt felt like stumbling back, but not out of disappointment like Rebecca, but out of relief. Christ was safely hidden away. “So we have no way of finding Jesus?”


He might have been relieved, but she looked crushed. Brandt pulled her into his arms. “It’s okay. The Knot knows the same thing. Whatever they were so desperately hiding is safe. They can crawl back into their hole. You’re off the hook. We can come in from the cold.”


But for all his reassurance, Rebecca still cried. He stroked her hair, murmuring comforting words, but Brandt’s mind was racing. It now made sense why Tok had made such a hasty retreat. There was no reason to linger. The chamber was useless. Which meant he and Rebecca were safe to follow their path out. Why bother springing a trap when there was nothing left to trap?


Therefore they could reconvene with his team, call for an extraction, get a good night’s sleep, and be home by this same time tomorrow.


He kissed the top of her head. “Let’s get out of here.”


Rebecca didn’t put up much resistance to being guided from the room until they passed Lochum’s body. “Help me.”

 “I know you don’t want to just leave him here, but we can’t risk carrying a body—”

 “Just help me,” she said in a tone that made him take the professor’s limp body into his arms as Rebecca prompted, “Over here.”


As she indicated the slab, Brandt realized what she was doing.


The world thought the professor dead. There would be no one to attend his funeral, even if the government allowed one. Why not leave him here? In a chamber created to house a great man?


Rebecca was right. With the Vatican overhead, Lochum would be in good company.



 


 


 



The Betrayal

 


 


Jersusalem

AD 42


Judas laughed easily at Peter’s good-humored jest that Thomas did not believe that Magdalene’s haroset had been made from fresh figs until he tasted it himself. This was the best of Passover Seders. The lamb was tender and fragrant, filling the spacious room with the scent of God’s love. The tishpishti, always his favorite, was soaked in the most flavorful honey. His only disappointment was that Ameil was not present.


With both the Romans and the Temple priests frowning upon Jesus’ presence in Jerusalem this Passover, Kyle had feared a raid. Judas had assured his brother-in-law that the location was well kept from prying eyes, but Kyle had taken the boy to his cousin’s home in Bethany for the Seder.


For once in the longest time, the Twelve were well suited. The tension of the arduous trek to the Holy City seemed to melt as Mary’s butter did over her pastella, for Jesus was alive. His ministry bloomed as the growing number of pilgrims for the holiday flocked to his sermons, yet still no arrest. So as savory as the lamb tasted, their mouth watered for freedom. Tomorrow, as the crowds drained from Jerusalem, so did the threat.

 “More haroset?” Magdalene asked.


His belly was full of the kaftes and artichokes, so he declined. “Your meal has been too bountiful. I can take no more.”


But the woman seemed unsettled by his words. “Did you not find the almonds crushed to your liking?


Judas felt near to bursting, but he did not wish to disappoint Magdalene. Taking a slice of the unleavened loaf, Judas dipped the corner into the thick jam. “Thanks be to you.”


Magdalene nodded as Mary entered with the symbolic fifth glass of wine. They had already drunk the fourth chalice to commemorate God’s promise of Redemption. This fifth was meant for the prophet Elijah so when he returned to earth he might drink to declare God’s final salvation.


The table quieted as she stood before Jesus. Mary looked hesitant, but her son nodded solemnly. With great care, the mother of Christ laid the cup down in front of her son. She then kissed the decanter of wine and filled the chalice.


Judas had been to many Seders and had never seen this ritual. The glass was normally set before an empty seat. Jesus surveyed those on either side of the table, then brought the cup to his lips.


But before drinking, he dipped a bit of coarse bread in the haroset, then ate it. “This is my body.” Then to the amazement of all, Christ drank the holy wine meant for Elijah. “This is my blood.”


The others were in various states of rapture. For months now the Twelve had begged the Savior to embrace his heritage and announce to all that he was Elijah reborn, but Judas felt a weight settle upon his heart, for he knew this proclamation heralded only pain.


Judas glanced to James, whose lips were set in a straight, unyielding line. This act bode poorly. Jesus was not awaiting Rome or Herod to act, but signaled for himself the beginning of the end. The high priests would never tolerate one who claimed to be Elijah to walk amongst them. Their retribution would be swift and cruel.


Jesus raised a hand to quiet the assembly for his tone was somber. “Before this night is banished by the dawn, one of you will betray me.”


As voices rose in protest, Judas sought James’ gaze. What did his brother mean? But James would not meet his stare, instead the taller man’s eyes bored into Christ.

 “He who dipped his bread before me will seek the Temple guards and bring them to my threshold.”


Everyone searched about, trying to divine whom Jesus meant, when Judas looked to Magdalene, whose eyes had watered over. It was then that Judas felt the crumbs upon his fingers.


He had been the last to dip… upon Magdalene’s insistence.


As the others erupted into shouts, Judas rushed from the room, stumbling down the steps and out onto the dim street. Judas gripped the railing, fearful he might fall to his knees if he let go. He wished to run far and away, but his leg failed him. It would go no farther.


Why had Jesus and Magdalene conspired to make it seem Judas was the betrayer? He could not, would not, offer his friend to the Romans. Jesus might be prophesied to die, but never with Judas’ assistance.

 “Do not be angry with me,” a voice called from the doorframe.

 “I won’t betray you.”


As Jesus stepped out into the waning light, he wore a sad smile. “But you must. They would believe no other capable of such a feat.”


Judas stood in stunned silence. This manipulation had stretched back further than he had realized. During the long months of their ministry, Judas had often wondered why Jesus had done little to challenge the Twelve’s attitude about him. He had thought it a lesson to teach Judas to accept the world as it was, but he realized Jesus had intentionally kept him on the margin. With everyone’s already sour opinion of him, how easy it would be for them to believe he would turn his friend over to the cursed Romans?


 “I will not fulfill John’s word,” Judas spoke passionately.


Jesus shook his head. “The Baptist did not know the all. You must betray me, Judas, so that I might live.”


Confused, Judas shook his head. “They mean to crucify you.”

 “And he means to survive it,” Magdalene said from behind them. “If we perform this properly, the potions he used upon me might allow him to survive so that he might rise again.”


Judas looked at his friend, who neither argued with nor confirmed the woman’s words. “That is blasphemy.”


But Magdalene’s head shook violently. “Is it? Just as you helped arranged the ass and the palm fronds for his entrance into Jerusalem, we are simply fulfilling God’s plan.”

 “But are we not to trust in Him? Trust that he will raise you from the dead.”


Jesus found his voice. “And what if we have misinterpreted scripture? What if He does not? What if He expects us to use our minds as well as our hearts. Can we risk all that we have accomplished to fall away?”

 “Then Magdalene can assist you,” Judas spat, his heart in a tug-of-war between anger and hope.

 “Would that he would let me,” the younger Mary snapped back.


Jesus put an arm around Judas’ shoulder. “When this plan was first conceived, I thought of no other that I would trust with this most important task. If there is any chance at all, the timing must be precise. You must leave now, Judas. I must be arrested before the moon reaches its zenith.”


Quaking under his friend’s touch, Judas shook his head. “Andrew or Thomas—”

 “No other knows, Judas. They cannot. They must believe so that all others believe.”


Shouts came from the room above them. The Twelve were in great fervor. Surely damning him.

 “We must return,” Magdalene said, disappearing back into the house.

 “Do you not wish to sit upon a bank with me again, my friend?”

 “Always,” Judas choked out.


Jesus cupped Judas’ cheeks with both his hands. “This is the only way. Please, go to the temple. Tell them where we reside. I beg you.”


Then the Savior was gone as well, leaving Judas alone with his pain. To turn Jesus over to the priests would be a betrayal of the worst, yet not assisting with his arrest could jeopardize his friend’s life.


But in the end, his decision was made for him. Just as Mary had said, his love of her son was both a gift and a curse. For no matter the request, Judas could not deny Jesus.


Despite his leg’s pain, Judas began the long trek to the temple. Even though Jesus had set him upon this course, Judas could not help but feel that with every step he was fulfilling John’s harsh words.



 


 



 


CHAPTER 33

 


 


Rome, Italy


Rebecca sat in their suite’s overstuffed couch, yet still she couldn’t get comfortable. How could she when her guilt sat right next to her? The large seat seemed far too small. The suite was four-star, yet felt cramped and dingy to her. Her eyes stung from crying and her feet ached from walking hours and hours out of the false crypt.


It turned out that the path Lochum used to find the burial chamber was connected to a tangle of Christian catacombs. For the umpteenth time, she kicked herself for not thinking of it. She had been so focused on the Pope’s Palace that she had neglected the more ancient, deeper, origin of the Vatican. Even before Romulus and Remus, the hill had been considered a sacred burial site. Hell, the early Christians had interred Peter under there.


When they exited the tunnel system under the Basilica of St. Clemente, Rebecca had burst into tears. Brandt had to nearly carry her out of there. If only she had done was Lochum had taught her and looked back through time. If only she had been a better student, her professor might be alive. They could have intercepted Tok. Freed Lochum before it was too late. Instead, he had died in her arms.


And why hadn’t she warned Brandt before he rushed into that room that based on all the other chambers, there could be another exit? Why hadn’t she gone in with him? Why hadn’t she done something, anything to prevent Lochum’s death?


Laughter carried from the other side of the room. Brandt and Davidson sat at their suite’s small desk while Lopez lounged in the recliner, playing a video game as they discussed how they were getting back to the States, but Rebecca couldn’t join in any of their cheer. She might finally be safe, but she felt none the better for it.


All the death and destruction had been for nothing. The tribesman. The planeload of passengers. Even Lochum. Dead and for what? An empty chamber. A whole, big, fat wad of nothing.


Unaware of her foul mood, Brandt asked, “Did you hear me?”

 “No, sorry.”


The sergeant beamed. “We’ll pick up our cover documents at the Embassy tomorrow, then head out on the ten o’clock non-stop to DC.”

 “Great,” she said with as much enthusiasm she could muster. “If it’s any difference to you, I’m going to my room to get some rest.”


The worry on Brandt’s face was clear. “Yeah, of course. We’ll try to keep it down.”

 “Wait!” Davidson said as he dug through a pile of supplies he had brought in from his latest gear-gathering trip. “I got this for you.”


The private held out a shiny new laptop, but she was slow to reach for it. Not so long ago, Rebecca felt like an amputee without a computer, but now the device was just a reminder of everything she was trying to forget.


Davidson’s voice rang with disappointment. “I know it doesn’t have all your data or programs on it, but I thought you could hook up to your server and start back to work finding that ‘good’ radiation.”


He might have misread her mood, but it truly was a sweet gesture. “Thanks. I’m sure I’ll give it a workout first thing in the morning.”


The private seemed placated and went back to sorting their gear as she crossed to the bedroom when she heard a scream. Near panic, Rebecca flattened herself against the wall, then realized it was just a sound from the video game Lopez was playing on the television.

 “Sorry. I’ll mute it,” the corporal said, scrambling for the remote.


She hated being that chick who everyone had to walk on eggshells around, but Rebecca just couldn’t shake the mood that had descended after laying Lochum to rest. Rebecca just wanted to wipe her memory and start a new life. One without bullets and death.


A few months ago, the Brazilian Department of the Interior had offered her a lucrative job validating natives’ ancestral claims to lands under their country’s new Heritage Act. The pay was insane, nearly quadruple her usual salary, but the work was boring. She would basically be supervising blood draws and comparing DNA profiles to be sure the natives applying for free land were truly one hundred percent indigenous. A monkey, not even one that well trained, could do the job.


Like she said, boring.


Rebecca had turned down the offer before they could even explain the medical and dental benefits. Now, however, her first call when she got home was going to be to the Brazilian government.


At this point, boring wasn’t just okay—it was downright great.


Boring was downright perfect.

 



* * *

 



 “What are we going to do about that Fazil guy?” Lopez asked as he ducked and dodged incoming fire from a video enemy.


Brandt leaned back, stretching his spine. They had been working on their mission ops for the past half hour. Jotting down notes to be coalesced into an after-action report once they got home. It was bad enough that they’d lived through the last seventy-two hours. Now they had to relive it on paper.

 “By treaty, we’re supposed to report him to Interpol, but I don’t know,” Davidson said. “It’s pretty clear he was opposed to al-Qaida. He might be an important asset in the area.”


Bending his neck forward, he asked his aching muscles to loosen just a little. “We’ll let someone higher up the food chain decide that one.”


Putting his pen down, the sergeant looked at the bottom of Rebecca’s bedroom door. Dark. He worried about her, but duty was duty.


Davidson tapped his pen on the desk. “Then the only thing left to cover is the exchange of boats.”


Brandt let out a bone-weary sigh. Svengurd. They had tap danced around his death. All of them silently agreeing to tackle that firefight last.

 “Look,” Brandt said trying to prepare them all for what was to come. “When we get home there will be an inquisition, and psych evals.”

 “Including you, right?” the private asked.

 “Everyone. But my point is that I don’t want you pulling any punches. I want you to relate exactly what you saw. Don’t worry about me or the fallout. Just tell the truth.”


Lopez played even more frenzied. “Svengurd was on point, and after so many ambushes you had every right to be concerned.”

 “You didn’t pull the trigger, Sarge,” Davidson added.


Brandt knew his men meant well, but they only echoed Rebecca’s hollow words. A man died on his watch. He wouldn’t shake this guilt soon or easily.


Before they offered any more platitudes, Brandt tossed his pad of paper onto the table. “You know what? By the book, we are all on suspension pending the inquiry. Why don’t we start acting like it?”

 “Really?” Davidson asked. “We can order pizza and a Pay-Per-View fight?”


His men were easily amused. “Go for it.”


As the private dove for the phone and called room service, Brandt looked to the darkened doorway. Rising, he crossed to the bedroom. “I’m going to check on Rebecca.”

 “Sarge!” Lopez called.


Brandt turned around just in time to catch a condom the corporal tossed at him. “Very funny,” he said as he threw the prophylactic back hard enough that Lopez to swat it away before it hit his face.

 “Hey!” the corporal squeaked. “I’m just saying, I don’t think you want to make any Monroe babies, that’s all.”


Ignoring his men’s laughter, Brandt cracked the door open. “Rebecca?”


The bedroom was a multitude of shadows. Closing the door behind him, Brandt noticed that Lopez had taken the television off mute as a boxing match blared from the other room.


Standing perfectly still, the sergeant let his eyes adjust to the darkness, finally being able to make out silhouettes. He found Rebecca sitting in a chair next to the window. Her arms encircled her legs, forehead resting on her knees. She must have heard him since she looked up. It was dark, but not so dark that he couldn’t plainly see the pain in her eyes or the tears streaking down her face.

 “Oh, Rebecca,” he said as he knelt by the chair. “Why the hell didn’t you call for me?”

 “And what would you have done?”


He pulled her into his embrace. “This.”

 



* * *

 



Rebecca sobbed in Brandt’s arms until she couldn’t sob anymore. The shoulder of his shirt was soaked through, but he didn’t move, he just held her. Sniffling, she pulled away so they were face to face.

 “It’s just too much,” she choked up again unable to finish her thought.

 “I know. I think Lopez is trying to play his way out of it, and Davidson is eating away his grief.”


She searched his eyes. “What’s going to happen when we get home?”

 “First, we’ll all be separated, then debriefed individually…”


Rebecca let him go on about the various governmental procedures they would endure, but that wasn’t what she had meant. She felt tapped out on pain and suffering.


The last three days would haunt her forever. How could she have come so close to Jesus and the secrets his genome held, only to end up empty-handed? Worse than empty-handed. She had lost Lochum and with him a part of herself. She had made a vow to a dying man that she would never be able to fulfill. How did you forget such an obligation?


Right now, she needed something, anything, to cling to. A single positive thing to come out of all this horror.


Caressing the side of his face, feeling the stubble thick on his cheek, she interrupted him, “No, I meant between us.”

 “Oh,” Brandt said, seeming more than a little embarrassed, then a warm smile spread across his face. “I was thinking it would go like this.”


He leaned forward, his lips meeting hers in a hungry kiss. There was none of the confusion, awkwardness, or hesitation from Budapest. Her lips parted to let his tongue find her own. Breath coming in a rush, Brandt wrapped his arms around her waist and lifted her up against him.


By the bulge against her waist, Rebecca was not going to be disappointed. Yet, something didn’t feel right. Her pulse drove a primordial urge to celebrate life, to indulge, but Rebecca also knew she couldn’t handle any more hurt, so she pulled away just far enough to separate their lips.

 “Wait,” Rebecca said breathlessly, “I’m pretty… I don’t think my heart could take…”


Brandt kissed her again, but this time softly, tenderly. “I’m not the one-night stand kind of guy.”

 “That would be Lopez?” she asked playfully.

 “Oh, please. He’s the I’ll-be-out-of-here-in-under-a-half-an-hour kind of guy.” They both chuckled as Brandt tucked a stray piece of her hair behind her ear. Whatever doubt she might have had melted with their laughter as he continued, “I’m thinking that we’ll have to take a break just so we can make our flight tomorrow.”


When her knight in shining armor leaned in to kiss her this time, Rebecca held nothing back. All thoughts of Lochum, Christ, and the “God” gene fluttered from her mind as the roar of passion scattered every thought.


Arching her body into his chest, she pulled his white collar off, flinging it across the room. Urgently her hands found his shirt, nearly tearing the buttons apart. Tugging the garment off, she ran her hands down his bare chest.


Muscles rippling, he picked her up. With his amazing upper body strength, he carried her over to the bed and laid her down. But instead of just climbing, on like most men would, he hovered over her, admiring her body, his right hand coursing down her side, then continuing down to her panties, tugging them off as his left hand unhooked her bra.


Lying naked beneath him, she should have felt exposed or vulnerable, but all Rebecca felt was ready.


 


* * *


 


Brandt kissed down her neck, nibbling just to hear her moan. One hand was beneath her hips, locking them together. Rebecca was anything but idle, though. Her hands had expertly unhooked his belt and with an urgency that surprised him, Rebecca pulled his pants off until there were no clothes between them.


Skin to skin, their bodies entwined.


Her hardened nipples against his bare chest. Her loins against his own. Rebecca snaked her legs around his waist, pulling him even closer, asking, no, demanding, him to fulfill her.


But he didn’t want their first time to be like this. Sweaty and rushed.

 “Are you sure you are ready?” he asked into her ear.

 “Yes,” she whispered, her eyes unfocused and misty. “Yes.”


Shifting his weight, his dog tags fell between them, swaying, as they were only moments from consummating what had begun in the Ecuadorian rain forest when she cried out. “Oh, my God!”


Confused, Brandt hesitated. “I haven’t done anything yet.”

 “No, I know where he is…” Rebecca’s gaze suddenly cleared, her voice serious. “I know where Christ is buried.”

 



* * *

 



Tok’s eyes narrowed as he watched the couple through the night scope. Her erect nipples dark against her fair breasts. He had known Dr. Monroe worked best under extreme adrenaline drive, but obviously there was more than one way to induce that state. She pushed the sergeant away, scrambling to grab her new laptop.

 “She knows,” he said to Petir, who worked on his own computer, uploading the photos they had taken of the false burial site.


His mentor stopped typing. “Where?”


Tok was trying to discern such knowledge, but Brandt had walked over, and his broad back blocked his view. The sergeant’s obvious excitement waning rapidly.


He had feared he would be subjected to their mating ritual all evening, but the doctor’s revelation had saved him in more ways than just this. Tok had known Rebecca would divine their savior’s resting place.


After the attack on their base, Tok knew that he had been left with the weaker of the pair. Lochum had arrogance and the bluster to match it, but his mind was slow to grasp subtlety. The professor had over two hours in that chamber, yet had advanced their knowledge no further. Even when they had imparted to Lochum the linchpin of the puzzle, their most tightly held secret, had told him the all, the professor made no progress.


They had not expected the soldiers to have made such good time from Istanbul, else they would have retreated sooner. Once Rebecca and Brandt had stumbled upon Lochum, Tok had no other choice but to end the professor’s journey. A single word more, and he would have let loose a secret held by blood and sinew.


A stirring near his shoulder signaled Petir’s approach. His mentor put a set of binoculars to his eyes. “We will need to follow them, then.”


Tok lowered his scope. The interrupted lovers were already getting dressed.


At least their dire risk of staying in Rome had yielded dividends. As a matter of course, Tok would not be surprised if an assault team didn’t burst through their door at any moment. Petir and he were as great of fugitives from the Knot as Monroe and Brandt. Perhaps even more so. Between himself and his mentor they held the width and breadth of the organization.

 “Master, you are bleeding again,” Petir noted, guiding Tok down into a chair. “Let me change your bandages.”


The pain in his wrists and ankles had become his welcome consort. Feeling the same ache as his savior had focused his mind in a way that Tok had never experienced. He knew Petir feared that his student’s decisions were influenced by the hydrocodone, but Tok knew differently. They could not assume the man that had suffered for them all was lost to history.


Tok’s soul spoke of a different ending to this tale.


His mentor went to inject him with more painkillers, but Tok grabbed Petir’s wrist. “No more.”

 “You need not think it a show of weakness, Master.”


Releasing the old man’s hand, Tok smiled. “I do not, Petir. But the closer I grow to him, the closer I feel to him.”


Petir went back to packing their meager supplies. No matter what transpired in the next few hours, they would never return to this room.


They would find His bones and return them to the Knot or sacrifice themselves trying.



 


 


 



CHAPTER 34

 


 


Rome, Italy


Rebecca blew to cool her cappuccino as Brandt sat down with a huge mug of black coffee. Davidson and Lopez each had a caramel chocolate whipped cream drink, getting the benefit of both a caffeine and a sugar buzz.


Once settled, all eyes turned to her.


Back at the hotel room, Rebecca had quickly convinced the sergeant that she wasn’t trying to use some kind of “not tonight honey, I have to find Christ’s body” excuse to interrupt their first encounter, but she didn’t have enough time to elaborate.


So here they sat at the I Dolce di Checco, the Italian equivalent of Starbucks, waiting for her to explain.


Indicating her cup, Rebecca started, “You see, it relates to this drink.”

 “You deflated Brandt over a cup of Joe?” Lopez snorted, finding far more amusement in the idea then he had any right to. “Not that I didn’t want to keep kicking Davidson’s ass at Grand Theft Auto all night.”

 “Hey!” the private exclaimed. “Just because I’m a gentleman and won’t kill prostitutes for bonus points—”

 “Makes you a loser!”


Clearly the caffeine was already having its effect.


Rebecca jumped into the argument before they could really get going. “Actually each of you lent a clue, it just took seeing these…” She leaned over to the sergeant, so close that their lips nearly touched, but instead slowly pulled his dog tags out from under his shirt. “That the tumblers clicked into place…”


Untangling the St. Francis of Assisi medal from the rest, she displayed it to the men.


The sergeant’s eyes narrowed. “You’re thinking of the Order of Friars Minor Capuchin.”


Rebecca smiled. His Catholicism came in handy sometimes.

 “Besides lending the color of their famous robes to the drink before us, they’ve also been a very controversial order that requires their members to take vows of poverty and chastity, teach to the poor and dejected, and never touch money. Sound like anyone we know?”

 “Christ?” Davidson offered.


Brandt nodded. “Hey, but I think Rebecca’s also thinking of Padro Pio. The recently sainted Capuchin monk who displayed stigmata, correct?”

 “To some degree, but I was thinking more local than even that.” She turned to Lopez. “This is where you contributed,” Rebecca said as she laid out the brochure, ‘Rome – the Beautiful, the Wonderful, and the Truly Weird.’”

 “That’s my favorite!” Lopez added, not surprising anyone.


Rebecca unfolded the pamphlet and pointed to the entry describing the Crypt of Santa Maria della Concezione.

 “The church of the Virgin Mary,” Brandt translated. “You think Jesus is there?”

 “Wait a minute. Aren’t there like a thousand and one Virgin Mary churches? I’ve seen more Santa Marias here than I have in my entire life,” Davidson pointed out quite accurately.


Rebecca nodded. “Yes, but how many others have a crypt filled with over four thousand monks’ bones?” Once the men were duly impressed, she continued, “When asked why they wished their remains mummified and interred in the chapel, they said that they wished to be close to their Lord. What if they weren’t talking figuratively, but literally?”


Brandt took a hit off his coffee before he asked, “How do you think they’re related to the Knot?”


Rebecca brought out a scrap of paper with the list of thirty. “These are the original conspirators. They united in purpose to hide Christ, but each member had their own private agenda and followers that down through history had protected that one set of bones.”

 “Kind of like terrorist cells? They have a common dominator, but don’t cross associate?” Davidson asked.

 “Right again. On all the other bones there has been a mention of a man only described as “the one without contempt.” The man who stole the bones out from under Mary and the Knot’s noses, and I believe went so far as to bald-face lie to them where he hid Jesus’ remains.”

 “So Pinocchio had his own sect?” Lopez asked after licking whipped cream from his finger.


Rebecca nodded vigorously. “Yes, and I believe they were entrusted with the true resting place of Christ.”


The sergeant seemed unconvinced as he leaned back in his chair. “And you these monks are members of this cult?”

 “No, but I believe St. Francis of Assisi was.”

 



* * *

 



 Brandt bolted upright in his seat. Rebecca had withheld this little detail back at the hotel room, probably because she knew he never would’ve taken a step out the door after an accusation like that. St. Francis was one of the most revered saints. Entire Orders of the Catholic Church were founded by a man esteemed by peasants and popes alike.

 “I’d suggest you start explaining.”


Rebecca must have sensed the change in his mood as she hurried on. “Remember, I’m not talking about him being a member of the Knot. He would be a descendant of someone protecting the carrier of the bones. Protecting Christ.”


His mood was not improved by her intellectual caveat. “You still need to make your point.”

 “How much do you know about St. Francis?” she asked, cocking her head, almost challenging him. “Do you know his mother’s maiden name?”

 “Lady Pica Bourlemont.”


In reply, Rebecca pointed to her list of the Knot and their sects. Under the list of the man without contempt was a member named Perl the Menter. “Do you know what that translates to in fifteenth-century Russian?”

 “Bourlemont,” Davidson whispered.

 “And if you know about his life, Francis was a spoiled brat, running with the hip crowd until something happened to bring him to his knees.”


Brandt shook his head. He knew the saint’s life inside and out. “His calling came after two consecutive illnesses.”

 “Or his mother imparting her secret to him.”


Red in the cheek and not the way he was earlier in the evening, Brandt pushed the roster back at her. “It’s still a stretch.”

 



* * *

 



 “Is it? Is it really?” she asked. “Over the centuries, the Franciscans drifted away from their founder’s values until the Capuchins rededicated themselves to Assisi’s vision, building this church, then their crypt.”

 “Why would anyone call attention to themselves like that?”


But Rebecca looked to Davidson. “This is where you helped.”

 “I did?” the private asked, seeming proudly confused.

 “When you dressed us up as a Goth band. You taught me how you can hide something in plain sight.”


The table descended into silence as Brandt appraised Rebecca. She sat unflinching as his gaze searched her features. She was sure. More sure than she had been about the Vatican.


She listed off her points on her fingers. “The man without contempt found contempt and lied to the Knot, but he wasn’t stupid and for the same reasons Mary wanted to use Rome, he did as well. A member of his sect, Perl the Menter was an ancestor of St. Francis who embraced a much more orthodox view of Christianity. Later devote members of his order had themselves mummified and displayed so they might be closer to their Lord.”


Rebecca held Brandt’s eyes. “I’m right. I know I am.”


There was a moment when she thought the sergeant didn’t believe her, then he took the last swig of his black coffee and rose. “All right, then. Where’s this crypt?”


Smiling, Rebecca pointed through the café’s window to across the street. “Underneath that church.”

 



* * *

 



After cursing, Brandt whispered an apology to God as he picked the lock on the crypt’s gate. At least he had found something worse than wearing a priest’s collar. Breaking into a church’s crypt with the intent of digging through monks’ bones had to be a whole category of sin unto itself.

 “You sure you don’t want to take Lopez up on his offer?” Rebecca asked from behind him.

 “I’ve got it,” he whispered harshly. The corporal was an alley away in an Alfa Romeo, gassed and ready to go. Davidson had taken off, perching himself somewhere nearby with a direct view of the front door and the corporal’s get away car. The men had their back.

 “I think Lopez would have been faster,” Rebecca added.


With a click of the old iron lock releasing, Brandt didn’t bother refuting her words. Checking his weapons one last time, he made sure he was ready if the Knot showed up. Tok would not escape his sights again.


But before they went in, he turned to her. “The same goes here as for the Vatican. These monks are innocent.”

 “I wouldn’t be so sure, Brandt. We had no idea how many of them know what they hold. The Knot’s pretty militarized. Nothing says the individual sects aren’t as well.”


He escorted her inside the stairwell. “Tell you what? A crazed monk comes at me with a machete, and I’ll think about shooting him.”

 “What about if it’s just a small knife or switchblade?”


Brandt chuckled, then realized she was serious. “I’ll wing him.”


Distracted, Rebecca looked down the dark passageway. Brandt had seen that look in her eye before. The first time back in the jungles of South America. The next time when she left him in Paris. The third in the Hagia Sophia when she realized the tomb was beneath the Blue Mosque. And now.


Brandt turned sideways to avoid his shoulders scraping against the white stucco walls of the staircase. The streetlight was waning, but he dared not turn on his flashlight yet. They needed to be indoors before he risked giving away their position.


At the landing, they found a door, aged with cracked paint and a simple wooden crucifix. A small plaque announced the visiting hours, long since past. He got out his pick, but Rebecca twisted the knob.


It opened.

 “They’ve taken a vow of poverty. They’re not expecting burglars.”


Still the ease of entry gave him pause. Now even he was beginning to believe this was the resting place of Christ. For no other reason than the pit in his stomach began churning again.



 


 


 



CHAPTER 35

 


 



Carpuchin Church


Rebecca shut her eyes as Brandt turned on his flashlight. Letting her eyes get accustomed to the increased illumination, she opened her lids. The simple, short entryway emptied into a long hallway. An arch above the hall was adorned with a beautiful scroll pattern that took on a life of its own. It was both delicate in its detail and bold in its scale.


At least it seemed beautiful until she realized the upward stroke was a rib. A human rib, and the dainty rosettes surrounding it were cervical vertebra. Even after everything she had seen, the sight soured her stomach. Who did this? Who took bodies apart, bone by bone, and rearranged them into decorations?


Turning, she could see that Brandt was equally repulsed. The sergeant’s nose curled up as he used the point of his rifle to check to see if they really were bones, but sure enough, they were.


Rebecca read the inscription below the gruesome artwork. “What you are now, we once were. What we are now, you will be.”


“Oh, hell, no,” Brandt scowled and urged her forward. “Let’s get this over with.”


 They arrived at the first capella. The small whitewashed chamber was gated off by a low iron fence. They could have climbed over, but Rebecca had no inkling how, since each carved alcove had a napping monk. Only they weren’t asleep, they were dead. Mummified.


What this had to do with Christ’s love, Rebecca didn’t know.


Worse, the far wall was decorated, if you could call it that, by hundreds of skulls surrounding three monks who were mounted on the wall to simulate a pious standing position. Their hoods covered most of their desiccated faces, but in the dim light they exuded a ghoulish air. The ceiling wasn’t much better, with strange arrangements of finger, foot, and jawbones that swirled into a seashell pattern.


And people thought she was weird drawing blood from villagers and drilling bone cores.

 “Do we go in?” Brandt asked, clearly not wanting an affirmative.


Rebecca was happy to oblige. “Let’s look at all five first.”


Moving on, they came to the second capella. How the place could get more macabre she wasn’t sure, but it just had. Besides the napping mummies and hanging monks, the opposite centerpiece was formed out of hundreds of scapula, blending into a cornucopia. What bountiful harvest might come out of such a horn of plenty, Rebecca did not want to know.

 



* * *

 



Brandt didn’t even ask if they should enter the bizarre shrine. He simply moved onto the third chamber. More of the same. Another few feet and they were at the fourth, which held nothing more than the bizarre bone art.

 “Holy…” He stopped short as Rebecca stepped up alongside him at the fifth capella.


On the far wall hung a bony recreation of Jesus on the cross. But that wasn’t what made him curse. Hanging from the ceiling was a child-sized statue of death. With a scapula as his sickle, there was no more gruesome image. But this was clearly the chamber they needed to explore. They couldn’t ignore the crucifixion allusion.


In silent agreement, they climbed over the low gate. Brandt guarded the doorway as Rebecca inspected the body upon the cross, but he already knew that gruesome display wasn’t Jesus. Just like he had known that Christ wasn’t laid to rest in the Roman prison, reeking of despair, he knew his savior was not hanging on this wall.

 “There’s no grooves on the ulna or radius. The ankles are intact as well,” she said. “In addition, the skeleton has been reassembled from a variety of donor bodies. This isn’t Jesus.”


Glad that she had made the same conclusion so quickly, Brandt nodded toward the hallway. “We should take a closer look in the other rooms before heading out.”

 “Wait,” she said with the tone that made his stomach ache and made him wish for the hundredth time he had packed antacids. “What’s Death holding?”

 “A grotesque sickle made out of shoulder bones.”

 “No. In his other hand,” Rebecca said, tilting her head to get a better look at the object above them. “Give me a leg up.”


Lifting her high into the air, Brandt couldn’t help but breathe her scent. The musky aroma of frustrated arousal. He didn’t want to smell it, but his nostrils were filled with her.


A powerful reminder that his life, and certainly this night, didn’t turn out the way he planned.

 



* * *

 



Rebecca leaned her weight into the sergeant’s strong arms as she inspected the creepy death-child. In one hand was the sickle, but the other held a scale. The chain was made from tiny vertebra and the weighing pans were half pelvises. It had caught her eye because the scales were not balanced. The right was lower than the left. The strange statue really was weighing something.

 “Can you raise me a little higher?”


She could feel the strain of his muscles as he lifted her. The same strain she felt earlier in the evening as he had laid her onto the bed. Shaking off the memory, Rebecca peeked over the edge of the left pan. It was empty. Knowing her instincts were correct, she looked into the right pan.

 “There’s thirty silver coins in here,” she relayed to Brandt. “The minting is later than the original ones. Maybe twenty years later. Exactly the time frame for the fall of Jerusalem.”


His response was a muffled curse. The sergeant knew as she did that Christ was close. But where?


The right scale was lower. Did that indicate the right alcove with its prerequisite mummified monk? But that awful body couldn’t be Christ. Maybe the alcove hid a sliding panel or a false wall.


Reaching up, she went to remove the coins so that she could inspect them when Brandt barked, “Don’t!”


But it was too late. As her fingers lifted the silver from its pan, the floor gave out from under them. The sergeant tried to keep hold of her, but they tumbled through the darkness, banging against one wall then the other until they hit the bottom of the shaft. Actually Brandt hit the bottom, and she fell on top of him, her impact cushioned by his body.


Rebecca rolled off, but not quickly enough for the sergeant.

 “Move!” Brandt yelled.


He hit the wall at a run, scrambling up the sheer face. She didn’t understand his urgency until the trapdoor slammed shut. Cursing, he fell back to the floor.

 “New rule,” the sergeant said as he dusted himself off. “No touching, pulling, or lifting ancient artifacts until I get the fuck out of the way.”


Brandt sounded like the fall was twenty feet longer than it was, but then again he had been on the bottom of the pileup.


Rebecca apologized. “Sorry. I didn’t even think that could be a release latch, but I should have, I mean—”


Shaking it off, the sergeant offered her an outstretched hand. “I didn’t think of it either until the last second, but new rule number two. When traveling with you, we carry at least a couple dozen glow sticks.”


As he pulled her to her feet, they found their sole flashlight had cracked a lens, and Brandt had to squeeze the casing together to get any illumination out of it. But once he did, Rebecca wished they were still in darkness since the entire tunnel was covered in skeletons. At eye level were a row of skulls, their fleshless faces staring blankly into the darkness.

 “Shall we?” Brandt asked pointing the flashlight down the only corridor open to them.


With a gulp, Rebecca followed the sergeant, who traveled exceptionally slowly. He took a single step at a time, testing the bony ground beneath his foot before walking forward, but she didn’t complain.


The crypt above had spooked her bad enough, but now that the trapdoor echoed the entrance to the tomb back at the Vatican, she was even more shaken. Clearly someone within the Order, at some time in its long history, had knowledge of the Knot and Christ’s resting place.


But as they crept along a floor made of ribs and spine, Rebecca feared that such forbidden knowledge had twisted the monks, triggering the bizarre bone art up above and now here deep in the earth. Instead of embracing life, the monks had become fascinated with death. Their own mortality gruesomely displayed for all to see.


Rebecca couldn’t help but wonder if they didn’t want to hurry hers along as well.

 



* * *

 



 They reached a staircase which was, of course, made of bones.


These monks were plain fucked up.


Brandt didn’t want to touch the femur-lined railing but also didn’t want to trust the humerus steps. The lattice staircase had some give so that each footfall made it feel like the plank wasn’t going to hold, and he’d had just about enough falling for an entire lifetime. Cautious to the point of paranoia, the sergeant led Rebecca down the spiral stairs.


Gun up, Brandt check above and below him before descending another step. If this truly was the resting place of Christ or even if these freaked-out Capuchins just thought it was, they were in danger.


Finally they reached the landing, which was thankfully devoid of bones. Stamping his boot into the dirt, he made sure there wasn’t another surprise. Confident there was only earth beneath his feet, Brandt stepped onto the small clearing.


Panning the area, he found nothing amiss which made him even more concerned. The only thing differentiating this landing from the tunnel was a dull roar echoing off the low ceiling. Making sure to survey their periphery, Brandt moved them forward, but he checked and double-checked his corners as the sound became deafening.


Then they ran out of landing. The ground fell off at a sharp cliff with a raging river far below. They walked the length of the edge, but found no stairs. No way down.

 “Okay. Rule number three. Always come equipped with mountain climbing gear,” Brandt rumbled, pissed that he didn’t have fifty feet of rope.


As he formulated a plan to shoot open the trapdoor, gather his team, then repel down the ledge, Rebecca asked, “What do we do now?”

 “Help us find the tomb,” a voice suggested from behind.

 



* * *

 



Brandt was already firing by the time Rebecca recognized the voice as Petir’s. Answering bullets flew from the tunnel, trapping them against the cliff’s edge. They had nowhere to go. It would only be a matter of time before a stray bullet caught one of them.


The ledge crumbled under the sergeant’s boot, but somehow he caught his balance. “Get ready,” he said as the gunfire’s echo became louder than the river.

 “For what?” Rebecca asked, but Brandt didn’t answer. He just tackled her, throwing them both over the edge of the cliff as an RPG sailed overhead, finally exploding on the far wall, showering debris.


They fell threw through the air, weightless, arms flailing until the sergeant grabbed her, stabilizing their fall. “Head down!”


Clinging to his back, legs wrapped around his waist, Rebecca tucked her head into his chest, but it still felt like her neck almost snapped when they hit the water. Then they were churned under and Brandt’s hand slipped from hers. It was like a washing machine. Not a wimpy Maytag, but a frigid, industrial-strength washing machine with bullets zinging past you for added agitation.


River froth in her mouth, Rebecca gasped for air as the water spit her up then sucked her under just as quickly. She had a brief glimpse of the sergeant, but he was pulled under before she could be sure he was still alive.


Rebecca could no longer tell up from down, right from left. Was she even kicking in the correct direction? Then Brandt caught the back of her shirt, hurling her up and out. She landed with a thud onto a sandy beach before the river dove deep into the earth. 


Panting, Rebecca crawled over to the sergeant who was heaving mouthfuls of gritty water from his lungs. His lips were tinged purple, and blood coursed down the side of his face, another blow to the temple.


She was worried until Brandt commented, “Lopez is going to be pissed he missed that ride.”


Instinctually she pulled him into her arms and hugged him. Hugged him for saving them one more time.

 



* * *

 



 Brandt returned the hug, not so much out of affection but to keep his balance. He felt queasy and dizzy, but he didn’t want Rebecca to worry. Her grip was like a vise, panic fueled.


They had been carried well past the plateau so Petir and his mute boss didn’t have a clear shot, but that didn’t mean the two weren’t correcting that problem. They needed to get up and away.

 “Come on,” he encouraged. Rebecca was on her feet within seconds, but he stumbled to his knees as he tried to take a step.

 “What’s wrong?”


The sergeant didn’t know until he felt a warm trickle down his leg.

 “You’ve been shot!”


And the doctor wasn’t wrong. She pulled up his shirt to reveal a bullet wound oozing a steady stream of blood.

 “Check for an exit wound,” Brandt urged.


Rebecca felt up and down his back. “Nothing.” From the look on her face, she knew as he did that this was a bad sign. A very bad sign.


Out of the icy cold water, the throbbing pounded behind his eyes, threatening to overwhelm his vision. But lying here wasn’t going to find the bullet or stop the bleeding.


Braced for the pain and his weakened left leg, Brandt rose.

 “What do you think you’re doing? You’ve got a bullet bouncing around in your pelvis!”

 “Got any better ideas?” he asked, tearing off a strip of his shirt to use as a bandage.


Rebecca mouth opened, then closed, then opened again, but nothing better came out.

 “Then I guess we are moving out.”

 



* * *

 



 At first Brandt had shrugged off her help, but now he leaned heavily into her as they followed the beach up a slight incline. As they crested the rise, Rebecca glanced over to find the sergeant already seeping through his crude bandage.

 “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”


She thought Brandt was referring to his wound until she looked up to find a wall, inscribed with Hebrew, Latin, Aramaic, and Greek. The languages of Christ. But that wasn’t the problem. The sergeant was cursing at the opening of a maze that lay before them.

 “This is not good,” she added as she peered down the multiple entrances. None looking welcoming.

 “No shit. Like all the rest wasn’t bad enough. Now a fucking labyrinth.”

 “Actually, it’s a maze.”


Brandt leaned against the wall, checking his bandage, cringing when he found it bright red. The sergeant ripped another strip of shirt as he spoke, “And the difference would be?”


Rebecca peered into the darkened passage. There was no obvious threat, but the tangled path before them filled her with foreboding. But how could she explain why?

 “Actually the difference is important,” she said as she helped him wrap the cloth around his midsection. “A labyrinth, especially associated with Jewish mysticism, is supposed to be open. The pathway is meant to hone your focus. To bring your consciousness to a single point so that you might heal or find enlightenment. There are even finger labyrinths to help you achieve the same sense of serenity while sitting at your office desk.”


Flinching, the sergeant gritted his teeth as she cinched the tie. “Then what’s a maze?” he asked.

 “A corruption of the ideal. The labyrinth is supposed to set you free. A maze is meant to confuse you. Trap you.”


Testing his balance, Brandt asked. “And reward you in the end?”

 “That’s the problem,” she said, her tone lowering. “Just like they twisted the Jewish tradition of honoring their dead, these monks have perverted the path to enlightenment. To be honest, I’m worried.”


To her surprise, Brandt chuckled. “Really? Just now is the first time you’ve felt worried?”

 “You know what I meant.”

 “Yeah,” he said, with a pained smile on his face. “If you’re worried, then I’m pulling my gun.”

 



* * *

 



 Brandt used the wall as support as he crept forward into the maze. Rebecca wasn’t exactly behind him, but neither was she at his side. Her expression made it clear she expected him to fall over at any moment. She should have known he was made of sterner stuff.

 “There’s a Star of David,” Rebecca said, reaching out.


He blocked her hand. “What did I tell you about touching ancient artifacts?”

 “I wasn’t going to handle it. I was going to point out that there’s a thin piece of metal attached to the back of it.”


On closer inspection, Brandt found the trip wire. They both checked the floor. It felt solid as solid could be. Plus, how much deeper could they go before hitting magma?

 “Should we risk it?” she asked.


So far, the symbols had only helped them. Hurt them first, but ultimately helped them. “I think we have to.” He put his gun into its holster and pulled out his silencer. “Stay behind me.”


Ever so slowly he used the muzzle to pull the Star of David from the wall. Immediately another, much larger and far sharper star flew out from the opposite wall, impaling itself deeply into the wood. If Rebecca had still been standing there, she would have been dead.

 “Like I said, corrupted,” the doctor commented.


Brandt stared at the metal sticking from the wood. Men of faith did not act like this. “No, these monks are now officially fucking crazy.”

 



* * *

 



 Drenched, Tok dragged himself up the gentle slope of the river bank. He had intended to travel at least halfway up, but his muscles gave out and he flopped onto his back, panting from the exertion. The turbulent river had tapped any reserve he might have had.


Petir was at his side. “Master, I begged you to wait on the plateau for my return.”

 “And allow you all this glory?” Tok tried to interject some levity into their dire circumstances, but accomplished only making himself cough.

 “Your bandages are saturated.”


He should have risen at least into a sitting position, but Tok was so beyond the effects of vanity and pride. God had brought him low.


Tok had thought he would ride into this battle high atop his horse, breathing fire, vanquishing all that stood in his path. Instead he could barely walk. Such was God’s wisdom.


His mentor opened the medical pack, pulling out fresh bandages. Petir assumed the worst, yet somehow brought about the best.

 “Please allow me to administer another dose of narcotic.”


Tok shook his head sharply, but pride did not prevent him from accepting any further pain medication. Instead it was a matter of practicality. He knew he would need every neuron firing precisely to survive this night.


After applying the dressing, Petir still fussed with his feet. Having to use a concentrated effort, Tok lifted his head to find his mentor fitting splints onto his damaged ankles.

 “I told you, no!” he said, trying to pull his feet from the older man.

 “Please do not make me say it, Tok.”


Cheeks burning, he looked away, knowing exactly what Petir implied. Tok would only slow his mentor. Unless they found a way to make him sound of leg, he would be a hindrance. There was his damnable pride again. What did two plastic braces matter in the grand scheme?


But somehow it did matter to him. “I will be strong enough,” he said more to himself than to his mentor.


Petir rose, gripped his shoulder, locking his gaze. “From the moment I found you under those bolts of cloth, I never doubted that you would be strong enough, Tok. I never doubted.”

 



* * *

 



Rebecca came to a stop as they reached yet another dead end. By now Brandt wasn’t even bothering to conceal the fact that the wall was the only thing holding him up.

 “That’s it,” the sergeant said, almost sounding relieved. “We’ve exhausted all the possibilities.”


On one hand, Brandt was correct. Keeping a running tally on her sleeve they had made note of every bifurcation and turn. They had gone down every available path to find only switchbacks and dead ends.


On the other hand, he was wrong. Rebecca suspected that the monks might be crazy, but clever as well. They had rigged the first symbol with a deadly trap, making any who wandered the maze afraid to test any of the other items. But what if one of them opened a new path? Why build a maze that had no exit?


It was a test, and so far they had failed.


Until now they had avoided touching any adornment, but now she feared they were going to have to pony up.


She glanced over to find Brandt studying her. He sighed. “Just tell me the bad news straight out.”

 “We’ve got to see if any of the objects open another passage.”


The sergeant didn’t seem at all surprised. “That’s pretty much what I’d figured. I was just hoping I was wrong.”


Rebecca offered her shoulder. He didn’t decline as she continued, “I saw a silver cross that caught my eye four turns ago. It was the only one with the figure of Christ on it.”

 “Seems a little obvious, don’t you think?”


She shrugged. “Which is probably why I didn’t try it when we passed it, but now… You got any better ideas?”


Brandt didn’t even seem to have the energy to argue anymore. And whatever stamina he had left was challenged as they retraced their steps down the four long passageways. By the time they reached the small cross, he was sweating. Not the type of perspiration from a good, hard workout, but the clammy, damp skin you got when you had the stomach flu and felt like death warmed over.


He feebly went to get his silencer, but Rebecca grabbed it.

 “I’ll do it.”


Making sure Brandt was well out of harm’s way, she gently lifted the cross from its perch. At first nothing happened, then the walls began to rumble.

 “Oh, crap,” Brandt said, hobbling backward, clearly not wanting to fall down another trapdoor, but the floor stayed firm beneath their feet.


The rumbling built to a crescendo, then the distinctive sound of wood scraping against stone sounded from far off.

 “A wall is moving!” she exclaimed, but Brandt frowned.

 “Yeah, except it’s all the way on the other side of the maze.”


Rebecca wanted to argue, but it was a good ten- to fifteen-minute walk from here, and the sergeant didn’t look like he’d make it another ten feet.



 


 


 



CHAPTER 36

 


 


Deep beneath Rome


Both Tok and Petir stared through the recently opened passage. They had feared the maze was going to tumble down upon them, but instead a wall slid open, bidding them forward. It was clear that Brandt and Monroe had been through here already, for they had marked the walls with a single slash to signify one transit and two for any return trip indicating a dead end.


They were about to bypass this segment when the walls quaked, and, like a miracle, the way was cleared.


God truly worked in mysterious ways.


But Petir had also found a fatally sharp star embedded in the wall. They had cautiously tested a gilded fish to find it also rigged with deadly efficiency. Now this secret passage. Was it a gilded idol?

 “We must have faith,” Petir intoned, answering Tok’s unspoken question.


Without argument, he allowed his mentor to enter first. The older man took several steps, then nodded for Tok to follow. They were clear of the maze, only to find another riddle before them.


Stretching out were dozens of caves, each with a unique entrance. From stained glass to rotting curtains, all manner of doors were represented. One even resembled the panel they found under the Blue Mosque.


There were dozens of choices, and Tok was certain that the wrong one would be a fatal mistake. But he had no concern, for he already knew which was the most blessed cave. He had not lived his life within the Knot and spent so many nights with the bones of Mary to not know instinctively which cave was the one that held the savior.


Ignoring the lancing pain in his heels, Tok walked straight for the cave whose opening was blocked by a large boulder. Petir must have sensed the rightness of it, for he was but a step behind.

 



* * *

 



 Brandt could feel blood seeping through his bandage, but he didn’t bother telling Rebecca. They were so close. They had checked two paths to find them still blocked. There was only one other that could have opened.


If it wasn’t already closed. But the sergeant refused to go negative. They were going to find Christ’s bones, and he was going to have enough blood to finish this mission. It was just that simple. A defeat of this magnitude wasn’t in his game plan.

 “Look, there’s light!” Rebecca announced, hurrying forward. “There’s caves! It’s not too far.”


He should have stopped her from walking out into the open, but he just didn’t have the energy. That was until the muzzle of a gun crept nearer and nearer to her neck. Forgetting his injury, Brandt was through the opening, his gun to the temple of her attacker.

 “Whoa! Sarge!” the private yelled. “It’s me, Davidson!”


Eyes blurred with pain, he almost didn’t recognize his own teammate. “What? How?”


It was Rebecca who urged his arm down, lowering the gun away from his private’s skull.

 “Tok and Petir came in. I tried to get a shot, but they slipped in too quick. I didn’t know what to do, so I followed.”


Rebecca hugged the younger man. “I’m so glad you did. Brandt’s injured.”

 “Where?” but then Davidson must have spotted the growing crimson stain as the younger man’s eyes dilated. “Crap. I should have brought Lopez.”


Brandt tried to shoo him away, but his knees gave out, that last charge sapped his reserve. Rebecca and Davidson lowered him to the ground.

 



* * *

 



Fighting off panic, she put pressure on Brandt’s abdomen, looking at Davidson. “Did you bring any medical supplies? We lost ours in the river.”

 “River, what river?” the private asked as he pulled out a field kit.


It wasn’t until then that Rebecca realized Davidson wasn’t wet at all. Not even his cuffs were damp. “How did you get here?”

 “Across the bridge and then—” The private stopped mid-sentence. “You mean you guys jumped into that river? The river, like, too far down to even see?”

 “Yeah.” How casual it sounded now. “How did you get across?”


With real bandaging material, Davidson helped Rebecca properly bind Brandt’s abdomen as he explained. “The rope bridge. Wasn’t it there when you crossed?”


Rebecca shook her head. Had Tok and Petir somehow erected a bridge in so short a time? The Knot was good, yet that feat seemed even beyond them. “But how did you exit the maze ahead of us?”

 “What maze?” the private asked, looking more confused. “I just followed the bridge to an outcropping of rock that led to a superlong staircase that dumped out right over there.”


Davidson pointed behind them. They were at an angle, but sure enough there were steps leading up and away.

 “Thank God, there’s another way out.” Rebecca had not voiced it, but she had feared they were never going to get Brandt to the world outside. He couldn’t face another rough ride in the icy waters, especially trying to swim upstream. But now, now they could get him to safety.

 “Help me get him out of here.”


The private complied, but Brandt shook his head. “We’re here. We can’t abort now.

 “You might not be able to, but I sure as hell can,” Rebecca argued.


The private caught her arm. “If you tell me which cave, we’ll get the sarge to a hospital, then Lopez and I can come back and collect the bones.”


Offhandedly, Rebecca indicated to a cave. As soon as she had seen the array, she had known where Christ lay. “It’s that one.”

 “How can you be sure?” the sergeant asked, with more than a little effort. The antibiotics and painkillers that Davidson had just pumped into him were taking effect.

 “You remember your Bible, right?” Even doped, Brandt was able to scare up a good sneer. “All right, then, what did Christ’s tomb look like?”


The sergeant had to fight to concentrate, then licked his lips. “It was a simple chamber hewn out of rock with a single ossuary table in the center.”


Davidson’s eyebrow arched. “Yeah, but we can’t see inside them.”


Rebecca was going to let Brandt field that one, but the sergeant’s eyelids just lulled, so she answered, “True, but we also know that the apostles rolled a large stone in front of the cave to thwart thieves from disturbing the body for the three days it was interred.”


The younger man surveyed the variety of entrances. Many were gilded, most were beautiful renderings of some biblical parable, but only one was a simple smooth stone. “So they went old school.”


The sergeant grabbed hold of Davidson’s arm. “Help me up.”

 “No,” she begged. “Just let us—”

 



* * *

 



Brandt interrupted, “I’m not coming this far and not seeing for myself.”


His look must have been stern enough because Rebecca didn’t bother to argue. The truth was the meds had given him a second wind. He knew it wouldn’t last long, but the cave was only a few yards away.

 “Davidson, do your thing.”


As the private moved off to secure a sniper position, Rebecca whispered to Brandt, “I don’t know if I can get you over there.”

 “I’m good,” he said, supporting his own weight. Walking on his own two feet. It didn’t just feel good, it felt damned good.


But before they could cross the short distance, the stone rolled away from the cave’s opening. Pulling his weapon, he already knew who was coming out. The fuckers had beaten them to it.

 “Halt!” he yelled, knowing full well they wouldn’t.


Petir and Tok came out, guns at the ready, but the sergeant noticed that the shorter man’s arm shook, and the weapon seemed too heavy for him. Not that Brandt was faring much better. His blood pressure must have shot up because he could feel moisture seeping from his bandage.


The taller man sounded confident, except his eyes kept flickering to Tok. “Leave now, and we shall seek no retribution.”

 “Little late for that, buddy.” He might have been more interested in the offer if he Davidson wasn’t his ace in the hole. “Lower your weapons.”


Tok hobbled forward as he locked Brandt’s gaze. Petir’s words followed. “You have sorely miscalculated, Sergeant. Leave or die.”


Okay, Brandt was officially sick of this fucker. “Fire!”


But nothing happened. Tok’s smile became savage as he signed rapidly. But who the hell was he signing to? Petir was behind him.


Glancing over his shoulder, the sergeant watched Davidson leave his sniper position and walk out into the open. “Damn it, fire.”


Then the private crossed the invisible line that separated friend from foe, embracing Tok. “Bro!”

 “Samuel,” Petir said, as he too hugged the younger man.

 “What the hell?”


Davidson shrugged. “Don’t be so judgmental. We’re adopted.”


But how could that be? Brandt had met the private’s family. Been to his grandfather’s log cabin on Lake Michigan. Obviously this ruse had been established well before they had ever met.


Rebecca stammered, “Davidson, how…? I saw you shoot that driver. You killed the Knot’s men in Istanbul.”

 “Deep cover, babe. I did nothing to endanger my position until my man, Tok, gave the signal. Now it’s all about family.”


That pit in Brandt’s stomach sucked his heart in as well. Svengurd truly had been innocent. The farm-fresh Davidson had been the mole the entire time. His vision darkened, and not from blood loss. How could he have missed a deception this great?

 “Kill them,” Petir ordered Davidson.


At this distance, they were dead. Hell, with the private at the trigger, a hundred yards out they’d still be dead, but Davidson’s face clouded over and his gun stayed down at his side.


Even though his meds were bleeding out his bullet wound, Brandt stepped in front of Rebecca. Maybe he could use Davidson’s reluctance to their favor. “You’re not that guy who can shoot an innocent woman, Davidson.”

 “They know,” Petir intoned. “So they must die.”


Bracing himself, the private slung his rifle into position, wrapping his hand around the harness to secure his grip. There was no talking their way out of this one.

 “Once I shoot, run,” Brandt whispered to Rebecca. She wouldn’t make it two feet, not with Tok and Petir armed, but at the least Brandt wouldn’t have to see her die.


But then all thoughts of Rebecca faded as he faced off against Davidson. At the least, Brandt would take out the traitor before he fell.


A life for a life.


Then the ceiling bloomed brightly as a dozen cappuccino-brown robed monks rappelled from the roof, wielding silver swords.

 



* * *

 



 Rebecca ducked as the bullets flew. Brandt fell to one knee, but not from Davidson’s shot. The private had been bowled over backward by a Capuchin attack.


She couldn’t help but scream as a wild-eyed monk, his skin stretched taut over his face like his long-mummified brothers, ran at her, his sword glistening in the light. The sergeant shoved her to the ground as he spun and fired. Two shots. Two holes in the man’s head.

 “Get somewhere safe!” Brandt yelled.


More than willing to comply, Rebecca just wasn’t sure if there was anywhere that matched his description. Tok, Petir, and Davidson had scattered, but the monks were everywhere. Turning, she found the entrance to the maze, but two monks brandished their weapons. There was no going back there. Then she saw it.


The open cave.

 “Come on!” she said, tugging Brandt, but the sergeant didn’t budge. He was too focused on shooting at Davidson to the exclusion of all else. “Oh no, you don’t.”


Rebecca felt as betrayed by the conniving private as much as Brandt, but she wasn’t going to let that emotion kill them both. Adrenaline was hyping the sergeant up, but he had lost a lot of blood. Bracing herself, she jerked the sergeant backward. Unable to resist, he stumbled after her.

 “Damn it!” Brandt shouted, but she ignored him as she guided them into the shelter of the cave.


He still tried to fire madly into the fray, but Rebecca pulled him behind the rock. “Stop. Just stop!”

 “Davidson… He… Svengurd…”

 “He is the least of our problems right now.” Off his look, she conceded, “Okay, maybe he’s a big part of it, but you have got to think. Use this chaos to our advantage. Figure out how we can get the hell out of here.”


Still his eyes remained unfocused, and his mind distracted. So she did the only thing she could think of.


Rebecca kissed him. Hard and demanding. Now was not the time for romance. It was time for a wake-up call. When he finally responded, she pulled back enough to look into his eyes. “I need you.”

 



* * *

 



Brandt would have loved to respond, but a monk came at her with his sword high over his head, both hands on the pommel, ready to strike.


Three bullets and the guy was dead, along with his friend trying to sneak up from the side. He urged Rebecca deeper into the cave. “Go. Take a look while I figure it out.”


Another five bullets, and Petir was flushed from his hiding spot. Maybe Rebecca was right. This was doable. They could make it out alive, but then he felt his wet bandage. He might not make it out, but he sure as hell was going to guarantee she did.

 “I can help,” Rebecca said as gunfire brought them to the ground.

 “Doing exactly what?” he asked, then regretted his harsh tone. “When we rabbit, it’ll be fast. Make the best of it now.”

 “Are you sure?”


With his one good arm, Brandt pulled her in and kissed her full on the lips. “I’m sure. Now go.”

 



* * *

 



As she crept farther and farther into the darkened cave, all Rebecca could hear was the chaos echoing from the entrance. Strangely, what calmed her panic was figuring out who was firing at whom. It sounded like Davidson had found himself a vantage point due to the clean, crisp, precise shots that rang off the cavern walls. Each was always followed by a scream.


Before, she would have been grateful. But now she knew the private’s accuracy would soon be aimed at them. But the deeper she went into the cave the more the battle seemed far away and irrelevant. A smell somewhere between sweet and stale lingered in the air. Then she realized it was the scent of myrrh and burial spices. With all the commotion, Rebecca had forgotten whose tomb she had entered.


Christ’s.


Slowing her step, she approached the only object in the chamber. It was a low, flat rock with a single skeleton gracing its surface. Rebecca reminded herself how many tombs she and Lochum had found and how many skeletons had been exhumed, and none of them had been Christ, but that didn’t quiet the butterflies in her stomach.


Without approaching too closely, she circled the body. He wore a crown of thorns. The markings of the iron spikes clear on his wrists and ankles. The remains were no doubt a male, between thirty and forty-five years old. Rebecca could also make out tiny inscriptions in the bone, but could not read them from this distance.


A part of her didn’t want to get any closer. Finding Christ in theory sounded intriguing and just a little heroic. Finding Jesus in reality was intimidating and more than a little scary.


Where the hell was Lochum? The professor would have already shoved past her, inspected the entire body, and already be reading scripture from the bones. But here she stood too timid to come within an arm’s length of the skeleton. Rebecca didn’t think she could do this alone.


Glancing toward the cave opening, the bright muzzle flashes told her that the sergeant was otherwise occupied. Besides, Rebecca knew that this would be one discovery Brandt would not be happy to find. She would leave him to his battle while she began hers.


Gulping, Rebecca took another step forward. Trying to summon up some semblance of professional detachment, Rebecca leaned over to study the skull. These letters were far tinier than any of the other bones. It was as if someone had tried to cram double the information onto these remains. Having to squint, Rebecca concentrated on the area just above the thorny crown. Without a magnifying glass she could only make out three words.


Cross.


Golgotha.


Christos.


Stumbling back, Rebecca read the next line.


Here lies a Son of God.

 



* * *

 



 Brandt had to keep himself from constantly checking over his shoulder. Rebecca would let him know if she found… Well, what they were looking for.


But these fucking monks were maniacs, trying to kill anyone who wasn’t wearing a brown robe. Add that to Davidson taking potshots at his head as frequently as he could, and Brandt was a little busy.


Tok had holed up somewhere to his left, taking shelter in one of the caves. Petir had tried to get back into the maze a while ago, but even armed, the older man had to retreat in the face of the monk’s ferocious attacks.


Tightening the wrap, Brandt realized he had soaked through completely. The sergeant wasn’t sure how much blood he had left.


Rebecca had tasked him with formulating a plan to get out of here, but she wasn’t going to like it. Looking at the kill zone, there was no way they were both getting out of here alive. Even if you assumed the monks would be severely thinned, that still left three guns, one of them an expert sniper.


Which left him the only option, to lie to her. He would tell Rebecca that he would stay behind only long enough to provide cover fire, then join her, but Brandt doubted if he could even crawl halfway across the open space, let alone run across it and up the steep stairs toward freedom.


No, in reality, he would lay down cover fire, but once Davidson rose to take the kill shot, Brandt would nail the little fucker between the eyes. Rebecca should be able to rush up the stairs past the private’s bloody body and get the hell out of there before Brandt was either sliced to ribbons by the monks or gunned down between Petir and Tok’s positions.


While he solidified the plan, an arrow narrowly missed his shoulder and bounced off the rock. Turning, Brandt fired and didn’t miss his quarry. But another three arrows rained down upon him. Scrambling deeper behind the rock, the sergeant cursed.


He was going to have to update his fucking plan.

 



* * *

 



 Mesmerized by the tiny scrawled writings, Rebecca let the names and words flow past her eyes. The Twelve were well represented. Especially James, Paul, and, of course, Judas. But the Thirty were also in abundance. Magdalene, Ruth, and Ameil. In addition, there were others she had not seen before. Deliah, Sevat, and Turvas.


Give her a year and a dozen grad students, and Rebecca could rewrite the Bible. There was so much she had found, yet so much she still didn’t understand. Unlike the other remains, much of the writing seemed to be hurried, as if the inscriber had been rushed. Some sentences left off without finishing while others were repeated, oftentimes right next to one another, like the carver had forgotten what he had just written.


But for now, Rebecca had not moved beyond the skull. It was almost easier to gather information rather than stop and really soak in the ramifications of truly finding Christ’s body. However, as the gunfire from the cave entrance intensified, Rebecca knew she had to finish her survey.


It would take an entire accredited laboratory weeks or months of radio-isotope dating to prove the skeletons age and another league of scholars to confirm the body’s identity, but Rebecca had not doubt that who lay before her had died on the cross that day in Jerusalem.


No other might ever see these remains, so it was her duty to document as much as possible in the time she had left.


Freeing her mind, Rebecca began another circle of the body, this time trying to rectify her own doubts against the proof under her fingertips. As she walked, Rebecca dragged a finger along the skeleton just as she had done with John’s bone back at the hotel room, feeling the contours of the bone, reading it like a gypsy.


His arms were long compared to most. His embrace must have been bountiful. The radius and ulna had grooves where the nails had attached him to the wooden cross. His rib cage had a tiny knick. Exactly where legend said the Roman spear had pierced his chest. His pelvis was sturdy and much more narrow than Magdalene’s. His femur was straight, but thinner than John’s had been. The tibia was slightly irregular. The tarsus, of course, showed similar damage at the wrist, confirming crucifixion.


Backing up, Rebecca’s fingers found the tibia again. It was more than slightly irregular. Had there been an old fracture there that had healed poorly? Not only was there a substantial callus around the bone, but arthritis had set into the knee joint. She didn’t remember any mention of Jesus having a leg injury.


But weren’t there multiple mentions of a lame man amongst the Twelve?


Hadn’t Judas complained of a poorly healed leg?


Sucking in a breath, Rebecca leaned over the tibia. The damaged leg was the right leg. The leg that caused Judas so much trouble.


She stumbled back as she realized that body lying before her was not Christ… but Judas.



 


 


 



The Sacrifice

 


 



Jerusalem


AD 42


Judas paused at the entrance to the small garden they had been calling home while in Jerusalem. How could he face his friend? From his vantage point, he watched Jesus pace in an antechamber lined with great palms. His mother clearly tried to comfort him, but there was no solace for the Savior.


 “Judas? You’ve come!” Jesus asked as he squinted toward the door. “Where are the guards?”


Entering alone, Judas opened his arms wide. “I am alone.”

 “But…”


Tears sprang to his eyes. “I could not do it, Jesus. I could not turn my one friend in all the world over to the Romans. My heart would not bear such a burden and still beat after.”

 “Oh, Judas. What have you wrought?” Jesus asked, not accepting his embrace, but Mary seemed most pleased.

 “Perhaps this is God’s will after all. For you to live.”


Judas nodded. “If you wish to rush to your fate, you must do so of your own accord.”


He was firm in his conviction, but seeing his friend’s disappointment nearly crushed his will. On the long walk to the temple, Judas had come to his senses. No matter Jesus’ wish, it was Judas’ soul at stake. He had convinced himself this was a test. A test to see if Judas was capable of such treachery, but seeing Jesus’ eyes moist with bitter tears, he feared it was no such trial. The Savior truly had wanted him to complete the betrayal.

 “But I cannot, Judas,” Jesus wept. He hid his face in his hands. “God forgive me, but I cannot.”


Mary put an arm around her son. “God has already asked so much of you. He could not expect this as well.”


Judas took Jesus’ hand. “If only I could take this burden from you.”


Head still bent, Jesus murmured, “But you cannot, dear friend.”


However, Mary’s eyes brightened, and she turned her gaze to him. “Do you mean that, Judas? Would you put yourself upon that cross?”

 “Yes,” he answered, wishing if only he could. For once, it might be he to do God’s work. “Anything to ease Jesus’ suffering.”

 “Then make it so,” Mary said as her son’s head snapped up.

 “What heresy do you speak, Mother?”


But his mother stood firm before her most holy son. “Before you decline, think on it, Jesus. What have you said time and again? That you must rise three days hence. Is that not true?”

 “Do not twist my words.”


Judas, however, could follow the Virgin’s intent. She was far more direct than her son. “She is right, Jesus. You cannot go up onto the cross. It is too great a risk. There are a hundred ways you might die.”


Mary nodded vigorously. “Let Judas go in your stead. He—”

 “I will hear no more!” Jesus’ words sounded forceful, but Judas could see his friend’s hands still shake.

 “This is but a culmination of your design, Jesus. As you said, ‘God must wish us to use our heads as well as our hearts.’ ” Judas’ words came quicker and quicker as the plan solidified. “The guards know not your face, nor mine. You can go to the temple and bring them to my door.”


Jesus backed away from them both. “You are both mad.”


Mary went to intercede, but Judas turned to her. “Leave us and prepare for the arrest.”

 “But—”

 “I will not fail him,” he said. The Virgin’s eyes searched his face, then she finally turned and left.


Judas cupped Jesus’ face in his hands as his friend had done to him outside the Seder. “Please, go to the guards. I beg you.”



 


 


 



CHAPTER 37

 


 



Deep beneath Carpuchin Church


Tok could barely hold his gun any longer, let alone bear the recoil after he fired. The monks must have sensed his handicap as they encroached closer. He had little time left to make peace with his God.


In some ways, he was elated. He had found Judas. He had touched the man who had given his life for all mankind. He should have been able to die happily, ready to meet his end, but he had failed to keep Judas safe. For that Tok would be condemned.


Turning his attention outward, he realized the monks moved more boldly, three moving as a wall toward him. Even if Tok could brace himself for the pain and fire once more, it would be useless, as the other two would surely strike before he could change clips.


Besides, the monks’ fury was well justified. Perhaps a death by the blade might mitigate his sins.


Closing his eyes, Tok lowered his weapon, letting it drop from his grasp. He needed it no longer. Feeling the rush of air as the monks charged, Tok prayed for forgiveness, but the killing blow never came.


Instead three shots in rapid succession rang out. As if they were but golems and the magic drained from their bodies, the monks crumpled to the ground, lifeless.


Looking up, Tok could see his brother’s form deep in the shadows of the stairwell. Making the sign of the cross, Samuel melted into the darkness.


It seemed God was not ready to receive Tok into his embrace quite yet. Heartened by this thought, he fired once to keep the others at bay, then gritting his teeth, changed out the clip, but found he was down to his last twenty bullets. Now that Tok was ready to live, he no longer had the tools to keep himself alive.


Then as if God directed him, Petir darted across the cavern floor. Firing to protect his mentor, Tok found the pain dulled by faith. They would overcome. They would clear these maddened brothers, kill the trespassers, and take Judas to a place where he would never be violated again.


Petir was nearly at his cave’s entrance when he stumbled. His mentor cried out and took another faltering step toward Tok. Another cry and he pitched forward, revealing three arrows in his back.


Infuriated, Tok fired into the distance, using the entire clip in retaliation. It gave him no satisfaction to hear the death scream of the archer. The damage had already been done.


He expected to find his mentor dead, but the old man grasped his hand tightly. Tok tried to pull Petir into the safety of the cave, but his mangled limbs betrayed him. His will might be strong, but his body was broken.

 “You must…” Petir whispered, but then coughed blood.

 “Quiet,” Tok insisted as he searched the staircase for Samuel. Together they could save their mentor.


But the old man’s grip was firm as he pulled Tok down to him. “Listen. You must detonate the explosives.”


Tok pulled back in horror. They had set C-4 around the tomb, but only to be used after they had evacuated the bones. Only after Judas was well safe from here.

 “Never.”


Petir was undeterred. “Look around you, Tok. Look at the death. The pain caused in his name. Our beloved savior would not want such horror. He died to save us. He would not wish his bones to cause strife.”


Shaking his head, Tok desperately looked for Samuel. “You said yourself, we just need to find a more secure tomb. He will—”

 “Listen!” The outburst cost the old man dearly, but he seemed unapologetic for it. “This was my design from the start. Even before I tempted you out with my Bible. There is nowhere safe for him. His remains must become rubble and ash so that his spirit might remain pure.”


Tok refused to accept the words. Petir was feverish. His mind warped with pain. Yet there was something in the old man’s tone that kept Tok from dismissing his mentor completely.

 “I cannot, Petir. I cannot.”

 “You must.”


Realizing there was a way to honor his dying wish without having to fulfill it himself, Tok searched again for his brother. “Samuel will do it.”

 “No,” Petir said much more weakly. “He is hale in body but weaker in constitution. You witnessed his waver. He has not seen all that we have. Pride will lead him to try and keep the bones. It must be you.”


The older man’s breath was ragged, and his face was nothing more a pattern of wrinkles deepened by agony, but still Tok wavered.


Petir brought his student’s hand to his lips. “Ask only one question of yourself, Tok…” He wheezed, then gathered his breath.

 “What would Judas do?”


With that, Petir’s face went slack, and blood poured from the old man’s mouth. Dead. Moisture blurred his vision, startling Tok. He did not know what was wrong with his eyes until he realized they were tears. As they dripped down upon the man who was more father than mentor, Tok knew the answer, even though it would spell his doom. Just as Judas had sacrificed to protect those he loved, so must he surrender to his fate.


What would Judas do?


He would wish this ended, without delay.

 



* * *

 



Rebecca was still shaken. She didn’t even realize her hand covered her mouth until she found it there. Her body and mind refused to believe what was so clear.


They had been blinded, she and Lochum. So certain that it was Jesus they sought, they interpreted every scripture, every clue with Christ as the center, when in fact it had been Judas.


Now it made sense why Tok and Petir always referred to the bones as their savior’s. Searching her memory, she realized they had never once uttered the word Christ. Even the passage on this bone.

 “A Son of God.” Not the Son of God. Plus the omission of the crucifixion story on all the other bones. Of course they wouldn’t detail that afternoon on Golgotha. How could they without tipping their hand? No, until you found Judas himself, his identity was well hidden.


Shaking her head, Rebecca disagreed with herself. It couldn’t be Judas. Could it? Perhaps it was a hoax or a bait and switch. What if they had simply staged Judas’ body to seem like he died on the cross?


Turning back to the bones, she meant to refute all that she was beginning to believe, but all that she found reinforced that he initial deduction was correct. By the staining of the bone she confirmed that this body had been alive when crucified. The blood had seeped into the bones.


Judas had been crucified, and every line etched into his bones was only more and more confirmation that Judas was the man who had suffered upon the cross that day on Golgotha. There was no doubt. It was fact.

 “Get ready to haul ass!” Brandt shouted from the front of the cave, yet Rebecca didn’t move.


A part of her refused to believe, but a quiet voice in the back of her mind told her to embrace the truth. Was the sacrifice any less because Judas lay here instead of Jesus? For Christianity to be born someone had to sacrifice themselves onto that cross. Instead of feeling betrayed or cheated, Rebecca realized it felt almost more noble for Judas to have given of himself. Jesus had been born and raised to such a task, but Judas was just a man who came to faith.


Rebecca found tears springing to her eyes. At first she had been physically repulsed by the remains, but now she found herself drawn to them. She touched Judas’ toes, feeling reverence for all his travels.


Her eyes were drawn to the pained tibia to find a passage that was able to encompass all that she suddenly felt.

 “‘We blame not Jesus for balking, but praise Judas for not flinching.’”


But under it was the more urgent scrawling. Rebecca realized there were so many inscriptions because two separate people did the carving.

 “‘The Knot may praise but do not honor. In time they remembered not his pain and wished to bury my uncle as a pauper. They called me the man without contempt, but it was I, Ameil, who grew contemptuous of their false devotion and carried Judas in my arms, as so often he had done with me as a child.’”


So the young boy, Ameil, from the painting under the Vatican, had grown into a man who greatly honored his uncle.


For some reason, Rebecca’s own faith in humanity brightened. If this man could rise to make such an enormous but silent sacrifice, couldn’t they all? And a nephew’s simple love for his uncle eclipsed anything the Knot had ever accomplished.


But even as her heart swelled with love for Judas and Ameil, she knew the world at large would not so quickly accept the truth of their lives. Perhaps the world never would. Just thinking of Brandt’s face if she told him the truth made her frown. He would be crushed along with millions of other Christians.


Wasn’t there enough religious strife in the world? Would she really want to usher in an entire new era of upheaval?

 “Rebecca! Now!”


Picking up her pack, she felt devastated that Lochum had died, but in this moment, she was glad he wasn’t here. The professor would wish to shout this news from the rafters while she knew what her decision had to be.


Judas’ secret was safe with her.


She turned to join Brandt when a red light flashed on the back wall. Cautiously, Rebecca circled around the body to find a small LCD panel attached to the undersurface of the rock. It flashed a countdown.


Seven. Six. Five.

 



* * *

 


 “Brandt, run!”


Oh, now that Rebecca was on the ball, the fucking archers turned their attention toward them. As two monks climbed over the rock from the other side, his head spun from blood loss.

 “Get. Up. And. Run!”

 “In a second. I’ve got to clear a path—”


But she grabbed him by the shoulder. Too weak to resist, Brandt was carried out of the cave as Rebecca yelled, “I said, run!”


Had she divined his plan? Or was she just crazed as they ran heedless of the arrows and bullets, all aimed toward them.

 “Dive!”


Totally confused, Brandt tried to fire at the monks about to jump down on top of them when Rebecca jerked him off his feet, and they landed in a tangle beside the rock.


Sensing their advantage, the monks vaulted off the stone, but in midair, an explosion the size of God blew the attackers up and over them.


An inferno raged all around as fire shot from the cave. They were only spared by the stone at their backs, but even it was heating with each passing moment. The air became like the breath from an open-blast furnace, searing his lungs. He tried to shield Rebecca, but blood was coursing down his side. The last bit of his strength flowed out onto the dirt floor.

 



* * *

 


 “I’m okay,” Rebecca murmured as she tried to get out from under Brandt’s protective embrace, but he wasn’t budging. The air had cooled, and the roar of flames had died down to a mere crackle, but the smell of burnt flesh still filled the cavern. A rumble shook the cavern, and the roof crumbled, dropping boulder-sized chunks. “Brandt?”


Was there some other threat she couldn’t see? But then she realized her back was sticky. Blood.

 “Brandt?”


Rebecca found the sergeant unconscious.

 “No. No. No,” she chanted as she checked his vitals. He was still breathing, far too fast and way too shallow. His pulse was weak and beating like a hummingbird’s. He’d lost too much blood.


Rebecca checked his dog tags. “A” negative. She was “B” positive. A deadly combination. The reaction would be worse than the anemia. She looked around. Everyone else was dead, and Brandt was going to join them if she didn’t find him some blood.


The rock shower continued as she noticed one of the bodies move. Rebecca couldn’t believe the man could be alive, as his back was burnt to a cinder with three arrows sticking out, but she rushed over just to be sure.


Pulling the charred form over, Rebecca found another person hidden under the dead body. Scrambling back, she realized it was Tok.


A moist cough told her that the Knot’s mastermind was still alive. Poking him like he might be a snake just waiting to strike, she found that his lower extremities were toasted, oozing serum from reddened and cracked skin. His mentor must have shielded him, but not enough.


She shook his frame. “What blood type are you?”


But the mute man shook his head, then mouthed, “Don’t save me.”

 “I wasn’t planning on it.” Rebecca braced herself before she spoke the next words. “You’re dying, but Brandt needs your blood. What type are you?”


Tok searched her face, but she didn’t flinch. He was no longer the monster torturing her, but a feeble man, dying. His hand was weak as he raised it and signed a single letter, “O.” The universal donor.


Fueled by panic, Rebecca dragged Tok over to the sergeant. With shaking hands, she pulled out the tubing from Davidson’s med kit. Concentrating so hard on hitting Tok’s vein amongst the myriad of burns, Rebecca didn’t notice the ragged wound in his wrist. She glanced to the other wrist, another spike-sized wound and both ankles were splinted.


Rebecca was so used to inspecting age-old bones that it took a moment to realize what the wounds were on a living, breathing person.


The man had been crucified.

 “Who are you people?” she asked.

 



* * *

 



We are a people who forgot whom we worshipped, Tok thought but had not the strength to sign. He was ashamed when the purifying explosion came, and he had faltered, scrambling under Petir. But the effort was for naught. His body was spent.


The doctor leaned over and prepared to place the needle into his arm, draining his last blood. He had not respected this woman’s grit when he had her in his custody. She knew of sacrifice, but did she know enough?

 “Secret,” he mouthed. “Keep.”


Monroe searched his face, a grim frown on her lips. “Not you. I won’t promise you anything… But Judas. I swear to never betray him.”


Relief came as a wave that sapped whatever tentative hold he had on life. “Hurry.”

 



* * *

 



A cringe was Tok’s only reaction as Rebecca put the needle into the vein. Bright red blood flowed from him into the sergeant’s arm.


As Brandt’s color became pinker, Tok’s became paler. When the sergeant’s respiratory rate slowed, the shorter man’s increased. It was as if life itself was flowing between the two men.


A sound came from behind, tensing her every muscle. Obviously it was an enemy, but which one? Grabbing the only object close enough, Rebecca swung the medical kit as hard as she could behind her.


But Davidson caught it midair, jarring her arm as he shoved his rifle against her belly. Looking up, she found the private’s face a molten ruin. He must have gotten caught in a blast of superheated air, because his skin wasn’t burnt. It had just melted. His left eyelid drooped down so far that he couldn’t see out of it, and his mouth looked like a candle’s wax dripping.


The private must have seen the horror in her face, because he shoved her back several steps as the cavern rattled again, bringing down another shower of boulders.

 “Get away from him,” he sneered, any semblance of the rapport they once had only a memory. She had to face the fact that her guardian angel had come to kill her.


Davidson knelt next to his brother. “Tok, I’m getting you out of here.”

 “No!” Rebecca yelled as Davidson aimed at her again. “He’s going to die. You know it. Look at the depth of the burns. He’ll never survive.”


The private’s finger trembled on the trigger. “So what, you were just going to use him as your own personal blood bank?”

 “Without it, Brandt’s going to die.”


Davidson’s eyes flickered to his sergeant. He might have been betraying his team this whole time, but the look that crossed the young man’s face was true concern. “Still, you don’t have the right.”

 



* * *

 



 Samuel knelt beside him. “I’m here. Don’t give up.”


The words were meaningless as Tok struggled to open his eyes, but his brother was worth hanging onto for even another moment. “Samuel.”

 “Let me get this out of your arm,” his brother said, grabbing the tubing. For the first time, Tok noted the damage to Samuel’s face. He too was marked by this futile quest.

 “Don’t,” he signed weakly. With the last of his strength, he gripped his brother’s hand. “Let me die. Here. It would be Judas’ wish.”

 “No!” Davidson shouted. “Why did you destroy the cave? We could have taken him. Hidden him, together.”


How could Tok explain when he had so little time left?

 “What did she do to you?” Samuel asked when he found the wounds on Tok’s wrists and ankles.


Shaking his head, Tok explained, “Not her. The Knot.”

 “The Knot? They crucified you? How? When?”


Petir had the right of it. Samuel never would have been able to detonate the explosives. Despite being the same age as Tok, Samuel was still so young, not having been aged by the brutal task of guarding Judas’ secret through pain and intimidation. For that Tok was glad. His brother might live his life out from under the specter of the Knot. His naiveté would let him grow past this and one day bask in the glory of his savior’s love.


His brother still had his hand on the needle, ready to pull it out at any moment, but Tok refused.

 “Please, let me save him,” Tok mouthed. “I must face Judas with this sacrifice.”


Releasing the needle, Samuel cupped Tok’s head in his hands. “I’ll stay with you, brother. I will stay.”

 



* * *

 



Quietly, as Davidson’s tears splashed down onto his brother’s cheek, Rebecca checked Brandt’s pulse. It was growing stronger, but not strong enough. He was going to need every last drop Tok had to give.


Seeing the two brothers’ devotion, she almost felt sorry for them.


Almost.


The cavern groaned. The ceiling was close to collapsing, but she dared not move Brandt until she was sure he had enough blood.

 “Oh, God, no,” Davidson moaned as Tok’s head lolled to the side. The red river dried in the tube.


She pulled the needle from Brandt’s arm. “We’ve got to go.”


But the private just cradled his brother’s head, rocking it back and forth, repeating the Lord’s Prayer over and over again.


Another tremor and the stained glass door shattered into a thousand pieces. Even the wrought iron gate screeched as it bent in half. Somewhere to the left, an entire section of caves collapsed. They weren’t safe yet. She needed Davidson’s help to get Brandt out, so Rebecca urged the private up. “He’d want you to come with me.”

 “What do you know?” Davidson suddenly seemed so young again.


Rebecca guided him up. “He willingly gave his life for Brandt.”


It started as a tiny trickle of dust, then became a tumble of rock. Laying herself over Brandt, she said, “Tok would want us all to live.”

 “We’re sworn enemies,” the private said, wiping a tear from his damaged eye as the world caved in around them.

 “Not anymore.”

 



* * *

 



 Brandt awoke to the rhythmic sway of a car traveling at high speed. The last thing he remembered was the fire, then the private aiming at Rebecca.

 “Davidson!” Brandt said as he jerked awake.


 “Lie back,” Rebecca said, putting pressure on his wound. “Or you’re going to start bleeding again.”

 “Yeah, boss,” Lopez said from the driver’s seat. “Just take it easy.”

 “Where’s Davidson?” he asked still patching together how they got from the cave to the car.


Rebecca urged him down which wasn’t difficult since his head swam. “We lost him, Brandt. Just hold still.”

 “We didn’t lose him. He—”


With expert skill, she prodded his wound, cutting off his words.

 “He was killed in the cave-in, saving you, Brandt. He’s dead.”


But he knew that wasn’t true. He’d heard Davidson’s voice. Saw him aiming at Rebecca. There had been nothing he could do, but Brandt knew that he didn’t dream it. The private was alive.


Rebecca went to give him more painkiller, but he grabbed her wrist. “You know he’s alive, that fucking—”


She was way stronger than she looked and poked him deep in the thigh with the meds. “Just rest.” Then she whispered so that only he could hear, “I traded our lives for his freedom.” Louder, “Now go back to sleep.”

 “You had no right,” Brandt growled, but she just smiled.

 “Of course I did.” Then she kissed him on the forehead, then the nose, then on the lips. “You’re not a one-night stand kind of guy, remember? I had to make sure you lived up to your words.”


As their lips met, Brandt kissed her back.


For all his anger at Davidson, Rebecca was right.


Love was slightly more powerful than hate.

 



* * *

 



 “He’s pretty messed up,” Lopez commented as he looked at them in the rearview mirror. “He’ll get his memory back once he’s patched up, right?”

 “I’m sure he will,” she said, trying not to act too guilty. “How much longer?” Rebecca asked the corporal as she smoothed Brandt’s hair.

 “Fifteen minutes to Naples, but I’m going to have to slow down as we approach the Navy yard, so make it twenty minutes.”


Lopez had done some first aid, but the bullet to the gut needed surgery. However, there was no way they could seek help in Rome. A guy coming in with knife wounds, burns, and a bullet in the belly was sure to raise alarms, so they were headed to the nearest US base. Which should have taken them over ninety minutes, but Lopez swore they’d be there in forty, and Rebecca hadn’t doubted him. And by her watch, they were going to make it in thirty-eight. The guy really should race cars for a living.

 “’Becca,” Brandt said. Whether he slurred her name or intentionally meant to use her nickname, it felt damn good. “Did you find Him?”


At first she was confused, but then she realized he was asking about Christ. “No. No, it wasn’t him.”

 “Are you sure?”


The tremble in his voice nearly broke her heart. If she had any doubt to keep the Knot’s secret as her own, Rebecca now had none. “I’m sure.”


A wave of relief washed over his face, but then he frowned. “So it was all for nothing.”

 “No, babe. No, it wasn’t,” she said as their fingers entwined.


It was for everything.



 


 


 



The Ending

 


 



Jerusalem


AD 42


The man who was once called Jesus stood upon the hill, sheltered by a cypress tree, wishing with all his heart that it was he who had the strength to take that long walk from Jerusalem to Golgotha.


Instead it was his dearest friend, Judas, the man whom the Twelve looked down upon, that was nailed to the cross.


Mary’s words that had rung so very true last night now sounded feeble in his mind. To let Judas walk in his stead might ensure his resurrection, but Jesus knew he had only quickened to those words because of the fear that ate at his innards.


It was he who was destined for the cross, not poor Judas, but there his brother, who was not his brother, hung. That Jesus could undo the last day. God might have blessed him with insight into all men, but the heavenly Father forgot to gift him a window into his own soul.


As the sun began to set, Jesus saw movement across the wash. Judas must have called for water. He tensed. Would their ruse work? A man, Turvas, came forward and offered a waterskin. Judas took a drink, then spit as if it were vinegar, but it was a tincture of Magdalene’s herbs and a strong sleeping draught.


Within moments, Judas’ head lolled, and Mary sobbed.


Predictably, the Romans broke the other prisoners’ legs, but spared Judas. Was God truly favoring their gamble? Could he hold Judas in his arms the next morning and beg forgiveness?


One of the guards taunted the limp form on the cross, and then did the unthinkable. he stabbed Judas in the side.


Mary’s wail was so great that Jesus was certain it carried to heaven itself. Ruth collapsed against John, his Beloved Disciple. Jesus fell to his knees, cutting them upon the sharp rocks as blood gushed from Judas’ side. All their planning. All their studies were for naught. Judas was dead.


Poor Ameil. The child would be unmoored. How could Jesus explain where his most-loved uncle had disappeared to?


An ache that reached to his marrow threatened to consume him. The pain of the cross was nothing compared to the agony that gripped his heart.


To shun his responsibility upon the cross was unforgivable, but to have Judas die in his stead? The guilt hung from his neck, bowing his head. Was this God’s punishment for Jesus’ betrayal?


Rising, he knew he must atone for his sin. He must trek into the desert, or cast himself into the sea. Whatever God wished, Jesus would do, but no amount of suffering would bring his friend back.


As he turned from Golgotha, Jesus found his brother rising the knoll.

 “James?” he asked, surprised but glad to have kin near.


His brother opened his arms. Jesus did not deserve an embrace, but he went to James and was hugged warmly, then he felt a stabbing in his belly. Looking down, Jesus found a knife protruding from his skin.

 “All those years,” James snarled. “All those years… You will die today, brother.” He jerked the knife upward, gouging open Jesus’ stomach. “How could you let another suffer in your place?”

 “I was weak,” Jesus answered, then grabbed his brother’s hand. James must have thought he was trying to stop him, but Jesus intended quite the opposite. He pulled the blade even higher. “Thank you, brother.”


No longer able to keep his feet, Jesus slid to the blood-soaked ground, but he welcomed the pain. It was only fitting. This was God’s plan, after all.


James dropped the knife, kneeling beside him. “What have I done?”

 “Only what I should have,” Jesus said, hearing a far-off song. The song of the angels. A chorus so pure that the angelic harmonies blended into one glorious voice. “Can you not hear it, brother?”

 “Hear what?” James looked around, thinking it a worldly sound.


Jesus gripped his brother’s arm tightly. “God’s forgiveness, James. We are forgiven.”


The beating of wings stirred Jesus’ hair as the song built to a crescendo.

 “Teach them. Teach them better than I,” Jesus begged as the world became nothing more than a white light, his earthly concerns given rest.


Soon Jesus would sit, as he had all those years ago, upon a riverbank with his friend Judas, and try, yet again, to understand God’s infinite wisdom.

 


 



###

 




 


 



Afterword

 



 

Thank you so much for reading 30 Pieces of Silver!


 

If you enjoyed 30 Pieces of Silver, I would love to ask you a favor and have you go back to wherever you purchased this book (Amazon.com, BarnesandNoble.com, etc.), and leave an honest review.


 

Authors live and die by their reviews, and the few extra seconds it takes you, really helps us authors out!


 

And don’t worry—there is much more to come from the team!


 

The
sequel
to 30 Pieces of Silver, Havoc, will be out in the fall of 2012, along with the third and final book of the trilogy, Shiva, due in Winter 2013.


 

I’ve included a brief excerpt from Havoc at the end of this section to help tide you over.


 


Looking for more Brandt and Rebecca action right now? 



 

Check out An Engagement to Remember, a short story in the anthology 8 Hearts Beat As One. This story is a vital piece of their history, and directly bridges 30 Pieces of Silver and Havoc.


 

If you want even more action and adventure and can’t wait until the fall for Havoc, you might want to try my new techno-thriller, Encrypted. This story has a little less history and a lot more technology, but all the action of 30 Pieces of Silver…


 

“Dan Brown blinked, and Carolyn McCray took over. Encrypted is the best thing that I’ve read in the thriller genre, hands down. It’s got history, mysticism, and shadowy organizations manipulating world events. Oh, and did I mention the most incredible opposites-attract relationship EVER? This novel knocked my socks off.”


Ben Hopkin


Book Reviewer


 

 

 


More praise for Encrypted….


 

“Imagine a roller-coaster ride filled with historical twists and turns, fabulous action, and a great love story. You’ll soar to the skies, then grip your seat on the way down. Encrypted will leave you breathless in the end.”


Amber Scott


Author


Fierce Dawn


 

“If you like Lara Croft, you’ll love Encrypted’s heroine, Ronnie. From one explosion to the next, my heart raced with each turn of the page. And the plague making a comeback? Written with such realism, after reading Encrypted, you may never want to leave your house again.”


Elena Gray


Author


Full Body Contact


 

To purchase or sample Encrypted on Amazon, just click here.


 


* * *

 


 


Torn Apart by History


Bound for Eternity


 

If you enjoyed the historical aspects of 30 Pieces of Silver, I might suggest you try my latest historical paranormal romance,
Fated. And yes, I know I just said historical paranormal romance and most of the guys out there cringed and went to scroll past. However, just like 30 Pieces of Silver, Fated defies classification and has equally glowing reviews from men and women alike.


 

Set in ancient Rome, Fated is told from the perspective of Brutus in the months leading up to Caesar’s assassination. Fated has the feel HBO’s Rome—only with a unique McCray twist.


 

But don’t believe me. Here are just a few of the early reviews for Fated…


 

Praise for Fated…

“From Carolyn McCray comes a historical romance that will leave you hoping that for once, fate will be kind. You will be gripped from the first page to the last, caught in a love that spans eons and an ancient political intrigue whose consequence still reverberates today. This is truly a masterpiece that stays with you long after you've turned the last page.”


Emma Gilbertson


Reviewer


The Writer Bites Back


 

“If you love historical romances with a fantastic paranormal twist, Fated is for you. Set in ancient Rome, Fated is the perfect blend of suspenseful and sultry. Truly a great read. The paranormal aspect sneaks up on you like an asp in the night, hidden until it grabs you by the throat. You will never look at Brutus—& Caesar’s assassination—the same way.”


 


Amber Scott


@amberscottbooks


Bestselling Author of “Irish Moon”


 

“I was enthralled by this book—enthralled by the time period, the romance, the characters, and the historical events unfolding… Kudos, Ms. McCray!”


Tessa Blue


@TessaBlue


Author of Children of the Lost Moon


 

“Fated is full of suspense. It does not let go… As usual, Ms. McCray’s style and writing are brilliant.”


M. Koleva


 

To purchase or sample Fated on Amazon, simply click here.


 


* * *


 


Also if you enjoyed the grit and tension of 30 Pieces of Silver, you might want to try a novel I wrote under my pen name, Cristyn West… Plain Jane: Brunettes Beware. 


 


 

 


While Plain Jane may not be as international in scope as 30 Pieces of Silver, it certainly is thrilling. Think of a James Patterson-style thriller with a dash of Hannibal Lector. Plain Jane has hit the Kindle bestselling lists in both Hard Boiled Mysteries and Police Procedurals.


 

Or, in the words of New York Times best-selling author, James Rollins (Altar of Eden
and Devil Colony)…


 

“Wickedly macabre and blisteringly paced, PLAIN JANE marks the debut of a thriller for the new millennium. Brash, funny, terrifying, and shocking, here is a story best enjoyed with all the lights on. Don’t say I didn't warn you!”


 

#seriously #youhavebeenwarned!


 

To purchase or sample Plain Jane: Brunettes Beware on Amazon, just click here.


 


* * *


 


And for those of you who might enjoy an urban fantasy/paranormal romance thriller, I have HeartsBlood. 



 

 


A woman of science.


A man of magic.


Hunted for their HeartsBlood.


 

HeartsBlood has enough romance to propel it into the Kindle Bestselling lists for Paranormal Romance and enough kick-butt action to secure a spot as a Best Seller in Urban Fantasy as well.


 

Some reviews for HeartsBlood…


 

“Um... I just finished reading this book less than two minutes ago, and I can honestly say that it has been a very long time since a book has affected me as deeply as HeartsBlood did. Not very often does a book come along that makes you feel so intensely that the tears actually stream down your face. This one did. In fact, I’m still tearing as I write this…THIS BOOK IS PHENOMENAL.”


Theresa Cole


Reviewer for BLBBookTours


 

“I have been sitting here trying to find to words to express just how much I loved this book and I am not sure what I will say will do it justice. This book was amazing…


 

Would I recommend? A big, resounding YES. Do not walk—run and get this book, Warning: this book will cause a sleepless night. Meanwhile I am impatiently waiting for the next book in this series, DeadBlood.”


Donna Newman


Kindle Reader

 


“Right out of the gate, I knew that this book would challenge me to believe in the possibility of magic and the impossible. Is it possible to alter reality simply by using the mantra of mind over matter? My heart raced just knowing there was a paranormal terror on a rampage through San Francisco. Terror, intrigue, and magic became par for the course in this thriller. HeartsBlood is a unique, fast paced paranormal tale with an original storyline and a shocking twist of an ending that will leave you breathless.”


Book Reviewer


Kyra Dawson


The Brighter Scribe


 

To purchase or sample HeartsBlood on Amazon, simply click here.

 



* * *

 



Now onward to the promised sneak peek of 30 Pieces of Silver’s sequel… Havoc!

 


 



Sneak Peek of Havoc

 



Brandt’s shoulder slammed into a tree trunk. The air rushed from his lungs and refused to go back in. No matter. Brandt pulled a knife from his boot sheath, pivoted the blade backward and arced up with his arm, hard. A muffled cry answered the maneuver. He shoved his assailant back while still trying to catch his breath.


For a moment, his vision swam and all he could see was Rebecca’s face. But she was safely stowed away in London doing research, and he was knee-deep in half-frozen pig slop. This lonesome corner of Croatia had seen better days. And he wouldn’t live to see another if he didn’t get his freaking head in the game.


Gulping a breath, he pushed off the tree and turned on his attacker. He blocked a punch, but the pain shot up his arm and settled into his shoulder. Damn it. Where the hell was Lopez? Or Talli? Or Brandt would even take that sorry excuse for a new point man, Harvish.


No one could replace Svengurd, of course, but seriously, this was the second ambush in two days that they’d walked into. And for a brief moment he even regretted not having Davidson up in some tree, then bile choked the back of his throat at the private’s betrayal.


No, Brandt had to work with what he had. And at the moment all he had was his knife.


As he swung around for another swipe, a flash of gold caught his eye. His wedding band. It caught him by surprise each time he saw it.


Bam. A punch to the kidney.


Forget freaking matrimony. Brandt needed to just get out of this day alive.


His boot caught the top of an ice-encrusted rock and sent him sprawling forward, just in time for him to miss a bullet to the head. Even though he landed on his injured shoulder in a soggy, rotting, leaf-covered pool of pig excrement, Brandt thanked his luck.


Gaining momentum with his legs, he caught his attacker in a scissor kick, bringing him down to muddy ground. He scrambled up, bringing the knife down, nailing the guy in the chest.

 “No!” Lopez screamed, but it was too late. The well-maintained knife had sliced through his attacker’s rib cage and sunk in to the hilt.


The corporal sprinted up. “That’s Amed!”


But it couldn’t be. They were tracking his third in command, second at most. This couldn’t be Amed. Looking down into the man’s eyes, so dark they looked like the soot that smeared both of them, Brandt knew Lopez was right. He had just struck a mortal blow to the head of an al-Qaida splinter group.


Normally he would be ready to down a beer in victory, but this prick was the only one who knew the location of the biologicals that were stolen from the Russian armory. Had they been deployed? Were they safely contained or leaching into the groundwater near some metropolitan area? Only Amed knew.


Lopez tried to stanch the bleeding, but Brandt knew it was a done deal. That blade was in Amed’s left ventricle or he wasn’t as good as he thought.

 “I think he’s trying to say something,” Lopez said as he knelt over the dying man.


Talli joined them, dropping his light frame to the ground. “Back away.”


While all of them knew Farsi, Talli was half Pakistani and half Iranian. The soldier knew his way around the Arabic dialects. But even with those credentials, the man shook his head, unable to make sense of Amed’s mumbling.

 “Damn it,” Brandt growled and grabbed the terrorist by the collar and jerked him up so that they were nose to nose. “I know you speak English, prick. If you want to talk, talk!”


Amed laughed, causing blood-red froth to coat his lips. “I go to paradise, brother.”


What was the guy playing at? Brandt had read the man’s extremely thick Interpol file. The Iraqi-born leader was a cold-blooded, send-children-to-their-fiery-death kind of extremist. Shouldn’t he be cursing them and spitting in their eyes rather than calling him brother?

 “The prophet is chosen. There will be no hiding.”


Brandt looked at Talli. “Is that some kind of code he’s talking about?” Off the darker man’s shake of the head, he continued, “a parable?”


Talli shook his head forcefully. “I know not of what he speaks.”


Amed gripped the knife’s hilt, shoving even deeper into his chest. “The Word is spoken. Shalom.”


The man fell back, dead. His eyes fixed upon a point over Brandt’s shoulder, an eerie smile upon his face.

 “Why would a hard-core Islamic extremist use a Jewish phrase like that?” Harvish asked, as he limped up to join them.


Lopez leaned back on his heels, wiping the dead man’s blood from his hands. “I bet I know one doctor who might be well enough versed in Islam and Judaism to answer that question.”


Rebecca, of course, had come to Brandt’s mind as well.


Talli looked quizzically between them. “We are speaking about the paleoanthropologist Dr. Monroe, are we not?”


Lopez slapped Talli on the back as they all rose to their feet. “Oh yeah.” He turned to Brandt. “But is she gonna be pissed!”

 “Rebecca’s a professional. She’ll help even if she’s sworn off religious controversy,” Brandt corrected.

 “Dude, not that she.”

 “Then she, who?” Brandt asked, confused.

 “Um, Maria. Your pregnant wife, remember?”


Oh, yeah. Her.

 



***

 



Rebecca carefully positioned the cross-section of bone. This microscopic splinter of James’ bone was the only thing left from their near-fatal quest to find the savior’s remains. She had lost so much in that darkened smoke-filled cave. Everything really, she just didn’t know it yet.


Sure, she and Brandt had a whirlwind romance, and then a surprise engagement at the Taj Mahal, but shortly thereafter reality crashed in. A reality by the name of Maria. It seemed a one-night stand had resulted in a pregnancy. It had happened several months before he and Rebecca had met, and she’d been sure they could get through it, but Brandt’s damned Catholic sense of honor and duty had forced him to break off their engagement and marry the mother of his child.


She caught tears at the edge of her eyes. Not wanting to, but unable to stop herself, she looked up to the second shelf above her workstation. A diamond sparkled at her. Her engagement ring. It was still where Brandt had left it. He had refused to take it back. He had said it was his final gift to her. She should have thrown it back at him, screamed at him, done something besides let him walk out that door. Now she couldn’t bring herself to move the damned thing. It sat there mocking her. Reminding her of the life that could have been, that could never be.


But she couldn’t dwell on the past. Or at least not the recent past. She still had the “smart” gene to prove. And somehow through the fifteen thousand debriefings she had survived, of course lying through her teeth at each one of them, Rebecca had kept this tiny, tiny shard of James’ bone hidden.


All the preparations had been made. All the calculations done. Today was the day she would drill into the bone and extract a minuet quantity of DNA from the bone marrow. Given the fragment’s extremely small size, she would have only one chance at this.


Rebecca needed her mind and hands focused. She needed to block out everything but this piece of bone and her micro-knife.


Taking a deep breath, Rebecca double checked her instruments, then looked through the microscope. She could see the tiny spicules of bone, interlaced before her. She knew within this tiny lattice, the DNA she needed lay hidden.


Closing her eyes, Rebecca steadied her nerves. Whether or not she was ready to have her theory proven correct or debunked, James’ bone was ready.


Slowing opening her eyes, she found a spot between two spicules that looked especially promising and moved the joystick into position. Ever so carefully, Rebecca moved the joystick forward, angling the micro-blade toward the position. She would have to coordinate the cut and the sterile vacuum to collect the material before it turned to dust.


She was ever so close to fulfilling her life’s work when the door burst open.

 “Dr. Hottie Monroe! Are you ready for some Latin love?”


In her shock she not only drove the micro-blade through the entire section, but she broke the seventy-thousand-dollar tip off as well. “No!”


Months of preparation ruined. James’ bone destroyed.


Rebecca spun around, ready to lay waste to whoever had ignored her huge sign warning anyone not to enter, but found Lopez with his arms spread wide. Behind him a figure hung back in the doorway.


Their eyes met over Lopez, locked in some kind of painful flashback. God, had Vincent’s jaw gotten even squarer? Were his eyes more crystalline than before? And his biceps. How easily she could remember them holding her.


Even though Lopez was no slouch in that department, his fierce hug felt completely hollow.

 “What, you don’t have any love from an old comrade-in-arms?” Lopez asked, feigning hurt. She simply punched him in the arm.

 “You trashed my experiment, Ricky.”

 “My bad,” the corporal said, but his grin told a different story.


Two other men had entered the laboratory. She didn’t know them nearly as well, but by Brandt’s constant complaining about them not living up to their predecessors she knew the shorter, darker-haired one was Talli and the redhead was Harvish.


All eyes were upon her. Well, upon her but then flickering back to Brandt. Clearly they had come on some military need, but that didn’t change the utter awkwardness that choked the room.

 “Dr. Monroe,” a voice called from the other room. “Is there a problem?”


Rebecca willed the man to stay back, announcing, “Sam, everything’s fine!”


But the younger man, his face a riddle of reconstruction scars, came around the corner. His features were so distorted that it took a moment for Brandt to recognize who stood in front of him. Lopez was quicker on the draw.

 “Davidson!” Rebecca rushed to get between them as Lopez whooped, “Dude! You are alive!”


But that might not last for long, as Brandt brought his gun to bear and aimed it at Davidson.


The red laser light glowed against her previous enemy’s, now assistant’s, forehead.


Brandt growled, “I’ve been waiting a long time for this.”

 


Havoc will be out in the fall of 2012. If you would like to read a vital short story that bridges Brandt and Rebecca’s adventures between 30 Pieces of Silver and Havoc, check out An Engagement to Remember in the anthology 8 Hearts Beat As One. And don’t worry, just because it is in a romance anthology, it has plenty of the patented McCray action to go around!


 

Click here to purchase or sample the anthology.
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