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  Praise for The Testament of James


 If the Da Vinci Code comes to mind (and I’m sure it will, to Vin’s eternal despair), forget it. Although a biblical mystery, TToJ is simpler, shorter, less frenetic, and all its action takes place within a few days and a few miles of Books on Benefit (in Providence, Rhode Island, which is both H.P. Lovecraft territory and Edgar Allan Poe territory, you might notice). Its conclusion is also a heck of a lot more relevant than the one in the famous Dan Brown book. . . . I received my copy on Christmas Eve and had devoured it before getting out of bed on Christmas morning.

— Claire Wolfe, author of 101 Things To Do ‘Til the Revolution and Don’t Shoot the Bastards Yet, from the Living Freedom blog at BackwoodsHome.com.


 Now and then I see reviewers refer to a novel as a ‘romp.’ I don’t know that I’ve ever done so before, but I’ll do so now. . . . The story covers a short period of time (a couple of days) and is told in 200 pages because that’s what it takes to get it told well. The pacing is perfect and the reader (this reader, anyway) is left both satisfied with the story as it is and wanting more of the characters and of the world it happens in (exactly the outcome a series writer wants!). . . . Read this book.


— Thomas L. Knapp, Rational Review, Center for a Stateless Society, knappster.blogspot.com
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  DEDICATION


  This book is for Amy, the first reader, who had faith in the Case Files of Matthew Hunter and Chantal Stevens when few others did.
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  My first debt of gratitude, of course, is to those who entrusted to me the Case Files of Matthew Hunter and Chantal Stevens, in the first place. The understanding was that I would set before the public some few of their adventures, chosen to demonstrate Matthew’s unorthodox methods, in hopes of encouraging a wider understanding and appreciation of his approach, and thus of the destructive and irrational nature of the persecution of plant helpers in general. Further, the goal was to find cases with aspects that might be of interest not merely to bibliophiles, but also to a more general audience. I have attempted to do that, while remaining mindful of the steward’s judgment at the wedding at Cana.


  There were those, undoubtedly with the best intentions, who advised that I should do more to “goose up” these accounts, inserting manufactured car chases, gun battles, last-minute rescues and the like, while “pruning back” the bookish lore.


  But Matthew Hunter and his associates are first and foremost tracers and sellers of old and rare books, a field in which I believe we can show there remains adequate drama, without grafting on the plot devices of an old Warner Brothers cartoon.


  I have also resisted urgings to lard up this tale with scholarly footnotes. The subject index and bibliography at the rear should provide plenty of opportunity for those who wish to further pursue subjects encountered in Matthew’s adventures.


  That said, I would like to acknowledge the generosity of master diagnostician Dr. Michael Petruso, in donating his time and expertise to discuss with me the possibility that a victim of crucifixion could seem to be recovering from his wounds, yet still succumb even after a period of days or weeks (though any medical errors in this book are mine alone.)


  I should also like to thank that old shooter (and rigorous journalist) A.D. Hopkins, for his discussion of the true dimensions of the British .303 round (though any ballistic errors in this book are mine alone.)


  Bob Beers has been selfless with his time as our volunteer webmaster, and manfully struggled through an early draft to deliver a detailed critique. Mama Susan Callaway was also a helpful early reader.


  Carl “Bear” Bussjaeger went beyond the call of duty in designing our glorious dust jacket, based on a painting by Matthias Stom, c. 1600–1652.


  Leo Behnke of The Book Group, Las Vegas, did yeoman work on the page design.


  Mary Ann Sorrentino offered vital and timely help in making sure the Penitente gang wouldn’t sound like they learned their Italian at Berlitz last week . . . though any linguistic errors are mine alone.


  Phil DeFlumear has educated many of us on the finer points of bookmanship. Once you’ve gone online and bought a few “1818” Frankensteins, or “Scribner’s 1925” Great Gatsbys — and received only jacketless 1970s reprints — you can come to appreciate what a real bookman is, and why we should all be thankful that a few still struggle to uphold the standards of the trade.


  My thanks to Thomas B. Roberts of Northern Illinois University, editor of Psychoactive Sacramentals / Essays on Entheogens and Religion, for sending me an inscribed copy years ago, which I did finally get around to reading, and am happy to heartily recommend, here.


  I must be getting old. How are we to repay our debts of gratitude to those who have gone on ahead? I believe my old friend Les Daniels, creator of the “Mind-Rot” column in The Providence Eagle, who often invited me to “drink deep of the purple prose that is Providence,” would have enjoyed my attempts to sketch the idiosyncrasies of the gang at Books on Benefit. Though of course, none of the characters or business enterprises in this book are based on real individuals, living or dead. . .


  We lost Sasha Shulgin, this year. He started out a brilliant chemist, but in the time I knew him he was also kindly, patient, thoughtful and wise. The movement to recover the wisdom of the sacred plants could not have had a better godfather. A nation whose “authorities” would harass such a giant, rather than honor him, has largely betrayed its early promise of greatness, along with its hollow guarantee of religious freedom.


  Finally, I have known some real-life literary detectives. But the first among these was my dad, who once handed me a book by British Bible scholar Hugh Schonfield, called The Passover Plot. He could not have guessed where it would lead.


  THE TESTAMENT OF JAMES


  PART ONE


  CHAPTER ONE
 
  TUESDAY AFTERNOON


  Matthew heard the front door to the shop open behind him, though he could have sworn he’d locked it. A gust of cool air swirled in, followed by an imposing figure in a black cape. He wasn’t more than six-foot-four, which meant technically he shouldn’t have had to duck his head to get in. But he did.


  Matthew didn’t know the face, long and square-jawed, though he felt maybe he should. In fact, the first thing that occurred to him was that the Theatre Department had brought in a ringer, some professional curtain-chewer past his prime to play the lead in the latest student production of “Dracula,” since the casting of some pimply undergraduate with a voice not yet settled was the standard Achilles heel of such offerings.


  “I’m sorry, we’re closed today,” Matthew said. “There’s been a death.”


  “Your unfortunate employee. You have my condolences. Natural causes, I believe?”


  The giant had the deep, resonant voice to match his stature, and spoke precise British English — upper class British English, though he was actually Mediterranean. The family had retained the best of tutors.


  “Perhaps.”


  “Perhaps?” asked the big guy.


  “There was some kind of event here a few evenings ago. I don’t know all the details myself, Mr. . . .”


  “Penitente. Dominic Penitente.”


  “So if you’d be willing to come back tomorrow . . .”


  “You have a certain book, Mr. Hunter.” He really did have that James Earl Jones kind of voice, would probably have sounded just as great reading Green Eggs and Ham, or the advertising copy off the back of some cereal box. “Your employee took delivery of this book several days ago, perhaps even the day he died, which I do regret. I represent a buyer who is willing to pay a substantial price for this book. Discreetly, of course. Whatever the Californian with his mail-order Divinity degree is offering, I assure you my employer can do better.”


  “What book are we talking about?”


  “It’s not necessary to be coy, Mr. Hunter. You understand my employer is willing to deal in cash, if you prefer. Reporting transactions to your revenue authorities, that sort of detail, is of no interest to him. Nor can we be made to answer any questions about such a transaction. Diplomatic immunity, you understand. . . .”


  “You have the advantage of me, Mr. . . . Penitente? I’ve been away for more than a week. If this book arrived here in the meantime, I’m not aware of it. You’ll have to give us a week or so to get back up to speed. At that point, we’ll see if Robert left us any record. Although I have to tell you books that come in here get priced and put on the shelves, they don’t go in the computer unless we’re listing them for sale online, which depends on a number of factors. The easiest way to find out if we have it is to just leave me the author and title. . . .”


  “You’ve dealt in the past, I believe, with Mr. Rashid al-Adar.”


  “Look, sir, I don’t want to be impolite, but we’re closed. I have people coming from the funeral. So unless you can tell me exactly what it is you want, I’ll have to ask you to come back when we’re open.”


  “Mr. al-Adar brought a book here. He brought it to your late associate. He wanted you to sell the book for him. I want to buy it.”


  “In that case, if such a book turns up, I’ll get in touch with Mr. al-Adar to find out his instructions for a sale. Then I’d be glad to contact you. You have a card, something with a phone number or an e-mail address?”


  “I do.” The dapper giant produced a glossy white business card, in raised type so it felt like braille when you rubbed your thumb across it, mysterious for the absence of the usual corporate name and logo, but elegant.


  It said “Dominic Penitente / rare manuscripts,” under which was centered a 10-digit phone number.


  “Boston,” Matthew noted.


  “A cellular telephone,” Penitente explained. “I’ll be staying here in your fair city for a few days. You may call at any hour.”


  “I’ll keep it handy.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Hunter.”


  They shook hands. The big guy looked almost sad, as though he regretted whatever he’d have to do next. His hand was dry but at least he didn’t try to apply one of those Vulcan death grips like the characters who spent too much time at the gym, guzzling protein shakes. Dominic Penitente looked around the store briefly, sizing it up. Matthew almost expected him to ask if he could browse for a minute, hunt for The Chronicles of Narnia or the Malleus Maleficarum. But instead the big Dracula look-alike left after nodding briefly, whatever that meant.


  * * *


  Skeezix stepped aside to let Dominic Penitente, if that really was his name, sweep down the front walk. His black cape flared behind him as he turned the corner. Skeezix immediately disliked the guy, found himself growling softly. As the man in the cape turned down the sidewalk, he also passed Chantal, who seemed to be hesitating about coming up the walk. Skeezix smiled at her; she gave him a thumbs-up.


  Then Skeezix turned to peer in the glass panels of the front door, past the hand-lettered sign that read “Closed: Death in the Family.”


  He rapped quietly, cracked the door, tilted his head inside. “Is it OK?” he asked.


  “Come on in, Skeezix. Drinks are in the cooler; you could help set out the food on the table.”


  It never would have occurred to Skeezix to be a fashionable 10 minutes late. But since he was family, it really wasn’t necessary for him to knock, either.


  The bookstore had been a private home, long ago. The front dining room was now lined with bookshelves, but they’d kept the good-sized dark wooden table and a motley assemblage of user-friendly armchairs, not to mention a few of the traditional overstuffed red leather variety over by the fireplace. During the day customers were welcome to sit and read, but it had long been the custom for some of the town’s small bookish fraternity to gather there at closing, 6 o’clock of a Sunday, to share take-out food.


  “She’s outside,” Skeezix said.


  “Chantal?”


  “She’s walking back and forth.”


  “I’ll go out. Do me a favor and lay out the food, Skeezix. Some’s still in the fridge in the kitchen. Including the vegetable stuff. Ask the cats to please not walk in it.”


  She was indeed hesitating on the sidewalk. Slightly below medium height, Chantal was one of those unusually pretty brunettes with blue eyes. She was self-conscious about her lower body, though, which was not as slim as called for by the current arbiters of emaciated cadaver fashion. Not that Chantal carried extra body fat, at least not anywhere that men tended to find it unattractive. Chantal’s problem was that she favored strenuous outdoor pastimes, including hiking, running, and actual mountain-climbing, with the result that her calves, thighs, and butt were muscular and prominent. The problem — if anyone other than Chantal actually considered it a problem — wasn’t much helped by her favoring short plaid pleated skirts, which had the effect of making her look like she was late for some high school field-hockey scrum. She got carded when ordering wine in restaurants with tedious frequency.


  “Chantal.”


  “I wasn’t sure if I was welcome.”


  “Come in out of the wind.”


  “It was such a shock about Robert. You must have had to drop things to come back. We probably could have handled things for you, here.”


  He took both her hands. “Your friends have missed you,” he said. “Come in.”


  Others who had known Bob, either booksellers or librarians or members of one English Department or another, were putting in an appearance now, some of them puffing from the steep walk up the hill from the memorial service. There was genuine warmth in the welcomes for Chantal, the circumstances of whose absence had generated much speculation. Serafina, she of the green eyes and the long black fur, seemed particularly anxious to renew Chantal’s acquaintance, though the cat’s nervousness increased as more and more people arrived, till finally she scampered for the sanctuary of the back stairs.


  Books On Benefit occupied the street level of a late 19th century brick structure in the Second Empire style, which is to say it was a big block of a multi-colored thing with gables and bay windows and fairly ornate trim. Since the structure was built into the western side of College Hill, said hill dropping away steeply behind the house toward the modern downtown to the west, it appeared from the eastern or “street” entrance to be your standard old three-story house. A relatively small sign, illuminated by a couple of small white spotlights in the evening hours or on a rainy day, announced
 
  BOOKS ON BENEFIT 
FINE & COLLECTIBLE 
BOOKS BOUGHT & SOLD


  But from the steeply ascending side street up which Matthew’s late afternoon visitors were now puffing their way, the house clearly had two more “basement” stories with partial western exposures below. It was a mostly residential neighborhood, so parking was along the streets, except for two precariously perched spaces nestled around the windows that peeked out from the building’s second basement, reachable from the side street if you knew they were there.


  At the front of the house, facing historic Benefit Street with its Federalist and Greek revival captains’ houses, there were manicured rectangles of neatly trimmed grass to either side of the front walk. In a larger, fenced side yard, well shielded from the street and shaded by several trees, one an ancient maple, grew a plethora of tall plants popular during the warmer months with butterflies and hummingbirds, including hollyhocks, foxglove, and giant poppies, though most were only beginning to bud, this early in the year.


  Inside, in the bay windows of the bookstore at street level, several cats of unusual size were yawning and stretching as they heard noises in the kitchen.


  Skeezix, having set out most of the trays as requested, was now methodically opening the tuna fish sandwiches, eating out the filling, and neatly stacking the leftover slices of bread on a plate. Tabbyhunter came trotting up, and Skeezix shared one with him. Matthew gave him the evil eye, but he appeared oblivious.


  With Bob gone, and excepting Matthew, whose absences were unpredictable, Skeezix along with Marian the Mouse was what was left of the staff of Books on Benefit.


  Skeezix was a small fellow, who favored mid-twentieth-century tortoiseshell eyeglasses he picked up at the garage sales. His most unusual feature was his short multi-colored hair, a subtle but symmetrical tabby pattern of gray, white, gold and tawny brown, seldom combed and therefore rising up in unpredictable tufts and peaks, mostly above his ears. If it was a dye job it was either the most masterful or the most awful Matthew had ever seen. The cats loved him. He ran errands and reshelved books and generally helped out around the place, though his habit of napping away the afternoons curled up with one of the cats in some out-of-the-way corner did tend to reinforce the rumor that he had no actual permanent place of residence.


  His unusual hours worked out well in one respect, though. While Skeezix usually put in an early appearance from Monday through Wednesday, his absences on Friday and Saturday mornings were understood to be on account of his haunting the weekend garage and estate sales at an hour of gray and misty dawn when civilized folk hadn’t even started brewing their first cup of hot, let alone finished it. He was trusted with a weekly wad of company cash, starter money which he accounted for and replenished early each Saturday afternoon, usually arriving with a box of his garage sale finds.


  Marian slipped in. Bob had dubbed the computer gal “Mouse,” a pun on her constant umbilical attachment to the computer, though also a bit unkind, really. Marian the Mouse usually dressed in gray or beige, with occasional matching crocheted scarf and beret. Hair in a bun, though on closer inspection she didn’t really appear to be much over 30. Skirts a couple of inches too long, sensible flat-soled shoes. She ran incoming merchandise against other copies offered online to set prices, handled incoming online orders, and had also mastered Matthew’s fairly complex internet buying programs, grabbing underpriced books placed online by ignorant sellers world-wide, an enterprise demanding considerable intuition, since books being sold by the lazy and incompetent were, of course, also described by the lazy and incompetent, and you couldn’t very well e-mail them to ask “Does your six-dollar book have the following first edition points which actually make it worth four hundred dollars?”


  Chantal spotted Les hanging back at the door.


  “Come on in, Les.”


  “Thank you, Chantal, but Matthew has to ask me in.”


  “Matthew, can you ask Les to come in?”


  From the other side of the old dining room, where he was worrying a wine cork, Matthew shouted for Les to come in.


  “Thank You.” Les was well-liked. He helped out from time to time at the store, which made his reluctance to come in on days when he hadn’t been asked by a resident occasionally inconvenient. A tall, slim man with a large forehead and a thin mustache, he was the author of a series of horror novels, though royalties from the publisher always seemed scandalously thin.


  The place was soon packed, with the usual bustle of conversation. Bob had had his detractors, truth be told — he could be a bit of a drama queen and that had launched a few feuds. But tonight only the happy tales were re-told.


  The sun set and the evening was cool, so Matthew started a fire in the fireplace, which crackled cheerfully. In fact, the more casual visitors and acquaintances had already wolfed down their share of the food, expressed their condolences primarily to Matthew and Marian, and taken their leave, reducing the company to the dozen or so bookmen who were more accustomed to gathering there of a Sunday evening, when a latecomer in bleached white cotton slacks and a brightly colored shirt arrived.


  “Lance?”


  “Hi, Matthew. Been awhile.”


  The new arrival embracing Matthew showed a nice tan, a mustache, sun-bleached hair curling over his collar, gold neck chain, and turquoise Hawaiian shirt decorated with red parrots. The obvious interest of both Chantal and Marian seemed to confirm he was a bit of a hunk. In fact, he looked a lot like that old Magnum, P.I. guy on TV.


  “Great to see you, Lance. I don’t know if you heard, but our manager died last week. Most of us just came from the funeral.”


  “I did hear. And I wouldn’t have busted in uninvited, but right away I thought of the book he contacted me about. In fact, I was surprised when I couldn’t reach him; it was supposed to get here last Thursday or Friday.”


  “Bob died Thursday. He found a book on your list?”


  “He told me you were away. He didn’t contact you at all? It wasn’t just a book, Matthew; it was the book. How did he die? There wasn’t a robbery? Should I come back and talk to you later?”


  “Everyone here is a friend, Lance. There was some kind of incident that evening. He dialed 9-1-1, said he was having a heart attack, but he also said there was some kind of fight going on outside. Gunshots.”


  “And the book is gone?”


  “What book, Lance? Where from?”


  “A seller he said you’d dealt with before. I offered enough earnest money for an airfare. Actually, I bought the ticket for the seller.”


  “From?”


  “Cairo.”


  “Not Illinois?”


  “Not Illinois.”


  “Must have sounded good.”


  “Bob was cautious, but he said this seller had come up with some legitimate finds in the past, one-of-a-kind stuff. He warned me it was a risk, but the seller seemed nervous, he was in a hurry, which made sense, given the book he was talking about.”


  “Lance?”


  “Yes?”


  “The name of the book?”


  “Bob said the man had a tenth century codex, a true copy of The Testament of James.”


  Everyone who had been pretending not to listen fell silent. At the far side of the room, by the fireplace, one of the bookmen turned and slowly banged his forehead into a door jamb, several times. Otherwise it was so quiet they actually heard a cat jump to the floor in the back and go out through the kitchen cat door. Down the hill, the church clock chimed 8.


  “Not the Epistle of James?”


  “The Epistle of James is in the Gideon Bible in my hotel room, Matthew, a nice little four-page letter. By works a man is justified, and not by faith alone. Speak not evil one of another, brethren, can’t we all just get along. We all know the Epistle, which despite being mildly critical of Paul and the ‘faith alone’ gang was either heavily trimmed or ginned up out of whole cloth, probably about as authentic as most of your signed Harry Potters for sale online these days. I’m talking about the big one, The Testament of James the Just.”


  “Lance, I’m sure Bob wouldn’t have purposely misled you . . .”


  “You’re asking, and I appreciate your tactfulness,” said the man with the big biceps in the parrot shirt, “if I’ve turned into such an idiot that I don’t know The Testament of James is supposed to be the greatest book never written.”


  Matthew sat down wearily.


  “Lance, Lance.” He actually lowered his forehead into his hands. “The Testament ranks right up there with your hand-written Shakespeare, the lost first book of Homer, the Book of Mormon on gold plates. An original Testament of James wouldn’t even be a book.”


  “A first century original would be a scroll, obviously, but Bob’s seller said he had a later copy.”


  “Tenth century.”


  “I have the resources now, Matthew, assuming a price within reason. You haven’t found such a book, or any message from Bob about it? Do the police think there was a robbery?”


  “Once the coroner ruled it was a heart attack, police interest seems to have waned. Other fish to fry. A few neighbors did hear something out front, but it was getting dark. Gunshots? A car backfiring? A TV turned up too loud? We’re going to do some asking around.”


  “Do cars still backfire?”


  “Here in the backwaters of New England we still tolerate poor people with jalopies. As for a message, there was a Post-it note on the computer screen, no way to tell if Bob wrote it before or after he called for the ambulance.”


  “And are you willing to share?”


  “Opens to gallinules.”


  “What?”


  “Three words on the Post-it note: ‘Opens to gallinules.’”


  “Gallinules are birds.”


  “They are.”


  “Mean anything to you?”


  “Not a thing.”


  “Anything else?”


  In addition to the note stuck to the computer screen, Marian and Skeezix had found a torn-open pasteboard box on the front desk. Whatever had been inside was missing, though it had been padded with pages from a week-old edition of a Cairo newspaper. The Cairo in Egypt.


  Lance White set his jaw. “There are parties who might go to great lengths to keep a copy of the book we’re talking about from ever seeing the light of day, Matthew. Any chance your assistant’s death was not by natural causes? Could he have been killed for this book?”


  “Just outbidding you would seem simpler.”


  A lull came in the conversation.


  “OK, I’m used to being the one who asks the dumb question,” Chantal smiled. “What’s the big deal about this Testament of James?”


  “Richard?” Matthew craned his head to address the old timer who’d been sitting quietly in one of the red leather chairs by the fire, now reduced to something more like a glowing bed of coals.


  “So?” asked Professor Richard St. Vincent, who may have been dozing. “What question has you so stumped you have to turn again to the Old Jew, that I’m again welcome at your table?”


  “You’re always welcome here, Richard. We even let you eat the pineapple off the Hawaiian pizza. Stop whining.”


  Richard made a dismissive gesture.


  “Chantal asks for a run-down on The Testament of James.”


  “How long do you have?”


  “Give us the medium version.”


  “If someone should bring me a nice glass tonic water.”


  Skeezix was dispatched.


  “With ice, please.”


  “With ice.”


  The house was 150 years old, on a tree-shadowed street in the oldest part of a town that was much older still. Outside, the small pools of light from the lamp-post street lights were never quite enough to push back the darkness that had heard the footsteps of H.P. Lovecraft and Edgar Allan Poe. The trees rustled, the old house creaked as the temperature dropped on a crisp spring night. It was a company accustomed to tales of half-forgotten lore, and none better at summoning them up than Professor Richard St. Vincent, rare books and special collections.


  “So again it rears its head, this story of the lost book, The Testament of James the Just, not to be confused with the Epistle of James the Just, a little letter of uncertain parentage in your New Testament designed to convince everyone James was still part of the team, the brother of Jesus telling everybody to play well with others.”


  “James was the brother of Jesus?” Chantal asked.


  “A bit inconvenient for those who insist the mother remained a virgin till she died, a debate more religious than medical in which you’ll excuse me if I take no side.” Richard took his glass of tonic water from Skeezix and tried a sip, apparently found it acceptable. “Call them half-brothers, whatever you please.”


  “Actually, Matthew says Joseph knew her not till she had brought forth her firstborn son,” smiled Lance the Californian, “which would clearly indicate they got busy soon afterwards.”


  “The Matthew in question being not our host for the evening, I presume, but your Gospel According to Matthew.”


  “One, twenty-five,” nodded Lance, pulling his chair closer to the fire, and thus to the old professor.


  Richard snorted. “At any rate, no one during the time Jesus was alive seemed to know anything about this ‘born of a virgin’ business. There’s good evidence the Greeks who wrote the existing gospels sixty years later based it all on a mis-translation of Ezekiel. Ezekiel said the messiah would be born of a young woman, an almah. But the wrong word was used when that was translated into the Greek as parthenos, ‘a virgin.’ Jesus had four brothers, after all — James, Joses, Jude, and Simon — evidently sisters as well, and he was a candidate for being the messiah because he combined the royal lines of King David and the high priest Aaron by being descended from Joseph and Mary, both. If Joseph was not the father then Jesus’ claim to be the hereditary messiah would have been enormously weakened among first-century Jews.


  “So the gospels refer to James the Just as the oldest surviving brother of Jesus,” Richard continued. “James being the English name, you understand. On his coins King James of Scotland who succeeded Elizabeth the Great was identified by his Latin name, Jacobus, which explains why we call the post-Elizabethan theater ‘Jacobean,’ because the real name of James in Latin was Iacobus, in Hebrew Ya’akov, the same way they got Jesus from Yeshua.


  “James the Just was in Jerusalem till about the time of the big Jewish revolt in 65 A.D., give or take,” the old professor continued, now hitting his stride. “The Jews refused to erect statues and burn incense to the Roman emperors; the Romans could never figure out this ‘monotheism’ business, they thought the Jews were just being disrespectful. Add a nice tax revolt and you get a serious war starting in about 66 A.D. The Roman governor of Syria comes down with the 12th Legion to restore order and the Jewish rebels ambush and defeat the 12th Fulminata at the Battle of Beth Horon, which shocked the Romans considerably.” Richard closed his eyes and moved his head slowly from side to side, working out a crick in his neck. “The emperor Nero in Rome got upset enough to crucify Peter and Paul, both. Then the Romans send a better general named Vespasian and his son Titus, they do well enough that Vespasian is made emperor in 69; Titus stays behind and takes Jerusalem after a seven-month siege in 70 A.D.


  “Some reports say the traditional Jews stoned James to death in 62 for claiming his brother was the messiah. Others say the Romans crucified him closer to the year 69. Either way, the first problem with this report that he left behind an important book is that the Romans burned pretty much everything in sight within a few years after he died.” Richard St. Vincent looked around to make sure he had their attention, which he did. “Burned the city, crucified thousands, led the survivors away to die in the arenas. It’s a problem for most of our history of that era. Except for the writings of Flavius Josephus, a Jew who went to work for the Romans and who barely mentions Jesus — our Jesus — the earliest Christian documents are oral traditions that weren’t written down till at least a generation later, and in Greek, at that. Oral tales get embroidered. Old people get things mixed up, believe me.


  “So this tell-all book by James the Just sounds great, there’s a hunger for an actual Christian manuscript from before the destruction of the temple, something to clarify all the confusion and contradictions in the existing gospels, all written decades later under assumed names. But assuming he ever wrote it, and assuming it survived, you’ve now got a lot more than just the traditional fires and floods to explain why such a book could have disappeared. Meaning no offense to any of my neighbors today, who I’m sure are all peaceful and tolerant to a fault, but the leaders of the Christian Church some centuries back were known to go to considerable pains to suppress what they saw as heretical beliefs.”


  “The book would be considered heresy?” asked Marian the Mouse, tossing caution to the winds. She’d either made a resolution to start asserting herself more, or she’d broken her own rule and consumed more than one glass of wine tonight. As a matter of fact, she now allowed Les the vampire novelist to pour her another.


  “If it says what people have claimed, they’d move heaven and earth to discredit it, I should think,” Professor St. Vincent nodded. “The Christian church you have today was founded by a Jew named Paul, who helped persecute the Christians — he was there to help stone Saint Steven — until he had his revelation on the road to Damascus, his epiphany, whatever. The New Testament was carefully put together to indicate that Paul visited Jerusalem from time to time to check in with James the Just and the Nazareans — the surviving followers who had actually known Jesus — that they were all on the same page.”


  Richard had drained his glass of tonic, gestured that he’d like another. Skeezix scurried. Matthew squatted down and used the poker to push the fragments of wood into the center of the fireplace to get the blaze going. The fire started to crackle again, casting a somewhat brighter yellow glow.


  “But that must have taken a lot of editing,” added Lance White, taking advantage of the pause. Matthew noticed Marian and Chantal both hung on the Californian’s every word, mooning like sick calves. “Because the most likely thing is just the opposite. Jesus preached only to the Jews. There were Greek cities right across the Sea of Galilee, but he never preached to the Greeks or the Romans, he just wanted to restore to the Jewish faithful the ecstatic core of their own faith, which he insisted the priests had hidden away from them. ‘Woe to you experts in the law, because you have taken away the key to knowledge. You yourselves have not entered, and you have hindered those who wished to enter.’”


  “Our visitor is right,” Richard nodded. “Jesus believed they’d turned a profound way of knowing God into a list of rules for how to cook cheese and whether you could pick a grape on Saturday. He preached that the priests had hidden away the important mysteries of their faith from the people, and to get their attention he set out to match the prophecies that told the Jews how to recognize their messiah, or at least a messiah, which means anointed one. In Greek: Christos.” Richard paused to accept his refilled glass from Skeezix, nodding in thanks.


  “The book, Richard.” Matthew tried to get the old man back onto the main track. Some folks had to work in the morning.


  Richard waved off the attempt to break his stream of thought.


  “But Paul’s mission was to build a new religion among the Greeks and Romans and other people of Asia Minor, which is where he spent his time,” the old professor continued. “He faced a big sales job, and when a salesman keeps hitting the same objections, he has to change either his product or his sales pitch, and Paul did both.


  “The people he was attempting to convert didn’t want to become Jews, they found the dietary laws excessive, and they especially wanted nothing to do with circumcision, which they considered to be ritual maiming, and of the sexual organ at that. So Paul told them they could forget all that, it was optional. Meantime, many Jews living in Antioch and Rome were afraid he’d get them in trouble with the Romans, so they turned him in for preaching sedition against the empire by claiming Jesus was a god who ranked above the emperor.


  “Bad blood developed. Paul became more and more anti-Semitic. Yes, even though he was a Jew, don’t get me started. In fact, so as not to offend the Romans, Paul actually began to preach that it was the Jews who killed Jesus, a man who was crucified by Roman soldiers at the order of a Roman prefect. Look at the whole Barabbas story.”


  “The thief who was freed instead of Jesus?” asked Skeezix, who had flopped down on the rug near the fire with Tyrone, one of the two big orange tabbies. “They made a movie out of it.”


  “With Anthony Quinn,” added Marian, a veritable blabbermouth tonight.


  “A fine source of historical fact, your Hollywood passion plays,” Richard smiled.


  “I think they filmed it in Rome,” Marian hiccupped.


  “So Pilate asks the Jewish crowd if there’s one prisoner they want to set free, and they all cry ‘Barabbas!’” Richard mimicked, acting out the crowd scene by waving his arms. “The story tells us they preferred saving Barabbas to Jesus, demonstrating that killing Jesus was fine as far as the Jewish crowd was concerned.”


  “And?” Chantal asked.


  “Early copies of the gospels say the name the crowd shouted was ‘Jesus Barabbas,’” Lance the Californian answered. “The Third Century theologian Origen ordered the scribes to shorten the name to just ‘Barabbas’ — he said it wasn’t appropriate for any criminal to share the name of the savior. At the trial of Jesus, the Sanhedrin priests asked if Jesus claimed to be the son of God, and he replied ‘I am the Son of Man’ or ‘I am the Son of the Father.’ It would have sounded to the Romans like a denial — he denied he was a son of the gods, therefore denied he was putting himself on the same level as Caesar. But the prophet Daniel had referred to the coming Jewish messiah as the Son of Man, so the crowds knew what this clever Galilean meant. They admired his cleverness, finding ways to escape all these verbal traps.


  “In Aramaic, Bar meant ‘son of.’ Jesus said he was the Bar-Enos, the Son of Man, or the Bar-Abbas, the Son of the Father. When the crowd cried for Jesus the Son of the Father, Jesus Bar-Abbas, to be set free, who do you think they meant? Anthony Quinn was a fine actor, but there was no one else named Barabbas who was set free instead of Jesus. The crowds cried out for Jesus the Son of the Father to be set free, and the Romans crucified him anyway. In fact, the Sanhedrin actually had to move quickly before a mob could form to object, because Jesus was clearly very popular.”


  Richard gestured for the newcomer to go on. He seemed to be appreciating the breather.


  “Meantime, Richard says Paul changed the product he was selling, and that’s for sure. He started borrowing heavily from more successful competitors.” Lance leaned forward. It wasn’t hard to imagine him holding forth from a pulpit, though Chantal found herself wondering if he preached in the white slacks and the parrot shirt. “First there was the cult of Mithra, which worshipped a sun god born of a virgin. Paul grabbed that the way Henry Leland’s competitors grabbed the electric starter off his 1912 Cadillac. And then there was the cult of Attis and Cybele. Attis was tied to a tree with his arms outstretched, died, and three days later was brought back to life by his mother, the goddess Cybele. For Paul, these legends were products that a modern marketer would call ‘pre-tested.’


  “And then Paul added transubstantiation.” Lance’s gold neck chain glinted in the firelight. “‘Eat of my flesh and drink of my blood,’ which would have horrified Orthodox Jews of the time.”


  “Unless he meant something else when he told them to eat of the flesh of the gods,” added Matthew, beaming his Cheshire Cat smile.


  Richard looked around to see if everyone else was done, then shrugged. “At any rate, the Jews in Jerusalem wanted no part of all this improvisational theater, so there must have been a huge schism between Paul’s new Christian church in Greece and Turkey and the Nazareans, the observant Jews who honored Jesus for his attempts to restore their original faith. But the history of the church was written to paper over that split, they had to stick with the story that James the Just was pleased as punch with the way Paul was proceeding. So if James really wrote a book to challenge all that, to set the record straight, your new Christian church would have moved heaven and earth to suppress it.”


  “You haven’t even talked about the main thing people claim was in the book, that they get all excited about,” Marian complained, though she still looked up from the floor only briefly.


  “The crucifixion,” Richard nodded.


  “Does this book or does it not say Jesus survived the crucifixion?” Marian asked.


  CHAPTER TWO
 
  TUESDAY EVENING


  “Who knows?” Richard shrugged. “We only have third-hand reports. But even your accepted gospels have Jesus showing up back in Galilee the week after the crucifixion to share a fish dinner and let the disciples touch his healing wounds.”


  “Especially in Luke,” Lance added. “He then comes back and does it all again a week after that, to convince Doubting Thomas, because Thomas wasn’t there the first time.”


  “Well, people who are dead don’t show up for dinner,” added Professor St. Vincent, shaking his head. “It’s one of the laws of the physical world. The great mystery of the Christian church is the fact that Christians claim to believe what’s in the gospels, but they get terribly upset when you tell them their own book demonstrates Jesus was the world’s greatest conjurer, and his plan — his very carefully laid plan — to appear to come back to life after being crucified was his greatest trick, better than Houdini chained underwater.”


  “I don’t know that I’d say ‘conjurer.’” Lance White got a serious look on his face. “Conjurer sounds like a fake, a fraud. It’s pretty clear he believed he was fated to be the messiah, that he willingly shed his blood on the cross as atonement for the sins of his people.”


  “And it actually worked,” Richard replied. “That’s the important part. Except possibly for getting stabbed in the side with that spear.”


  “Like the horse that balks at the final jump,” Lance nodded, “even Schonfield finally figures the wounds were just too much; he has Jesus dying on Saturday night after being helped out of the tomb while he was still alive.”


  Chantal looked at Matthew, lowered one eyebrow, and formed the name silently on her lips: “Schonfield?” Matthew responded by smiling and batting his eyelashes.


  Now it was Richard who seemed to feel they were straying from the topic. “Anyway, the Christians celebrate the Ascension a month after Easter, forty days actually, the Book of Acts makes it pretty clear Jesus hung around with the remaining disciples for forty days. But if an infection from his wounds didn’t catch up to him, what did? Where’d he go?”


  “Kind of makes you wish his brother had written a tell-all book, doesn’t it?” Matthew smiled as he passed around the room, offering people final refills on the wine or the coffee.


  “If Jesus wanted to arrange to survive being crucified, the timing would have been crucial,” explained Lance White. “He’d have to have his most trusted disciple turn him in on a Thursday night so he could be condemned and crucified on Friday. The Jews didn’t want condemned prisoners hanging around moaning all through their Sabbath, so out of deference to Jewish sensibilities the Romans would break all the crucified prisoners’ legs with big mallets before sundown on Friday, the start of the Jewish sabbath. The refinement the Romans introduced that made crucifixion a torturous death was to bend your knees and nail or tie your feet to a footrest. That way you could straighten your knees and push up and catch your breath, for however long your strength lasted. But they didn’t break Jesus’ legs, because shortly after the women passed him the sponge soaked in vinegar he’d passed out and apparently died. So Pilate gave his body to Joseph of Arimathea, and Joseph of Arimathea immediately had Jesus placed in an empty tomb he just happened to have excavated nearby, which was very handy, since the normal procedure would have been to bury the condemned in a mass grave.”


  “If anyone else knew how Jesus arranged to survive the crucifixion,” Richard explained, “— and what happened to him afterwards — it would have been his own brother, James the Just.”


  “But it’s a fairy tale, right?” Chantal asked. “No one survived being crucified.”


  Richard looked toward the ceiling, as though asking to be spared the inquiries of students who refused to do their assigned reading.


  “Actually, they did. Josephus, you’ll remember, was the Jewish historian who went over to the Romans. One day he’s passing by some Jews who have been crucified and he recognizes three of his former comrades in arms. He asks if they can be taken down, and they are. He writes they’d been up there for two days. Two died and one survived. So there’s evidence people could survive even after two days on the cross. Jesus was probably up for only five hours or so, which is why Pilate was initially so suspicious when they told him Jesus had died.”


  “But if Jesus survived, wouldn’t someone else have mentioned that?” asked Chantal.


  “They did,” Richard replied. “Mohammed says in the Koran that Jesus didn’t die on the cross; the Romans were fooled. That was the Arab tradition.”


  “But Christians are taught that Jesus rose on Easter Sunday,” Chantal frowned.


  “Meaning no offense,” shrugged the old professor, “but I rose last Easter Sunday, and I expect to rise this coming Sunday as well, as I dare say you all will, God willing. We all rise on Easter Sunday, even if it’s just to turn on the TV and watch a ball game. The original Aramaic word — the one we’re pretty sure came down in the oral tradition — doesn’t mean arise as in ‘ascend into heaven.’ It just means ‘get up.’ Our visitor from California mentioned Paul Schonfield, a serious Bible scholar, one of the men who translated the Dead Sea Scrolls. Back in the ’60s, Professor Schonfield wrote a best seller called The Passover Plot, which laid out this whole scenario. He said it was the only interpretation of the known facts that has Jesus showing the same care and singleness of purpose with which he arranged every other thing he did to match the detailed prophesies of the coming Messiah.


  “At the last supper, Jesus says ‘This night one of you will betray me.’ The modern Christian reader assumes, ‘Well, he has God-like powers, he can see the future.’ But of course if he was God he also could have flown through the air to get away from his tormentors, turned into the Goodyear blimp, leveled them all with a thunderbolt, whatever.”


  “That’s right,” Lance agreed. “The only way a mortal Jesus could be sure he was going to be betrayed at a specific time was if he arranged it, a job for which he’d naturally pick his most trusted and competent disciple, the guy in charge of the petty cash, Judas Sicarius, Judas of the Dagger. In fact, at the Last Supper Jesus turns to Judas and tells him when it’s time, he says ‘What you are about to do, do quickly.’ That’s John 13:27. Controlling the time of his arrest meant he could dictate the time of his trial, which let him plan, within a matter of hours, when he was likely to be crucified, which had to be as late as possible on Friday.”


  “The story is that The Testament of James confirms that Jesus had a plan to survive the crucifixion,” Richard explained, “a plan that wouldn’t have worked if he’d been condemned in a Jewish court; they’d stone you to death. It had to be a Roman court, it had to be crucifixion, and it had to be on a Friday.”


  “But if he didn’t die on the cross, where did he go?” asked Chantal.


  Richard smiled, finally glancing at his watch. “Did the brother of Jesus really decide the best way to cut the legs out from under this weird new cult that was using his brother’s name, the best way to discredit Paul of Tarsus, was to make a clean breast of things, explain how his brother Jesus pulled it all off . . . and where he went? If he did, such a book would pre-date all four canon gospels by decades. Now that would be some lost book.”


  “The Holy Grail of lost books,” said Lance White, getting a far-away look in his eyes.


  Professor Richard St. Vincent stood and stretched. “And with that, my children, I must make an end. The fire has died, the night grows late. If Matthew and his friend propose to start searching for this lost book tomorrow, they’re going to need a good night’s rest. Let us each to his bed, and God Bless You All.”


  * * *


  “You should stay,” Matthew said to Chantal.


  Everyone else had gone. They’d found Skeezix still asleep on the rug with big Tyrone. On the coldest nights from December through March the grown-ups had been known to just throw a blanket over the little scout and let him sleep in, but it was April now and Skeezix, stretching and yawning, had insisted he had somewhere to go.


  So Chantal had helped Matthew clean up and then they’d carried their wine glasses upstairs to his apartment, as had long been their habit, on a kind of autopilot.


  “I would love to stay. And then I feel like I’m blackmailing you for something you don’t want to give, or can’t give, whatever. I know it’s harder because of how it started out between us, Matthew, but I can’t be just your Saturday party girl any more.”


  “There’s never been any Tuesday girl, Chantal.”


  “I know that. I appreciate that. You’re used to going it alone, I get that, too. You’re the hero of your own adventure novel, Matthew Hunter, Tracer of Lost Books. A housewife in curlers and a squawling rug rat don’t fit in.”


  “Are we expecting a squawling rug rat?”


  “A girl can dream.”


  “And you don’t use curlers, God be praised.”


  “Overseas deployment can be hell on a girl’s hairstyle. But if you want me you’ve got to take the whole package. I won’t sit pining by the telephone.”


  “You’re always welcome here.”


  “If that were true, we wouldn’t have a problem,” Chantal sighed. “What you mean is ‘You’re welcome here any time.’”


  “That doesn’t make—”


  “Yes?” she asked, all innocence, batting the eyelashes.


  “OK, maybe there is a difference.” He sighed. “Chantal, I’m afraid of what you want.”


  “What did I want that was so wrong? You wanted me, too, unless that’s changed.”


  “I want you.”


  “So?”


  “I’m old enough—”


  “To be my father. Women starting families with teen-age boys who don’t know what they want to be when they grow up does not have a great track record. Next problem?”


  “I run off at the drop of a hat. I’m set in my ways. I don’t know if I’m cut out to set up housekeeping. You want babies.”


  “In God’s good time, yes.”


  “Babe, when we’re together we mate like bunnies.”


  “I believe the phrase is ‘fuck like bunnies.’”


  “I accept the correction.”


  “This is bad?” Chantal asked, fluttering her eyelashes again.


  “It’s wonderful. What I mean is that God’s good time won’t take long. And you’re not going to be content sitting home changing diapers when the phone rings and the Earl of Balmoral has died and nobody can find half the books that are supposed to be in the country house and off I go and who’s going to take little Heather to her piano lesson.”


  “You got that right. So I’ll miss a few trips when I’m in labor. This is really the deal breaker? I’ve got a passport. When dropped I do not break easy. OK, I don’t remember on which line it’s supposed to say ‘man-woman.’ But it’s on page 20-something, I find it eventually. I’m very teachable, you said so yourself. Plus they’ve got these cool hand-held computers now, dear, you wouldn’t believe what I find online while you and Bob are . . . sorry. While you and Bob were arguing about which reviews were supposed to be on the back of The Hunt for Red October. I didn’t mean to talk down Bob.”


  “No fault of yours. On the other hand, if I’d been here . . .”


  “Oh stop it. He loved it when you left him in charge. Was he trying to pull off some deal that he should never have tackled alone, trying to impress you?”


  “That’s exactly what worries me. We should remember Bob’s good qualities now, he was a bookman, he knew the classics, who the hell else is going to sit around, now, quoting Northanger Abbey? But Bob was ambitious, impatient, he wanted to make a big score he could brag about. He could have missed the danger signs.”


  “Well if he did it’s not on you.” Chantal took him by the arm, pressed up against him, starting the old electricity again, though possibly not on purpose. “I will not let you play the Butterfly Game. If only I’d turned left instead of right, if only I hadn’t picked that day to do my laundry, if only I hadn’t gotten that call from London. Are things OK in London? How long can you stay away?”


  “It’s Hurry Up and Wait, as usual. Pinky’s convinced it’s the real thing, he’s lining up backers, I told him he’s nuts to be taking anyone into his confidence till he’s got the book in hand, word is gonna get out. He’s got good security people right in his own organization, he should go out-of-pocket for now and concentrate on actually getting the piece in his hands; send a private jet, borrow some guys in colorful berets. He’s always trying to think two steps ahead, he takes his eye off the ball.”


  “So we’ll get you back there as soon as we can, so Pinky doesn’t spend all that money till you get a look. And don’t think I missed ‘Heather.’ Heather?”


  “I’m not against parenthood, Chantal, although by the time Junior is ready to play catch I may have to shuffle out to the yard with my walker.”


  “You’re young enough to see your children through school, providing you start now, and you know it. But you’ve made it clear you don’t want that and that’s why I’m staying at Mary’s. I did not come here to twist your arm. I came here to see if you need my help because of what happened to Bob. I will gladly help you in the short term, if you need it, for a week. I will do what you tell me needs done but I’m asking you as a favor and as a friend don’t take me to your bed and then break my heart again with this ‘I’ll call you’ bullshit. We’re good friends, at least as far as I’m concerned, who tried the other thing and it didn’t work out and that part is over.”


  “That feels bitter.”


  “Freedom means different things to different people, dear. Love can make you feel free, or it can make you feel trapped. People are wired different, I get that. If you decide different you’ll tell me. Till then, what’s really going on?” She took a step back. “What really happened to Bob, did somebody actually come here that night to deliver a copy of this Testament of James, is there any chance it’s real, and if so where is it? On a scale of one to ten how likely are people to start shooting at us? I need to know because I’ve got this little borrowed pink revolver in my purse but if you expect any real trouble I can make a phone call and get us some bottle-necked backup, I still know people at the War College.”


  “You’ll call in the dolphins?”


  “Not bottle-nosed, bottle-necked. The brass of a high-powered round has a shoulder. Never mind. A few people owe me favors who would seriously outclass some Italian with a pocket pistol.


  “I’ll keep that in mind. Pink?”


  “What?”


  “You have a pink pistol? Like, you’re actually carrying it around?”


  “I told you, dear, it’s borrowed. Wouldn’t do much good in my suitcase. Pink is a marketing gimmick. It has zero effect on wound ballistics.”


  A black blur came shooting up the stairs, made one skidding footfall on the bedroom floor, and vanished under the bed, leaving the bedspread swaying slightly. Only seconds behind came all 20 gray-striped pounds of Tabbyhunter, though he leaped directly onto the bed, turned, and prepared for combat, crouching down, fur fully blown out, keening his battle song.


  “Was that Serafina?” Chantal asked.


  “Something’s up.”


  “Someone downstairs?”


  “Trying to get into the shop, probably.” Matthew grabbed one of his black aluminum baseball bats from behind the door, positioned his right hand about a third of the way up.


  “But the lights are on.”


  “We always leave a few lights on. Probably someone who doesn’t know we live upstairs. Or someone desperate.”


  “I’m coming with you.”


  “OK.”


  “In fact, I’m going first,” said Chantal, producing her Lady Smith revolver from her purse.


  “I know the layout better.”


  “They won’t be hiding in the furnace room. Plus I’ve got the gun.”


  “You’re actually going to use that?”


  “I hope not. But I still go first. That way I don’t have to shoot through you, which could seriously mess up my point of aim. It’s called ‘deflection.’”


  “I knew that.”


  It was indeed never completely dark in the store, barring a power outage. It was traditional to leave one green-shaded desk lamp burning near the front counter, as well as a single 40-watt light back in the kitchen, so if anything did require late-night attention Matthew wouldn’t be stumbling around in complete darkness, tripping over the odd box of new acquisitions or one of the waist-high rolling racks. It also kept the building from looking abandoned, and might in theory allow a passing patrol car to spot a burglar throwing a shadow. There was no alarm system installed, since the valuable volumes were locked in the safes, and since bookstores are not generally high-priority targets for junkies and other thieves in the first place, being famously short on guns, drugs, and jewelry.


  Now they were sure they heard the sounds of someone moving around in the store, interrupted by the dull thumps and pattering paws of additional cats sensing an unfamiliar presence and deciding a quick exit to some other part of the building or out the cat-door to the side yard constituted the better part of valor.


  The cat door was cut into the bottom of the regular door that led out to a stoop and thus to the side yard from the kitchen. Always kept locked, that side door was still the most likely entry point; anyone with some duct tape could have taped one of the small glass panes, broken the glass without much noise, and reached through to unbolt the door from the inside.


  Chantal and Matthew skirted the kitchen to avoid exposing themselves in the light. By hand sign they agreed to work their way around till they could position themselves behind the substantial shelter of the twin desks and front counter. If someone had broken in through the kitchen door they’d most likely try to escape by the same route, and the goal at present was to run them off, not to block their exit and consequently re-enact the shootout at the O.K. Corral.


  Seated in Marian’s chair, Chantal rested the butt of her revolver on the counter and leaned forward to acquire a good sight picture, pressing her chest down and making herself a relatively small target. She then gestured to Matthew, who threw on all the lights controlled by the front door switches.


  “Identify yourselves, you motherfuckers!” Matthew shouted. “We’re armed!”


  He winced as he heard books dropped on the floor, followed by running feet — moccasins or crepe-soled shoes, though, not heavy boots. It sounded like there were two of them, though all they caught was a glimpse of a black-clad figure sprinting for the kitchen door.


  And that would have been the end of it, except that this was the moment two more uninvited guests chose to come barreling in the now-unlocked kitchen door.


  There was much shouting from the kitchen. The two newest arrivals, who were not speaking English, appeared to be armed and were ordering the first set of burglars to get their hands up, or whatever.


  “Rashid, is that you?” Matthew shouted.


  “Mattieu, are you alright?” Came a voice from the kitchen. “We spotted these bastards breaking in here. Is my brother with you?”


  “Hakim?”


  “Yes, it is Hakim.”


  Matthew and Chantal moved tentatively away from the shelter of the front counter, advancing slowly toward the kitchen. Matthew gestured for Chantal to lower her revolver. She firmly shook her head no and kept it directly in front of her in a two-hand grip, though she did lower her point of aim, so if the weapon went off unexpectedly it would just harmlessly blow off someone’s kneecap.


  “I haven’t seen Rashid,” Matthew shouted as they approached, in part so the Egyptian would know they were coming. “He’s not here, Hakim.”


  They entered the kitchen. The original set of black-clad burglars were indeed being held by the two late-arriving Arabs in billowy white or beige shirts — hard to tell in the dim light — both of whom had produced knives which they held low, indicating they knew how to use them. The broad, curved, bright steel Bowie-looking thing in the hand of the larger Arab had a blade that must have been a foot long all by itself, almost a cross between a knife and a Gurkha Kukri. The black-clad burglars were white guys who looked pale and not particularly tough, one tall and thin, one short and tubby. The taller one carried a good-sized black leather purse over his shoulder, the accessory no modern second-story man should be caught without.


  “What have you done with my brother, you assholes?” asked the bigger Arab, whose beak of a nose reminded Chantal of Omar Sharif. He motioned with a flick of his blade. “Dov’e’ mio fratello?”


  The smaller of the two burglars, the fatter one with the lighter hair, started to answer, but stopped and looked at the floor when the taller one snarled “Zitto, stronzo.”


  Mr. Cuddles the cat was rubbing up against the legs of the older Arab who’d been doing all the talking. He looked down at the oversized creature on the floor and his expression was not one of warmth or affection. He snarled something in Arabic to his sidekick, presumably instructing the younger man to pick up the cat and throw him outside.


  Shifting his own, smaller but still deadly looking blade to his left hand, the second Arab stepped across, bent down, and picked up the 20-pound orange tiger as ordered, one-handed under the ribcage.


  There was a brief pause, as though Mr. Cuddles couldn’t believe this was happening.


  Finding himself suspended in mid-air by this complete stranger, who apparently intended to slice him down the middle with a particularly nasty looking kitchen implement, Mr. Cuddles made a high nasal noise, very piercing. Then it was as though the bundle of fur simply exploded, with a racket like someone starting a chainsaw. Hakim’s smaller buddy started to shriek. Mr. Cuddles caromed off the refrigerator and the stove, actually running horizontally, before he hit the floor and headed for the back stairs in an orange blur. The smaller Arab’s fighting knife slid across the floor and stopped at Matthew’s feet.


  The original set of black-clad burglars decided to make use of the moment of confusion to bolt through the outside door to the side yard. They made it out, though Hakim seemed to be considering launching his own knife at them, backhanded, carnival-style, when Matthew intervened.


  “Let them go,” he said. “Getting the police involved isn’t likely to help Rashid.”


  “Yes, run! Run, you Christian dogs!” Hakim responded, though he did lower his blade to his side. “You never did have stomach for a fight!”


  Once his weapon was down Chantal moved warily past beak-nose, remaining half turned so Rashid’s newly arrived brother was never completely out of her sight. She checked the side yard, sweeping her extended revolver side-to-side till she was convinced the immediate threat had moved on.


  Soon the four were seated at the kitchen table. Matthew had turned on the overhead light and come up with some hydrogen peroxide to pour on the bleeding cat tracks that Mr. Cuddles had left along the younger Egyptian’s arm. They frothed and bubbled nicely, at which point Chantal came up with a clean white towel he could hold against them. Even with his lost knife restored, the younger Egyptian looked suitably chastened.


  “Hakim. Haven’t seen you in years. This is another brother?”


  “Yes, my brother Patrick.”


  “Um . . . Patrick?”


  “Named for the priest who saved our mother,” Hakim explained. “A story for another time.” Patrick smiled but remained silent, possibly spoke no English. “Rashid never made it to you with the book? He came here because he said Mattieu was the one dealer we could trust, Mattieu always gives a fair price. A tough bargain sometimes, but he never lies to us. So where is he? He never arrived here? Have you seen the thousand-year-old book?”


  Matthew brought the al-Adar brothers up-to-date on what little he knew. Hakim, the oldest brother, responded by providing some history of the book which the second brother, Rashid, had brought with him from Egypt, a leather-bound book, twice the size of a modern book. It started out a charming enough tale of the reclusive great-uncle who had sold lesser treasures over the years to support himself and a succession of wives in modest comfort, always keeping the most valuable family heirlooms squirreled away against some future time of need. A wise man avoided ostentation in such things, as Mattieu of course understood. Any object displayed in the dwelling place to tempt a thief to reveal himself would be a mere copy. No list of such valuable possessions was ever written down, or anything as foolish as that.


  “Of course.”


  The trustworthiness of the younger generation also had to be measured, which took time, always time. Certain family members showed a greed for quick profits, for the fancy city life, a scorning of the old traditions, as Mattieu would of course understand. Such disappointing offspring were bypassed. But Hakim and Rashid and their brothers, as Mattieu would remember, were found to show the proper patience and respect. They kept the old ways. Over time the family business, the contacts along the courier routes, where confidentiality and a man’s word could mean life or death, had been passed down to them.


  Till finally, as his time neared an end, and again according to tradition, the old man had revealed the secret location of the most valuable family trove, including this leather-bound book, “the book which is a thousand years old.”


  Hakim waited to see if anyone would scoff. No one did.


  Naturally, he explained after a moment, certain of the objects carried curses of which the brothers had to be apprised. The brothers were used to that, and took certain measures to assure those curses were held in abeyance, did not come to rest on them, so that the shouf of the deceased owner, the shadow, would understand they were mere custodians. Hakim gave Matthew an appraising glance. Matthew nodded soberly. He knew a little of these rituals. More importantly, he knew such things were not to be taken lightly.


  But the old man’s warning about the book was different, Hakim revealed.


  “Not a curse?” Matthew asked.


  “Different.”


  “Because of who wants the book.”


  “Yes.”


  They had been speaking quietly long enough that the cats decided the visitors must be OK. Serafina had crept down the stairs and — just as silently — up into Chantal’s lap. Chantal stroked her reassuringly. Only the black cat’s green eyes showed occasionally above the rim of the table, glowing emeralds. Now Tyrone, an orange giant to match Mr. Cuddles, also leapt up, landing light as a feather on four feet, then flopping on the table in front of her, though whether to protect her, or trusting in her ability to protect him, was not immediately clear.


  The younger Arab shifted his chair back and eyed the big orange cat cautiously. Few outsiders could tell Tyrone and Mr. Cuddles apart. Chantal did not fuss over the cats. She kept her eyes on their visitors. The cats were just there.


  Hakim looked at Chantal appraisingly. Up till now he’d barely seemed to acknowledge her presence. Having a woman at the table was evidently not part of the traditional way, though he understood things could be different here in the West. After all, Mattieu obviously trusted this woman as his bodyguard. And she did wear around her neck not the Christian cross, but rather the ankh.


  “You know the tale of the princess Khawlah bint al-Azwar?” asked Matthew, who could take on the appearance of a mind-reader on such occasions.


  “The woman warrior of the Bani Assad,” Hakim nodded. “It is said she killed five men with a tent pole.”


  Matthew smiled.


  Hakim had seen the authority with which Chantal handled a revolver. So now, for the first time, he spoke to her. “There are two types of buyers, as our friend Mattieu well knows. The buyer who wishes to re-sell is the easiest to find and the quickest to offer, but his price is always low, since he keeps in mind his own profit. The buyer who buys for himself will take longer to decide, but will pay the most. Unless, of course, he can steal what he wants.”


  “Yes,” said Chantal. This was obvious.


  “But this book is different. You must be careful even in naming this book, because those who most want this book want not to possess it, but to destroy it. This makes those who seek the book more dangerous, more unpredictable. You know the book of which I speak?”


  “We do,” said Chantal.


  Hakim nodded. She had not named the book. Good. “My brother Rashid is no fool. He merely asked in a few places what such a book might be worth. He was advised not even to mention the name of this book. But by then it was too late. Strange things began to happen. We were not contacted directly. Rather it was like a whisper carried on the wind, warning us that powerful forces wanted this book. The first to arrive was not a buyer, but an assassin.”


  “He failed,” Matthew noted.


  “Of course,” said Hakim, his hand dropping briefly to the comforting firmness of the scabbard hidden beneath his loosely billowing shirt. “But such things can draw attention. We decided to get the book out of the country.”


  “You called me.”


  “If we’ve brought trouble on your house, my friend, you will let us know how to make amends. We are at your service. But your associate was interested. He spoke of a buyer, he even offered to pay Rashid’s airfare. We would have preferred to speak with you, directly, of course, but . . .” The man with the hawk beak and the large mustache spread his hands, palms up.


  “What’s done is done” Matthew said. “I’m glad you came to me. Sooner might have been better, since now other forces are in play. But I understand Rashid’s thinking. I do not have this book, but the black priests are still looking for it, as well, so all is not lost. The most important thing is to find Rashid. Your brother is more important than any book, even this book. If you will look for your brother, we will look for the book. Somewhere, our trails will cross.”


  When the al-Adar brothers took their leave they’d agreed to spend the next day trying to track down Rashid’s cell phone and his missing rental car.


  “Matthew?” Matthew was just finishing nailing a piece of scrap wood across the broken pane of glass where the burglars had made their entry.


  “Yes, babe?”


  “A little while ago, did you say, ‘Identify yourselves, you motherfuckers’?”


  “Did I?”


  “You did.”


  “Was that wrong?”


  “It was excellent. I didn’t know you had it in you.”


  “I’ve been watching too much TV, probably.”


  “You watch hardly any TV.”


  “I must have heard a policeman yell that, once. It seemed appropriate.”


  “Were we just rescued by a couple of Islamic terrorists?”


  “No no. Who actually got rescued is another question, though I’m sure Hakim meant well. But Rashid’s family aren’t terrorists. They’re capitalists.”


  “Oh. I guess that’s all right, then.” Chantal had come down off the adrenalin rush enough to start finding the whole thing a bit ridiculous.


  “It’s fine. Makes sense the family would send someone if Rashid has been out of touch since last Thursday.”


  “I think I’d better not leave you alone tonight.”


  “I’m glad to hear it. You can have the big bed; I’ll sleep in the front bedroom.”


  “Matthew, don’t be an idiot.”


  “Hm?”


  “No one is sleeping in the front bedroom.”


  “No?”


  “No.”


  “OK.”


  PART TWO


  CHAPTER THREE
 WEDNESDAY MORNING


  Chantal was becatted by the lovely Serafina, so Matthew gave the larger brunette a kiss and carried his mug of hot tea down the stairs to the shop. Marian had already opened up and there were a few early customers in; the general rule was that if there were two staff members washed up and straight enough to work, no would-be customer was left pressing his or her nose to a locked front door.


  “Skeezix has done well today,” Marian smiled in greeting. She was wearing a fetching hand-crocheted wool cap to go with her gray sweater and skirt — gray on gray. Bob had joked more than once that Marian’s mother must have once been frightened by a brightly colored clown. She’d stacked the contents of the diminutive scout’s morning pasteboard boxes on the front counter and was tallying up his pay.


  “Cleaning out a house?”


  “The lady calls me first because I’m willing to haul away so much. She thought a buck a book was fine.”


  “Look what he found,” Marian held up a couple of 12mos from the box — 12mos being books the size of a Hardy Boys mystery, slightly smaller than your standard octavo, “duodecimos” if you wanted to get technical, so named because they were originally printed by folding a full sheet of printer’s paper into 12 leaves, instead of eight.


  “Edgar Rice Burroughs in jackets? Good work, Skeezer. How early?”


  “Fighting Man of Mars is Metropolitan, a first,” Marian answered, proudly.


  Marian would probably pay the Skeezer close to a hundred bucks for that one alone, confident it would bring four or five times that, online. Assuming it wasn’t dampstained. If you wanted people to stay eager in their work, you saw they were properly compensated when they got something right. As long as you could still make your four-bagger, of course. A triple had once been enough, but no more. Regulatory costs and other government extractions were up across the board, at the very time people were doing more of their shopping online. Modern retail overhead was murder; somebody had to make sure the lights stayed lit, even on days when you didn’t bring in enough to buy lunch. Which meant on occasion Skeezix would pay three bucks for a book that would only sell for six, and he’d have to keep it or eat the buck-and-a-half. The store was not a charitable enterprise.


  But knowledge was the real wealth, and once the Skeezer had learned the authors, the topics, the grading standards that made it worthwhile to gamble a few bucks, he’d have knowledge that would last him all his life, from the auction rooms to a barn sale in Chepachet.


  Most of the books that had ever been manufactured weren’t worth the cost of hauling away, especially with the corners chewed by mice or silverfish; it was easy to end up with an apartment full of boxes of crumbling junk with the covers falling off. No sense spending a week’s grocery money to have a book rebound if you knew that when you got done it would barely buy you lunch.


  So how did anyone learn which ones were worth grabbing? Over in the corner of the store this morning a scannerboy was sliding books out from the shelf and running his little electronic gizmo over the bar codes on the dust jacket rear panels, scan scan scan, waiting for his mindless toy to beep and tell him he’d hit one of the thousand best-selling books on Amazon this week, or whatever it was supposed to do. They thought this allowed them to avoid the drudgery of actually reading, studying the bibliographies, learning anything. In the thrift shops where Niven & Pournelle’s Mote in God’s Eye was shelved under “Religion” and illiterates marked everything at a fixed price they undoubtedly did find the occasional Maclehose first of Dragon Tattoo for a couple bucks, but there were no bar codes before 1980, and a scanner couldn’t tell you whether a book had been signed on the title page to the author’s good pal Ernest Hemingway. A real book scout — and Skeezix was quickly becoming one — could spot value across the room, sometimes just from the way books had been treated and shelved.


  “Excuse me.”


  “Yes?” Marian being tied up with Skeezix, Matthew had remained on the floor to help out.


  “Why is one of these Hardy Boys priced at eight dollars, and the other at twenty-four?”


  The stout matron seemed legitimately curious. “Because one of them has a dust jacket,” Matthew explained.


  “Three times as much, just because it has a paper wrapper?” The fragile jacket had actually been encased in a removable clear polyester protector, though Matthew saw no point in mentioning the obvious.


  “Yes, ma’am. Young people could be pretty rough with those juveniles. After 70 years, it’s the collectible jackets people look for.”


  “Isn’t that a bit ridiculous?”


  “Ma’am, we don’t make up the prices. We check online, especially knowledgeable dealers, then we price at about 60 percent of market, so collectors know they can do better here. And that’s before you consider how many online sellers can’t properly identify what they’re selling, in the first place, letting their computers list every paperback reprint of Frankenstein as ‘published 1818.’ But it’s the collectors who decide how much they’re willing to pay. With the Hardy Boys and Nancy Drews and Ted Scotts, it’s the pre-1950 jacket art that’s in demand. If we priced much lower, the re-sellers would be in here with shopping carts; they’d strip us bare.”


  The woman actually snorted.


  “The juveniles are actually pretty reasonable, ma’am. A nice first printing of The Great Gatsby is going for a few thousand now without the dust jacket. With the original jacket, much more.”


  “You’re telling me the paper jacket is worth as much as the whole book?”


  “Actually, ma’am, an original Gatsby jacket in decent shape is now selling for as much as your house.”


  “I’ll just take the eight dollar book, please.”


  “Sure thing.”


  He rang the woman up and watched her let herself out, nose held high. Matthew placed the jacketed Clue in the Embers on the go-back shelf. It had a Rudy Nappi jacket from the mid-fifties, not one of the great Grettas from the early ’30s which were finally starting to seriously climb in price, but still a classic. It showed the boys trapped by a lava flow, dressed in short leather jackets and hunting caps and bizarre red-and-white striped clown socks, looking for all the world like the backwater offspring of Johnny Carson’s Floyd R. Turbo.


  “She actually went for the worthless copy without the jacket?” Skeezix asked.


  “I assume it showed up in some box, we shouldn’t be buying ’em without the jackets.”


  “I wouldn’t.”


  “Unless they’re red or maroon.”


  “Otherwise they’re not collectible.”


  “I told her that.”


  New trouble now arrived in the form of two guys in shiny black shoes and dark gray business suits. The tall one with the big shoulders and the little gold lapel pin kept looking all around; Matthew figured him for the bodyguard. In fact, except for the absence of the little earphone, he could have been Secret Service. But it was the shorter, stocky guy, the scented guy with the wavy, neatly coiffed salt-and-pepper hair and the powder-blue silk pocket handkerchief, who did the talking.


  “You are the proprietor?” he asked. The accent could have been from anywhere along the arc from Turkey to Morocco.


  “I am.”


  “So you’re Matthew Hunter.”


  “And you are?”


  “I’m interested in a book.”


  “We have quite a few.”


  “I’ll be frank.”


  “I’ll be Joe.”


  “What?”


  “The book you’re looking for has a name?”


  “Pardon me, I am Muhammad Mubarak, Deputy Minister of Culture and Antiquities for the Islamic Republic of Egypt.” The guy produced a fancy embossed card with a tiny Egyptian flag in full color like it was some kind of sleight-of-hand trick, must have stood in front of a mirror practicing that move for hours. “And this is my escort, Mister Charles Petrocelli, of your own U.S. State Department.”


  Mister Charles Petrocelli gave a half smile and a nod but kept his hands behind his back.


  “We know our national, Mr. Rashid al-Adar, was supposed to deliver a manuscript copy of the book he describes as The Testament of James here one evening last week,” smiled the dapper Egyptian functionary. “Although we have not been able to trace his whereabouts since then, it appears he did arrive here. That would indicate your associate must have ended with the book, in which case the book is almost certainly still here.”


  “I was away last week.”


  “Yes. We heard about your unfortunate associate’s death. You have my deepest condolences. Natural causes, we were told.”


  “That would depend.”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “Heart attacks are a natural cause of death unless they’re brought about by the criminal actions of another party, so it could depend on the circumstances. A police officer told me that.”


  “Mr. Hunter, I hope I can be frank.”


  “Only if I can be the impulsive younger brother with the lighter hair.”


  “What?”


  “Joe.”


  “What?”


  “Many people are interested in this mysterious book. Unfortunately, I don’t have it, Mr. . . . Mubarak?”


  “Interesting. Interesting.” The Egyptian peered around, as though he expected to find thousand-year-old manuscripts flopped on top of the science fiction paperbacks in their Ziplocs or wedged in with the Show Biz biographies.


  “If this book turns up, Mr. Hunter, I must put you on notice that it’s a valuable part of the cultural heritage of the Islamic Republic of Egypt. No permission was ever granted for its removal from our shores, no duties have been paid, and it will have to be repatriated. You understand ‘repatriated’?”


  “I’ve got nothing against your particular government, Mr. Mubarak, as long as you don’t decide to reconquer Spain.” Neither of his visitors smiled. “But I have to tell you this notion that the politicians in Cairo or wherever can claim title to anything that happens to turn up anywhere within the boundaries of your feudal fiefdom is pernicious. You understand ‘pernicious’? I don’t deal in stolen goods, I try to keep up on the news of any big museum or library thefts, and if anyone has snatched a rare medieval Egyptian codex recently it’s escaped my attention. The missing Mr. al-Adar told my associate the book has been in his family for decades, for generations, and I’ve seen no evidence to the contrary. You’re not allowed to just seize stuff in this country.”


  “Of course any ‘seizing’ would be done by your own State Department under the appropriate international treaties, Mr. Hunter. I think you’ll agree it’s the Anglo-Saxon powers that seem to have ended up with a curious monopoly on all those statues from the Parthenon. I hope we can agree that cultural treasures belong in their proper context, in the locales where they were created, available for scholarly study, displayed for the pride and edification of the populace.”


  “It would have been nice if the Caliph Omar had felt the same way back when the Moslems took Alexandria and the caliph told Amir Ibn Alas to burn the library, since if what was in the library agreed with the Koran it was redundant, and if the books didn’t agree with the Koran they were heretical.”


  “That may or may not have happened, Mr. Hunter . . . fifteen hundred years ago. I fear the Christians burned many books, as well. And much more recently.”


  “I’ll give you the benefit of assuming you just haven’t spent a lot of time in the museum game, Mr. Mubarak. Most of them have got five times more stuff in their basements than they can ever display; their biggest problem is how to get rid of the surplus without taking political heat. They lose shit all the time. And that’s without taking into account the frequency with which Christian churches have been looted and burned in your fine Islamic republic, lately.”


  “We won’t be misplacing The Testament of James, Mr. Hunter.”


  “Actually, there are worse places it could end up than safely outside Christendom. I just stick to this old-fashioned idea that people who want things should actually pay for them. That makes it a little harder to lock them up in a vault, promising someone will get around to translating and publishing in 50 years or so, like the Dead Sea Scrolls.”


  “I couldn’t agree more about locking things away, Mr. Hunter. Although I believe in the case of the Dead Sea Scrolls, the culprits were those other guys. As to whether there might be a modest reward for someone who has to go to some expense to help us recover this book, I’m sure you would find my government accommodating.”


  Yeah. Matthew really looked forward to filling out those forms. And now the big stick to follow the carrot?


  “As long as you understand that concealing stolen property could cause problems with the authorities right here in your own country.”


  Matthew and the Egyptian both smiled with their mouths, snakes not ready to put things to the test, just yet. The big State Department guy, on the other hand, was watching Chantal, who’d put in an appearance and was now pitching in to put polyester dust jacket protectors on most of the acquisitions Skeezix had hauled in that morning. Everyone in the trade called them “Mylar,” but that was just a Dupont trademark for their particular brand of polyethylene film; most of the manufacturers had switched to generic polyesters years ago.


  Chantal was pretty, of course, but it was likely she’d drawn the big guy’s attention for another reason. Chantal did not avert her eyes. If someone stared at her, she tended to stare back, death rays, till they backed off. It made her stand out.


  “Times have changed, Mr. Hunter, even in Washington,” said the scented Egyptian. “Eventually, the codex will return to Egypt.”


  “Assuming it exists, that is.”


  “Assuming it exists.”


  As Chantal worked she asked Marian how she was doing with her day’s Internet research. Marian waited for the fancy Egyptian and his big chauffeur to leave before reporting on her progress.


  “Seems that back in 1912, a British scholar visiting a desert monastery in the Sinai claims to have seen a copy of our missing Testament. He didn’t have time to copy it, he was just passing through. Naturally he assumed he’d be able to return the next season, but things came up. When he finally got back in 1921 no one could find the book. Naturally, the conspiracy theorists claim he talked too much, the Church heard about the book, bought or stole it, that it’s either destroyed now or buried in the deepest vaults of the Vatican.”


  “We’re still assuming the original burned with the library in Alexandria?” Matthew asked.


  “It’s unlikely any copies existed above ground after the Fourth Century, although these tantalizing reports do keep surfacing,” Marian replied. “The early Christians weren’t much easier on heretics than the Romans. So essentially we’re looking for a book that’s not just lost — assuming it ever existed — but actively suppressed.”


  In the next room an eager pre-teen girl could be seen pulling books off the shelves in quick succession, carrying them over to show them to her dad, who was kneeling on the floor in front of 19th century adventure fiction — the case labeled “A Hit Before Your Mother Was Born.”


  “No, not that one. No, not that one, honey.”


  “Perhaps if you tell me what you’re looking for,” Matthew strolled over and suggested, pleasantly.


  “Gold books.”


  “Mining, or jewelry?”


  “What?”


  “Books on gold mining, or books with pictures of gold jewelry?”


  “No, gold books. We’ve got a lot of red books, see, so we’re putting them on a shelf—”


  “And you want to do the shelf in red and gold.”


  “Yes. The more beat up the better. And of course they have to be cheap. That’s why we want used books.”


  “You could also do red, black, and gold, unless you feel that’s excessively Teutonic.”


  “What? No, but I’ve been thinking we could do red and green, if that’s easier.”


  “A fine choice, and you’d have a head start on your Christmas decor. Unfortunately, ‘beat to hell’ is not a condition we generally stock.”


  “Are all your books two dollars?”


  “They’re marked individually.”


  “Yeah, but I mean what’s the price? Some places they’re all two dollars, paperbacks fifty cents.”


  “Not here. They’re all marked individually.”


  “Like, how much for this green book?”


  “The first printing of H. Rider Haggard’s She? I’m sure you’ll remember it as the one where Ursula Andress walks through the blue flame and comes out looking like Helen Gahagan Douglas. It’ll be marked in pencil on the first plain blank page.”


  The man fumbled to find it. “Seven-fifty? Well, it is pretty.” The book had beveled edges and the gilt Egyptian goose scarab to upper left of the front board.


  Matthew removed the volume from the character’s hands, a bit firmly. “This book is marked seven hundred fifty dollars, about 75 percent of its current market value. The gift inscription is dated the first day of issue.”


  “That’s got to be more than the thing sold for when it was new!”


  “I’m sure it is. Lone Ranger lunch boxes have gone up pretty well, too.”


  “You’re charging more than when it was new?”


  “We sell collectible books. I suggest you try the thrift stores. There was a Salvation Army out past Gano Street, last time I checked. You’ll find them right in your price range.”


  The father and daughter team took a few minutes to do a bad job of putting books back on shelves, finally just leaving their selections in a pile on the floor. As they departed, the staff and a few other browsing customers eyed them as though they were a pair of wildebeests about to be pulled to their deaths by hungry crocodiles on the Animal Channel.


  “Skeezix?”


  “Yes, Matthew?”


  “What’s the first edition of She doing out on the open shelves?”


  “It was on the go-back table.”


  “Check the prices, Skeezix, you know the cut-off. I’ll put it in on top of the safe for now.”


  * * *


  Marian was temporarily away from the front desk, helping a beaming, red-cheeked academic type who was buying several hundred dollars worth of Newport architecture. He always bought New England architecture. Matthew had been meaning to ask him if he taught the subject and if so where, but before he could mosey over, in the door came a bald guy with a cardboard box.


  “You buy books?”


  “Selectively, yes.”


  “How much for these?” The balding gentleman asked, plunking down his burden.


  “Did you have an asking price in mind?”


  “No. You’re the expert, you tell me.”


  Aside from the paperbacks, most of which he rejected out of hand based on condition and general potboilerhood, Matthew opened each book to the copyright page, flipped a few to look for a book-club deboss on the back, then formed them into two stacks.


  “These books we don’t need,” he said, indicating the pile he’d set gently back into the seller’s cardboard box with the well-creased paperbacks, topped by a fading starlet’s diet and exercise regime. “You could donate them to a charity thrift shop for the tax deduction. For this stack over here, even though we generally pay a dollar apiece for hardbacks, I could give you forty dollars. Some of them would be worth more if they had their dust jackets.”


  “Forty dollars for all of them?”


  “Cash. Other people will offer you trade, we pay cash.”


  “But this book right here is worth a hundred dollars! I looked it up on eBay!”


  Matthew gave a tired smile. “You may have found a book with the same title asking that price, possibly a first printing in a fine first state jacket, which this is not. Assuming your eBay seller had any idea what he was doing, of course. But more to the point, it sounds like you did have an asking price, didn’t you? Even though you told me you didn’t. So congratulations and good luck.” Matthew slid both stacks back towards the irate fellow. “You’re now an eBay seller.”


  “Well, no, I don’t want to go to all the trouble of doing that. I was just saying that’s what the book is worth.”


  “And I hope it gives you years of pleasure.”


  “Could you go fifty?”


  “I can take my first offer off the table, if you like, and make you another offer.”


  “Yeah, OK.”


  “Thirty.”


  “What?”


  “I’ll give you thirty dollars for these books.”


  “That’s less than forty!”


  “Teacher would be proud.”


  “Alright, OK, I’ll take the forty. Can’t blame a guy for trying.”


  “The forty is off the table. The offer is now thirty. Or did you want me to take that offer off the table and make you a third offer?”


  “Why, you’re nothing but a thief!”


  “Leave now, please. Take your leftover yard sale trash with you.”


  “You’ll be hearing from my lawyers!” shouted the weasel, piling his books back into his old cat-food box.


  Matthew produced one of his black aluminum baseball bats from below the counter, resting the fat end gently on the counter.


  “Leave more quickly, please.”


  A muffled cheer from Chantal as the goofus struggled unsuccessfully to slam the door behind him while holding a box of books in his arms.


  “Watch out, or you’ll win that award for customer relations,” she smiled.


  “Have you ever seen him buy anything here?” asked Matthew.


  “No.”


  “Then that wasn’t a customer, was it?”


  * * *


  Skeezix had been ambling around the store in what he thought was an unobtrusive manner. When he reached the back of one of the book bays and thought he wasn’t under direct observation, he would gesture mightily, like Gandalf standing outside the doors of Moria, intoning “Open, Gallinules!”


  “Skeezer, I don’t think there’s a secret doorway,” said Matthew, quietly.


  “Really? Les says this building is full of secret rooms.”


  “He may have said there are several basements.”


  “Including the actual room that Lovecraft wrote about in ‘Pickman’s Model.’”


  “He told you that?”


  “On condition I would never breathe a word, so don’t tell anyone.”


  “Les knows perfectly well ‘Pickman’s Model’ was set in North Boston. Not that there aren’t some tunnels under College Hill, that’s true enough.”


  “See?”


  “But no magic doorways, I’m pretty sure.”


  “Really? So how old is this building?” Skeezix asked, slyly.


  “Eighteen seventies.”


  “And you’re not even half that old, right?”


  “You’re discovered my secret, Skeezix. I am not yet even eighty years old, I admit it.”


  “So there could be all kinds of things about this building you don’t know,” he smiled, case proven.


  “Skeezix, have we talked to all the neighbors, yet? Does anyone remember any details about what happened the night Bob died?”


  “I could ask around.”


  “I’d appreciate it.”


  “The gallinule is a marsh bird,” Marian offered as Matthew came back out to the front of the store.


  “Yes,” Matthew confirmed, “basically a red-faced duck. They winter in Florida and Guatemala.”


  “So when would we ever be in a position of wanting to open a gallinule?”


  “I dread to think of it.”


  Joey came in as Skeezix left.


  “Hi, Matthew.”


  “Hi, Joey.”


  “Can you talk?”


  “Everyone here is OK. This is Chantal, Joey.”


  “OK, that’s fine. Hi, Chantal, no offense.”


  “None taken, Joey.”


  “So you asked me to check around on this guy calls himself Penitente.”


  “I appreciate your taking the time, Joey.”


  “Hey, we’re friends. You done me some favors.”


  “I just introduced you to some people, Joey.”


  “Yeah, some people who normally wouldn’t of given me the time of day. I don’t forget that, and neither does my mom. So anyway, when the boys first heard there might have been some gunshots over here, they thought ‘No big deal, just a couple of schwartzes letting off steam,’ right?”


  “Natural conclusion.”


  “Yeah. Then we find out a friend of yours is dead, even if it’s maybe a heart attack, and it gets connected to this guy Penitente, and that’s more of a concern.”


  “Yes?”


  “See, it’s not quite the old days, things have changed, but if someone comes in from out of town planning some rough stuff, there’s still certain, uh . . .”


  “Protocols?”


  “Yeah, I like that, protocols. Guys from New York or Chicago, they’re supposed to check in, explain how they’re just tying up some loose ends from back where they come from, make sure nobody gets the wrong idea that they’re planning to set up in business here, make sure they got a clean field of fire, so to speak. It avoids confusion. Also, if there’s gonna be a mess and the local cops are gonna get pressure to round up the usual suspects, it’s possible this might be a bad time, there might be other ways to work things out. They’re supposed to check, or maybe someone here decides the best way to avoid any trouble is just to, you know, send them home.”


  “Very sensible,” said Matthew, who seemed to recall that when the New York families had once intercepted a couple of Capone’s boys arriving on the train from Chicago, they had “sent them home” as mismatched body parts in a couple of trunks.


  “Sure. And even though times have changed, this still goes double when somebody shows up here from the Old Country.”


  “Dominic Penitente.”


  “Party of three, staying in a nice suite at the Renaissance.”


  “Not the Providence.”


  “No accounting for taste. And they never checked in with anyone on the Hill, like we don’t exist. Which is fine depending on their business, of course.”


  College Hill was the oldest part of Providence, but Joey referred to Federal Hill, further northwest, the city’s primarily Italian enclave.


  “Except your friend Penitente did call at one place first thing,” Joey added, “and word is when he sent in his card, he got seen lickity-split, let us know if there’s anything we can do.”


  “And that was?”


  “What they’re now calling Cathedral Square, down off Broad Street.”


  “The diocese.”


  “Yeah. And these guys aren’t here from Palermo, or Salerno, or even Reggio de Calabria. What do you suppose?”


  “From Rome.”


  “So I’m telling you stuff you already know.”


  “Not at all, Joey. This is a big help. It just figures, if this guy is connected to the church. But maybe . . .”


  “He’s got no authorization from anybody I talked to. In fact, the boys are now kind of interested in Mr. Penitente. Assuming these were indeed the parties which caused the little dust-up in your front yard last Thursday, one cannot help but note it’s pretty hard to fly in to Logan with a gun, and it don’t seem like they bought them here. Can you give us any more to go on, Matthew?”


  “They were following an Egyptian, name of Rashid al-Adar. He was in a rental car, I figure, picked it up either at Logan or at T.F. Green last Thursday, Warwick more likely. They were after something Rashid was bringing here. I haven’t been able to reach him since, so either he’s hurt or he’s laying low or maybe they’ve got him.”


  “Friend of yours?”


  “Business associate.”


  “Gotcha. Are the cops looking for him, or this car?”


  “Not that I know of. Once they decided Bob died of a heart attack, they moved on to more important matters.”


  “Like making sure there’s no lawsuit from the mayor’s girlfriend’s husband.”


  “That sort of thing.”


  “Now maybe you can’t tell me, and that would be fine, but this thing Mr. Rashid was bringing you, that these gentlemen seem to want . . .”


  “A book.”


  “Like, a ledger, with names, amounts of money paid?”


  “No. An old book, Joey, a valuable old book.”


  “Seriously?”


  “I haven’t seen it, sometimes these things turn out to be fakes, but this particular thousand-year-old book is about Jesus, it would be either in Greek or in Hebrew, and if it’s what the seller claims, it would buy somebody a really nice house.”


  “One book?”


  “In Barrington.”


  Joey was suitably impressed. “OK, I got it.”


  “A nice young man,” Chantal decided after Joey had taken his leave. “You helped him out, once?”


  “He got into a little trouble when he was younger. He needed a lawyer who could convince the judge it was just a case of youthful hi-jinks, which it was.”


  “Stole a car?”


  “A truck. The week before Thanksgiving, actually. Driver went into a diner, left the diesel running, so Joey drove off with a semi trailer load of frozen turkeys.”


  “Where do you put a trailer load of frozen turkeys?”


  “This question occurred to Joey, as well, but not quite soon enough to keep him from getting into a bind. So he had to break into Pegnataro’s Market during the night to hide the turkeys in the walk-in freezer.”


  “He must have worked all night. He’d cleared this with the owner?”


  “Of course not. Old man Pegnataro shows up for work the next morning, and he’s informed his walk-in freezer is so full of frozen turkeys no one can even get in there. So he picks up the phone.”


  “Not to call the police?”


  “This is Providence, honey.”


  “So he calls the boys.”


  “He calls the boys, to ask if they know what’s going on, or if he should call the police.”


  “They gave the turkeys back?”


  “Not much choice, at that point.”


  “They couldn’t get the driver to drop the charges?”


  “He would have been happy to, he tried, but he’d called it in to his company, which had called it in to the police. So a lawyer was needed who knew the judge.”


  “Joey is not the sharpest knife in the drawer?”


  “He shows great loyalty. He looks after his mother. And at least he tried to show some initiative. It was just youthful hijinks, long before he found his proper role in life.”


  “Which is?”


  “Joey is now a banker.”


  “You mean, like a loan shark.”


  “For Aldrich Bank, downtown. Mostly mortgages, though, so I won’t quibble with your description.”


  “Oh.”


  * * *


  “For a book that supposedly doesn’t exist, this thing sure turns up often enough.” Marian was finally taking a break from her online searches, handing Matthew the nice sheaf of stuff she’d printed out for him to peruse in his off time, if there was such a thing.


  “The last report I can find was a guy from the British Museum traveling in the Sinai back in the 1930s. He stopped over at some monastery deep in the desert. The monks gave him the run of the place, he sat on a stone bench in a little library that had old books in a jumble. I mean old — vellum and parchment, leather bindings, hand-copied stuff. He says some of them were multiple old books that had been re-bound together, so he’s paging through some old book on alchemy and suddenly there it is, The Testament of James the Just. Of course the monks wouldn’t let him take anything away.”


  “Let me guess,” Chantal chimed in. “He had other commitments. . . .”


  “He had other commitments, of course, planned to go back the next year to copy the thing if he couldn’t actually buy it, but then the war started, followed by more years of political unrest; he doesn’t get back for 14 years. And when he does . . .”


  “The old abbot had died, and no one had any idea what book he was talking about.”


  “How did you guess?”


  Matthew shook his head. “They might as well start these accounts with ‘Once upon a time . . .’”


  “He swears he saw it, says he couldn’t very well have forgotten the first page, which he quotes as a variant of what we’ve heard before.”


  “This is starting to sound like a tape loop or something, like Groundhog Day.”


  “Exactly.” Marian was getting unusually animated. “All the accounts of the sightings of the Testament share these extremely coincidental details. There’s never time or opportunity to translate or even copy more than a line or two. The monks are wary, the traveler doesn’t want to give offense. He assumes he can return in a fairly short time with a proper letter of introduction to get down to work properly. But something always comes up. He falls ill, war breaks out, the Turks or the Germans are always up to something, travel in the region is impossible. When he finally gets back, 10 or 12 years later, the old abbot is dead, the book has vanished, no one even knows what book he’s talking about. I can see where after a few centuries people start to get a little cynical. ‘I found the rarest book in the world but my dog ate it.’ It’s like claiming they’ve seen a copy of The Pillars of the Universe, by Paul Muad’Dib, or the original manuscript of ‘The Giant Rat of Sumatra.’”


  “Or a complete set of the Chums of Chance,” Matthew agreed, “including the hard-to-find Chums of Chance and the Evil Halfwit. But they do all agree on how the book begins?”


  “Oh, yes, everyone knows the beginning. Call me Ishmael. I was born in a house my father built. Or, in this case, ‘This is The Testament of James the Just, brother of Yeshua Ben-Joseph, known to the Romans as Jesus, who was crucified by Pilate the prefect in the something-or-other year of the reign of the Emperor Tiberius, and who survived.’”


  * * *


  While they’d been talking a pale young man dressed all in black had sauntered in, glanced through the dollar books by the front door, then oh-so-casually placed a 10-by-12 manila envelope on the front counter and left. Marian walked over, opened it, gave it a quick look and handed it to Matthew.


  “A letter from the missing Rashid al-Adar, or at least supposedly,” Matthew explained as he scanned it. “Instructions to sell The Testament of James to the first person who offers more than $100,000, but only for cash.” He handed the document to Chantal, who read it and then handed it back to Marian.


  “Legitimate?” Chantal asked.


  “Letters from people who have disappeared are inherently suspicious,” Matthew replied. “It’s also not a way Rashid and I have ever done business. Keep it in a drawer up here, if Rashid’s brother Hakim calls, which I expect he will, ask him to drop by and give us his opinion of the signature.”


  CHAPTER FOUR
 WEDNESDAY AFTERNOON


  Chantal found Matthew in the far corner of the store, reorganizing “Math and Physics.” Some books that were showing their age on the shelves he would mark down, others got stacked in a box for the dollar rack or to be repaired or donated. The biggest problem, though, was that left to their own devices the customers would not only re-shelve books spine-in or with their dust jackets akimbo, they would actually pull down the erotica from the top shelf and leave The Misadventures of Janice face-out with the children’s books. They’d tried posting “Your mother is no longer available to clean up after you” signs; it did no good.


  Tabbyhunter was sprawled on top of the bookcase. Occasionally he would reach down with one paw and bat at Matthew’s hair. Matthew would reach up and catch the paw, hold it for a few seconds, then let it go just before the gray tiger could bite his hand.


  “Matthew? Marian says Jackson is here.”


  Jackson was a good customer, ’50s TV and classic rock ’n roll, posters, signed albums, autographed books, anything that had to do with San Francisco in the ’60s. But he was generally phone and Internet; it was unusual for him to be in.


  “Jackson!” They did one of those four-handed handshake things that involved grabbing the forearm, like teen-age lifeguards. Chantal rolled her eyes. “Wish you’d let us know you were coming, we could have put on dinner,” Matthew continued. “As a matter of fact, how long can you stay?”


  “No, no, I won’t put you out, I was just passing through. Some damned federal prosecutor got a hair across his ass that my associates were violating the Wire Act, guy’s been in some kind of a Nembutal trance for 20 years. We had to file restraining orders and seek a declaratory judgment, you wouldn’t believe the time and money it takes just to run a legal business any more. Well, maybe you would.”


  “I would. Talk to people who sell ivory chess sets.”


  “Ivory? Oh, right! Endangered species!” The explosive laugh. Jackson was a big man and his whole body shook when he laughed.


  “Matthew, don’t mean to put you on the spot, maybe I could look around a little, only have a couple hours in town, but do you have anything for me?”


  “I think I do.” Matthew led Jackson back beyond the curtained room of pricier books, past the “Please check with staff” sign, to the old windowless pantry adjoining the kitchen that now held the safes. Matthew worked one of the dials, swung open the massive steel door, and reached in, setting aside first editions of Anna Karenina, Riddle of the Sands, and Tarzan of the Apes, all protected in heavy Ziploc bags.


  “Here you go,” he handed Jackson a newer book in a flashy modern dust jacket.


  “Ah, Have Mercy!” Jackson nodded as he held the book reverently. “I grew up with the Wolfman. Of course, it’s not that rare a book unless it’s . . .”


  “Signed, yes.”


  The famed disc jockey, who introduced classic Rhythm and Blues to a generation of young Southern Californians from his pirate station South of the Border and was rewarded with a pivotal role in George Lucas’ breakthrough film American Graffiti, had just finished the first leg of his book tour when he died of a heart attack at the age of 57, arriving home after recording his show, July of 1995.


  “Not many out there.” Jackson opened the book to the half-title, where the Wolfman, born Robert Smith of Brooklyn, N.Y. had signed in his hard-to-mistake black felt-tip scrawl, complete with his iconic pop-eyed wolfman cartoon.


  “‘To my pals,’” Jackson read aloud, “‘Robert Hunter and Jerry Garcia, thanks for—’” and now the big man actually emitted an involuntary sob. “‘Thanks for putting me in your song.’”


  “You know the song?”


  “‘Ramble On Rose.’ But no one knew this existed, Matthew. I mean, no one even. . . . Jerry died that same year.”


  “A month later.”


  “You can sell me this?” Jackson had tears in his eyes.


  “Held it to give you the first chance.”


  “And you’re pretty sure it’s, I mean . . .”


  “Look at the bleed-through on the reverse. See where it’s uneven from the upward pen strokes? That at least tells us it was free-hand. Now, a good forger can forge anything, but they usually stick to Fitzgerald and Hemingway and your Harry Potters. And in that case you’d expect someone to be asking a high price. But this showed up at an estate sale, going for the same money as the Clive Cusslers.”


  “Yes. Of course, yes. I want this. Can you, can you pack it and ship it to me?”


  “Marian will handle it.”


  “Insured. Take a scan or something, so we can prove what it is if anything happens, that it exists.”


  “Of course.” Matthew placed the other books back in the safe — including the first of Haggard’s She that had been sitting on top — spun the dial, and turned to guide Jackson back out to the front of the store. “Anything else you’re looking for?”


  “Where did it come from? Do you know?”


  “I can’t find any record it was listed in the Garcia estate, you know what a mess that was. Things like that could go to the children, a roadie, they hang onto it for awhile and then there’s another death or a foreclosure and the estate gets cleared by an executor or a distant relative who just wants the house empty so they can sell it, they don’t even look inside.”


  “Amazing. Thank you. Thank you for holding that. It’s wonderful. And yes, there is something else, I don’t think it’s really in your line, I’m almost embarrassed to bring it up.” They’d arrived back at the front of the store, where Matthew handed over the Wolfman Jack book.


  “We’ll ship this to Jackson, Marian, registered and insured. Take a scan of the page with the signature, first.”


  “Of course.”


  “It never hurts to ask, Jackson.”


  “Well, you know my mother would never leave the house where I grew up, so I had the whole house picked up and moved to where we live now, put it back just the way it was. The kitchen has the original coal-burning stove.”


  “You showed me.”


  “That’s right.”


  “But I thought you’d lost your Mom.”


  “Yes, she passed last year.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “No, she had a good life. She was proud I did well, she said so. Although I’m not sure she ever understood quite what I do.”


  Jackson was a mathematician who’d grown up sheltered, probably a bit of a nerd. His life had changed when he’d figured out how to program a computer to run online poker and blackjack tournaments and even to bet sporting events with an adequate percentage of success. All of these activities had been legal and then illegal and then quasi-legal again in various jurisdictions thanks to the bumbling or else the selective bribe-taking of various courts and Justice Department officials responsible for interpreting “The Wire Act,” a 1961 anti-racketeering artifact, until Jackson found he had to keep almost as many attorneys on retainer as brokers to watch his money.


  “The good china was the Fiestaware, of course, we kept that, and I replaced anything that was chipped.”


  “Original colors.”


  “Oh, none of that new pastel stuff, no!” The loud, explosive laugh. “We ate off the blue and green and yellow for Sunday dinner; the orange stayed in the cabinet because it was radioactive.”


  “Of course.”


  “I know it sounds funny, but sitting in that old house is the only place I really feel peaceful, the only place I can really relax and think, anymore.”


  “Doesn’t sound funny, at all.”


  “What was missing was the glassware. When I was a kid we weren’t rich, you understand. Nowhere near. We started out with Ball jars, canning jars, very trendy in the barbeque joints now, and then I saved all the glasses that came as premiums at the fast food joints, the tie-ins with the TV cartoons, Huckleberry Hound, Yogi Bear.”


  “Hanna-Barbera.”


  “But we used to say ‘Hannah-Barbra.’ You remember.”


  “Sure.”


  “But so many of them broke, or the paint wore off.”


  “You’re re-building the collection?”


  “I guess I’m not as young as I used to be. I lose patience, haunting the garage sales and the antique malls. And when a piece does turn up, so often it’s chipped, or they’ve been running it through a dishwasher and it’s stripped almost bare.”


  “So you’re looking for a kindred spirit, someone who’s been working a long time to put together a collection like that in pristine condition, a full set.”


  “I know, impossible.”


  “Just the animals, though? Not The Jetsons or The Flintstones?”


  “Oh, God, that would be the ideal, yes. Those are the holy grail. Those and Top Cat. But maybe too much to hope for. I’ve been trying.”


  “I know a set, Jackson. Now, whether the owner will sell, or at what price, I haven’t checked, because this is the first you’ve mentioned it.”


  “You’re not joking? You wouldn’t tease an old buddy? In fine condition or near it, one of each? Including a Jetsons and a Flintstones?”


  “Oh, not one of each, I don’t think. No. A full table-setting of each, eight or 10 of each, with all the different characters, your Bam-Bam, your Pebbles, your Mr. Sprocket — no, I guess it would have been Mr. Spacely. Scores of the things, if not hundreds, and they looked ‘as new,’ to me, although I wasn’t doing a detailed appraisal, you understand.”


  “Here?”


  “Less than a mile away.” Les had arrived at the front door, was standing outside looking hopeful, not unusual at this time of day. Chantal waved for him to come in, which he did.


  “Hi, Les, do you know Jackson?”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “Jackson, this is one of our neighbors, and a member of the Horrors, Les McFarlane. He helps in the store, sometimes.”


  The two men shook hands.


  “Not the Leslie McFarlane, author of the Blue Moon books?”


  “I’m afraid so.”


  “Oh, no. I mean, I knew you were from Providence, but I never thought . . . Oh gosh, I haven’t brought any of my copies of your books for you to sign. I mean, assuming you’d be willing.”


  “We have sets of all the firsts, Jackson. We’ll pull together a stack Les can inscribe for you. What I was hoping, Les, is — you know the Mighty Quinn, right?”


  “Sure.”


  “The kitchen above the store on Thayer Street, does he still have all that collectible glassware?”


  “Last time I was there. It’s like a museum. But he doesn’t let just anyone up there.”


  “If you took Jackson and introduced him, though? Jackson is a good customer.”


  Matthew figured Les, even suffering hunger pangs, would catch the meaning, that Jackson occasionally spent actual money. The Golden Whale of the West.


  “Well, actually, I was . . .” Les looked longingly toward the back of the store, which meant toward the kitchen.


  “You haven’t had lunch, yet?”


  “Right.”


  “But I’d love to buy you lunch,” Jackson said, feeling himself back on solid ground. “And your friend Finn, too.”


  “Quinn. But I’m not sure how much he’ll want to sell,” Les warned.


  “No, no, just to see such a collection, I’d be overjoyed to buy lunch, or an early dinner, for both of you. I’m sure we’d find so much to talk about. You choose the place, whether we can arrange a purchase or not.”


  “Matthew?”


  “Tied up here, Les. Grab a piece of fruit and a water in the kitchen,” Les shuddered at the mention of water, “take Jackson along. If you can find Quinn tell him Jackson has come a ways to see his collection, that he’s seriously interested, then after he gives you a tour see if he wants to talk some business over a meal. Red Stripe, Taste of India, wherever you think, as long as it’s someplace with table service. Marian will set aside a stack of your books for you to sign later, we’ll ship them to Jackson’s address.”


  When they’d gone Matthew told Marian to try and reach the Mighty Quinn by phone.


  “If anyone can find him, Les will,” she said, breezily.


  “Marian?” There was a note of warning in Matthew’s voice.


  “Ah. A message to reach Quinn before Les and Jackson get there.”


  “Exactly. Tell him under no circumstances is he to name a price. He’s to wait for an offer. Got it?”


  “Got it.”


  Two little girls who lived next door, maybe seven years old, came in the store to ask if Tyrone could come out and play.


  “Yes, if you’re careful with him,” Marian replied, tucking the phone against her shoulder as she let it ring at one of Quinn’s haunts. “But it’s almost two o’clock, already. Make sure you have him home by five; you know we close at six.”


  “OK, Marian.”


  They were often open later if there were customers in, but the children would be due home at Captain Jack’s for supper and some margin of error was wise.


  The giant orange cat made no move to escape as the waifs approached where he was lying on the rug. It took both girls to carry him, lying quite limp in their arms, out the door and down the steps to their empty baby carriage, one to carry his front and the other to maneuver his hindquarters.


  They loaded him into the carriage lying belly-up, adorned his head with an elegant white baby bonnet, and headed off down the sidewalk. Unlike his evil twin, Mister Cuddles, Tyrone was a gentle giant.


  A slightly older micro-bopper now showed up, 15 or 16, long legs, straight hair out of a shampoo commercial, mini-dress, looking for Les. Marian broke the news that she’d just missed him, refrained from telling the jailbait that she should go seduce someone her own size.


  Now Rashid’s brother Hakim returned, with news that Rashid’s rental car had been found, parked neatly at the curb and decorated with parking tickets, a couple miles south in Fox Point.


  Beckoning Chantal over to join them, Matthew showed him the letter that had been dropped on the front desk.


  “I believe this is his mark,” said the Egyptian with the hawk beak and the big mustache, scowling a bit. “As you know, Rashid is no scholar. Of course, he would never have dictated a letter like this in English, it’s ridiculous.”


  “I’ve always dealt with your family based on a man’s word and a handshake.”


  “Exactly. Written letters like this are for lawyers to play their fancy tricks. Plus, written papers can be used in court, they can get you hanged.”


  “But you think he signed?”


  “Yes, I think so. His full name, though, not the way he would sign to me or to a friend. This is good news, because it means he was alive when this was sent, and they have not yet cut off any fingers on the right hand. But of course, someone has a gun to his head, there’s no question. The reason he would sign, he would know this would tell us he was alive, and not acting of his own will. How did it come? We can question the courier? I have a good knife.”


  “He came and left, a pale young man dressed in black, possibly one of our burglars from last night.”


  “Yes, that would make sense. It’s too bad no one held him. The Italians shriek like hens once they feel the blade, they’re not even a challenge.”


  “I should also tell you, Hakim, there was a perfumed fellow here from your Egyptian Ministry of Culture, looking for Rashid’s book.”


  “Looking for the book? Not to buy it?”


  “He spoke of the book being removed from the Islamic Republic of Egypt without the proper export permits.”


  “One of those bastards has been here? May his soul burn in hell. You know what they are, these pigs of the ‘Ministry of Culture’? They are thieves! They can claim anything that’s old, claim ownership on behalf of ‘all the people.’ They are collectivistes. What is that in English?”


  “The same, collectivists,”


  “Yes, communistes. They would destroy commerce, private profit, private ownership. Do you know what happens to an economy when nothing can be owned, when no title is secure?”


  “I do.”


  “Everything freezes. The farmer can’t sell what he grows for cash, so it rots in the field while the people starve. Of course, there is always a marche noir, this is where my family comes in. But there must be havens. These scum demand documents of ownership, or else they seize everything. Well, what documents exist for things that have been handed down by the desert people for generations? Let me tell you, that pig doesn’t dare enter our village without a military guard. You know what such thieves deserve?”


  “I believe your people once cut off the hands.”


  “Hah! That would be too good for this scum. Someone steals bread to feed his family, that’s one thing. Such a person knows he’s a thief, he doesn’t claim he has a right to your loaf of bread. For them, losing a hand might be enough. But these scum of the Ministry of Culture would be lucky to survive long enough for the cutting of the hand. In my village, should this beast show up without a squad of soldiers, I must tell you, he would immediately be butt-fucked.”


  Chantal smiled. Matthew had to keep reminding himself she was not a fragile flower.


  “He would . . . what?”


  “This is not good English, butt-fucked? His anus would be penetrated—”


  “No, no, it’s clear enough.”


  “Yes, butt-fucked by a camel, you understand.”


  “The camels cooperate in this?”


  “It’s a very special punishment, you understand, reserved only for such self-righteous liars and scum, usually from Cairo, that den of thieves. The bastard is stripped naked and tied to a grate. Then his buttocks are smeared with the fluid from the female camel in oestrus, how do you say it?”


  “In heat.”


  “Exactly. At that point, the male camel goes quite mad. He cannot restrain himself, you understand, he cannot resist, no matter how pale and ugly the buttocks in question. Ah, it is a very satisfying thing to watch. The men from Cairo shriek like little girls. The women and children enjoy it particularly.”


  “I imagine it cuts down on recidivism, as well.”


  “Yes, yes! You have that word, too, recidivistes?”


  “You’re a man after my own heart, Hakim. Tax collectors, too?”


  “Oh, unquestionably.”


  Again expressing his disappointment at missing the opportunity to question the courier who delivered the letter, Hakim took his leave. Skeezix, who’d been out questioning the neighbors, passed him on the way in, making slow progress up the walk with Clarence, an old-timer who lived a couple of doors down.


  Clarence took a little maneuvering to get up the steps, but he made it. Past 90, he walked with a cane and wore thick bifocals. Off-hand, it would appear the only more worthless witness Skeezix could have drummed up would have been Mr. Magoo, the politically incorrect blind man played in the old cartoons by the sainted Jim Backus.


  “Matthew, Clarence heard something the evening Bob died.”


  “Hi, Clarence. Can we offer you a seat?”


  “Thank you. Used to hike 40 miles, now I’ve got to plan ahead to cover 40 yards. Don’t suppose I could have some water?”


  “Coffee? Tea?”


  “Water would be better.”


  Skeezix went to fetch.


  “Bob died here last Thursday night.”


  “Heard that. Sorry to hear, although I didn’t know him. I used to come by here more, under the old management. He wasn’t shot, though?”


  “That’s what’s odd. He called nine-one-one to say he was having a heart attack, there was no gunshot wound, but he did also report gunshots.”


  “A few minutes after sunset,” Clarence said, closing his eyes for a moment. “Wasn’t dark yet. Three pistol shots. First one, then a considerable pause, then two more.”


  “Some of the neighbors don’t remember anything, Clarence. Some thought it was a car backfiring or a TV turned up too loud.”


  “And how many of ’em can tell an outgoing mortar round from an incoming 88? There was a day when knowing the difference meant you lived or died. Three shots, not far off, right here in the neighborhood. Sounded like a Browning Hi-Power.”


  Skeezix returned with a cold bottled water, which Clarence sipped appreciatively.


  “Good,” he said.


  “You were in the war, Clarence?” Matthew asked.


  “Not many of us left. Feels like I’ve buried ’em all. I’m the last of ’em and it won’t be long now.”


  “And you could tell it was a Browning?”


  “Didn’t say it was a Browning Hi-Power; said it sounded like a Browning Hi-Power. Three rounds from one of those cracking little nine millimeters, they make all kinds, now. Coppers carried Berettas, for awhile. Could have maybe been a thirty-eight, but I doubt it. Pistol sounds a little different.”


  Matthew looked at Chantal, tilted his head.


  “Did you carry a Garand overseas, Clarence?” Chantal asked the old man.


  “Huh! We was mighty happy when we finally got the Garands. That was some firepower. When we started out all they had for us was the old ought-three Springfields, which was a great rifle, actually the A-3, which was better, it had a better rear sight. A little slower, though.”


  Matthew looked at Chantal again, gave a slight shrug.


  “And what would happen if you put a round of eight millimeter in that rifle?” she asked the old-timer.


  “Kill yourself, unless you were damned lucky. The German cartridge was shorter, so the bolt would close, but when that cap tries to shove a 7.98 bullet through a 7.62 steel barrel, bad things can happen, young lady. You never carried the two rounds together, ’cause you could make that mistake, in the dark.”


  “And the same if you tried it with a round of .303?”


  “The British bullet is a little bigger than ours, too. I think it’s actually a .311, the way we measure the barrel, so it’s just big enough to cause the same problem, unless you got lucky and your barrel was all shot out. But that’s mainly a problem for re-loaders, people who re-load their own brass. If you used to re-load .303 and you’re going to switch to .308 you gotta make sure you’ve got every old bullet out of the house, let me tell you. But it was never a problem in the field.


  “Because . . .?”


  “The British cartridge won’t fit in an American rifle, child; it’s a rimmed round.”


  “That’s right.”


  “Do I pass the test, or does the old man need to show he can still pull on his pants?”


  “You check out fine, Clarence,” said Matthew, “No offense.”


  “None taken. Lots of old people are crazy, you don’t need to tell me.”


  “If you say three rounds of 9 millimeter, that’s what it was, and we appreciate your coming by,” Matthew nodded. “Anything we can do to return the favor? Need some reading matter?”


  “Can’t hardly read no more, with my eyes the way they are. That’s why you young folks never see me in here, any more. I’m reduced to watching Thomas the Tank Engine on TV, Thomas and Friends, on PBS, can you believe it? Don’t suppose you’ve got a map of the Island of Sodor?”


  “We’ll get you one. Can Skeezix drop it by?”


  “Don’t know where. I haven’t been able to find one, and I’ve asked around.


  “It’s the miracle of the Internet, Clarence. With any luck we’ll have one for you in a week or so. Marian?”


  “Sodor?”


  “Fictional island south of the Isle of Man. The Reverend Awdry got it from the medieval name of the diocese of the islands. A-W-D-R-Y.”


  “Sure, Skeezix can bring it by,” Clarence agreed. “Everyone in the neighborhood knows Skeezix. I’ll pay for it, though.”


  “If you insist. But let’s wait till it comes in.”


  “I used to come in here all the time, when the old guy ran it. He could get a little testy. But I got most of my collection of Walter Edmonds here, if you know who he was.”


  “Drums Along the Mohawk.”


  “That’s right. Henry Fonda and Claudette Colbert, now that was a movie. That fella could run, hunh? And also They Fought With What They Had. That was a good book, but nobody remembers him anymore. All signed. My Elmer Keiths are signed, too, he was quite a character. Do you know that man put down a rifle-wounded deer at 600 yards with a Smith Model 29? Hit it repeatedly. Called one of his books Hell, I Was There. But nobody cares any more. I’ve tried to get my nieces and nephews and their kids interested in those stories, all based on real history, but if it’s not electronic, if you can’t put a battery in it and stick it in your ear, they couldn’t care less. I wish there was a way to get some money out of those old books and find new homes for ’em where they’d be appreciated, ’cause I know what’ll happen when I’m gone: Those books will all go out on the sidewalk with the trash.”


  “Has Skeezix seen your books?”


  “Some of ’em, I suppose.”


  Skeezix nodded his head up and down, slowly.


  Matthew reached into his wallet and pulled out five twenties. “Here’s a hundred dollars down, Clarence, for any you’re willing to part with. Skeezix will see you home, or wherever else you’re going now. When you’re ready, you show him which ones you’re willing to part with. Once Skeezix has boxed ’em up, one of us, Marian or I, will drop by to make you a cash offer, you can take it or not. Or, if you’ll trust us, Skeezix can bring us one box at a time, we’ll price them and send him back with the cash before he brings the next box.”


  “You think they’re worth more than the hundred?”


  “Can’t say for sure till we see them, but assuming you’ve kept them in good shape, we can probably pay more than what they cost you in the first place.”


  “What’s your name, young man?”


  “I’m Matthew Hunter. I own the place, now. This is Chantal Stevens, that’s Marian Evans behind the desk.”


  “Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you all. There is one more thing.”


  “Yes?”


  “Got a place I can pee?”


  Skeezix helped the old warrior down the hall.


  And now Dominic Penitente was back, still doing his Dracula imitation in his big black cape. Penitente looked uncomfortable talking in front of the others, said he’d prefer speaking with Matthew alone in the office. Matthew complied.


  “Mr. Hunter.”


  “Mr. Penitente.”


  “I was concerned we might have gotten off on the wrong footing, yesterday. You understand I’m a book lover, myself.”


  “Are you?”


  “I am. And I must say, in doing a little research on your own career, I’m impressed with your work in your own field. I didn’t mean to imply, yesterday, that price, profit, were your only concerns, naturally. I’ve read a few of your papers on the literature of ethnobotany, of the entheogens. I had not realized, I admit, that you actually lecture on these topics at the university.”


  “I mainly do it to pick up the girls.”


  “You are too modest, Mr. Hunter. The point I wanted to make is that, if you can arrange to allow me, my employer, to place a bid for The Testament of James the Just, my employer is in a position to make his gratitude known by using you as his commissioned agent in future transactions, as well. He can also make it possible for you to acquire some books, some very old books, which do not commonly come on the market, at highly favorable arrangements. Today he asked me to bring along, for instance, this small token of his esteem. Just a little bonus for your private collection, in addition to whatever standard commission you see fit to charge once the current transaction is complete.”


  The big guy gently set a book down in front of Matthew. It was a pristine copy of Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, Random House 1971, in a shiny new dust jacket protector. Matthew pretty much knew what to expect even before he opened to the half-title. Though what he found there went a bit further than expected.


  “Inscribed, as you can see, directly to the page by the author and by the illustrator.”


  “Yes. To their good friend, Timothy Leary.”


  “Yes.”


  “Mr. Penitente, I’m sure you know that — especially now that Tim and Hunter are both gone — this book is worth the price of a new car.”


  The big Italian smiled slightly, cocked his head to one side, moved his hands apart in the “What can I say?” gesture.


  “Brother Dominic, if I had the Testament in hand — assuming for the moment it exists — then I couldn’t accept this book, as generous as your gesture is, since then I’d have to tell the other parties about it, and that would make it hard for them to believe I was still acting as an honest broker. But since I don’t have the book you hope to acquire, and even if it turns up I’d have to track down Mr. al-Adar to get his instructions for a sale, accepting this today would really be acting under false pretenses. It would imply I can help you, when I can’t. It’s a lovely thing. I do appreciate being allowed to see it. I hope you’ll treat it well.”


  “There is no obligation, Mr. Hunter. Please accept it, merely a token of our esteem. You’re a man of business, do you really doubt that every attorney in this city occasionally accepts commissions, performance bonuses, from more than one side in the same transaction? It’s not considered unethical, in the slightest. And the amounts can make the value even of a popular artifact like this pale in comparison.”


  “You impress me, Mr. Penitente, as intended. I’m impressed not only with your employer’s wealth, but also by his ability to make such a book materialize here today, on such short notice.”


  They had the sophistication to know what would tempt Matthew, far more than a wad of cash. But most impressive was the fact they’d gotten it here overnight. It was a message gently delivered, but it meant these guys could probably deliver you to the bottom of the bay with your feet in a bucket of concrete, just as easily.


  “I’ll promise you what I would have promised you, in any case,” Matthew continued. “If this Testament of James turns up, and if Mr. al-Adar is selling, I’ll make sure your offer is conveyed to him fairly and accurately. That service I will perform, even though I must regretfully reject this gift. It’s simply too much, on a first date. Flowers would have sufficed.”


  “As you wish, Mr. Hunter.” Penitente pulled the book back toward himself. “But the book will be a small bonus if you make sure our offer is fairly heard, that we are allowed the opportunity to top any other legitimate bid, regardless of the outcome. Have you, by any chance, heard from the owner, Mr. al-Adar? Has he telephoned you, perhaps?”


  “No. There was a letter, delivered by courier. I’ve shown the letter to Rashid al-Adar’s brother, Hakim, who arrived in town last evening, as you may know. I’m afraid you just missed him. Hakim believes the mark, the signature, is indeed his brother’s, though as to the instructions, he deems them obviously composed by someone else, since Rashid lacks the skill to construct such a letter in English.”


  He had to give Brother Dominic credit, the lanky guy remained cool and raised no protest.


  “I’m afraid I’ll still have to wait to speak to the owner,” Matthew continued. “Though at least the letter is a good sign that the brother is still alive.”


  “Yes, that’s happy news, indeed. But I understood the manuscript was a family possession. Perhaps this brother, Hakim, could authorize the sale?”


  “I’ll ask him for you, if the book appears, though I believe his first priority is to find his brother, which would solve both problems.”


  “Of course.”


  “Assuming the Testament really exists, of course.”


  “Let me be clear, Mr. Hunter,” confided the monk Penitente, leaning forward. And given his size and the deep voice, it was intimidating when he leaned down toward you, whether he meant it to be or not. The guy could actually appear larger than life — the Darth Vader effect. Matthew resisted the urge to slide his own chair backwards.


  “The book is an obvious forgery, an amusing assemblage of mismatched libels. It appears it was first cobbled together by frustrated Egyptian heretics in the fourth or fifth century, misguided hermits who were upset when the church fathers standardized the books to be allowed in our Christian Bible, rejecting many of the fanciful Coptic texts as non-historical. Seeking revenge, one of these desert monks concocted this fictitious testament, supposedly from the pen of the half-brother of Jesus, claiming to expose the Saviour as a charlatan who had faked his miracles, a Jewish drug dealer of all things, pretending to reveal the secrets of how he had fooled both the Sanhedrin and the Romans and survived the crucifixion. It was meant to provoke outrage and division, nothing more.


  “No, there is no thought that the book is authentic. My sponsors merely wish the book for study, especially if it appears to be an early copy, so its contents can be properly evaluated and explained by legitimate scholars, placed in their proper context. In such studies, you understand, older copies can be quite valuable to trace how the lies, the fantastic claims of these heretics have been altered and adapted, down through the years.”


  “At which point you would publish.”


  “Of course. With the addition of appropriate analysis and commentaries, of course.”


  “Yet you’ve never done that with any of the other copies you’ve acquired.”


  “I’m unfamiliar with these ‘other copies’ you speak of.”


  “Brother Dominic.” The Dominican took no exception to Matthew’s mode of address, obviously finding it natural. “Humor me for a moment. Womankind has long been charged with dragging man down into sin. What was the original sin?”


  “Eating of the forbidden fruit in paradise, as you know.”


  “The fruit of knowledge.”


  “Yes.”


  “From the blissful ignorance of the Garden, mankind now faces trials and tribulations because he has gained knowledge of other things: shame at his nakedness, sometimes knowledge of things which he is as yet unprepared to properly control.”


  “I see you’re better schooled in these things than I, Brother Matthew.”


  “I doubt that. But my question is, if man fell into sin because he gained knowledge, and if one’s goal is to once again bring man closer to God, aren’t there times when it would be better achieved by keeping him in ignorance?”


  “Ignorance is a relative term.”


  “Yes it is. A classical scholar lecturing at the University of Rome in 1563 once saw a copy of a history by Eunapius in the Vatican Library. Perhaps you know the story. He asked Cardinal Sirlet to arrange for a copy to be made, but he was refused. He was told the pope himself considered the book ‘impious and wicked.’ A member of the Society of Jesus later informed him that the book ‘had perished by an act of divine providence.’”


  “It was the last known copy.” Matthew sighed. “The withholding of knowledge till the would-be recipients are ‘ready’ can be a habit that’s hard to break, Brother Dominic. Who is to decide when the people are ready for knowledge?”


  “He who possesses the knowledge.”


  “Exactly. And I am not retained by the great religions of the world to help them keep the faithful bound in their chains of ignorance.”


  “All this drama, Mr. Hunter, so counterproductive,” the big man himself now sighed as he finally leaned back, a bit theatrically. “In the end, you’re a book dealer, and we’re customers for a book. There’s a saying in the trade that the biggest sales are often the easiest, because you’re dealing with a knowledgeable buyer. He knows ‘the ropes.’”


  “That’s often true.”


  “I hope I’ve made it clear that my patron can pay cash, there would be no need for any complicated bank transactions to leave tracks for your tax men. This would-be buyer from California, you understand he’s not a real divine. Some kind of mail-order divinity degree, as I understand it. He ministers to the Hollywood set, promoting the latest feel-good nostrums. Not that it isn’t understandable that these wandering souls would try this and that, in a nation with so little authentic religion. But more to the point, a man of limited means, with volatile backers, buying certain older manuscripts for their counter-cultural appeal, merely as a hobby or a means of self-advancement. Sell to an inexperienced amateur, he can go whooping and bragging about his new treasure, he wants his picture in the newspapers, and the taxmen can show up like sharks at the smell of blood.


  “In contrast, we understand how greedy state and national governments can be when a large transaction occurs within their . . . giuriadizione. We have long experience arranging discreet cash transactions where the seller doesn’t have to share the proceeds with some posturing potentate.”


  “But when your patron buys a book, Brother Dominic, it’s never seen again.”


  “And how is that so different from any other private sale? One time in a thousand, some overgrown college of agriculture wants to buy a Shakespeare folio to create some good publicity, making up for the fact they lost that promising young athlete to Notre Dame.” He pronounced the name of the Indiana football school like it was a cathedral in France. “Otherwise, you sell a book and it disappears into a private library for a generation, if not longer. Sometimes there are even fires or floods, the work is gone for good.


  “My principal is no barbarian, I assure you. His vaults have proven secure for quite a long time. The book will be read, studied, preserved and cared for.”


  “Until it rots away. I sincerely doubt the book would be available to any outsider to study, any more than the other copies he’s acquired over the centuries. Besides, as you mentioned, you and your associates haven’t been so very quiet and discreet in recent days, at all. So much drama, Brother Dominic.”


  “Yes. You recommend a reasonable budget for an important acquisition, and some ambitious youngster with an eyeshade asks ‘Why so much? We have eager young men who can act boldly and get it for less.’ You try to explain this may work three times out of four, but the fourth time your eager young men will rush in and make a mistake, then panic and make more mistakes. And mistakes can be costly, in addition to attracting so much unwanted attention, leaving more responsible parties to get things . . . untangled.”


  “Good help is so hard to find.”


  “You understand completely,” said the man in the black cape, gesturing with both hands and possibly quoting Nazorine the baker, from the opening scene of The Godfather.


  CHAPTER FIVE
 STILL WEDNESDAY AFTERNOON


  Skeezix brought in two — not three — 9 mm brass cartridge cases from his hands-and-knees search of the front lawn, apologizing that the third had not shown up. Both Tabbyhunter and Mr. Cuddles had stayed close to him, helping with the search except when it became necessary to deal with some moth or other bug, which of course took precedence.


  “That’s fine, Skeezix. It’s been six days. A piece of brass can roll into a hole, a blue jay can carry it off.” He examined the rims closely. They were stamped “Fiocchi.” “You did fine, Skeezer, I appreciate the help. Chantal?”


  “Yes?”


  “Fiocchi is Italian ammunition?”


  “Italian owned.”


  “Sold in this country?”


  “Most of what they sell here is made here, in Missouri, except for the .22 rimfire.”


  So the brand wasn’t proof of foreign origin. But still suggestive.


  Matthew gave Skeezix a smile and a nod. Marian was waiting for him, though.


  “Skeezix, have you been sharing the people food with the cats again?”


  “Would I do that?”


  “You’re welcome to the food in the kitchen. The people food. And you’re welcome to feed the cats their cat food.”


  “Out of milk.”


  “Well for heaven’s sake, go buy milk. Just add it to your weekly accounting, so we’ll know where the money went. Not that they should really have a lot of milk, it gives them diarrhea. But we use it, too; just buy the stuff without the Bovine Growth Hormone, right? No RBGH. Check the label.”


  “And tuna fish?”


  “Albacore only for your lunch, Skeezix. The Solid Gold cat food is top notch, nutritionally balanced, not that awful supermarket stuff that’s mostly GMO corn. It’s already a big budget item for us, and they’re doing fine on it, so they do not need to share your fancy white, OK? Skeezix?”


  “How about the juice?”


  Marian looked skyward, praying for patience. “You can give them the juice. Only the juice.”


  “OK.”


  A broad brown woman who hadn’t gotten enough protein as a child to properly grow her long bones — one of those dwarf people who it was Politically Incorrect to call “illegal immigrants” precisely because they were illegal immigrants — waddled up to Matthew, ready to pick a fight.


  “How much this book?”


  “It’s marked in pencil on the front endpaper. See? Twenty-seven fifty.”


  “But thass more than he cost when he wass new,” said the hefty dwarf, showing Matthew the price printed on the front flap.


  “Yes, ma’am. Back in the 1950s this book sold for $4.95. Now it’s a somewhat hard-to-find first edition in dust jacket in collectible condition that sells for twenty-seven dollars. I’ll also give you a couple of bucks each for any 1955 silver quarter-dollars you can produce. A shame what they’ve done to the dollar, isn’t it?”


  “But thass more than when the book wass new.”


  “We’ve established that, ma’am, yes, thass more than when he wass new.”


  “So I get him for the lower price, right?”


  “No, ma’am. I’m not going to take scissors and mutilate every dust jacket in the store to spare you confusion. In 1939, first editions of For Whom the Bell Tolls sold for two dollars and seventy-five cents. I wish grandpa had stocked up, because now they cost quite a bit more. Why don’t you go fill up your car with some 25-cent-a-gallon gasoline, run down to the grocery and pick up a gallon of ice cream for a dollar? Then, if you don’t want to pay 50 cents for a ticket to go out to the movie theater tonight, you might still get home in time to make a nice banana split while you catch the new episode of ‘I Love Lucy’ on your black-and-white TV. It’s supposed to be a hum-dinger; Milton Berle guest-stars.”


  “Thass no cheap! Thass no bargain! I doan like this thrift store. Your things are too espensive!”


  “I’m so sorry you’ll be leaving us, ma’am. I believe the Methodist church is having just the kind of sale you’re looking for, this Saturday morning.”


  “And you call this Benefit Books! I dunno who he’s supposed to benefit!”


  “It’s the name of the street, ma’am.”


  The little troll trundled off, tossing the book aside without re-shelving it, of course. Another guy was waiting to talk to Matthew, who took a deep breath and offered the newcomer a slightly cracked smile.


  “Are these your books?” asked the small man with the wispy hair in the Harris tweed with the suede elbow patches.


  “I run the store, yes.”


  “I just wanted to thank you. You collect so many interesting things here. I’ve bought many books here, usually from your associates. But I just had to say something this time. I’m not usually this talkative, I hope you don’t mind.”


  “Not at all.”


  “I don’t know how you do it, but every bookcase is so full of things that are just . . . different. Things I don’t see other places, books I never knew existed. I always discover new things, and look at this one, it’s only 12 dollars and it’s signed by the author. Twelve dollars! I can just spend hours here.”


  “The trick is what not to buy,” Matthew explained. “Diet and exercise, paperback romance, home repair books, some potboiler action-adventure that’s number six in the series, F Is for Formula, all interchangeable as potato chips. . . .”


  “Yes, that’s it. You just don’t seem to have any crap.”


  “Well thank you. That’s nicely put. Maybe we can get that sewn up in a sampler.”


  The man shook Matthew’s hand and shuffled his newest treasures up to the front desk, where Marian was shipping the two neighbor girls off to supper after thanking them for bringing Tyrone home, though in fact the big orange tabby had come ambling back under his own steam, the two tykes trailing dutifully behind.


  It was near closing time. After she’d rung up the last customer Marian found Matthew seeking shelter among the volumes in the back room, where customers who weren’t idiots could browse by invitation, where the staff shelved the stuff that didn’t quite merit being locked up in the safes, books priced at or a little below a week’s groceries.


  Matthew loved the books, each one like a lone survivor of some fifty- or hundred-year trek. He opened them, touched them, each one brought back a memory. He even loved the smell — Matthew grew particularly enraged at customers who complained when books smelled faintly of tobacco; he’d insisted on posting on their Web site the prominent notice that they sold used books that had been stored in human habitations for decades; Books on Benefit would provide no certificates of hypoallergenic purity; those who “wished to make symbolic gestures of support for the Prohibition of tobacco or other medicinal plant extracts should apply elsewhere.”


  “There you are.”


  “Hi, Marian. Long day.”


  “Matthew,” she stopped, cleared her throat. Marian was not accustomed to making long speeches, which generally meant the kind with more than six words. She took a deep breath and screwed up her courage. “Your talents are in acquisitions — locating and buying and pricing the top-end stock — and keeping up our relations with the whales, like Lance and Jackson. That’s where we need you to spend your time. You should not be on the floor, getting tied up with these browsers off the street.”


  “Meaning I’m such an asshole that I’m driving them away in droves.”


  “I wouldn’t use that word. Actually, you showed great patience today with idiots who have no grounding to even discuss our stock. The heads of major financial firms aren’t required to explain amortization and depreciation to a bunch of gomers off the tour bus. I just hate to see you wasting your time, and I know how it affects you.”


  “To tell you the truth, Marian, I don’t know whether to kill them or kill myself. I don’t remember it being like this. It used to be you could discuss the authors’ lives, illustrators, a suppressed first book, a presentation copy, you could show them a book they hadn’t known about, they got excited, it was fun. Now it’s ‘Why this book cost more than the original jacket price?’ Gee, honey, I don’t know, try to go buy a mint 1965 Ford Mustang for the original list of $2,500. I’m surprised they even know how to hold the books right-side-up.”


  “I agree completely. I’ve threatened to make them wear cow bells as soon as they get past the dollar rack, so we can hear them coming. From what I recall, that’s why Bob was made manager, in the first place, to free you from all this hand-holding. I hope it isn’t unseemly, Bob being gone such a short time, but if we’re going to be open regular hours, we’re now down to me and Skeezix, which forces you onto the floor. We need to fix that before you go after one of these nincompoops with the baseball bat, especially now that you’ve got this missing Egyptian and his missing book and this sudden invasion of Holy Dobermans to deal with. Skeezix can do a little more, as long as we let him nap with the cats for a few hours in the afternoon. But even if Chantal is back, at least part time, which would be great by the way, we still need to hire another full-timer. You can make the hire, or just give me the go-ahead. And if Chantal isn’t going to pull shifts, which is between the two of you, then we should hire two people. Plus you need to name a manager.”


  “How am I going to bring someone in from outside to be a manager?”


  “That’s not exactly what I said, but if you want to hire in an outside manager, in this economy it’s a buyer’s market. For an inside desk job? They’ll be lined up at the door.”


  “Until we ask them who wrote The Riddle of the Sands.”


  “Until we ask them who wrote Oliver Twist. But someone who can read and write will show up, maybe someone from Britain or Singapore or Holland, where they still read books.”


  “Let me sleep on it, Marian. I suspect Chantal will want to go back to pulling some shifts, but I’ll ask about that, too.”


  “Thank you, Matthew.”


  Skeezix had left for the day. Matthew and Chantal headed upstairs, leaving Marian to lock up once the clock chimed. He told Chantal what Marian had said about needing more help.


  “So you interpreted that as Marian asking you to hire a new manager?”


  “Not exactly. She kept saying we need to hire at least one new body, but when I talked about trying to find a new manager, she got pretty chilly, told me I could do that if I wanted. Obviously, it would be better to promote from within, but who is there, other than Marian herself?”


  “Why would you need to look any further?”


  “Marian? In charge?”


  “Why not?”


  “She’s already handling all the online listings and sales, the online buying program, whatever payroll and accounting we don’t farm out.”


  “In other words, she’s already managing the most lucrative and complicated part of the business, anyway.”


  “She’d be swamped.”


  “So you’ll tell her to hire someone who can learn fast, not some teen-ager but an assistant manager, and she’ll just have to delegate more. Right? Other people can learn to price, at least the under-fifty-dollar stuff. The rest they can leave for you, till they show they can handle it.”


  “Chantal, we’re talking about Marian managing other people.”


  “As in, ‘manage’ starts with the word ‘man,’ so it can only be done by someone with really big testicles?”


  “Her personality is not terribly forceful. She’s a little . . .”


  “Mousy.”


  “I guess.”


  “You never call her that insulting nickname, which I’ve always appreciated. Sure, she’d have a different management style. Do you find her all wishy-washy and indecisive when the chance crops up to buy a thousand-dollar book for sixty dollars?”


  “Hell no.”


  “She takes the chance, and then bites the bullet, no tears spilled when she occasionally gets taken?”


  “Marian doesn’t get taken. If they listed inaccurately we return for a full refund, or there’s hell to pay with the listing service.”


  “Hell to pay . . . from a little mouse? You cannot seriously be thinking about hiring some man from outside, and having Marian train him to become her new boss. It’s not 1947. Besides, what if you ended up with someone who hates cats, or doesn’t know Larry McMurtry from Terence McKenna?”


  “OK. You’re right. But if she can’t do it, we risk losing her altogether. Nobody likes to be demoted.”


  “How can someone show you how they handle responsibility if you don’t give them responsibility? Leaving aside the fact that she’s already practically running the place, by default.”


  “OK, I’ll offer it to her.”


  “She’ll blossom.”


  “You’re smart for your age.”


  “Or else I’d never have had a chance with you.”


  “I suppose I’ll have to pay her almost as much as Bob.”


  “You’re such a joker. Who’s cooking supper, or are we walking down the hill?”


  “Just hot tea, I’m afraid. No solid food tonight, if you’re going to join me tomorrow.”


  “Join you?”


  “I’m going to take a first stab at solving this one.”


  “You’re going to cross over.”


  “We’re going to cross the horizon tomorrow, yes.”


  “I figured it would take longer before you were ready.”


  “Rashid may be in danger; we can’t wait any longer.”


  “And I can join you, just like that?”


  “Only if you want. You can still say no, now, or even in the morning.”


  “Of course I want. . . . Matthew, what happened?”


  “Things change.”


  “When I made a fuss about your shutting me out, we almost . . . Is that it? Because I stopped pushing?”


  “Nothing stands still, Chantal. You’re ready to take this step now, if you want. A certain openness is required. A wish too quickly fulfilled tends to be tossed aside as a thing of little value. The old Chantal treated these things like a check-list she had to get through as fast as possible. If I told her she wasn’t ready, that crossing this horizon can change your life forever, that the old-timers required an apprentice to spend years sweeping the floors and stirring the pots, she exploded. It’s not about breaking your spirit, I’d never want to do that, even if it were possible. But things have to be done in their own time. You’re more ready to accept that now, without anger.”


  “Yes, I guess I am.”


  “You are.”


  “Even without sweeping the floors for seven years?”


  “Aging spirit guides are also sometimes wrong, and capable of being shown the error of their ways.”


  “OK then.”


  “OK.”


  * * *



Marian had been about ready to lock up when she saw Les striding back from his late lunch with Jackson and the Mighty Quinn, trailing two teen-age fans of the female persuasion — the micro-bopper who’d been looking for him earlier, now accompanied by a chubbier pal. The threesome came in, the bopperettes giggling and gushing over his Blue Moon novels, the one with the long legs hovering close enough to make sure he could catch her scent — but without making any discernible move to actually buy a book, Marian noticed.


  Les had told them it was closing time, but they seemed oblivious.


  “Blue Moon for the Misbegotten was so radical,” one fawned. “Where do you ever come up with the titles?”


  “I really enjoyed the one set in Louisiana, where he takes on the Cajun vampire,” gushed the other one. “What was that one called?”


  “I believe that was Blue Moon on a Hot Tin Roof.”


  “That’s it. How did you ever come up with that scene where the count got away by diving into that huge cauldron of steaming gumbo? I loved that.”


  Since allowing them to take Les out for a drink, which was where this was headed, would put him on the road to committing several statutory felonies, Marian finally got sick of making herself look busy and started turning out the lights, at which point the microboppers finally took the hint and left, after the prettier one slipped Les her phone number.


  “I don’t know if your younger fans even get the basic point of the books,” she said as Les helped check the back doors.


  “The basic point?”


  “That the Count can never keep up with the bloodshed of the mortals around him; the politicians and their police forces spill so much blood that his own contributions are a drop in the bucket.”


  “Yes. That was the original idea. You make it sound like the Blue Moon books are actually worthy of grownup attention.”


  The mouse smiled. It changed her whole appearance. “I keep telling you I’m a big fan.”


  “I don’t suppose you’d like to take me out and buy me a glass of wine?” Les asked.


  She reached for her purse, raising one eyebrow. “I wasn’t sure you drank . . . wine.”


  PART THREE


  CHAPTER SIX
 THURSDAY MORNING


  “Marian.”


  “Yes?”


  Matthew had come down to find Marian first into the store, as usual. Chantal, whose expertise with eggs was limited to “hard boiled,” preferred to let Matthew cook breakfast. Her insistence on a division of labor left her currently finishing the breakfast dishes.


  “Chantal will do four days, but staggered hours, you’ll have to work it out with her.”


  “Excellent.”


  “About the new hire.”


  “Yes?”


  “Not some high-school kid; we need a grownup who knows books or at least can learn, who can eventually run things a few days a week.”


  “I agree.”


  “And I think the new manager should make the hire. That will establish the chain of command straight off, and the new manager will have to train them up, anyway.”


  “That makes sense.”


  “Are you willing to run the joint?”


  “I’m . . .” She had to stop and clear her throat. He could see her forcing herself not to talk herself down. “Yes.”


  “OK, that’s decided, then. There’s the matter of your pay.”


  “I’m perfectly . . .” She stopped herself again.


  “Assume for the sake of argument that you were to leave, so I’d have to hire a computer person to replace you for the online and business stuff, and a person to replace Bob as manager. At going rates for people who can actually tell a first edition from a first baseman, figure out what that would cost the outfit. Then tell me what your new, higher rate of pay is going to be, and be prepared to explain to me how much we’re really saving by paying you what you’re worth. OK?”


  “Yes. I’ll do a spread sheet.”


  “Which you’ll then explain to me.”


  “Right.”


  “Do you have anyone in mind for the new hire?”


  “Les.”


  “Les?”


  “He knows books, he’s a published author, he’s on the panels at all the fantasy conventions, and he’s already a member of the Horrors. Plus his royalties are highly sporadic, it’s perfectly shameful, so he’s living like a pauper, which makes him affordable. And the cats like him.”


  “Les is a night person.”


  “Les has never bitten a customer, which is more than I can say for Mr. Cuddles. He can refill the hummingbird feeders without standing on a stool, and we’ve all seen him in daylight. He’s a little odd, but it’s part of what he has to do to write, the way Jeremy Brett had to become Sherlock Holmes. If he can’t start till noon we’ll work around it; there’s stuff that can be done just as well after closing; mornings are slow, anyway.”


  “Marian, he won’t even come in the door unless he’s invited by someone who lives here, which right now he interprets to mean me and Chantal. What if we’re away?”


  “I’ve been giving that some thought. The basement apartment is empty.”


  “Would he move?”


  “I have the go-ahead to talk to him?”


  “Of course.”


  “I’ll make him an offer he can’t refuse.”


  * * *


  “Where to, now?” asked Chantal, looking all fresh and scrumptious. Matthew was tempted to say “Back to bed” but gave a slight sigh and decided to remain the responsible adult.


  “The Botany annex.”


  “Oh, goody: Drugs.”


  “I hope you’ll be a little more circumspect if we’re within hearing of the undergraduates.”


  “I thought all the undergraduates were away getting drunk and diving out of hotel windows in Florida.”


  “It does fill you with optimism about the future of the race, doesn’t it?”


  The gal they were looking for in the greenhouses turned out to be a pert little redhead named Darcie with green eyes and freckles and bangs. Matthew looked like he could eat her in one bite. Chantal knew she should have taken him back to bed for another half hour. Always trust your instincts on these things; run them till they drop. Naturally, while acknowledging this oversight to herself, Chantal was not going to become jealous; that would be immature. Even if the little slut wasn’t wearing a bra, and insisted on setting them swaying whenever he was looking, like a cow asking to be milked.


  She had all kinds of things growing in an atmosphere that felt like a re-creation of some jungle plantation in Java.


  “And what do you have that’s currently ready?” Matthew asked after a few introductory pleasantries about the Brugmansia, whatever they were.


  “I’m afraid I can’t offer you anything from the cacti, we work from seed now and the Lophophora are so slow-growing. These little guys are two years old and as you can see they’re still no bigger than my fingernail. Well, maybe your fingernail. And in this tray over here are our babies, a couple of months old and you’d miss them if you didn’t know they were there, not much bigger than capers. You know capers?”


  “Botanically or gastronomically?”


  “Unless we can get some more cuttings to jump start things I’ll be an old hag before we can do much with this lot.”


  Chantal wondered what she thought she was now, the cow, but decided not to say anything, since that could seem catty.


  “Fertilizer?”


  “Once they’re started we spray with some double-dilute phosphate to encourage blooms. In general it turns out they’ll tolerate a range of stuff as long as they’re well-drained, but generally they seem to want to grow in real crap. River sand, coconut husk, some limestone. They actually recommend pounding wallboard into dust. Yours survive, though.”


  “In a sunny window, yes. Commercial palm and cactus mix, I’m afraid.”


  “You’re fortunate, or else you’ve just been ignoring them. They need some moisture to get started, but after a certain point they seem to prefer being ignored. Water from the bottom to encourage those big taproots, and they need more sun than you’d think. More of our weak northern sun, anyway. In the Southwest they screen them with a white or beige cloth in the hot summer, they say to watch out for softness from excess sun, you know that, who do I think I’m talking to, but here we started our first batch with too little light, wanting to avoid burning them, and they grew thin and spindly, looking for the sun, till they finally damped off. It’s hard.”


  “Because your instincts are all wrong.”


  “You want to baby them but they’re designed to grow in the desert under a mesquite bush or something. The land of rocks and scorpions where nothing soft survives.”


  “But they have no thorns,” Chantal noted.


  “No.”


  “No natural defense?”


  “They’re extremely bitter, of course. Although the tortoise reportedly go for them quite eagerly, which would tend to confirm what the Indians say about the tortoise being sentient, unless it just means they’ll really just eat anything that’s close enough to the ground, which is also widely reported. Did you know that during droughts they get their moisture from fresh cow patties? The cow only uses about 20 percent of the available nutrient and the droppings are more than 90 percent water; an interesting example of species symbiosis, the cattle probably replacing bison or antelope in the original ecosystem, since the cattle can travel further to and from a water hole.


  “Anyway, currently no cactus in any useful quantities. If you’re in North Mexico or Southwest Texas and you can lay hands on some cuttings we’d be appreciative. We can bring them back from a pretty desiccated state. In fact, that’s much better than moist and rotting. Dry them. Dry dry dry. We do have some San Pedro that’s growing like crazy, those tree-like things trying to escape through the ventilation slats over there. But either we got the wrong variety or the psychoactive reputation is grossly exaggerated because we’ve taken to chopping them up and using them in salads and nobody reports the slightest buzz except from the Tequila dressing. I do, however, have a nice crop of fungi.”


  “Ah.”


  “Yes. Much quicker turnaround.” She led them into a kind of wooden shed. “These are a Psilocybe from the Pacific Northwest, they started forming fruiting bodies last week. And you’ll love these, in fact I think you’re already familiar with them. In Oaxaca they call them derumbe, which means landslide. First thing out of the disturbed earth, probably. They’re actually Psilocybe caerulescens, which the Mazatec consider the big brother of the Psilocybe mexicana, here I am telling you this, like you didn’t write the book.”


  “Wasson wrote the book. Wasson and Schultes.”


  “I follow the journals, Matthew. You’ve written enough for another book if you’d just let someone pull them together. Meantime, you could take a bunch of these if you’ll promise to eventually get me a written report: duration, potency, usefulness. They don’t last, as you know, so otherwise I’d be stringing them up to dry, which starts to make the place look a booth in the mercado in Oaxaca. Experienced researchers are so much more useful. Anecdotes are fine. Jaguar sightings, whatever.”


  She and Matthew traded some kind of communication involving eyebrows and head tilts, and the freckled little redhead produced a small blade and started slicing off the long, spindly fresh mushrooms and forming them into a pile on a large piece of waxed paper.


  “All those?” asked Chantal.


  “The cotacine prescribe 13 pair. Thirteen is the mystical number, of course, but 13 apiece evidently doesn’t open the doors far enough, so 13 pair. Mind you, casual users talk about six or eight per person. Not pair, just six or eight fruiting bodies, so it’s possible the curanderos build up a tolerance, although I know Matthew disagrees. Thirteen pair would be 52, twenty-six each if you’re both aiming to cross over all the way and speak with the light creatures. If it’s just for Matthew, 26, and then a beginner might want to go easy and take six or eight the first time, call it 33?”


  “Fifty-two sounds right,” Matthew smiled.


  “We don’t pay her?” Chantal asked Matthew once they were out of earshot, toting their paper bag of fresh produce.


  “University bureaucracies work with purchase orders, invoices, billing codes. There are no cash drawers; cash would cause a panic. We invite her to dinner occasionally, and we give her a break when she’s looking for a hard-to-find book. The foundation also helped fund her doctoral field work in South America with the Ayahuasca. So it all balances out.


  “You two know each other well.”


  “I gave her some help on her field work.”


  “You’ve tripped together.”


  “Yes.”


  “Naked? You’ve had your hands on those little honkers?”


  “Chantal: You’re jealous.”


  “I am not. OK, of course I am. You want me to lie?”


  “I find it charming.”


  “The light creatures?”


  “You’ll see.”


  “She didn’t mention Ayahuasca.”


  “It works differently. Not what we’re looking for right now, although it might be appropriate another time. There are books from the early conquest years, both in Peru and in the Yucatan, that need finding. Les was on the right track with Blue Moon, Crystal Skull. Maybe I’m a little prejudiced; all that brewing up, very soupy.”


  * * *


  They were back upstairs at Matthew’s, Marian having been cheerfully informed he and Chantal were incommunicado for the rest of the day. Matthew had nice thick geometric patterned rugs in front of the hearth in the second floor living room, which Chantal appreciated almost as much as the cats.


  A true child of the sixties, Matthew had put some kind of music on the stereo — Jefferson Airplane, she was pretty sure — a set-up which consisted of multiple elements all hooked together with actual wires. Now he lit a bundle of sage in a brass tray, and then the loose spliff of tobacco, which was not inhaled directly but wafted to the four points of the compass. The smoke was supposed to be a purifier.


  “I love the tobacco and the sage. Could you do without them if you had to?”


  “A different ritual would be fine, but some ritual is advisable. You’re seeking the proper path, clearing your mind and opening yourself to allow free association in the hippocampus, probably, something close to the dream state, but a waking dream. You’re letting down the filters that trap us in a linear narrative. But those same filters are what keep us from wandering off into traffic. We have to remember how to re-erect them later. People talk about losing their inhibitions, but being able to recover some of our inhibitions is useful, if we don’t want to end up in some sheltered workshop stringing beads. Anyway, we need to be positive; think about Bob and Rashid and the book. Don’t expect to be in complete control, but we want to direct the vision, the journey, to some extent by focusing on our questions.”


  “You learned the tobacco and the sage from your own road man?”


  “I did.”


  “In the jungles of the Yucatan?”


  “Tikal has your better developed jungle, and Palenque. The northern Yucatan is more arid, miserable soil, except maybe Uxmal. But no, in Arizona, actually. The Apache.”


  “Aren’t the Apache, like . . . violent?”


  “No, no. A fun-loving people. Love to laugh. Though they often do go armed, like some others I won’t name. But motorcycle people get a bad rap, everywhere.”


  “Your first spirit guides were an Apache motorcycle gang?”


  “Chantal, of all people, do I have to tell you not to pre-judge based on appearances?”


  “I think that’s why I fell in love with you, Matthew. You are what you appear to be.”


  “I don’t see what’s so hard about that.”


  “Of course you don’t. We’re really going to eat all these things?” The mushrooms made quite a heap on the coffee table.


  “This would be a good time to speak up, if you’re having second thoughts.” Matthew looked so serious.


  “Oh, relax. I’ve done some synthetics, you know.”


  “Some are fine. Synthesizing DMT or MDA makes sense. But the natural compounds have a much wider range of alkaloids, they self-regulate your dosage. No one quite knows how they modify or enhance one another. This endless desire to purify into one compound, we call it the FDA effect. There are synthetics that seem like short-cuts but they can actually burn out some circuitry; read Dick.”


  “Dick . . . Nixon?”


  “Philip K. Dick. None of this should be done lightly.”


  “Will I barf?”


  “Probably not, if we’ve been fasting since yesterday. That’s so there’s less for your stomach to worry about purging, as well as to cut down on conflicting drugs.”


  “I’m disappointingly straight, as you know.”


  “You pay close attention to what you eat. You know how each thing affects you; that’s huge. Leaving your body in its natural state makes you more aware of your surroundings, already. You’re not dulled. But caffeine, the sugars, they can all have a tug-of-war effect. You’ll need to eat at least eight or 10 of these. If you want to slow down after that, it’s OK. But you asked if it’s important which ritual you use. Not as long as you understand what we’re doing, which is asking for help setting our feet on the proper path. It’s a narrow road to climb, narrow and steep, and we’ll be busy gazing at clouds and mountains and the light-people, not paying attention to where we put our feet. A long way to fall for those who use these plants for the wrong purpose.”


  “So there’s danger.”


  “These plants are powerful. Anywhere there’s power, there’s danger. Not for those who enter in a good spirit. If instead of fighting you’re surrendering to the power and seeking true guidance, then you’re OK, you know it will all come out OK in the end. Even if what you see is a little frightening, that’s to teach you that death is part of life, that you have to come to terms with all the aspects of life so they’ll no longer have the power of fear over you. You trust these plants and they give you warmth and comfort.


  “There’s no fatal dose of these plants that we know of, no cardiac or respiratory danger in any quantity you can hold down. There is a slightly elevated risk of seizure if you’ve got a history of epilepsy or if it runs in your family, not a serious concern as long as you don’t go driving a car or starting up a chainsaw, which is contraindicated anyway.


  “But those who look here for the secrets of a power to wield over other men, they’re the ones who tend to find only darkness and fear. To be a little cautious, to feel a little trepidation, to have to seek the courage to face true answers, that’s fine. That’s why we fast and meditate and prepare ourselves. But those who say the god of these plants is frightening, they’re only reporting what they see inside themselves. What terrifies them is nothing but a dark mirror.”


  They’d started eating the Psilocybe, tender little things.


  “These are a little earthy,” she said, “but they actually taste fine.”


  “Yes, it’s the peyote that are bitter. Mushrooms are nice, especially when they’re so fresh. Moses said always to eat them the same morning they’re picked.”


  “Moses as in . . . Moses?”


  “Right.”


  “I can eat the number I feel is right.”


  “That’s exactly right.” The pile was already reduced by more than half.


  “Can I drink water?”


  “Absolutely; all you need.” Matthew stopped to smile at her. That was nice. Reassuring. “The weather seems to be holding,” he added. “Before too long we should go out. Outside would be better.”


  “Is it safe to move?”


  “Slowly.”


  “I don’t think I should drive.”


  “Absolutely not. The side yard. Take the Navajo blanket; I’ll bring water.”


  “Down the stairs, then.”


  “Slowly. Use the handrail. Don’t step directly on any cats.”


  “Right.”


  CHAPTER SEVEN
 THURSDAY AFTERNOON


  Several eager fur-persons did accompany them out the side door. The cats loved any activity that involved a visit to the side yard. They positioned themselves as centurions, in between investigating anything that moved. Serafina cautiously approached and began licking Chantal’s hand, which felt wonderful and . . . complex.


  Matthew spread the blanket. He’d brought a couple plastic bottles of drinking water. They sat on the grass, then Chantal lay back to watch the sky.


  The world was a garden. It provided everything they needed. The flowering plants nodded their heads in the gentle breeze, enjoying the dappled sunshine beneath scattered clouds. The clouds had never opened up in such depths and colors before. Could anyone really call that range of pastel colors “gray”? The flight of birds, which previously had appeared random, now seemed enormously more organized and purposeful, having much more to do with mating patterns and territorial defense than the search for food, which became a mere backdrop. The birds all seemed to work in pairs. Bees worked the flowers industriously, felt curiously non-threatening. The world was joyfully busy, yet seemed to require no immediate supervision.


  “Strange to call—” Her own voice sounded strange, especially since she was suddenly so much more conscious of how complicated the nerve commands were to get the throat muscles to generate speech.


  “What?”


  “The plants that open up the world this way.”


  “Entheogens.”


  “Strange to call them hallucinogens, as though they make you see imaginary things.”


  “Some even called them narcotics, complained the natives got drunk on them,” Matthew nodded. “The definition of nanacatl in The Florentine Codex — they didn’t even give it its proper name, teonanacatl — was ‘It makes one besotted; he who eats many of them sees many things that make him afraid. He flees; he hangs himself, he hurls himself from a cliff.’”


  “What we just ate.”


  “Yes.”


  “Was that written by a Catholic priest?”


  “Very good.”


  “They have eyes, but do not see.”


  “It’s a less-filtered way of seeing the world, bypassing all that early training we get in our first six or seven years to just concentrate on what’s necessary for our culture — red lights, warning buzzers, cars come from the left, our created environment.”


  “Except in England.”


  “Where they come from the right.”


  “Right.”


  “But how can the plants help us acquire any knowledge we don’t already have? About the book, I mean, or what happened to Bob?”


  “There’s never any shortage of information, Chantal. It almost overwhelms us. But sensory input is worthless until it’s interpreted. These plants simply allow the mind to make links, the kind of thing that happens when you get a sudden intuition. The answers are within us because the Kingdom of God is within us, as Jesus always insisted, and also the Buddha, if you want to be ecumenical about it.” Matthew passed her the water bottle and then lay back beside her. Butterflies joined them, actually landing on their bodies, beating their wings very slowly. Something different in their sweat, probably, in addition to a feeling of . . . calm.


  “There’s no need to look there or there or somewhere else for the kingdom, it’s right here within us. We can realize and experience it on our own, without the intervention of any priestly class. That’s what Jesus taught that upset the Sanhedrin so much, he wanted to put the priests out of a job. All we have to do is awaken out of this sleepwalk.”


  “But . . .”


  “Yes?”


  “Doesn’t the evidence have to come from outside? You interviewed Clarence, you sent Skeezix out to look for the spent brass . . .”


  “The outside world exists to give us the questions, Chantal. You do have to understand what you’re looking for. But you don’t want to get trapped in a temporal linearity.”


  “That sounds like something I almost understand.”


  “Where we’re going, babe, time is almost meaningless. The past, the future, association chains that seem to take hours can speed by in seconds. Just as science is figuring out that our intentions can affect our results, quantum theory also tells us our results today can be affected by things that aren’t going to happen till tomorrow. So why shouldn’t it be possible to also solve a problem in part thanks to clues we haven’t discovered yet, clues that we’ll find tomorrow?”


  “That sounds nutty.”


  “Embrace the nuttiness, grasshopper. It’s arrogance to believe we can find all the answers at the conscious level, using our brains like little adding machines. If you have two candidates you’re thinking of marrying, you sit down and make up a list of their good and bad qualities, this one can cook, that one has higher earning potential, but he snores. Then you try to figure how to weigh the different qualities. You end up with one scoring 65, the other 57. What do you do?”


  “Throw the list away and marry the one that makes your heart sing. Unless he beats you up.”


  “For a young person, Chantal, I find your perceptions encouraging.”


  “I have good instincts?”


  “Most people start out with good instincts, the trick is to learn when to trust them, which is usually. It takes humility to become as a child again, to admit we need help, that the universe declines to work for us like something we built with an Erector Set.”


  “With a what?”


  “Out of Legos.”


  “Oh.”


  “All this creation is here to help us, the earth has given us every flower and fruit-bearing plant for our use, just like it says in Genesis. It doesn’t say ‘every plant for our use, except the opium poppy.’ It doesn’t say ‘except for the cactus peyotl and the magic mushroom, the flesh of the Gods, teonanacatl.’ We look back in horror at the way our forefathers accepted slavery. Our descendants will cringe in horror that the mere possession of the plants put here by God to allow us to know his presence, the entheogens, was in this time punishable by imprisonment or even death. Their fear of the liberation of the spirit is so revealing.”


  Chantal was watching the cats move around the yard.


  “We think they see the way we do, but they don’t,” she said.


  Indoors, she knew, a cat’s close-in vision of things that had similar values on the gray scale really sucked. Sometimes they could only find a cat treat by smell. But put the same cat out here and let the wind tremble a leaf 40 yards away and watch her freeze, lock onto that movement, waggle her ass, start to stalk. They were attuned to motion.


  “They’re adults in less than a year,” Matthew said, as though she’d spoken aloud. “But humans have far fewer instinctive screens, we’re far more wide open and more adaptable when we’re born, babies are a real tabula rasa, that’s why human mothers have to be so devoted for so many years, we need five or six years of training on what’s important to notice before it’s even safe to let us cross the street or sit by the swimming pool.


  “These filters are necessary to function in the world, otherwise we’d be helpless idiots. But they also restrict us, lock us into seeing things only one way. If it’s too limiting that can get dangerous, it takes away our ability to see where our culture may have taken a wrong turn, to see that some of the things we were trained to ignore are suddenly more important now. Look at the Danish colonists in Greenland who starved because they never learned to eat fish, the Easter Islanders who couldn’t conceive of ever running out of trees.


  “To hear those warnings we need the visionary, the prophet, people easily dismissed as crazies, or else we need the safety valve of the eight-hour visit back to the world the way we could perceive it before we were two.”


  “Matthew?”


  “Yes?”


  “I love you.”


  “I know that. Although you should have chosen someone younger and more normal.” He squeezed her hand, which was nice.


  To Chantal the colors felt brighter, more vibrant, now. Noises, sounds, sorted themselves by distance, a series of patchwork overlays, you could actually choose how many layers out from the center to focus your attention, amazing how far and how clearly you could hear, and then how much you could shut out when you decided to concentrate on birdsong or the buzzing of the insects. Was that because they also concentrated in different frequency ranges?


  Now the whole visual field was pulsing, the grass, the trees, the flowers, the sky and clouds, as though everything was projected on some kind of hanging curtain or tapestry which was being rippled by the wind in symmetrical waves or pulses, what did you call a tapestry that hung along the wall so Polonius could hide back there and eavesdrop on Gertrude and the king?


  She concentrated on one point of color, a bee in a flower. It expanded till everything else was gone. And then — whoa!


  She was racing through a tunnel, bright colored geometric patterns of light receding on either side, paisleys, fractals. She’d seen this before. Oh, you naughty girls who created the special effects for all those wormholes in the science fiction movies, you’ve been trying these mushrooms, haven’t you?


  Tunnels led off from tunnels, in infinite profusion, each offering different experiences, choices, destinations. One led to the Dark Mother. The Dark Mother knew all the bad things Chantal had done in her life, all the wrong turnings, all the times she’d failed, the times she’d hurt someone. Chantal wanted to turn away, but the Dark Mother showed her the monster that was the other side of Chantal, the side she never wanted anyone to see. Chantal wanted to scream, to escape, but she remembered she’d come here to learn, she’d asked for guidance. And then she realized the Dark Mother didn’t want to punish her, the Dark Mother wanted her to . . . forgive herself, to realize that she wouldn’t be complete without her dark twin, that it was a vital and necessary part without which the powder-puff Chantal could not have survived.


  This, she realized, was the two-sided coin of religion. People sought some cosmic parent to forgive them; cynics dressed in priestly garb peddled that ersatz external forgiveness, say five Hail Marys and drop an envelope in the plate, when all that was needed was to confront the Dark Mother and the whispered voice that taught that you could . . . forgive yourself.


  She smiled, and vowed to return, and . . . a large portion of the visual field ripped away, and what was behind it was a completely different vista.


  Night. Some ancient stone-walled building. The stone floors were uneven from centuries of wear, and chilly. The two candles flickered. An old man sat at an angled wooden writing desk, itself very old, perched on a stool. He wore a simple brown robe, like some ancient monk. The lines on his face were accentuated by the candlelight, his tonsured hair unruly from sleep. He looked up and craned his neck when the draft caused his two candles to gutter and then recover. The breeze was cool, but not as chilly as it had been during the winter. That meant it must be . . . spring? He was worried that someone might be coming. Why else would he be here, sharpening his pen and stirring his ink, preparing to write in the dead of night? He dampened the tip of the pen with his tongue; his teeth were yellow and uneven.


  To his left, opposite the inkwell, there was a scroll. Was it leather? Once white and now toned golden, already old, it was anchored with two small bronze weights so that it would stay open to the proper passage. Evidently he meant to copy from the scroll at some point, though he didn’t seem to be referring to it as he began to write. Chantal could not see well enough to make out the words. Instead, she heard the words as a low droning. Was the old monk actually muttering the words aloud as he wrote them, or was this just part of the vision as it was given to her, the ability to hear the words as he wrote? Much good that did her, since the droning voice was speaking a sing-song language which she only vaguely recognized as Greek. Then, even as she thought of the murmuring voice, it seemed she could understand this language which she had never spoken, as though God had never cursed the builders of the Tower, as though the differences of language were themselves just some kind of constructed illusion: “Brothers, we have all discussed the thirty-ninth letter of our Bishop Athanasius . . .” the monk began.


  Then the vision fragmented, like a movie on fast forward. The sky began to lighten, the monk sealed his inkwell and wrapped his materials in a large brown cloth to hide them away. This was frustrating. Wasn’t she supposed to hear more of what he wrote? No time, apparently. The monk was gone, other figures came and went from the room, too quickly to make out any details, though one was an older man with a full beard who wore a black robe. Now Chantal’s entire visual field broke apart, she was racing through a dark tunnel. Strange beings made entirely of light were gibbering at her, she couldn’t understand their speech, it was too fast and high-pitched. They uttered words and the words took on solid form, the words became the world.


  She would have been afraid, even terrified, but she could still smell the tobacco and the sage, and she heard Matthew’s voice. Was he really speaking to her or was it the memory of his calm voice that comforted her? She remembered what he’d said, that she could trust the vision, no harm would befall her if she was here for the right reasons, the trick was to be open, to accept what it would show her, that’s why she had come, not to fight it.


  And just like that she was in a different place, more familiar — the bookstore in the early evening, Bob sitting alone at the main desk, glancing at the clock. . . .


  But Bob was dead. So it wasn’t the bookstore now, today, but the bookstore in the recent past. Last Thursday night? Was Matthew seeing this, as well? She felt certain, somehow, that he was, or maybe the same events from some slightly different perspective. She felt Matthew was here with her, it was comforting.


  “Hey! What are you doing? Stop that!”


  Chantal jumped a little, but the voice wasn’t directed at her, it was inside the vision, in the bookstore of last week. Bob had jumped up at the noises he heard out front, on the front walk. Rushing outside into the rose and orange light, he pulled the door closed behind him. Ahead of him, to the east, the sky had that rose and violet glow it gets just after sunset. Bob hurried down the three wide concrete steps outside the front door, letting out an involuntary “oomph” as his foot hit the walkway. Bob was a very large man, unaccustomed to hurrying.


  The two men were fighting for an object held over their heads in the twilight, each slamming an elbow into the other’s cheek or ear, then trying for a knee to the balls, grunting incoherently in their concentration as they grappled, struggling for an advantage. Robert didn’t know either of them, though one had to be the seller who said he’d sold to Matthew before, the Egyptian who had called to say he’d arrived a day early and to ask if Robert could stay late to take custody of the book. The highly unlikely book.


  He’d heard two car doors slam before the shouting started, and there were two cars parked along the street. Their yellow parking lights were on, but not their headlights. One still had the engine running and a driver at the wheel, a third man.


  “Stop that!” Bob shouted again as he bowled into the two men with his full 380 pounds moving at good speed, attempting to pull the two men apart. Then there was a crack like a sonic boom and a flash of orange flame shot into the purple sky from the square black pistol they were fighting over, now that he saw what it was. Robert covered his head and ducked.


  “Mattieu, is that you?” asked the one with the Arab accent, the same one Robert had heard on the phone.


  “Matthew’s away, I told you. I’m Robert.”


  “Take the package, in God’s name. That’s what they’re after. Take it inside and lock the door. Tell Mattieu I trust him to do what’s right.”


  Still grappling with his attacker, the Egyptian kicked a cardboard box that had fallen on the sidewalk. It skidded a foot or two in Robert’s direction.


  The younger man, who appeared to have strong arms and shoulders and who seemed curiously pale beneath his shock of black hair made damp by his perspiration, lowered his shoulder now and tackled the Egyptian, pushing him to the ground on one of the patches of grass that framed the front walkway to the bookstore. For a moment they were both wrapped in the Egyptian’s beige raincoat and Robert couldn’t tell in the gathering gloom which man controlled the gun, although one of the lamp-post streetlights was now flickering on, across the way.


  Robert picked up the cardboard package. There could well be a book inside, though it wasn’t as heavy as he expected. The driver of the car with the motor still running started to open his car door and get out on the far side, but seemed uncertain about whether to leave his vehicle with the engine running.


  “Go!” shouted the Egyptian, as he rolled on the ground with his assailant. “It’s the book they’re after! Get inside; bar the door. Call your police! Don’t mind about me.” Then louder, in a purposely theatrical voice, “Robbery! Robbery!”


  Bob hesitated another moment. Then, as the two men still rolled on the ground, the pale assailant, dressed all in black, swung out with one of his legs, kicking the back of one of the huge bookseller’s knees. Robert dropped painfully to one knee on the concrete walkway, then forced himself back to his feet through pure leg power and began waddling back toward the door of the shop at top speed, pressing the cardboard box to his breast the way a mother holds a precious child. Behind him the pistol fired again, then a third time. Without turning back, Bob could see the yellow flares casting his own shadow as they momentarily illuminated the front of the bookstore.


  He bounded up the steps, grabbed the doorknob. But there was something wrong, a pain in his chest as though someone was pressing down on his ribcage with a heavy weight.


  Bob got inside and bolted the door behind him. Would the door hold if two men put their shoulders to it from outside? Probably not.


  He couldn’t catch his breath. He felt the front of his chest, then tried to reach behind his back, which of course he couldn’t do, seeing as how Bob weighed almost 400 pounds. Had he been shot? They said sometimes people were shot and didn’t realize it at first, it just felt like you’d been punched. But Bob suspected it was something else, something almost as bad, the thing Doctor Mike kept warning him about.


  Gritting his teeth against the pain, he leaned his weight on the desk, picked up the scissors, and cut through the tape on the package. He peeled the cardboard box open by brute force. Inside was what appeared to be a leather-bound quarto, the size sometimes referred to as a “coffee-table book,” still swathed in bubble wrap. Did they have bubble wrap in Egypt, now? Employing the scissors more carefully now, only on the corners, he managed to tear that away, as well.


  The book was leather bound, and very old, the boards still attached, but barely. Bob’s breath was coming short, now. What if this book was actually what the Egyptian — he’d called himself Rashid — said it was? It had to be hidden, he couldn’t leave it lying here on the desk, but he sensed he had very little time. Either he’d been shot or it was the stroke or heart attack Doctor Mike kept warning him about. What was the old doctor joke? “How are your old, fat patients?” It was a joke because there were no old, fat patients.


  No time now for the basement, no time to climb the stairs to Matthew’s currently unoccupied rooms, a climb he might not survive, anyway. A lot of good it would do anyone if he passed out on the stairs.


  And then he knew where to hide this lost book so Matthew could find it, but no one else. He pushed himself away from the desk, started between the bookcases toward the back of the store. He grimaced at a new wave of pressure and pain in his chest, dropped again to one knee. For some reason one of his eyes wanted to stay closed, as well. What the hell was that about?


  Outside two car doors slammed again and he heard at least one driver gun his engine and peel away. Which one? Had they both gone? Or were the gunmen even now climbing the front steps?


  In his own vision, which seemed to have somehow intersected Chantal’s, Matthew watched as, on two knees and one hand, Robert crawled between the rows of bookcases, the precious leather volume still clutched to his breast with the other hand. That was the answer to an old riddle, wasn’t it? Three legs when it grows old, the third being a cane. Very funny. Why was his mind wandering? The leather-bound book smelled old. He sensed Bob was hiding it where no one but another bookseller would be likely to find it, but it was so dark back in the stacks, it was as though something was in his way, Matthew couldn’t see.


  Now Bob was back near the front of the store, still on his knees, still carrying a book. But was that a different book? He didn’t appear to be bleeding, which would appear to clinch the disturbing diagnosis. Clenching his teeth, with another gargantuan effort he pulled his massive frame up onto one of the two desk chairs at the pair of front desks, grabbed the land line and dialed 9-1-1.


  “Nature of my emergency?” Bob gave his name and address. “Shots fired in front of the store. One of my customers being robbed. But right now I myself am having a heart attack. A massive coronary. Need an ambulance right away.”


  The bitch made him repeat it, then told him to stay on the line. Somewhere there were sirens. That seemed too soon. A coincidence, or had someone already called in the fight out front? He felt like he was falling into black space. He was probably going to pass out. They said if you could hang on till the ambulance crew reached you, you usually made it. But he’d lost a crucial minute or two hiding the book, of course. Not that there’d been any choice. What if it was real — not just some lost book, but the lost book? Now that would make a story. Maybe he’d be in for a footnote.


  He set the book he now carried on the desk before him, fanned the pages open to see if they’d stay that way or whether the binding was firm enough to snap them closed. The pages flopped open. This was more common with the larger quartos, though technically a book couldn’t grade “fine” if the binding wasn’t tight enough to snap at least the text block closed. In a smaller volume, a “fine” or “as new” piece would even snap its boards closed, like a snapping turtle trying to grab your fingers.


  The book repeatedly fell open to the same page, probably indicating a previous owner had used a weight to hold it open to that page at some point, while using it as a reference or copying out a passage, thus weakening the binding.


  Bob slid the jacketless book under a small stack which rested against the wall at the side of the desk, pulled a pen from his shirt pocket and wrote on a Post-it note the words “Opens to Gallinules.” He then stuck the note on the computer screen. No one had yet tried to break down the door, so presumably the book thieves had fled, along with Rashid the Egyptian, unless of course Rashid was even now lying dead on the lawn. But the ambulance crew would find the door bolted. Robert forced himself upright a final time, cold sweat dripping from his forehead, staggered to the door, unbolted it, opened it.


  The sidewalk and front walkway were empty. There were a few open doorways down the street, curious onlookers silhouetted in their yellow rectangles of domestic tranquility, peering out to locate the source either of the earlier gunshots or the approaching sirens. Then Robert lay himself down on his side on the floor before the open door, allowing the cool evening breeze to wash over him, and determined that he could enter his house justified. He had done all that he could do. The rest would be up to Matthew. Matthew would know what to do. And strangely enough, there was no longer any pain.


  They were in the side yard. It felt cooler; the sun was almost down. Chantal was close to Matthew, propped on one elbow, watching him with concern. She reached out, tentatively, and brushed perspiration from his forehead, a tear from his cheek. “You OK, honey?”


  “Saw Bob hiding the book. He should have called the ambulance sooner, but he wanted to be sure no one but us would find the book.”


  “Yes.”


  “You saw it, too?”


  “Yes. Just now. Then it felt like you were struggling, I was worried about you.”


  Matthew gazed into her eyes, pools of blue so large and dark he felt he could fall into them. He loved this woman. How lucky for him that she was so beautiful. But while he loved Chantal alone out of all women, curiously enough he now knew that, through her, he could love all women.


  “The person you know who’s at risk of seizures is you, isn’t it?” she asked.


  “It runs in my family, but I’m OK, I think. I’m back.”


  “Is that common? For both of us to have the same vision?”


  “I don’t think they can ever be exactly the same. But even for them to be related, to have similar visions at the same time? Very rare.”


  “Well, we’re very rare, Matthew. I could have told you that.”


  Little Serafina came trotting up now, very proud of herself, making the keening noise in her throat that meant she couldn’t open her jaws because she’d caught something. A mouse would have been an unusual catch in the daylight. Chantal hated it when they caught birds, though she understood it was in their nature. Sometimes you got lucky and you could pry the bird loose quickly enough and it would still fly away.


  No bird this time, though. Serafina dropped it on the Navajo blanket in front of them, a shiny little 9mm brass cartridge case.


  “Serafina! You found it!” Chantal praised and petted the black cat extensively. She purred and preened. “I assume we have no use for this thing, whatsoever?”


  “None at all,” Matthew smiled. “It proves Clarence was right about the three shots, but I never doubted him. I still think that deserves a salmon treat, though, for diligence above and beyond the call of duty.”


  CHAPTER EIGHT
 THURSDAY EVENING


  The cats lined up in the kitchen for their evening meal, everyone getting a couple dried salmon treats in honor of Serafina’s detective prowess. You always fed the livestock first. Then Matthew and Chantal retreated upstairs to brew tea and sit quietly indoors as the garden — she would always think of the side yard now as “the garden” — started to grow chilly in the twilight.


  Neither Matthew nor Chantal had talked much. Finally Matthew broke out some hummus and pita bread; Chantal hadn’t thought she’d be hungry but once she started she realized she was ravenous, which for some reason started them giggling a little. It was actually nicer to have shared, since it meant neither of them seemed to feel the need to talk much. Finally Matthew did, though.


  “Normally we should just eat a little and then sleep, but I have a feeling. They locked up and left, downstairs, a while ago. That’s where the book is.”


  “I know.”


  “You don’t have to come if you need to rest.”


  “First dumb thing you’ve said all day.”


  “You’ll find your muscles are tired, but I don’t think we can afford to wait.”


  “Just give me a minute to pee, and I’m with you.”


  The store was quiet, peaceful, it smelled like home. Had she never noticed that bookish smell, before? They could both picture Bob sitting in the chair at the front desk, struggling against his pain to manfully write his note about gallinules. Matthew turned on a few lights, not all of them, and walked around, checking to make sure the doors were locked and they were alone. Chantal sat down where Bob had sat, reached over and started sorting through the repair stack of books against the wall.


  “Matthew?”


  “Yes, babe.”


  “The last book in the repair stack is Birds of the World, Del Hoyo, Volume Three, Hoatzin to Auks. Is that how you pronounce Hoatzin?”


  “Possibly. I have no idea. I must have been playing hooky the day we were supposed to study Hoatzin.”


  “Out doing drugs, probably.”


  “Or making love in the green grass, behind the stadium with you.”


  “Is that Jack Kerouac?”


  “Van Morrison. Is the Del Hoyo Madrid or New York? No, wait, it would be Barcelona or New York.”


  “Um . . . New York.”


  “I think the true first is Barcelona. What about it?”


  “It doesn’t appear to need fixing.”


  “Hinges OK? No plates coming loose?”


  “No. It does, however, open to Gallinules.”


  “It does?”


  “Falls open to the section page every time: Rails, Gallinules and Coots.”


  Matthew had reached the desk. She demonstrated. “Someone must have held it open to this page with a weight or something.”


  “‘Opens to gallinules.’ The book Bob wanted us to find.”


  “I’d say.”


  “But why? Any notes inside?”


  “I already held it upside down and ran the pages. Nothing so far.”


  “So we found the book, almost certainly the book in the note, set aside here on the desk. I think I saw him slide a book into that stack.”


  “We both did.”


  “But there’s no note inside, no map, nothing.”


  “It has to mean something. Unless it’s an old note, a reminder to himself. But if he wrote it there at the end, he wouldn’t have had a lot of time to dream up fancy riddles.”


  “But he would have had something to hide.” Matthew frowned, recalling the scene from their vision, or his version of their vision — there was no way to tell if they’d really been exactly identical. “He’s sitting here after hours, waiting for Rashid, who’s supposed to bring the book. Rashid has surprised him by arriving in town a day early, called from the airport to ask if he can stop by. Bob hears a ruckus outside, he rushes out to find one or more guys have waylaid Rashid on the sidewalk, there’s a fight, a tussle, a gun goes off.”


  “I was shocked to see Bob rushing anywhere.”


  “He paid the price. It’s clear Bob’s not shot, we don’t know if maybe Rashid was. Either Rashid was shot or they grabbed him. The remains of the cardboard package Marian and Skeezix found torn open here mean Bob almost certainly rushed inside and ended up with the book, which would also explain why we’ve had so many interesting visitors recently.”


  “The gun goes off,” Chantal almost closed her eyes to picture it again, “doors start opening down the street, Rashid passes the book to Robert, who rushes back inside to put it someplace safe . . .”


  “There would have been a crushing pain in his chest. Maybe at first he thought he had been shot. Either way, he rushes back inside to dial nine-one-one.”


  “With somebody chasing him?” Chantal asked.


  “Maybe not. They’re just hired to grab a package, the gun is for effect. They’re probably as shocked as anyone when the thing goes off. None of this is in the plans. They wouldn’t have orders to go inside and kill some bookseller in cold blood, especially not knowing whether he might have a gun in his desk. They’re from out of town, probably Rome, they assume all Americans have a cap-and-ball Colt ’51 Navy lying around, a snub-nose .38 in their pocket, like in the movies. They’re also afraid the police are coming, so they take off.”


  “Without the book?”


  “If they’d gotten the book this place wouldn’t look like Grand Central Station, this week. Figure Bob tears open that package and there’s the book, at least it looks like the real thing.”


  “He wouldn’t want to leave it lying around if he’s figured out by then that he needs an ambulance.”


  “He wants to hide it. But he doesn’t know how long he’s got, whether someone is going to be throwing their shoulder to the door in a minute.”


  “Desk drawers?” she asked.


  “We’ve been all through them.”


  “Up high, on top of a bookcase?”


  “Also obvious, and I’ve also checked.”


  “Which would explain all the dust bunnies on the floor.”


  “Did I fail a housekeeping inspection?”


  “Upstairs? In the basements?”


  “You could search this place for days. But they say a heart attack feels like someone’s pressing down on your chest with pavement blocks. So he’s called nine-one-one, he doesn’t want to go wandering around in the back of the building and lose consciousness where he won’t be found. If someone was out to steal this thing from Rashid, armed robbery, that tends to argue it’s the real thing, so it has to be hidden somewhere, but it has to be nearby.”


  “Back to square one.”


  “No. I thought I saw him on the floor, crawling back this way.”


  “I did, too.”


  “In ‘The Purloined Letter,’ they thought they’d looked everywhere, but they assumed the letter would be locked away, they never figured it’d be sitting out in plain sight with the rest of the week’s correspondence.”


  “I thought I’d read all the Holmes stories.”


  “‘The Purloined Letter’ is Poe.”


  “Oh. Now I have to read all of Poe, don’t I?”


  “No one said it was going to be easy, Grasshopper.”


  “Birds of the World, Volume Three.”


  “How’s that book priced?” Matthew asked.


  Chantal checked the first blank page. “Two hundred dollars.”


  “Sounds high. Did you run it?”


  Chantal’s fingers rolled across the keyboard, something Matthew, a three-finger typist, had never been able to master. “OK, eight copies. Wow, two to four hundred apiece, so we’re actually at the low end.”


  “We try to be. In a dust jacket?”


  “Yes, looks like they all have dust jackets. Oh.”


  “Yes. That price would be for a jacketed book.”


  “So where’s the dust jacket for this one?” Chantal knew the quickest way to cut the value of a book in half was to throw away the dust jacket. In fact, some rare and fragile dust jackets from the ’20s or ’30s could be worth ten, 20 times the price of the jacketless book, if you didn’t get fooled by a modern photocopy. They were always having to explain to sellers that their jacketless books weren’t worth a fraction of what they thought, since they’d been looking up first editions in original jackets.


  “Where’d this book come from?” Matthew asked, thinking out loud.


  “Bob would already have had a pretty big book in his hand, a quarto like that one. They’re usually on the bottom shelves, ’cause of the weight. And we both saw him moving back in this direction.”


  Chantal stood up to join Matthew as he moved toward the back of the front room between the closest rows of bookcases, as Robert had.


  “He’s in pain, not much time. He’s looking for a match in size, with a dust jacket. As soon as he spots a group of books the right size he stops here, in the animal section. That book he’ll carry back to the desk, slide under the repair stack where he knows we’ll find it eventually, leave us a note that no one else would be likely to understand. What he wants is to open up a piece of shelf space the right size . . .”


  Chantal dropped to one knee, lowering her head sideways to read the titles on the bottom shelf. “But he’d leave the dust jacket. . .”


  She reached out, there it was, a book wearing the jacket of Birds of the World, Volume 3. Sliding it out, she opened it, gingerly, across her knee.


  “Yes?” asked Matthew, still standing, his own shadow partially blocking the light.


  “I know this. This is papyrus. This is old. But it looks like Greek.” She handed the book up to him.


  “If it’s a later copy, Greek would be. . . . No, look. Only the first page is Greek.”


  “I saw the old monk start to write in Greek,” Chantal said.


  “You did?”


  “I did.”


  “The rest is in Hebrew.”


  “Is it missing the title page?”


  “Little one, Hebrew . . .”


  “OK, I’m an idiot; that’s the back. Turn to the front. I mean the other front.”


  “Hard to read in this light.”


  “Well let’s take it out where you can see, grandpa.”


  He set the book carefully on the desk.


  “Very old. And it’s a different Hebrew from what I know, which isn’t much. We’re going to have to give Richard a look at this, he’s the guy for your old scroll or codex. But the start is clear enough.” He traced the words with his finger, careful not to actually rub the browned and fragile paper. “‘This is the Testament of Ya’acov, called something-or-other, of the lines of King David and something-or-other Aaron, probably the high priest Aaron, brother of Yeshua Ben-Yosef; known to the Romans . . . I guess that would be . . . as Jesus, who opened the, something, who united us in the sacrament, who was . . . executed? Not sure I know the Hebrew for “crucified,” by . . . Pilate, probably, on Passover, no, make it on the day before Passover in the . . . can’t read the number . . . in the something-or-other year of the reign of the Emperor Tiberius, and . . .’”


  “And?”


  “‘. . . and survived.’”


  PART FOUR


  CHAPTER NINE
 FRIDAY MORNING


  Matthew came downstairs to the store at dawn. Marian was already at her desk.


  “You’re in early.”


  “Do you mind?”


  “Of course not.”


  “Les isn’t a morning person. He writes almost till dawn. But I was up, so I figured I’d check the net.” She had brewed a hot cup of tea and was eating something repulsive out of a plastic cup — Matthew could never see the point in wasting good fruit by stirring it into a cup of rotting milk product.


  “And how’s it going?”


  “Buyers in Germany and Barcelona both want a discount on the same book.”


  “And are they going to get it?”


  “For The Schillinger System of Musical Composition, both volumes? I don’t think so. It’s scarce as hen’s teeth over there, and the next thing they’ll whine about is the shipping, although I warned them. We’re already below market, and nobody else seems to have a matching set just now. I told them we’d actually been thinking of raising our price, but I’ll hold it for one more day; it’ll go to the first one who stops whimpering.”


  Marian took an admirable delight in responding to excessive whining and wheedling with just this kind of rap across the knuckles. The best online customers thanked you for your detailed descriptions and your careful packing and for remitting any overage on the shipping cost. The “can’t you do any better?” whiners were exactly the ones who wanted to pay with a Third Party check on the Third Bank of Botswana, claimed the book hadn’t been delivered when in fact it was waiting for them at their local post office, and then proceeded to complain that a perfectly good book “reeked of tobacco.”


  There was something different about Marian, though. Her hair was down, radiating around her shoulders, catching the gold of the sunrise from the leaded glass window behind her. She wore an embroidered linen peasant blouse which actually gave the impression she had full, well-rounded breasts. There was color in her cheeks and when she laughed it was a hearty, full-throated sound, not her previous bird-like twitter.


  “You look radiant this morning, by the way.”


  “Oh. Thank you,” she smiled.


  Chantal had come tripping light-hearted down the stairs by the time Matthew had recovered their treasure from the bigger safe and wrapped it for travel. My, everyone was in high spirits this morning. The fitful wind had died down to few half-hearted puffs as Matthew and Chantal set out to go see Richard. A brooding humidity descended and the sky was a strange bronze color, darker at the horizon — not your typical brisk spring weather, at all.


  The next-door neighbor ran a charter boat. He was out loading his battered van. What was unusual was to see him around this late in the morning, at all; he usually clattered out well before dawn.


  “Captain Jack, not going out for blues today?” Matthew asked.


  “I wouldn’t want to be on a lee shore today, my friend. No, the fish’ll still be there next week. Though it’s tautog we’re after, now, too early for blues. You’ll never make a fisherman, Matthew.”


  “I’m afraid you’re right.”


  Robinson Hall, at Waterman and Prospect, sat squarely at the northwest corner of the Old Campus. Built in 1878, the three-story cruciform red brick building with its local gray granite facings was decorated with a riot of carved stone mountain lions, owls, and other fauna. In the pointy Victorian High Gothic style, with a roof of wrought iron and slate, it was often mistaken for a church. The central rotunda was open overhead, all the way to the stained glass windows and domed octagonal cupola three stories above, with each upper floor offering galleries and balconies that looked down on the spacious central reading room.


  The building was supposed to house the departmental libraries after the newer John Hay Library opened in 1910, but the needed renovations proved too costly and instead the old library was re-named Robinson Hall, after the university president on whose watch it had been built, and turned over to the Economics Department. That marriage worked out for a good century, until the Great Meltdown, at which point all the big universities had come under irresistible pressure to purge their discredited Keynesians and Federal Reserve apologists. It was taking time for the nation’s schools of Economics to re-staff with bona fide Rothbardians — there just weren’t enough to go around, prompting bidding wars — as a result of which the convalescing Economics Department had withdrawn to the upper floors, giving up its ground floor space, which was now home to Richard St. Vincent’s Rare Book and Manuscript operation, and with it that redoubtable gatekeeper and Iron Lady, the austere Miss Finisterre.


  “Miss Finisterre, how are you?” Matthew and Chantal encountered her as they skirted the main rotunda, heading for the west wing.


  “I keep telling them they need to keep this room locked after hours. This machine is not your storefront photocopier, for lost-cat flyers and amateur pornography.”


  “Pornography?”


  “A large-format digital scanner comparable in quality to the most precise drum version, attached to a proprietary pre-press computer, it’s a piece of fine custom-made engineering which took years to authorize, capable of storing to disc accurate color separations of the oldest manuscripts, custom filtered for infrared or ultraviolet to bring out even latent text invisible to the naked eye, while providing an instant integrated color proof, and they use it to make color images of their buttocks.”


  “Their buttocks?”


  “Mind you, the American fascination with buttocks and genitalia is a legitimate study in itself, I know a fine young man who’s working on his Masters. But they remove their undergarments and they sit on the machine.”


  “That’s … disrespectful,” said Chantal.


  “Don’t think I miss the irony in your tone, Miss Stevens, and welcome back, by the way, it’s good to see you. Nor do I fail to grasp the instinct to capture images of oneself while things are still firm and taut, though it’s wasted on the young, as they always say. The point is they’re free riders. Like most young people they don’t consider who foots the bill. This clipboard is here so legitimate users can note the number of copies made, and the department or account to be billed. There’s a handy digital counter. When copies aren’t logged, we have to increase our per copy charge to the departments that sign in properly, requiring them to each pay a weighted share for the use of the freeloaders. Is that fair? An accurate count also helps us properly schedule upkeep and maintenance.”


  “But you still have the count, whether they sign in or not … don’t you?”


  Miss Finisterre gave the look that was reputed to break glass.


  “We were hoping you could tell us if Professor St. Vincent is in,” Matthew said, cheerfully.


  “He may be.”


  “We wanted to consult him on the age of a text. A text and a binding.”


  “Professor St. Vincent specializes in older material, as you know. He takes little notice of new books.”


  “Meaning later than 1620.”


  “More or less.”


  They looked at her, saying nothing.


  “Well then.” For the first time, Miss Finisterre looked with interest at the flattened box Matthew carried. “It’s not for nothing that the professor calls himself the Wandering Jew. There are at least three other libraries on campus, as you know. They’re on staggered hours for Spring Break. The Rockefeller is closed entirely today, for example. But with his badge he could still be at any of them.” The badge referred to was a coded plastic card-pass for the college’s electronic locks, not the kind of gold shield carried by police. “Lately there’s been some problem with the 15th century maps at the Hay. Those strange Lovecraft people keep getting in there and moving things around. But before lunch he usually stops back in his office to check for messages. Last door on the left before the rare book room, as ever.”


  Richard greeted them warmly, especially when he heard what they’d brought him.


  “You’re serious? It turned up? I hope this isn’t going to be another glued-together photocopy that someone baked in the oven till it turned brown.”


  “Is that why it smells of pepperoni?”


  “Come on, let’s have a look.”


  Out of the padded plastic box, about the right size for a pizza delivery, came an old woolen blanket. And out of the blanket came the leather-covered book.


  “Ah. Tenth century, says your old friend Rashid?”


  “Rashid is missing. But he and Hakim, the brother, are both merchants, middlemen. Part of an extended family that seems to be able to move these materials freely from Egypt through Cyprus to Kurdistan to Kuwait. They’ve come up with some useful finds. Lots of money in it, except when the scrolls turn out to be the inventories of some ancient camel driver.”


  “So they can’t actually read them.”


  “It’s a professional handicap. I think they trust me because I’ve never lied to them about what they’ve got. The two older brothers speak four or five languages, no Farsi, for some reason, but good English and Italian and French. They’re savvy about value. But they won’t have read a word of it, no. Even if they could read Hebrew, which is doubtful. They’re wrong about the age, aren’t they?”


  “Of course. He could be right about the boards, assuming they’re Coptic, not Moslem. They could be 10th century, after the conquest. But we’ve lucked out, here. They didn’t do a full re-bind, they just replaced the original boards with these, attaching the new wood to these tacket stubs with some kind of adhesive, probably vegetable.”


  “But the text block is earlier.”


  “Much. Papyrus, which makes it Egyptian, almost certainly. We’re lucky these boards are almost off. See, here you can make out the binding. Multiple quires, I make it six, of six sheets each, sewn together through the centerfold holes with a linking stitch. Quite early. Well preserved, blessedly well preserved, though that won’t be true much longer now that it’s been moved to our considerably more humid climate. Ah, the sea air. We should get these pages photographed, then start talking about how to conserve.”


  “There are uncertainties about the ownership.”


  “Work them out. It’s not going to stand up to much rough handling.”


  “How early?”


  “We’re taught not to guess, it can make one look silly, which spoils the whole effect.”


  “But you don’t have to guess. You know within a century.”


  “As you do, I’m sure. So now you’re going to appeal to my better nature, invite me to use my feminine intuition, I presume?” Richard put his palm to the back of his head, struck a glamorous pose.


  “Richard?”


  “Fourth century, give or take a hundred, from one of the desert monasteries in the Sinai, on the old road to Heliopolis. Is that sufficient, or do you want to know what month of the year, which would require shaking for pollen samples? Though even this will likely be a copy of something earlier, of course.”


  “There can’t be many that old.” Chantal was suitably impressed.


  “Of codices — books with spines — from that era there are about 500 known, probably dozens more hidden away in the storerooms of Rashid’s family and other of Matthew’s disreputable friends, avoiding the taxmen and waiting for the right price. Which I assume will make this another one of your million-dollar ledger entries, Matthew.”


  “Quick cash still trumps some museum that has to spend months explaining it to their committee. I doubt it’ll bring anywhere near a million, given the kind of rush Rashid appears to have been in. Unless someone figures out it’s really what it’s supposed to be, in which case either it’s worth considerably more or else it moves quickly into the category of ‘Help me get rid of this thing before I find a knife in my back.’”


  “It’s old. Though a forger could dream something up out of thin air ten centuries ago, as easy as last month.”


  “Can you read it?”


  The old man sighed. “This single page of Greek is easy enough. ‘Brothers, we have all discussed the thirty-ninth letter of our Bishop Athanasius…’ Ahh.”


  “Ahh,” Matthew agreed.


  “Ahh?” asked Chantal, though hearing the words from her vision spoken aloud still caused a little shiver to run up her neckbones.


  “Just before Easter in the year 367 Athanasius, Bishop of Alexandria, who’d been quite a loudmouth at the Council of Nicaea, sent out his famous thirty-ninth pastoral letter, naming the 27 books acceptable to be read in church, the first time anyone listed the 27 books of your current New Testament, alone and with no others. Dumped the Gnostics in the trash bin, basically. So — assuming this isn’t a fake — it’s like a Christmas gift inscription. He doesn’t list the date, but he doesn’t need to. The reference dates the writing, if we accept it on face value. Now, if we run a Carbon-14 and it’s anywhere near …”


  “Richard: There’s more here?”


  “Yes, yes. ‘… Now none can … doubt?’ Make it ‘doubt the abbot will order the destruction of many texts not accepted into the … canon,’ probably. ‘Therefore of my own … authority’? Only part of the word there, could be … ‘volition, without the complicity of any other, I make and conceal this true copy of our most precious writing, The Testament of James the Just.’”


  “Jesus.”


  “A well chosen epithet.”


  “I don’t think that was an epithet. It might have been an ejaculation.”


  “Matthew, there are ladies present.”


  The old man gingerly flipped the book so he could read from the beginning, which would have been the tail end in any language but Hebrew.


  “You’re lucky our Arab friends didn’t destroy this one on sight, you know. They get very nervous about anything that seems to prove there were Jews in that part of the world before their precious prophet showed up. Like your Baptist fundamentalist trying to explain how a fossilized trilobite can’t be more than six thousand years old.”


  “These are not Muslim zealots. You can’t read it?”


  “I can read parts of this; we’ll get more out of it when we’ve photographed with some lovely filters where these sections are faded. Ultraviolet, X-ray, numerous tricks of the trade. But simultaneous translation is a separate skill, you know. Hmm.”


  “Hmm?”


  “This scribe was no amateur. He seems to have devised an ink with staying power but not enough acid to eat right through the papyrus, which can frequently be a problem.”


  “How handy. The language?”


  “Hebrew.”


  “Not conversational Aramaic?”


  “We’re going to play Twenty Questions?”


  “OK, Hebrew.”


  “We know Jesus could read the scriptures, so there’s no reason his brother couldn’t have written in formal Hebrew. Though this does have a colloquial feel… . James would have been from Galilee, and this is written almost like a transcription of the spoken Galilean language.”


  “Which would be nothing like Aramaic,” Matthew smiled.


  “Shut up.”


  “And it says?”


  “Be patient. I’m not a rabbi, you know.”


  “I thought you were.”


  “You think any Jew who’s not running a delicatessen is a rabbi.”


  “So … that’s not true?”


  “Stop it, I’m concentrating.”


  Richard rolled his shoulders, took a deep breath.


  “‘This is the Testament of Ya’akov, called the Just, brother of Yeshua Ben-Yosef,’ hm.”


  “Hm?”


  “‘Ben-Yosef’ is Hebrew, if this were Aramaic we’d look for ‘Bar-Yosef.’ In fact, this could be read either way. Curious. Anyway, since you insist on something ‘quick and dirty,’ let’s read it as ‘brother of Yeshua Ben-Yosef, descended of the lines of David the King and the high priest Aaron, known to the Romans as …’ and here it’s Romanized with vowel marks, though of course they had no letter ‘J,’ so it really does look like … ‘known to the Romans as Iesus, who opened the way that was…’ no, that would be a perfect tense, ‘… who opened the way that had been kept secret, who made us one in the sacrament, who was crucified by Pilate the prefect in the twenty-second year of the reign of the Emperor Tiberius, and who…”


  “And who?”


  “… and who survived.’”


  “Wow,” said Chantal, after a moment.


  “You say there’s disputed ownership?” asked the professor, thoughtfully.


  “Several misguided fellows seem to be prowling around with guns.”


  “The Society of Jesus?”


  “The air hangs heavy with the sulfurous scent of Dominicans.”


  “Ah, the Holy Office, I’m not surprised. I don’t think the Pope is going to be reading from this to the crowd on Easter Sunday. We have a safe in the rare book room. Humidity controlled, all that.”


  “Where you’d have to sign it in. Which means if the gentleman who called on us claiming to be with the Egyptian Ministry of Culture, Antiquities, and Burning Down Christian Churches showed up with the proper Foggy Bottom paperwork …”


  “Yes, there is that. Of course the Egyptians would claim it as some kind of cultural treasure, as though they’d do anything but hide it in the basement. Though I believe I could sneak it in under a false identity for a week or two, label it as some impenetrable Mormon genealogy. Besides, how long can you keep it under your pillow?” The old man turned to Chantal now. “I assume you’re aware that our valuable young colleague here insists on risking his health, placing himself in some form of dangerous drug-induced stupor as part of his pursuit of his most valuable finds.”


  “How do you think we found this one?” she smiled.


  “Richard,” Matthew sighed. It was the old discussion between them. “How many times have you asked an authenticator to explain how they knew a piece everyone else was dismissing as a fake was the real thing? And how many times have they said ‘I don’t know, I just felt that book was talking to me’”?


  “Matthew, it’s a figure of speech.” The old man rolled his eyes. “We do not live in a Walt Disney cartoon, where books stand up and start to sing to us in the voice of Jimmy the Cricket.”


  “Jiminy Cricket.”


  “Whatever. At least not unless we take debilitating doses of loco weed, or whatever it is you eat when you descend into these pharmaceutical wet dreams.”


  “They won’t admit it even to themselves, but in the end it’s a matter of sitting in a quiet place with that object, allowing their subconscious — their right brain — to run a kind of catalogue of the legitimate against the fake, to feel for the vibes.”


  “Oh, the vibes!” Richard moved his arms in undulating waves, like two sea serpents about to mate.


  “Then they go looking for some reproducible evidence, couch it all in proper technical jargon so they won’t have to admit what really tipped them off was an intuition, they don’t want to end up sounding like your hillbilly grandma talking about haunts and spirits. I’m saying there’s nothing unscientific about throwing your mind out of focus and waiting for an epiphany. How else do you explain someone driving to his mountain cabin at night with his girlfriend asleep in the seat beside him, his mind wandering, and suddenly he says ‘Wait a minute: What if we didn’t have to sequence the whole DNA strand, what if we just copied a part of it …?’”


  “We’ve had this conversation many times, Matthew. We each have to follow our own path. Just remember that if you eventually turn the left hemisphere of your brain to jelly, I’ll be happy to come by on Sunday to read you the funny papers and feed you peach puree and wipe where it dribbles down your chin.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Our affection for you is unbounded. Perhaps Chantal can focus your mind in a more worldly direction.”


  “You sure about that date?” Matthew asked.


  “For the thirty-ninth pastoral of Athanasius? Gee, I guess it could have been 1066, or maybe 1492. As I get older, all these dates get so mixed up in my head. Is this Wednesday? Have the Turks taken Constantinople? Is it time for my medicine?”


  “No, the year in the reign of Tiberius. Most sources put the Crucifixion in the sixteenth year, A.D. 30.”


  “The twenty-second year of the reign. Not likely to be a typo, doesn’t look anything like ‘sixteenth.’ How soon can we start getting some good quality copies of these pages?”


  “How long will it take?


  “There are more than thirty sheets here, about seventy pages. If the Huns were breaking down the door I could take a set of pictures in less than half an hour. But to do it right, adjusting contrast and filters and checking our work as we go along, I’d like a full day.”


  “Starting when?”


  “Only you know if the wolf’s at the door, Matthew. I was looking forward to a nice lunch, but I’ve gone without, before. We could start now, if you like.”


  “I told Lance he could have a look. And I’d like to set up some security. Go have your lunch. Are you leaving town? Can we reach you later?”


  “I’ll await your call.”


  After seeing them out, Richard padded carefully back to his desk, not wanting to stir the air. On his desk was a small pattern of yellowed papyrus fragments, flaked from the old book as he’d read. Laying hands on a stiff clear plastic envelope — not one of those limp and dreadful baggies — he used a plastic straightedge to sweep up all the fragments and seal them. He then applied a paper label, on which he wrote “Hunter Unident’d Coptic MS,” the date, his name and affiliation, and the words “Carbon-14 ASAP.”


  CHAPTER TEN
 MIDDAY FRIDAY


  Arriving back at the store, Matthew and Chantal found Skeezix standing at the front counter as Marian unpacked a box of books he’d hauled up the street for old Clarence.


  “Any good?”


  “So far all the Elmer Keiths are signed; Drums Along the Mohawk is a signed first. And wait till you see who They Fought with What They Had is signed to.”


  “Douglas MacArthur?”


  “You peeked.”


  Matthew never looked shocked when such finds showed up. Partly it was years of practice keeping a poker face at auctions and estate sales, when a single “Holy Shit!” could jack to the stratosphere the price of what had previously been a five-dollar book; partly he had simply developed a philosophy that such treasures eventually found their way out of the weak hands of the careless and the ignorant and into the strong hands of those who could appreciate what they were, like the day the homeless guy had found himself in the gravy, hauling in the box he’d found set out for the garbage man with the books signed by Tasha Tudor and the books signed to — not by, but to — Julia Marlowe, and the presentation copy of that science book by some woman no one had ever heard of, Mary Baker Glover.


  They’d pay old Clarence at least 50 apiece for most of these, assuming they’d bring better than 200 apiece online. Skeezix would get a finder’s fee, even though he hadn’t had to risk his bankroll. But a MacArthur copy? That would take a little homework, maybe a few calls to dealers who specialized in militaria — at which point old Clarence’s remaining years might get just a little easier.


  They saw Marian already had Les busy shelving — an exercise never improved upon as a way to learn the stock and where things could be found.


  “The White Company,” Les said, holding up a book, “Fiction under ‘D’?”


  “No, the Sherlock shelf under mysteries,” Marian replied.

  
  “I don’t think The White Company is a mystery.”


  “People looking for Conan Doyle start at the Sherlock shelf,” Marian explained. “Books go where the most likely buyers will look. Just like non-fiction by Asimov goes in science fiction.”


  “Right.”


  “Did you ever find Quinn?” Matthew asked as they passed. “Did he manage to keep his mouth shut?”


  “I thought he’d choke on his onion soup when Jackson named his price. Told me later it was four times what he was going to ask.”


  “Good. He’ll sell?”


  “Damned right.”


  “How was the onion soup?”


  “Always good at the Red Stripe.”


  “Good choice.”


  “The Reverend White was around,” Marian informed Matthew just before he and Chantal disappeared into the back room with The Book.


  “And where is he now?”


  “I sent him down the street to Three Rivers for a bite. Told him I’d call him when you were back. Are you back?”


  “To Lance, yes. He carries a cell?”


  “Matthew, everyone but you carries a cell. Everyone but you and Richard.”


  “Tell Lance I may have something interesting to show him.”


  “Will do. Les?”


  “Marian?”


  “I think that’s Chauncey coming up the walk.”


  “Oh God. I’ll go hide under the bed.”


  “He’ll just keep coming around, dear. Give him 10 minutes, then I’ll put through an urgent call from Chaz Bono.”


  “You can do that and keep a straight face?”


  “OK, no. From Orson Scott Card, then.”


  “OK.”


  Young Chauncey, who was accompanied by what appeared to be an alarmingly skinny 15-year-old Japanese peg boy of indeterminate gender, had hair down to his shoulders — he must have slept in rollers the size of tin cans to get that curl. Chauncey was dressed today in a dark green velvet frock coat with wide lapels and shiny black silk facings, green velvet pants with black silk stripes down the sides that ended just below the knee, and white silk stockings, although they could have been acetate or heavy nylon. On his head was a matching dark green hat which was at first hard to describe; Les finally figured out it was a miniature green velvet cowboy hat, probably held in place with an actual hat pin.


  “Leslie, I had hoped I’d finally find you in. This is Suji.”


  “Hello, Suji.”


  Suji giggled in Japanese. Possibly female, after all.


  “Nice outfit, Chauncey. The Oscar Wilde look?”


  “An exact replica, actually.”


  “Very fetching.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Your message said you’ve decided to major in literature?” Les asked.


  “It’s much more concentrated than that, actually. I’m studying criticism.”


  “You’re studying to be a critic.”


  “Exactly.”


  “I didn’t know they’d gotten that specialized.”


  “I’m working on a paper right now on the Blue Moon novels, as a matter of fact.”


  “I’m very gratified.”


  “I suppose you’re wondering about my thesis in this paper.”


  “Not really.”


  “If you don’t mind my saying so, the problem with your books is that the hero is too perfect. He’s tall and handsome, always perfectly dressed, skilled at sleight-of-hand, irresistible to the ladies, always knows the clever thing to say. All amateur authors do this. We call these characters Mary Sue’s or Marty Stu’s. If you’re not familiar with the term, these are fictional characters portrayed in an idealized way and lacking any noteworthy flaws — really just characters made in the image of how the author sees himself in his fantasies. It’s a dead giveaway, very amateurish.”


  “He is dead, of course.”


  “Pardon me?”


  “The protagonist of the books, the Count. Dead.”


  “What difference does that make?” Chauncey asked.


  “I’ve thought a lot about this objection, Chauncey, and I believe you’re right. In my next novel, the hero will be a one-eyed illiterate child molester who wears a colostomy bag and drools uncontrollably.”


  “Really?”


  “Slobbers like a St. Bernard. It’s already underway.”


  “Well. That’s fine. If you’re serious. The goal being just a little more realism, you see.”


  “Of course. In the real world no one is really tall and handsome and witty as well. No one with athletic ability is ever bright enough to figure out the sales tax in his head. Pretty models and flight attendants are all airheads, none of them can ever go on to become successful in business or politics, this is well known. So why make the poor inadequate readers feel bad by making them believe there are people who study hard and work hard, who don’t waste all their time watching TV or drinking pitchers down at the tavern, who can end up physically fit and able to quote Shakespeare? In the real world, no one who’s previously been a guitar-player ever decides to go back to school and get their medical degree and become a great diagnostician, no college quarterbacks ever go on to get MBAs. Why give people false hope that they can ever change their lives through their own efforts? I may give him a limp and an epic case of body odor, too. Vampires avoiding running water, all that. You can go online and order a copy in advance, if you like.”


  “I’ll certainly give that some thought, Leslie. Finances, you know. Though the monthly check is due, actually.”


  “Meantime, I’m expecting a call, I’m afraid. Was there anything else you’d like to share, Chauncey?”


  “Parts of your books are funny.”


  “And that’s bad?”


  “Well, it’s just that parts of the books are amusing. I mean either a book should be all funny, or it should be serious. Otherwise the reader keeps getting confused, caught off guard. He doesn’t know when he should take the content seriously, and when it’s OK to laugh. This swinging back and forth is unsettling, it’s very . . .”


  “Amateurish?”


  “That’s it.”


  “I’ll try to keep that in mind. Either all serious or all funny. This has been very useful, Chauncey.”


  “Don’t mention it, Leslie.”


  “And I hope you’ll drop off some of your own published work. Maybe I can find some more pointers there.”


  “Well, of course . . . What with my other time commitments, and I’m sure you know the New York agents and editors can form quite an impenetrable phalanx when you’re trying to present them with something really new, something that doesn’t quite fit their previously established tropes and paradigms.”


  “I know exactly what you mean.”


  “Les?” There was Marian, finally. “That call from Orson?”


  “You’ll have to excuse me, now. Chauncey. And Suji. Feel free to browse.”


  Marian sent an eager Lance White back to the kitchen, where Matthew and Chantal had swabbed and dried the table before throwing down a heavy linen cloth.


  “You’ve found it?” Lance was wearing another pair of spotless bleached-white cotton slacks, of which he seemed to have an inexhaustible supply.


  “Professor St. Vincent believes it’s authentic. If somewhat fragile. He wanted to lock it up immediately.” Matthew gingerly removed the volume from its box, then from its makeshift wrappings.


  “Is it possible?”


  “Probably best to give it just a quick look for now. Then it’s into the safe while we try to track down Rashid. Technically, it’s not clear I have any right to sell it. The professor offered us a humidity-controlled vault, but we’ve got some guy from the Egyptian Cultural Ministry prowling around now, as well as our friends the Inquisitors.”


  “Is there still an Inquisition?” Chantal asked.


  “Oh, sure,” the Rev. White answered as he took his first, cautious look at the old book, testing the pages to make sure they could be turned without crumbling. He was wearing sandals today, and a different Hawaiian shirt — equally bright, but featuring images of palm trees and old wooden-sided station wagons. “The first way you’d know that is all the historical rehabilitation going on. The Inquisition was never intended to crush diversity of thought or oppress anyone, no no, it was intended to save lives by guaranteeing fair trials, preventing the illiterate mobs from just lynching suspected witches and heretics willy-nilly.”


  “They’re really saying that?”


  “They’re flooding the online encyclopedias.”


  “I thought they tortured confessions out of people and then burned them at the stake.”


  “Of course they did, burned a hundred thousand in Germany, alone, and the Protestants were no better. Sex that wasn’t painful, feasting, dancing, any kind of joyful activity, was the cardinal sin. The inquisitors preached that destroying the human body with fire was actually merciful if it saved the soul from the torment of eternal hellfire. Tortured them on the rack and the iron maiden, red hot irons, sliced off their breasts, whatever it took, till they each named twelve associates, in between their blood-curdling screams.


  “Thirteen witches in a coven, you see. The first victim’s reward was death; then they arrested those twelve victims and divided their property between the church and the local baron, over nonsense most people today won’t believe even if you explain it. Did you ever dance counterclockwise? Do you own a black rooster? Did you put the evil eye on your neighbor’s cow? Let’s strip you bare and shave off your pubic hair and see if we can find a spot or a freckle; those are caused by having sex with Satan, you know. These guys weren’t too repressed, do you think? Burned them with green wood or charcoal so it took hours for their veins to pop and their heads to explode. ‘Fair trial,’ my ass. Herbal healing and using belladonna and wolfsbane in a topical ointment to create the sensation of flying aren’t crimes. How on earth do you stage a ‘fair trial’ on charges of practicing a different religion?


  “And if they’re so proud of their heritage why do they keep changing their name? They were the Holy Office of the Inquisition in 1244, when the Pope’s troops took the castle at Montsegur and burned more than two hundred screaming Cathars, including women and old people on their sickbeds, right at the foot of the Hill. By 1908 they’d morphed into the Sacred Congregation of the Holy Office; in 1965 they became the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. One of my fellow Californians was appointed to head the outfit in 2005, when the previous chief witch-hunter, William Ratzinger, vacated the position to become Pope.”


  “The head of the Inquisition became Pope?”


  “Yes.”


  “I don’t remember that being in the papers.”


  “And of course he subsequently retired without doing anything about all those thousands of queer priests pumping their altar boys, after promising up and down he’d take care of it. He was also a Nazi, just for good measure.”


  “You mean, he was a strict disciplinarian?”


  “I mean he was a Nazi. World War Two. Hitler Youth, then the Wehrmacht. Watched them rounding up the Jews, never said a word. The guy came out against rock music festivals as a heathen cult, for heaven’s sake. Why do you think they called him God’s Rottweiler?”


  Chantal sighed. “No one’s perfect, I guess.”


  “These leaves are older than the tenth century.”


  “I thought you’d spot that,” Matthew agreed. “The good professor says late fourth century, re-bound in the tenth, after the conquest. You looking for anything particular?” Lance was examining pages near the end of the volume, which would have been the beginning except that it was in Hebrew.


  “The speculation is that he explains how his brother arranged to survive the crucifixion, arranged to meet with the disciples to serve as his witnesses once he started to recover from his wounds.”


  “They wouldn’t have been in on it?” Chantal asked.


  “One thing that strikes you more and more strongly, as you read the texts,” Lance was on a bit of a roll, this being his favorite topic, “is that the twelve disciples were not Jesus’ closest confidants. They don’t seem to have been overly bright, for one thing. In keeping with the master’s wishes, none of them tried to write anything down, assuming they even knew how — the folks who wrote the gospels borrowed their names forty to sixty years later. Of course, it’s easy to sit in the comfort of our living rooms today and criticize working-class people who left their chosen trades to follow the teacher, knowing full well they could be arrested and charged with heresy or treason at any time. It’s not like there was some ACLU to come bail them out.


  “But the disciples had scattered by the time of the crucifixion. None had been in on Jesus’ real plans, except possibly the smartest, Judas of the Dagger, who he trusted enough to get the timing right on turning him in to the authorities. But at the crucifixion you’ve got the women, some traditions say his mother Mary, but almost certainly Mary of Magdala, of whom some of the disciples seem later to have been jealous, asking why Jesus taught her things of which they were kept in ignorance. And the women were in on it; they had to know what was in the bucket of vinegar so they’d know when to use it; they had to know how important it was to get him into the tomb where no orthodox Jew would follow after sunset and then get the ointments there in a hurry to treat his wounds.”


  “I remember the sponge dipped in vinegar,” Chantal frowned, although she said it like a question.


  “In The Passover Plot Schonfield goes ‘Wait a minute. Just before Jesus loses consciousness they pass him a sponge full of vinegar. The prophecy said it would be “vinegar and gall,” that’s obviously where they got the idea. But vinegar would disguise the smell of all kinds of alkaloids, including opium. One of the gospels says they passed it to him on a hyssop stalk, which would be a weird choice, given that hyssop isn’t all that woody. But hyssop was strewn in the temples as an insecticide, it can have a sedative effect.’”


  “Hyoscalomine,” said Matthew, “also found in henbane.”


  “Now I need to read more pharmacology,” Chantal sighed. “And do not call me ‘grasshopper.’”


  “No, ma’am.”


  “But primarily you’ve got this far more elevated group of friends and supporters, who we don’t hear much about up till then,” Lance went on, his attention still focused on the book, “Joseph of Arimathea and others, including Nicodemus, actual members of the Sanhedrin, the high ruling council, who could have kept Jesus up-to-date on political events on a daily basis. How do these wealthy and powerful supporters keep completely out of sight for so long, and then suddenly pop up just when they’re needed to handle things after the crucifixion? The disciples start to look more and more like reporters on the press bus; they’re there to witness and report the miracles, they had to have a certain level of credulity, it wouldn’t do to show them how all the tricks were done, the weight-guesser at the fair pretending to write down his guess before you get on the scale but actually marking his paper while everyone else is watching the dial swing back and forth after you’re already on.”


  “Isn’t it possible the disciples just made up the stuff about seeing Jesus alive after the crucifixion, or that someone added that, later?” Chantal would not be put off.


  “Of course.” Lance talked as he turned the old book back and forth under the light. “We’re talking about oral traditions that were finally written down a couple of generations later, after a terrible war of conquest. All kinds of things could have been added or deleted or exaggerated. But that takes us right back to the first question: Allowing for a few transcription errors, do you believe the story told in the four canon gospels of the New Testament is literal truth, or not?


  “If not, no problem. In that case, what we have is a series of entertaining fairy tales and parables, some of them teaching good moral lessons, clustered around the name of this otherwise obscure first century rabbi and minor prophet named Yeshua bar-Yoseph, and how much of the tales you choose to believe makes about as much difference as whether you believe there really was a Robin Hood and whether he poached the king’s deer and whether Maid Marian really looked like Olivia de Haviland on a good day.” Lance was squatting by the table, now, lowering his vantage point to look at the book from the side, trying to get a sense for whether the papyrus of the pages was original, or had been treated in some way. Matthew handed him a magnifying glass.


  “But if you do choose to assert the four gospels are literal truth, then in the first place you’ve got a few problems with what sure appear to be later wholesale borrowings from the Mithra and Osiris cults, especially the virgin birth business, since the very reason Jesus was considered a good candidate for the role of messiah by the first century Jews is that he was descended from the line of the high priest Aaron on his mother’s side and the line of David the king on his father’s side — you need both, it doesn’t work if Joseph isn’t the father. But more important, you can’t then start picking and choosing which parts you are or aren’t going to insist are true.


  “If Jesus shows up and eats dinner with the disciples a week after the crucifixion, then he survived the crucifixion. If you think someone is dead and he shows up later for dinner, lets you touch his wounds and smell his breath, then as your friend Richard says, by definition you were wrong. You can’t just throw out the physical rules of the real world on a whim, like some fantasy novel: ‘And then, just in the nick of time, it came to Princess Buttercup that she had developed the power to hurl thunderbolts.’


  “If you believe he didn’t really die because he’s an immortal god, that’s fine — no argument in logic can continue beyond that point. But then you can’t claim he suffered on the cross for our sins, because how could an all-powerful God suffer? An all-powerful God could pretend to suffer, but only mortals can really suffer. This is why the Christians spent centuries burning people at the stake for asking too many questions — not Jews or Muslims, mind you, but pesky fellow Christians who kept saying ‘You can’t have it both ways. Was he a mortal or a God? And if was both a God and the Son of God, then you’ve got more than one God, don’t you? In which case why can’t we also have a little altar in the corner for Baal or Dionysus or the Goat God, just to play it safe?’”


  “Even if he planned to survive, though, couldn’t he have died when the centurion stabbed him with the lance?” Chantal asked. “Isn’t that what you said the guy concluded in The Passover Plot . . . Schonfield?” She wrinkled her nose at Matthew.


  “Very good. More and more they talk about his being stabbed through the heart, though that wouldn’t match the evidence of the shroud. There’s even one old tradition that the centurion in charge was a fellow named Longinus, possibly a secret follower, since he later became a Christian bishop in Cappodocia. Would he have stabbed for the heart?


  “But we don’t really have to speculate. The gospels were written in Greek, and the original Greek for the lance thrust was nyssein, a light scratch or puncture of the skin, not a deep thrust. There’s certainly no evidence Pilate ordered the centurion to ‘kill’ the prisoner, as a deep thrust to the heart would have done. And to reach the rank of centurion, a Roman soldier would have had enough practical experience to wield the lance with considerable dexterity — a good trooper could use his lance-head to peel an apple.


  “The more important question is why did Joseph have a tomb there? He lived in Arimathea near the Samarian border, and went back there after the crucifixion. He bought the garden adjoining Golgoltha, and apparently built this tomb for one purpose only.”


  “You really believe Jesus was drugged to pass out on the cross?”


  “Death on the cross usually took days. After only four or five hours he’s passed the sponge full of vinegar and hyssop — hyoscalomine, as Matthew says. And who knows what else? He immediately cries out that it is done and loses consciousness. In the Greek, Pilate grants Joseph of Arimathea permission to collect the ptoma, the corpse. But what Joseph actually asks for is the soma, the living body. Whoever was wrapped in the Shroud of Turin — someone who’d been flagellated with a Roman whip with little dumbbell-shaped lead weights that would have been unknown to any medieval forger — bled into the shroud. The dead don’t bleed. If he was dead, why did they rush to the tomb with the balms and unguents used to treat wounds — especially myrrh? Myrrh was not used in cleansing the dead, which no orthodox Jew would have done after sunset on Passover, anyway. A week later our Lord visits the disciples in Galilee; he shows them his healing wounds; he joins them for dinner.”


  “He got himself crucified on purpose?”


  “It’s clear even from the four accepted gospels that he put up no real defense or resistance. He knew it was dangerous to go to Jerusalem for the high holidays. If he was concerned about his life he could have stayed away. Why did he go?


  “We know he was frustrated that his message had been accepted by so few. He obviously felt time was limited — maybe his patrons were reluctant to keep funding a stalled mission. Anyway, he clearly felt he needed to do something dramatic. There’s no report that he acted surprised at any point in the proceedings, that he ever said, ‘Wait a minute, this is going badly, I want a lawyer.’ He probably could have denied everything and said ‘Hail Caesar’ and gone home. Pilate was very reluctant to convict; he thought the Jews might be luring him into some kind of trap.”


  “Horrible. Why put yourself through that?”


  “It’s always come down to that, hasn’t it?” Lance smiled. “Savior, prophet, madman . . . conjurer? The most logical conclusion, in the end, is that he truly believed he was the messiah, and the messiah had to shed his blood to atone for the sins of a people who would not repent, in order to make things right before the End Times, which he believed were right around the corner. He did it for our sins.”


  “Cheated death for our sins?”


  “Otherwise he committed suicide for your sins, even if it was suicide by cop. So why has the church always called suicide a sin, if Jesus arranged his own death by going to Jerusalem on Passover where he knew he’d be arrested, and then refused to deny he was the rightful King of the Jews, knowing that would cause his execution? Unless Jesus wasn’t a suicide, of course. Unless he planned to survive, all along. Wait a minute. What the hell is this?”


  Matthew stepped around to read over Lance’s shoulder. “You Hebrew is better than mine. Something about a pasture?”


  Lance translated the passage as he read: “‘Then there came a morning when Jesus and his followers were in the fields where the sheep had pastured, gathering the . . .’ that sure looks like, ‘the manna while the dew was still on the grass, and preparing for the ritual, when a great multitude arrived, pleading for Jesus to share the Word with them, and initiate them into the . . .’ and that looks like ‘the mystery of the fathers.’


  “This is incredible. Here it is. ‘But the disciples said to him, Master, there is not enough for all these people, we’re afraid of what they will do when they find out.


  “‘And he said to them, “After all this time, why do you still have no faith? Put the sacrament into a sack, all of it, hold none back. As they hear the teaching, pass the sack among them, telling each to take only as much as he needs.” And when they did so, there was enough in the sack for all, with more to spare. And they all heard the voice of . . .’ can’t read that, ‘YHWY,’ maybe, ‘and all knew the mystery. They went forth, and from that day their lives were changed.’”


  “It’s the miracle of the loaves,” said Chantal.


  “Before the censors got to it.”


  “No bread?”


  “This is astonishing.” Lance White was pacing back and forth. He didn’t seem to know what to do with his hands. He finally hugged Matthew, apparently concerned that hugging Chantal might be taken wrong. Then he went ahead and hugged Chantal, anyway. “We’d always suspected, but there was no textual support. And here it is. We need to get these pages photographed immediately. The rewrite we’ve been stuck with for two millennia is so obvious that the story made no sense at all, till this. How does the story begin? The version we’ve had for nineteen hundred years?”


  “The disciples tell Jesus too many people have shown up,” Chantal recalled, “and there’s not enough food to go around. He tells them to put their couple of loaves of barley bread in a sack and pass it around. And by a miracle there’s enough that all are satisfied. In fact, one of the gospels even says when they gathered up the crusts and scraps, there was more bread than they’d started with.”


  “OK,” Lance responded, pacing again. “Why were the disciples feeding the crowd?”


  “What?”


  “When you go to a tent meeting, a rally, an outdoor concert, do you expect the speaker or the band to give you a free meal?”


  “No . . .”


  “You bring your own food, or money to buy food.”


  “So . . . the story makes no sense?”


  “Unless what he was handing out wasn’t bread at all — at least not in the same sense we’ve been reading it.”


  “So what was he handing out?”


  “Why were they in some sheep pasture in the hills, planning to hand out something to a small gathering of chosen initiates? Remember, what had the priests up in arms against Jesus was his accusation that they’d hidden from the people the secret knowledge entrusted to them by Moses, the knowledge of how to commune with God, to hear his voice directly, and then, worst of all, that the priests had abandoned it and not even used it themselves. Jesus was handing it out, cautiously at first, to small groups of invited followers. One lesson for the masses, another for the initiates. And as soon as Jesus was gone, Paul and these anti-Semitic Christians started covering it up again, people who had never actually seen or known or worshipped with Jesus in the first place, rewriting the stories as though they were about loaves of barley bread.”


  “Handing out . . . the manna?” Chantal’s face lit up.


  “Yes!” Lance hugged them both again. “Up till now, the verse at John six, thirty-two has made no literal sense, when Jesus feeds the multitude and says ‘Verily, I say unto you, Moses gave you not the bread from heaven, but my father giveth you the true bread from heaven.’ What ‘true bread from heaven?’ He had to be talking about the food God sent to the Israelites when they were lost in the desert, a food of the soul as well as the body, a plant that sprang up with the morning dew but had to be eaten by noontime lest it become foul and wormy, this is all in Exodus 16, a plant that had such a peculiar nature and effect that Moses had to specify a safe dose for each adult, a plant the shape and color of a coriander seed. . . .”


  “It’s all there in Exodus,” Matthew nodded, “just like Lance says, the ‘Bread of the Lord’ that you eat when you climb up into the mountains and you hear the voice of God in a bush that burns but does not consume itself, the manna that Moses instructed the priests to dry and store in the Ark of the Covenant so the people would always know what it looked like. That implied they’d be able to find it again in their new land. So why don’t the Jews eat manna today, at least on high holidays, when they’re forbidden to work? How many can even point it out to you? How many know what it looks like?”


  “It was an hallucinogenic plant, an entheogen?”


  “Moses instructed that each day one omer of manna, about two liters, was to be gathered for each family member,” Lance explained. “The portion control is highly suggestive. Portion control becomes important only with plants that have strong medicinal or psychoactive effects. The only difference between a medicine and a drug and a poison is usually dosage. Although we’re lucky that for most of the entheogens there really isn’t a fatal dose.”


  “The Jew and his bastard offspring, the Christian, are both people of the book,” Matthew said, with the resonance of a bookman on the final word. “Nothing is hidden. It’s all written down.”


  “In Exodus 16?”


  “The Bible says the manna showed up in the morning, spread across the ground like hoarfrost,” Matthew explained. “The word ‘manna’ even shows up three times in the Koran, clearly referring to mushrooms; Mohammed says truffles were part of the manna that Allah sent to the people of Israel through Moses, and the juice is a good medicine for the eye. Terence McKenna pointed out Psilocybe cubensis is a notorious breeding ground for insects, it decomposes rapidly. And of course it’s an appetite suppressant, as well.”


  “But no one eats psilocybin mushrooms as a staple of their diet,” Chantal frowned. “You’d be stoned all the time, and I doubt they’re long on carbs, or whatever. The people are starving, and Moses tells them to get up at dawn and hunt for magic mushrooms?”


  “After you’ve fasted is a good time,” answered Lance. “But actually, he’d fed them quail the night before, it says their nets were filled with migrating quail. But look, either the prophets are charlatans, or they hear the voice of God. Either their visions, their guidance, is useful, or they’re crazy clowns. People whose visions burn bright enough that people are still trying to sort out their message and their wisdom hundreds or thousands of years later were probably onto something. When the Israelites left the wilderness, did they still have their herds?”


  “Hm?”


  “Their animals?”


  “I think so.” Chantal wrinkled her brow. “Yes, the Bible says they still drove their herds ahead of them.”


  “So when we say they were starving, what do we mean? Starving for what?” Matthew smiled. “The joyous knowledge of a birthright that had held them together for centuries?”


  “I’m serious now,” said Lance White. “If there are people trying to steal this volume, or to reclaim it and ship it back to Egypt where it can be hidden in some dungeon while it finishes rotting away, we need to get some high-quality color photos or scans made right away, page by page. Do we know someone who can do that? I’ll gladly foot the bill. Surely you don’t need Rashid’s permission to do that. He brought it to you to sell; preparing pictures is just a standard step toward cataloging the book for sale, no matter who turns out to be the final buyer. Right?”


  “Professor St. Vincent has the equipment,” Matthew agreed, “but turning the book over to him puts him in some personal jeopardy, as well.”


  “So we provide him with a bodyguard. This is a phenomenal find, Matthew. With a call to my foundation I can get us the resources by tomorrow.”


  “Chantal, I don’t think it’s safe to keep carrying this artifact up and down the hill. Would you be willing to call Richard? If he’s not in his office Marian should have his home number. Tell him Lance will pay the cost if he’s willing to take some pictures.”


  “Sure.” Chantal had trouble getting a good signal on her cell there in the kitchen, so she walked out towards the front of the store, dialing again.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN
 FRIDAY AFTERNOON


  Marian sent Skeezix off with a payment for old Clarence, reminding him to be back in time for the afternoon post office run, mailing out a few books that had been ordered online.


  Matthew came out from the back, noticed Chantal was nowhere to be seen, caught Marian’s eye.


  “Hi, Marian. Where’s Chantal?”


  “Out.”


  “Out?”


  “I thought you knew. She had trouble raising Professor St. Vincent on the phone, so she said she was going up the hill to look for him.”


  “Alone?”


  “Is there a problem?”


  “I’ve got a bad feeling all of a sudden, that’s all.”


  Matthew, who hated to carry a cell, used the store phone to dial Chantal.


  “Hello?” She sounded chipper enough, even though the weather had continued to go curiously quiet and brooding. The birds had started darting close to the ground, and up at tree-top level the maple leaves now shivered and started to show their silver bottoms.


  “Hi, babe, thank God. Where are you?”


  “Walking up to find Richard; I couldn’t get through on the phone.”


  “Yes, but where are you?”


  “Just turned onto Waterman. It’s only another couple blocks. What’s wrong, Matthew?”


  “You need to be in condition yellow, as I think your people say. Are you looking all around you? Can you get away from the street, cut through some yards?”


  “Oh, shit,” Chantal said, very clearly. Matthew could hear the squealing of brakes, and then a car door slamming. A male voice shouted something, could have been “Cagna,” then something about “the car.”


  “It’s our two Italian burglars,” said Chantal, surprisingly calm. At least, it would have been surprising if it were anyone but Chantal. “Metallic blue four-door Sentra, looks like a rental, can’t read the plates.”


  “Do you have your gun?” he asked.


  Again, another male shout of “Cagna!” and then the signal went dead.


  “Shit.”


  “What’s wrong?” asked Marian.


  “They’ve grabbed Chantal.”


  “Who?”


  Matthew closed his eyes and took a deep breath.


  “What can I do?” Marian asked, re-booting.


  Matthew kept his eyes closed and thought for about three seconds.


  “You and Les need to keep this phone line manned. If she gets a chance she’ll call here, and I’d also bet we’re going to be hearing from our friend Brother Dominic before long. Right now use the other line and try again to raise Richard. Try the home and the cell. He needs to stay in touch, leave us a good contact number so Lance and I can meet with him on short notice. I’m calling Joey.”


  Joey at the bank answered right away, bless him.


  “Joey, it’s Matthew.”


  “What’s up?”


  “They’ve grabbed Chantal.”


  “Who did?”


  “Somebody who called her a cagna.”


  “Figlio d’un putta! You want me to find ’em?”


  “They were in a metallic blue four-door Sentra, probably a rental. Can you call in a favor, check with someone at the hotel, see if a certain party we’ve been talking about is driving a car like that?”


  “No problem. Then you want me to find it?”


  “Call back here with the license number, if I’m not available give it to Marian or Les. I think these bastards’ll stay over in this part of town; I don’t want any big invasion from The Hill to make ’em nervous. You might get a couple guys ready in case we need ’em over here, later. I understand people get paid for their time.”


  “Not by you, they don’t, not for something like this. If anything happens to the lady, they’re gonna deal with me personally, as well as with some people who are not as delicate and refined as me.”


  “I appreciate that, Joey, but let’s wait till we hear from the figli di puttana, eh?”


  “I’m on it.”


  Joey rang off.


  “Marian?”


  “I’ve got Richard.”


  “I’ll take it. Bring Lance up to date and then ask him to wrap up the book very carefully, will you?”


  “Sure.”


  “I’m trusting Lance with the safety of that book till this is all worked out. Where’s Skeezix?”


  “He just went to take Clarence a payment for today’s box.”


  “Find him. Joey will get back to us with the license plate of a blue Nissan Sentra. I’m going to need Skeezix to turn out his friends in the neighborhood and find us that car.”


  “OK.”


  “Then talk to me about how we’re going to handle Rashid’s brother Hakim. Did we get a number for him?”


  “I did.”


  “He can tell us exactly where Rashid’s rental car was found, down in Fox Point. Skeezix can start there, working back in this general direction. But not till after we hear back from Joey.”


  Matthew clicked through to the other line. “Richard?”


  “Matthew. Marian says there’s trouble.”


  Matthew brought Richard up to date, asked if Robinson Hall was open.


  “I’m not sure, I think Miss Finisterre was planning to go home at noon. It is a vacation week. But I have keys and a badge. Do you need me to meet you there?”


  “Probably. Make sure Marian knows how to reach you on short notice.”


  Richard agreed, said he’d wait in his office to find out how he could help.


  The call Matthew was expecting wasn’t long in coming.


  “Mister Hunter.”


  “You again, Brother Dominic?”


  “We are done playing games, Mr. Hunter. We have your doxy, Miss Stevens. She will be released unharmed when you have handed over the book. In exactly one hour. Otherwise . . .”


  “Why should I believe you? And did you actually just call her my ‘doxy’?”


  “No more stalling for time, Mr. Hunter. Call her portable phone if you like, one of my associates will answer. That should convince you. We also have her lovely pink-handled revolver, which we will return along with Miss Stevens and the illiterate Egyptian, Rashid al-Adar, once you have complied. So don’t assume she’s going to ‘shoot her way out,’ please.”


  “You’re not going to get away with this.”


  “We are, actually. Or perhaps I should ask, ‘Get away with what?’ Your Egyptian friends can’t report the book stolen without explaining what it was doing here. But they’ll be generously compensated, anyway, which was their goal in the first place. Meantime, I must unfortunately remind you there has already been an accidental death. Not that anything so dramatic is planned now, I assure you. Miss Stevens will be returned to you, in all safety, once the primary transaction is completed.


  “But if you are not at the appointed place, I must tell you I’m reliably informed that someone, not I, will send you some expendable part of Miss Stevens’ anatomy, a finger perhaps, to demonstrate the seriousness of the situation. After that, in this environment I’m told that industrial accidents with more substantial injuries are possible, making Miss Stevens progressively less desirable as a mate. Obviously, I’m working very hard on your behalf to make sure no such unfortunate things transpire. They’re so unnecessary. But events have now moved to some extent beyond my control. You must understand this matter is far more important to my employer than it is to you, Mr. Hunter. Do not risk angering my employer. He is very determined, and his reach is very long.”


  “If anything happens to Chantal . . .”


  “If anything happens to Miss Stevens, it will be because of your stubborn refusal to negotiate in good faith. We are not thieves, Mr. Hunter. You will still be paid a reasonable sum, a quite handsome sum, which you can divide with this equally uncooperative Egyptian however you see fit, and glad I am to be rid of him. After all, he brought the item to you to be sold, in the first place. You will meet me in one hour in a public but relatively quiet place, inside the entrance of the Rockefeller Library on the university campus. You know where this is?”


  “I’m not going to meet you there.”


  “What?”


  “I have the book here at the store; bring Chantal and Rashid here. You can make your offer and we’ll find out if Rashid accepts.”


  “Just because a few of my young associates show more enthusiasm than intelligence, Mr. Hunter, does not mean you should mistake me for an imbecile. How do I know how many friends you have there with their little pink revolvers like Miss Stevens’? Cameras? Recording devices? Police? You are in no position to negotiate, Mr. Hunter. I ‘hold the cards,’ as they say. At the Rockefeller Library in an hour.”


  “It’s closed.”


  “What?”


  “The university is on spring break — what they used to call Easter vacation. The libraries are on a rotating schedule and the Rockefeller is closed today. Lights out, locked up tight.”


  “You are sure of this?”


  “The young lady’s life is at risk, Brother Dominic. As you say, there’s no time for games. It’s also blowing up a storm outside. Our New England weather is famously changeable, especially here by the Bay. I presume we don’t want to make our exchange out on the sidewalk in the wind and the rain. The book is very old, very subject to damage if exposed to the elements, and I assume you’ll want to examine it, to make sure you’re not trading for a cold meat-lover’s pizza. Pick another place.”


  The big guy partially covered his phone with his hand and asked some questions in Italian. Then he was shouting. “Imbecille, non hai considerato gli orari delle ferie?!” He managed to sound all sweetness and light when he came back on the phone with Matthew, however. “We seem to have reached a slight impasse, Mr. Hunter. Time is still of the essence. Would you care to suggest an alternative location that you could reach in time? Not your store. Somewhere we can get in out of the rain to conclude our small business? Also not a police station, please.”


  “The other library, former library, actually, that Miss Stevens and I visited earlier today. I assume you’ve had us under surveillance. Robinson Hall is at the corner of Prospect and Waterman, one long block north of the Rockefeller. The rare books are housed there, now, as well as the Economics Department, though it should be deserted this afternoon, or nearly so. Red brick with gray stone facings, it looks like a church. No cameras, as far as I can recall.”


  “And it will be open?”


  “I know someone with a key. It will be open.”


  “Very well, Robinson Hall, on Waterman, in one hour. I hope I need not tell you to avoid any unnecessary drama, Mr. Hunter, any tricks, bringing along any headstrong local enthusiasts. My own young associates are what you might call joyful with their guns.”


  “Trigger-happy.”


  “That’s it.”


  “If you’re bringing Rashid, and he likes your price, then that should settle the matter, Brother Dominic. I’ll be able to wash my hands of it.”


  “A most sensible attitude. One hour.”


  * * *


  Marian had intercepted Skeezix before he could curl up with a couple of cats where the lilies were poking out of the ground in the side yard. Joey called back with a registration number for the blue Nissan Sentra. Matthew called Rashid’s brother Hakim to find out the exact address where Rashid’s abandoned rental car had been found.


  “You have a lead?” Hakim asked, showing off his American detective show lingo.


  “I’ll fill you in, but first the address,” Matthew insisted. He wrote it down and handed it to Skeezix. “Skeezer, the Dominicans are holding Chantal and Rashid the Egyptian somewhere not far away. Recruit any help you need from among the young rabble, twenty dollars for any solid lead, start at this address and work your way back in this direction. Not necessarily in a straight line, you understand. Marian has the license plate of the blue Sentra they were driving.”


  “What do I do if we find them?”


  “Keep your distance and call in. They have guns.”


  “Right.”


  “Mattieu?” came the voice on the phone.


  “I’m back, Hakim.”


  “I heard. They have your lady friend?”


  “They promise to bring her and your brother in exchange for the book.”


  “So you do have the book?”


  “It turned up.”


  “Ah, that’s good news! But although I want to help, Mattieu, the book is not yours to trade.”


  “The Dominican says he’ll make a cash offer for the book once he’s seen it.”


  “How much?”


  “I don’t know. Did you and Rashid have a price in mind?”


  “Even now, we would trust your appraisal. I know you would not insult us.”


  “My friend Lance White may also want to bid.”


  “So why not make the exchange for whatever price the priest names? Then, once my brother and the lady are safe, I slit this priest’s throat, we have the book and his money, and at that point we can negotiate a new price with your friend?”


  “I admire your directness, Hakim, but the Italians have pistols.”


  “You’re sure? You’ve seen them?”


  “Yes.”


  “And do they have the balls to use them?”


  “They’re idiots, amateurs. But an idiot’s bullet is just as dangerous, and sometimes a coward will pull the trigger when a braver man would not.”


  “That’s true, Mattieu. My brother Rashid was right. Sometimes you show wisdom.”


  “Sometimes.”


  “Sometimes.”


  “I’ll take you and your brother Patrick along, Hakim, so you can see to Rashid, and so we don’t get pushed around. But you have to follow my lead. I do business in this town, I live here. A bunch of slashed throats on the college campus on a Friday afternoon could be very expensive. If the priest’s money is good, maybe everything works out and we save our knives for the Dulaa, OK?”


  “If the priest makes a fair offer, fine.”


  “You need to be here in 15 minutes.”


  “Shit.”


  “Otherwise I’ll leave directions with Marian.”


  “We’re on our way.”


  Lance had the book all neatly bound up.


  “Is that package waterproof? I don’t like the look of the weather.”


  “Marian found me a plastic sheet.”


  “How much did you hear?”


  “The Dominicans want to trade Chantal for the book?”


  “Penitente claims he’ll pay cash for the book, and turn over Rashid, as well.”


  “And once he’s traded the two hostages for the book, who’s to say he pays anything at all? Or hands it back to us if my bid is higher?”


  “Can you outbid him?” Matthew asked.


  “You’re asking if I’m as rich as the Church of Rome? Of course not. But he might try to lowball you. What kind of instrument will the al-Adar brothers accept?”


  “Penitente keeps talking about cash.”


  “Greenbacks?”


  “I haven’t seen the color of his money, but that’s what he says. Got any?”


  “I travel with some earnest money, but something in the six figures? In cash? Of course not.”


  “I’ll speak up for you, Lance, if you tell me you’re good for it. No wishful thinking, though, Rashid’s brother carries a knife.”


  “Will that do the job? Your vouching for me?”


  “I don’t know, but it’s time to go.”


  PART FIVE


  CHAPTER TWELVE
 STILL FRIDAY AFTERNOON


  Richard met them at the door to Robinson Hall. He hadn’t seen any sign of Dominic Penitente and his gang. Lance had driven Matthew and the book there in his car; Hakim and his brother Patrick had pulled up just as they were departing and had followed in the Egyptians’ own rental.


  Outside, the sun now struggled to shine through a copper-colored haze. The horizon was an unnatural dark gray, against which white birch trees and church steeples stood out in sharp relief in the kind of orange light usually seen only at sunset. Then, in the distance, came an ominous rumble of thunder.


  Matthew paused when they reached the great central reading room. Richard had evidently thrown on one auxiliary bank of pin-spots high overhead. Adding their light to that of a pair of green-shaded desk lamps which had been left on for the weekend, they provided some pools of illumination, though the edges of the room and the four hallways leading away at 90 degree angles were still cloaked in gloom, especially as the sky darkened overhead.


  “Richard, I want the book out of sight while I meet with him. Why should he make any deal at all if he can just have one of his goons shoot me in the knee and grab it?”


  “It would be my honor. It’ll be safe with me in the rare book room.”


  “Matthew, no offense meant to the good professor,” said the Rev. White, “but just to get a number into play I’m going to offer a round quarter million for this book, which I dare say Rashid’s family would be glad to get whether he turns up or not. I could probably go higher if we could get some professional appraisals, X-rays and a carbon-14. But either way I’m a little reluctant to see it wander off where any opportunist with a lug wrench could dent the good professor’s skull and make off with it. If no one minds, I’ll tag along and be the professor’s bodyguard.”


  Richard smiled. “I’d be charmed, Reverend. I’m sure we could while away a pleasant afternoon discussing chronological inconsistencies in the Book of Acts, alone.”


  Hakim al-Adar had been eyeing Richard curiously, evidently trying to match him to Matthews’ description. Finally he spoke up. “You cannot be a Jew. You have no horns, and you bear no resemblance to an ape, at all.”


  “It’s my diet,” Richard explained. “I’ve been off my feed for weeks. Give me a few days on some nice kosher chicken soup and I assure you I’ll present a much more simian appearance.”


  Hakim frowned, suspecting he was being toyed with. Richard took advantage of the lull to lead Lance White, bearing the precious Testament of James, down the hallway toward his inner sanctum.


  * * *


  “Come, we are going to meet your boyfriend,” said the character Chantal thought of as Monk Number Two, the taller, thinner one with the darker hair. “Now he will give us the book.”


  “And him?” Chantal indicated the guy who had introduced himself as Hakim’s younger brother, Rashid al-Adar, which was easy to believe, since he could have been Hakim’s slightly smaller twin. Rashid, who had a serious black eye — a real blue and green shiner — and a small Band-Aid where he’d evidently been cut at the corner of his mouth, was sitting on a disreputable bile-green couch next to a pile of wrinkled sheets, handcuffed to an old-fashioned radiator in the cavernous, echoing old cinder-block building.


  She’d been there less than an hour, most of which time the taller, more serious burglar-turned-kidnapper had spent on the phone, presumably with his boss, Dominic Penitente. The youngest thug, the tubby one, at first spent a lot of time smiling at Chantal and trying to make small talk in his broken English. Eventually he seemed to figure out that his current line of work was not a good way to pick up receptive young ladies, however, and he’d finally gone back to what apparently had been his two main forms of entertainment during his visit to America, consuming vast quantities of Coca-Cola and watching Roadrunner cartoons on the TV.


  Chantal had driven past this building before. They must be in the administrative offices of the old high school. Sure. The St. Pius parochial school had shut down a few years back when they opened their swanky new campus out in the suburbs. The goons had only driven a few blocks south after they grabbed her; that had to be it.


  “He comes, too,” answered the taller goon. “Everybody goes now, for the big trade.”


  “Not till I go to the bathroom.”


  “What?”


  “The lavatory; the little girls’ room. We’re not going anywhere till I pee. It’s urgent.”


  “There is no time. We go now.”


  “Do you really expect me to wet my pants?” she shouted. The fucking wimp had a gun and he still backed down from her righteous fury, as though he was being whacked about the head and shoulders. “You’ve had days to plan this, and it didn’t occur to you that a kidnapped woman would occasionally have to use a bathroom, a water closet?! You’re not qualified to kidnap a cat!”


  They finally agreed to let her pee. The tubby one went back to watching cartoons while theoretically guarding Rashid; the one who seemed to be in charge held the door to let her into the ladies’ room down the hallway after checking the window.


  At least the goon allowed her the tiny dignity of closing the bathroom door, though she was sure the perverted little squirrel remained directly on the other side, listening. Unfortunately, the door pulled toward her to open, meaning she couldn’t use the door itself as a weapon, slamming it outward into his temple.


  The window was, indeed, a non-starter, four feet wide and maybe seven inches deep and not really window glass at all, but those big translucent glass paving blocks. Even if she had all the time in the world to try and wedge the glass blocks out of place, strip naked and cover herself with grease, her rib cage still wouldn’t fit through a seven-inch slot. Place was built like a goddamned prison.


  A quick glance behind the doors of the cupboard under the sink produced no joy. At least they’d left behind some soap and toilet paper, but no can of nasty inflammable bug spray, not even a nice bottle of caustic drain cleaner. Beside the toilet was a plunger, true enough. With its red rubber suction cup removed it became a 30-inch wooden rod. Even without a point, that could be a thrusting weapon. Shoved into the solar plexus and then the throat, it had possibilities against someone unarmed and unprepared. But the monk had a gun, and even a moron could pull a trigger.


  The mirror could be shattered, a sharp shard would serve as a knife, but only if you could wrap the handle to keep from slashing your own hand. Besides, the noise would bring the little bastard straight in, at which point she’d be taking a knife to a gun fight.


  She sat down on the toilet to give herself a minute to think. Making the expected noises would presumably keep her jailer from breaking down the door for at least a couple of minutes. Come on, think. She wouldn’t be here if she’d been faster reaching for her Lady Smith. Kind of hard to unzip a purse with one hand when you’re using the other one to hold a damned cell phone, not that she blamed Matthew for trying to warn her of something she should have been watching for, herself. First thing she was going to do when she got out of here was get herself a hands-free earphone so that would never happen again, goddammit.


  Stop it; concentrate. Holding you at gunpoint was kidnapping. They’d be offering to trade her for the book, which was extortion. That Matthew would make the trade she had no doubt. Hell, big-hearted Matthew would trade the book for Skeezix, or probably for one of the cats, if they only knew it. But since these were all felonies on the part of these weird monks, if anything went wrong the next logical step would quite likely be to kill her, nothing personal you understand, just business, since it didn’t affect the jail time that much and murder victims were far less likely to testify. So escape would be wise, and using force was fully justified, both legally and in a practical, prefer-to-stay-alive sense. She’d once been taught that most rooms contained several potential deadly weapons. Think.


  Brother Anselmo heard the girl flush the toilet. He took a step back from the door, expecting her to appear momentarily. She did not. He crept forward again, expecting to hear the tap running as she washed her hands. The Americans were generally quite fastidious about such things, especially the women. He placed the side of his head to the hollow wooden door. Silence.


  He waited a few seconds longer. He understood women could take longer to arrange their garments, then their hair, but he had no idea what was reasonable. Perhaps the young American girl was going to remove her clothing and offer herself to him in exchange for her freedom. Most of these American girls were whores, he knew, so it was not unthinkable. And this one had a nice, firm ass and thighs. He felt himself becoming aroused, though there was no time to even consider letting himself be dragged down into that kind of disgusting lust and carnality, unless it could be done in six or seven minutes, of course. Is that what she was up to? He rapped on the door with his knuckles. “Hallo? Anything is happening there?”


  More silence. Was she trying the window? Was there another door they had somehow missed?


  “If you are not to be out from the room, I enter now,” he warned, sternly.


  This was not right. Although he was the one with the gun, Brother Anselmo felt he had somehow lost the advantage. He tried the door. It was not locked. Slowly, he pushed the door open. The water closet was empty! Impossible! Though strangely enough, her shoes sat neatly on the closed lid of the porcelain bowl.


  Ah, she must be hiding behind the door, hoping to catch him unawares. So he pushed the door all the way open now, expecting to feel the resistance of her body on the other side. He took a full stride into the room. “I warn you,” he said, “I have still the gun!”


  But the door opened all the way against the wall. She was not behind the door, after all. Then, above him and to his left, a movement, a rapid movement! He started to raise his left arm. . .


  In the last second he seemed to spot her, started to swivel back to his left, bring up his left arm, but too late. The thick white porcelain toilet tank lid must have weighed 12 pounds, and she’d already decided a glancing blow would probably accomplish little more than to upset the goon enough to make him reflexively open fire, so she brought it down on his head with all the strength she could muster. It made a sickening crack as it contacted the top of his skull. From her position standing astride the sink, her bare feet three feet off the floor, her back to the mirror — a position from which she’d been able to trip the toilet flush lever with the ball of her left foot — she ended up in a bent-knee squat. The damned porcelain lid had no real handles, of course, so it slipped from her grasp as soon as it had done its job, hit the floor with an even louder bang even before the young monk finished collapsing in a heap, his Beretta conveniently skittering across the tiled bathroom floor.


  Chantal then overbalanced and found herself with no choice but to jump down on top of the creep, who appeared to be out cold, though oddly enough he also appeared to have an erection. Had he been playing with himself, out there?


  She nonetheless wasted no time springing across the room to recover the pistol, checking out of habit to make sure it had a round chambered before anything else. Round chambered, at least several more in the magazine, which she slapped home soundly. Now, which way did the safety move on one of these pea-shooters? The red dot clearly meant “The range is hot.” You uncovered the red dot by using your thumb to slide the safety lever up, which she now remembered was correct, since it felt ass-backwards, having been designed by Italians.


  Brother Anselmo looked to be in a bad way, which was good. Her instructor’s voice replayed in her mind, just as it was supposed to. “No, Mr. Prosecutor, I didn’t intend to kill him. I intended to stop him. I used sufficient force to stop him from harming myself or other innocent parties.” The goal was to halt the behavior. Whether they die is pretty much irrelevant, except that the dead ones are of course less likely to get up and cause more trouble.


  Now she needed to get past this character, who was piled up right in the doorway. It did appear he was still breathing, surprisingly enough. If he was just playing possum, and grabbed her as she stepped over, she might have no choice but to put several warning shots into the center of his chest, which would create enough noise to rule out a quick and quiet exit from the premises. Ergo, gingerly recover and slip on her shoes, approach to within about two feet of the bleeding Italian, and now . . . She kicked him in the head with her right heel as hard as she could.


  This time his head sounded like an overripe melon being dropped on the kitchen floor. Good. Brother Anselmo should stay down for quite some time. She did a quick frisk of his pockets, came up with a set of car keys, a spare magazine, and — bingo — her five-shot Smith, still loaded.


  She wiped the heavy toilet lid clean and set it back where it belonged. Now to find a way out of this derelict religious propaganda camp and let Matthew know there was no need to give up the book.


  * * *


  “Mr. Hunter!” Dominic Penitente had put in an appearance on one of the second-floor balconies overlooking the sparsely lit reading room. He still looked like Count Dracula. Had his black cape always had a red lining, or was this his Good Friday best?


  “Brother Dominic.”


  “You have the book?”


  “We have yet to see Miss Stevens or Hakim’s brother Rashid.”


  “They are on their way. But I can’t be expected to pay anything for a manuscript unless I’ve examined it. Bring it out!”


  “Your associates are known to carry guns, Brother Dominic. Once you have your hands on the book, why should we expect to see the hostages or any cash?”


  “I am a man of God, Mr. Hunter, as I suspect you yourself may be a son of the church. I have taken vows. Do you doubt my trustworthiness?”


  “I suspect your employer would grant you absolution for any number of minor transgressions, up to and including burning us at the stake, if he was convinced they’d been necessary to accomplish your mission here, Brother Dominic. Come on down, and let your associates show themselves, as well.”


  “I suspect your Egyptian friends are in a bigger hurry than I am, given that representatives of their own government have been snooping around, threatening to impound this book. My associates will be here shortly. I am content to wait till then for the Egyptians to decide if they want to make a sale, or not.”


  Outside, thunder rumbled, noticeably closer.


  * * *


  Chantal was still without her cell phone, meaning she couldn’t even call Marian at the store. And then there was the other hostage, Rashid. What she was considering would have been sharply rejected by her instructors as “playing the Lone Ranger.” You could take risks to recover members of your own team, but trying to rescue innocent bystanders just risked making a hostage or worse out of your ownself, which could cost more casualties as your teammates then risked their lives to extract you. Was Rashid the Egyptian a member of her team? That was a stretch. The rule was to Just Get Out.


  She tried. They’d passed an outside door on their way to the ladies room, but it was chained and padlocked. She threw her shoulder to it, tried the butt of Brother Anselmo’s pistol on the window panes. But they were some kind of safety glass; they barely cracked. She considered shooting up the heavy padlock with her small-caliber rounds, decided the most likely result would be for a ricochet to seriously damage her future reproductive prospects, so she decided to give that one a pass.


  Outside there was a rumble of thunder and a few scattered raindrops. Down the hall she could hear the TV playing the sound effects as Wily Coyote plummeted off the cliff to his doom. What the hell, in for a penny, in for a pound.


  She glanced around the corner. The fat monk had his back turned to her, holding another can of Coke and laughing till his chest shook at the old cartoons. She gestured to Rashid on his puke-colored couch to keep his mouth shut and stepped out, her revolver aimed firmly at the bozo’s back in a two-hand grip.


  No response. She took a step closer. This guy was completely oblivious. She moved slowly forward until she was actually having to move off to the side to keep the barrel of her piece out of grabbing range. Finally the cartoon must have ended because the smiling idiot started to turn around to look behind him. He spotted Chantal and . . . put his hands up.


  “OK, Daffodil,” she said. “Your boss went to collect the book, at which point the plan was to either let me go or not let me go. Where?”


  “Cosa?”


  “Where is the exchange? Where is Matthew supposed to turn over the book to the Dracula guy, to Dominic Penitente, like that’s his real name?”


  “Oh! Yes! At the old library.”


  “Which old library?”


  “Che c’e’?”


  “Speak English. There are at least three old libraries on the university campus alone. The John Carter Brown? The Hay? Robinson Hall?”


  “Yes! Robinson! As you go to this morning! Like the Negro besball player!”


  “OK, Petunia. First you’re going to dial 9-1-1 on one of those cell phones there and report your buddy fell and hit his head in the bathroom, give the street address of this place, then you and me and Mr. Rashid are high-stepping it over to Jackie Robinson Hall. Not my cell phone; use one of the others.”


  “Street address? Indirizzo?”


  “You DON’T KNOW WHERE WE ARE?”


  The chubby plainclothes monk looked like he was going to pee his own pants.


  “Jesus fucking Christ. This is the old Catholic high school, right? They built a nice new campus out in the suburbs, so tell them the old Saint Pius parochial school; we’ll leave the door open. Oh hell, give me the phone. Wait, you got a gun? Pistola? Yes, put down the Coke and give me your pistol. Slowly! Lentimente.”


  Now she had three handguns, felt like she was getting dressed up to go out to a singles bar.


  “Rashid, does this idiot have the key to those handcuffs?”


  “Brother Anselmo kept it on his key ring.”


  She tossed the key ring to the Egyptian. “Get free, bring the handcuffs in case we need them, hang onto the car keys, get this guy moving outside, it’s starting to rain. Hello, nine-one-one? Yeah, we’re in the old Catholic high school and my boyfriend fell and hit his head and he’s not moving. There’s blood everywhere, it’s like coming out of his ear. My name? Julie Andrews, A-N-D-R-E-W-S. What do you mean? You’re damned right I’m serious, there’s blood coming out of his head and he’s in the girls room. Is it my fault my mom named me after some old TV actress? I know it’s closed, we broke in here to smoke crack and have anal sex, OK? It’s raining out. No, I don’t know the goddamned street address, we’re down in Fox Point somewhere, the old Saint Pius parochial high school. No, of course I don’t know the name associated with this cell phone. I get my cell phones by stealing them at Starbuck’s, like everybody else. Can you send an ambulance? I would drag him out in the street to make it easier for you, but he weighs too much. Which entrance? How ’bout the only one that doesn’t have a chain on it, does that help? Send them to the main parking lot; I’ll go prop the door open.”


  She recovered her purse and loaded it with her own cell and the two Italian pistols as she talked, keeping her Lady Smith in her free hand. The fat monk hadn’t quite finished his latest six-pack of Coke, a couple of cans remained unopened and cool enough to still be sweating. It wasn’t the really good Mexican Coke, this was the standard low-grade fructose corn sweetener stuff, but it looked good enough that Chantal grabbed a can and also shoved that in her purse, which resultantly now weighed as much as a bowling ball. Then she herded the Egyptian and their surviving kidnapper out of the room the way she’d been brought in earlier. Pretty soon there was a door that opened with one of those pressure bars and they were outside under a dark cloudy sky in a mostly abandoned parking lot except for the blue Nissan Sentra and, weirdly enough, Skeezix.


  “Skeezix, thank God,” she said as she pushed a cinder block with her foot till it would hold the door open. Did she have to do everything? “I’ve got to get to Matthew before he hands over the book. I assume he’s not carrying a cell, as usual?”


  “He never does. He hates them. Matthew is really old.”


  “Yes he is.”


  “Fifty or something, like one of those giant tortoises.”


  “I suspect you’re right.”


  “Are you two sweeties again?”


  “Yes, we are.”


  “I’m glad.”


  “How’d you find us, Skeezix?”


  “Matthew has friends, they got the license number.”


  “Have you called it in?”


  “I just got here. Are you OK?”


  “I’ve got the gun, don’t I?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Skeezix smiled.


  “Where did they go?”


  “I think they said Robinson Hall, same place you guys went this morning.”


  “OK. One of the Italians is hurt in there. He fell down and hit his head in the ladies room, understand?”


  “Sure. That happens all the time.”


  “I called for an ambulance, when it comes can you flag ’em down and tell them to go in this door, turn right, down the hall to the ladies room?”


  “OK, sure.”


  “Then make yourself scarce before they try to get your name and address. You’ll be OK if it starts to rain?” In fact, a few large cold drops were already coming down.


  “I hate rain.”


  “I know you do.” Though it never seemed to stop the Skeezer from wandering around in it, no matter how forlorn and bedraggled he looked. It was not clear that Skeezix drove, or even knew how. “Call Marian and tell her Rashid and I are OK, please? Maybe she can reach Lance White. Did Lance White go with Matthew? The good-looking guy in the white pants?”


  “Not sure.”


  “Then, once you point the medics inside, you can go hide out somewhere dry. Do you need your glasses to see?”


  “Of course not.”


  “Put them in your pocket. Got some kind of kerchief?”


  Skeezix produced one. Chantal tied it around his head. “There, Covers up your most distinguishing feature,” which was of course his tabby-patterned brown, gray and gold hair. “No sense making you any easier to identify than necessary. Thanks, Skeezix, I really appreciate your tracking us down. Show them the way into the building, then make yourself scarce, then check in with Marian. I’m afraid we’ve got to go.”


  “Glad you’re OK, Chantal.”


  She gave him a quick hug, shoved a couple of bucks into his shirt pocket to make sure he could afford a bowl of soup at Rue de L’Espoir, then told Rashid to drive the blue Sentra; she’d sit in the back where she could keep an eye on everybody.


  As they turned out of the parking lot she could hear a siren coming in the distance. In fact, they passed the ambulance as they started up the hill. Chantal used her own cell to call Marian at the store and report they were OK, that she’d seen Skeezix. Marian let out an “Oh thank God,” then said she had Skeezix on the other line. She confirmed Matthew had no cell, as always, but said she’d try to get word to him through the Reverend White.


  A chill wind blew up, now. Paper bags and scraps of newspapers were picked up from the gutters, sent swirling across the street and sidewalks. Then, surprisingly loud like insects splatting came the large, tentative splashes of rain on the windshield. The whole sky had grown as dark as the horizon, making it a shock as she directed Rashid to turn onto Waterman Street and Robinson Hall loomed in front of them and then the old building and its weird marble animal gargoyles was blasted with an illumination of white light, followed by a peal of thunder like the clap of doom.


  * * *


  Lance White, having apparently abandoned his role of bodyguard to Professor St. Vincent and the book, climbed up on a table at the opposite end of the reading room from Dominic Penitente’s balcony, from which the inquisitor still dominated the huge and sparsely-lit space, looming like a giant bat in his black cape.


  The weird hollow light penetrating from the stained glass windows overhead edged both men in luminous shades of red, purple, and green. Lance, particularly, seemed almost to shimmer and glow. Matthew caught himself wondering if he was fully recovered from his mushroom trip of the day before. “Recover” was the wrong word, anyway. Your perceptions never quite went back to the way they’d been before. Some fragment of that extra richness always remained to inform the way you saw the world thereafter.


  “It’s not the crucifixion, is it?” asked the Californian in his bright shirt and white slacks — now a kaleidoscope of shifting colors from the stained glass overhead. “The reason the masses can’t be exposed to The Testament of James — the reason you want to haul it away and bury it in your catacombs — isn’t because of James reporting his brother survived?”


  “Of course it’s not the crucifixion,” replied Dominic Penitente, clearly exasperated at another delay. “Are we schoolchildren?” Thunder rolled again, sounding like it was just down the street.


  “A week later our Lord visits the disciples in Galilee; he shows them his healing wounds; he joins them for dinner,” Brother Dominic intoned in his deep, James Earl Jones voice. “To be a Christian it is not necessary to believe that the dead eat fish dinners. Why do you think the church celebrates the Ascension forty days after? He remained for forty days. Of course it’s not about surviving the crucifixion. All this is already there, in the canon. The reason the masses cannot be exposed to the infection of the Testament of James is the other!”


  “Who again made us one in the sacrament,” smiled Lance White.


  “Yes, ‘Who again made us one in the sacrament’!”


  “Healing the rift between our animal natures, our human intellect, and the spirit of the divine. It’s the miracle of the loaves, isn’t it?”


  Penitente waved his arm, then changed the direction of the gesture and crossed himself. “Do you have any idea what kind of madness would result if this account of the Saviour’s ministry were acknowledged — how long we have worked to suppress this heresy? It would destroy civil order as we know it. You think we have violence and chaos and madness now? The brother of Jesus, a most holy man, must have gone mad if he actually wrote this, he must have been possessed by a demon. The dangers are too terrible to contemplate!”


  “So Jesus condemned the priests, the Sanhedrin,” asked Lance, in a calculated tone, “for keeping the knowledge of the sacrament secret from the people, and then, what was worse, for not even using it themselves, for turning their backs on a chance to experience God directly, to hear the voice of God as Moses heard the voice of God in the burning bush, by consuming the manna?”


  “You tread on dangerous ground, now.”


  “So what was he handing out? Shall I tell them, Brother Dominic?”


  “There was a time you would not have dared to speak this way,” the black monk warned.


  “Back when you guys could burn anyone who asked the wrong questions on a pile of green wood? How many did your great abbot Arnaud massacre at Beziers? Twenty thousand? Who said ‘Kill them all, God will know his own’? Your guys made him an archbishop for that. Judaism was a mystery religion, and the guy you chose as your savior was dedicated to bringing the mystery of Moses back out of the shadows. Moses told them to keep the mystery safe in the Ark, so it would always be available to the younger generations. But the priests grew jealous of their power. If just anyone could learn how to speak to God directly, to hear the voice of God, then why would they need the priests and the temple full of blood? So to protect their power and their privilege, to maintain their monopoly over telling people how an angry God could be propitiated, they hid the mystery away until it was lost and forgotten, even to them.”


  “Abomination!” shouted Dominic Penitente, as a flash of purple-white lightning lit up the whole room, followed instantly by a crack of thunder overhead at the cupola, close enough to make the rest of them duck their heads.


  Lance White’s cell phone started to ring. He turned it off.


  “What was the mystery?” Matthew asked.


  “Like so many secrets, it’s right there for anyone to see,” smiled Lance White. “Moses chides the Israelites for their lack of faith; the next morning the manna is on the ground, like hoarfrost. In the end, they must have figured out how to dry and preserve it, because some was stored in the Ark of the Covenant, so the children of Israel would always know what it looked like.”


  “Stop!” shouted the black-clad monk. “It’s madness to speak of this! It’s heresy!” The thunder was all around them, now, the sheets of rain lashing the stained glass windows of the cupola overhead. And the air smelled odd — ozone, maybe, or iodine, from the charges of the lightning, mixed with the smell of dust disturbed after many years.


  “No, it’s the knowledge all the great religions were originally designed to preserve.” Lance White spread his own arms wide, gazing upward and looking downright beatific. “It’s the direct path to the knowledge of God and his will that the priests had slammed closed, and which to keep closed they were willing to see Jesus crucified in pain. It’s a secret the church could hope to keep hidden while it expanded into Europe, which has surprisingly few safe natural entheogens, except the witches’ ointment. But it was a secret you were terrified would resurface when your priests reported back from the New World that the indigenous people here could see the face of God, hear the voice of God by ingesting the peyotl cactus, the flower seed ololioqui, even through the manna itself, the sacred mushroom teonanacatl, the flesh of the God.”


  “You see how dangerous are the lies in this book?” thundered the giant monk, swirling his cape. “The temples of the Aztecs besotted on these drugs were bathed in human blood! Are we really to believe the brother of our Lord risked damnation to write such blasphemies? That our Lord was luring his followers into the wilderness and leading them in drug-addled orgies by feeding them these demon plants?


  “The Bible says God gave mankind every herb and flower-bearing plant for his use,” Lance replied. “It mentions no ‘demon plants.’ Yet the church destroyed the entire herbal and medical knowledge of the Native Americans, just as they had the witches in Europe a century before, condemned whole races and peoples just for using these plants as God intended, the plants God gave us for our use.”


  “The people?” Brother Dominic sneered. “What is the subtlety of their understanding? Look at them brawling in the taverns, trampling each other at some pointless football match, swarming the courthouses to plead for their miscreant offspring to be given another chance. Do you really want to see these thoughtless mobs driven insane by hallucinogenic drugs, rampaging through the streets with torches and knives and nooses? Even the Master told the disciples he had one teaching for the masses and a different teaching for those who knew the way, who had been initiated into the mysteries of the inner temple.”


  “Yes, he did. And with how many have you shared the manna during the past century, allowing them to hear the voice of God for themselves? Anyone at all?”


  “Moses, Jesus, the great souls contend with the devil on our behalf,” shouted the black monk. “To let the mob hear the voice of God without careful guidance is madness. What are they ready to understand?”


  “So it’s better to never let them hear, at all?” asked Lance White. “Is that our destiny, to live in darkness forever?”


  “The light of knowledge can burn those who are unprepared,” intoned Dominic Penitente, pointing his finger in warning. There was more thunder now, and it was more continuous. The sheets of rain were going to make a mess of things outside.


  “You’ve had two thousand years to get them ready,” sighed Lance White, shaking his head as the colored light shimmered about him. “Instead you’ve built a religion of sin, guilt, fake chastity, and the Spanish Inquisition. You’ve persecuted and condemned young women who bear fruit after being abandoned by their lovers, blaming them for leading men into sin. You’ve condemned our Lord’s bride as a whore and his people as Christ-killers. You condemn homosexuals while insisting on a supposedly celibate priesthood that fucks your choirboys up the ass by the hundreds of thousands, a crime you punish by rewarding them with cruise tickets and a new parish.”


  “Without discipline, order, and a code of morals,” the man in black snarled back, “you’d allow mankind to degenerate into nothing better than beasts rutting in the fields! I know your kind, with your mail-order divinity degrees, uniting sodomites in so-called matrimony in a field full of flowers as some faggot strums a lute. Maybe you can sell them a group rate at your local AIDS hospice while you’re at it!”


  “Every other great ancient religion had its entheogenic sacrament,” added Matthew, calmly, still standing on the floor below the two. “The Rig Veda has its soma. So what was the manna, Brother Dominic? You’ve already read other copies of this book that you’re here to buy and destroy, haven’t you? Give the manna its name.”


  “The priests know, just as they did in Jesus’ time,” Lance White nodded. “They’re just not talkin’.”


  The volume of the pouring rain increased as the front door to the building opened behind them. Chantal and Rashid the Egyptian came up the hall toward the central reading room, Chantal gesturing with her revolver to keep their soaking wet one-time kidnapper — the lighter-haired, chubby character she thought of as Monk Number Three — shuffling ahead of them.


  “I really appreciate knowing how much you guys would have paid for my freedom,” Chantal said as they emerged into the scattered light cast by the few overhead pin-spots and the equally few green-shaded lamps still lit on the desks of the reading room. “But I hope you haven’t traded away anything valuable to preserve my modest virtue, just yet.”


  Silence reigned for a few seconds. Then Dominic Penitente from his balcony spoke gently to his remaining bedraggled assistant. “Fratellino, perché porta una pistola la signorina?”


  “L’ha preso dal Fratello Anselmo,” whined the smallest monk, literally bowing his head in shame. “Dovessi vedere come l’ha picchiato!”


  “I took it away so he wouldn’t hurt himself,” Chantal confirmed.


  “Madonna mia.” Dominic Penitente closed his eyes in prayer. “Ma e’ possible che tutti il paese cerca i suoi idioti persi?”


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 STILL FRIDAY AFTERNOON


  “It appears you no longer have any hostages to trade, Brother Dominic.”


  “But how is this a problem, Brother Matthew?” asked the big Dominican, taking a deep breath and quickly recovering his equilibrium. “My only purpose was to bring the book out of hiding. I’m glad everything has worked out with no harm to anyone, except my associate Brother Anselmo, who it appears may have gotten just what he deserved for his rash and unauthorized actions, requiescat in pace. But now the time has come to ask our Egyptian associates what price they would ask for this aging manuscript, taking full account of its doubtful provenance.”


  “What do you offer, priest?” asked the former hostage Rashid al-Adar, a slightly smaller copy of his big brother, Hakim.


  “I come prepared to make a handsome offer, in cash, once I’ve examined the codex.”


  “Then come and have your look, so long as you handle carefully.”


  “I’ll bid for this book, too,” added Lance White.


  “With cash?”


  “Part cash. Mr. Hunter will vouch for my ability to produce the rest, once I have a chance to contact my bank in California in the morning.”


  “And your offer?”


  “How shall we proceed, Matthew?” Lance White asked. “Will you serve as auctioneer?”


  “But I object to such a so-called auction!” shouted Penitente, who at this point tossed a rope down from his balcony, vaulted the rail, caught the rope with his feet as well as his black-gloved hands, and slid down to land with both feet squarely on the floor, his black cape billowing out behind. With the thunder still rumbling outside even as the storm began to pass by, and now a strange golden light streaming down through the stained glass in the cupola three stories above, it was all highly dramatic. More than ever Matthew was convinced his first guess had been right — this character had to be some kind of frustrated former actor, the Italian Errol Flynn, seeking refuge in the church after a prodigal youth.


  “Here in my shoulder bag I have cash, American dollars.” Penitente smirked like the cat who already holds the bird in his claws. “Why should I enter an auction against someone who has little or none? Oh, Mr. Hunter is a fine and decent fellow, we all agree, to give his friend Mr. White the benefit of the doubt, that’s all very nice. But who except a fool would allow his price to be driven up by the phantom bids of someone who claims he can come up with unlimited sums . . . perhaps tomorrow?” Penitente stretched out the next-to-last syllable, sneering with sarcasm.


  “For that matter, what if Mr. White wins this proposed bidding by mentioning some phenomenal sum, a half million, a million dollars, whatever? We all know that in an auction it’s easy to get carried away. And what if tomorrow he suddenly discovers raising such a sum is going to take longer than he thought, property must be sold, new mortgages taken out? It is, after all, a ‘holiday weekend.’ How long will we all sit around, begging the signorina’s pardon, with our dicks in our hands? What must I then pay, when you come back to the underbidder? The same amount this one dreamed up in his fevered imagination? And what if you no longer even control the book? Certain authorities from your own country are searching for it, even now. Let me see this manuscript; if it appears legitimate I offer two hundred thousand American dollars, right now, in cash. If the ‘Reverend’ Mr. White has more, let him show it.”


  “Two hundred fifty thousand, in a negotiable treasurer’s check to be delivered tomorrow by noon,” said Lance.


  “Promises! Maybe tomorrow!” Dominic Penitente pouted for effect, casting his voice in a mocking sing-song. He reached into his heavy black shoulder bag, pulled out a wad of hundred dollar bills, and held it up over his head for easier visibility. The mustard colored band meant there were a hundred of them — $10,000 in a single fistful. And his bag was still heavy, presumably with plenty more.


  “Let the priest see the book,” said the hawk-beaked Hakim al-Adar.


  Matthew beckoned for Richard, who’d come down the hall and had been lurking in the shadows, to bring out the book. He placed it carefully on a reading table where Penitente could examine it. Chantal pushed the other Italian forward, towards the table, so she could cover both inquisitors and the book at the same time. She lowered her barrel to knee level, but still held it two-handed, in obvious readiness.


  But Dominic Penitente had eyes only for the leather codex, examining the binding and then the leaves with the briskness of an expert.


  “Professor St. Vincent,” he said. “Your credentials are known to me. What do you say?”


  “I would not stake my reputation on any cursory examination. Carbon-14 testing is available, but will take some days. X-rays could also be useful.”


  “All your sensible disclaimers are duly noted, professor, but it appears time is pressing. As is so often the case, the buyer must therefore make his best guess, risking his cash on only what our immediate senses can tell us.” He bent down and actually sniffed the pages, after which he breathed for a moment with his mouth open, like a big cat. “So I would still value your purely informal opinion, Professor St. Vincent, subject to change based on these tests. You’ve examined the book. From what you’ve seen to date, is this a modern fake, or is this binding a thousand years old?”


  “That binding is a thousand years old.”


  “Aha. And the leaves, the writing? The same age?”


  “Age can be different from authenticity.”


  “That’s true. In fact, as I’ve explained to Mr. Hunter, I suspect this is an early fake, and would buy it as such. But all I asked was whether the pen made these letters a thousand years ago.”


  “The writing is older.”


  “Older! Yes, I think so, too. Fourth century, in all likelihood. You have done well, my Egyptian brothers. Today your luck appears to hold. Two hundred thousand in cash, here and now. This is my offer.”


  “What do you think, brother?” asked Hakim.


  “Mattieu has seen the book. Even now I would trust his advice. What do you say, Mattieu? Is this book worth more? A million dollars, perhaps?


  Matthew nodded. “If you can show clear title, if I could put color photos in a printed catalog, write up the proper description, explain the provenance, yes. Given two months at least to circulate it to the proper institutional buyers, at a formal auction in Boston or New York, a price of a million dollars is not out of the question. That’s not a guarantee, you understand. They’d want their own experts to examine the codex; the price could fluctuate enormously if the validity or the title is challenged.”


  “Clear title,” Rashid said thoughtfully, “and a provenance.”


  “Be careful, younger brother,” answered Hakim. “Some dogs from Cairo have been sniffing here, claiming the book should never have left Egypt, threatening to seize the book as property of the thieves at the Ministry of Culture of their Islamic Republic.”


  “Yes,” said Rashid. “Cash in the hand is always better than a promise for tomorrow. I prefer the priest’s money, I think. I worry about these dogs.”


  “As well you should, my countrymen,” said the gray-suited Egyptian Associate Minister of Culture, stepping from the shadows on the far side of the reading room, his large State Department bodyguard in the dark suit still close by his side. “We appreciate everyone’s help in confirming this is the stolen book in question. But I’m afraid we must now take charge of the codex, before allowing this to go any further. It’s a cultural artifact removed without official permission from the Islamic Republic of Egypt.”


  “You can’t prove any provenance for that book!” shouted Lance White, more excited than Chantal had seen him — especially considering he was about to be outbid in a cash auction for the manuscript, anyway. “It’s been missing for hundreds of years! Handed down in the al-Adar family for generations, from all appearances.”


  “Actually, he doesn’t have to prove shit,” said the tall bodyguard in the shiny shoes and the charcoal gray suit, his voice now that he’d finally spoken turning out to be a surprising Texas drawl. He pulled a wallet from his inside coat pocket and opened it to flash a gold shield. “This is a matter of national security, and I’m authorized to take this book into custody on behalf of the U.S. Department of State. If Mr. al-Adar has a claim for compensation, he’ll be welcome to file it through the proper channels.”


  “You snake,” said Hakim al-Adar, reaching for his waistband beneath his loose-flowing shirt.


  “Hakim,” said Matthew, with a tilt of the head. “Not today.”


  “I see only one man,” snarled Hakim.


  “That’s right,” said the State Department guy, returning his wallet to his inside coat pocket and leaving his right hand conspicuously inside that jacket, where you might expect any plainclothes G-man to be wearing a shoulder rig. “We’ve got a saying where I come from. ‘One riot; one ranger.’ Now young lady, I understand you’ve had plenty of provocation, I don’t take any offense. In fact, if you want to press charges against these two foreign gentlemen for man-handling you, my associate outside will be happy to take them into custody until the local police can arrive. But I’d take it as a personal favor if you’d put away that revolver, now. My name is Special Agent Charles Petrocelli, and I’ve got this situation under control.”


  Chantal glanced briefly at Matthew, who nodded, and lowered her revolver. “No one will be pressing any charges,” she said, wedging the Lady Smith into her already bulging shoulder bag.


  “That book belongs to the whole world,” tried the Rev. Lance White, still not ready to give up, pointing from where he still stood on the heavy oak reading table. “You don’t have any copyright on that book. It should be translated and released to the world!”


  “Which is precisely what will be done with it,” simpered the Egyptian Minister of Culture and Church-Burnings, shaking out his powder blue pocket kerchief, wiping his face and blowing his nose. The waving of the handkerchief seemed to fill the room with the exotic scents of rose and patchouli. “It will be made available to qualified scholars, whose research will doubtless be published in a properly organized manner in due time. There can be no copyright on the text, as you say, but our information is that this particular volume was removed without permission from a monastery near Heliopolis, which makes it a cultural treasure of the Islamic Republic of Egypt.”


  Chantal would have sworn some kind of knowing glance passed between the Egyptian government man and the big monk Dominic Penitente, who curiously had spoken not a word in objection to the seizure. Could it be he and his employer figured the Islamic Republic of Egypt would actually be an easier seller to deal with? Or that maybe he knew neither the book nor this Mubarak guy were fated to ever get back to Cairo, at all? Come to think of it, how had the government men known where the exchange was happening?


  “And now, if you’ll excuse us?” At a gesture from the stout Egyptian minister, the tall State Department guy picked up The Testament of James, they both stepped around the table, and then their heels were clicking down the hallway toward the front door, which was opened from the outside before they reached it by another G-man, this one wearing a tan raincoat and carrying a rainproof plastic case into which they carefully slid the Testament. Outside, passing cars splashed through puddles in the street, and a light drizzle continued, though golden sunbeams were breaking through the clouds.


  “We will meet again, you scented fop,” warned Hakim al-Adar, his jaw set in determination, the volume of his voice rising as the dapper bureaucrat drew away without looking back. “Perhaps in Cairo. And when we do, I will introduce you to a camel who is a particular friend of mine!”


  As the Egyptian minister and his two bodyguards departed, they held the door for another person about to enter the building, a thin woman carrying a massive yellow umbrella and wearing a silver plastic slicker who stomped her feet just inside the door to help shake off the water. At first Chantal wasn’t sure who it was. Turning back to the reading room, she saw that Dominic Penitente was gone — a giant in a black cape had vanished as though he’d never been there, except that his length of rope still hung incongruously from the balcony railing.


  Lance White still stood on his reading table, although his arms and his head all hung down in defeat, now.


  “You OK, Reverend?” asked Chantal, pulling the can of Coke from her purse, popping the top, and handing it up to him.


  Lance White accepted it, took a swig, and handed it back. “Well, that’s done,” he said.


  “Signorina,” whined the chubby Monk Number Three, pathetically.


  “Go,” she said, “Go ahead; get out of here.”


  “La mia pistola?”


  “No, you can’t have your guns back. Get out of here,” she said. So he did.


  “Cheer up, Reverend,” said Matthew, as Lance White used a chair to climb down from on top of his table. “It could have been worse; they could have seized it after you’d handed over the purchase price.”


  “The testament of the brother of Jesus. The plot to survive the crucifixion, told first-hand. The miracle of the loaves, except now we’ll have to call it the Miracle of the Manna. The truth the Sanhedrin suppressed and that Jesus sought to reveal. The only Christian testament from before the destruction of the temple. And now it’s all going to be buried in some basement in Cairo?”


  “Well, if it really was stolen from a monastery. . . ” said Chantal.


  “No Christian monastery has operated near Heliopolis for at least a hundred years,” said the Rev. White, with a sad smile. He checked his cell phone for messages, now, held it to his ear for a few seconds. “Message from Marian,” he smiled. “She called to tell us Chantal had got the drop on ’em.”


  The woman shaking and closing the massive yellow umbrella turned out to be Richard St. Vincent’s sharp-featured gatekeeper and Mistress of the Paperwork, the iron-willed Miss Finisterre.


  “Professor,” she said. “I’m glad you weren’t caught out in the storm.”


  “And I’m surprised to see you out in it, Miette. Something you forgot?”


  “It’s an old building, professor. If there was water damage from the storm we’d want to know about it right away.”


  “Quite true. Perhaps I’ll have another look in the rare book room.”


  “It’s ironic,” said Lance White, who still looked a little stunned.


  “What?”


  “The thing Jesus taught that really got them upset was that the priests had hidden away the sacrament, the heart of their religion, until they even stopped using it themselves. And now we have another church with a huge hierarchy that opposes people going off and finding God on their own with any entheogen that really works. Called it sorcery, condemned them as drunks, massacred hundreds of thousands of Indians for using magic mushrooms and morning glory seeds. Instead they offer us wine and communion wafers.”


  “Maybe they work,” offered Matthew, putting on his most innocent expression.


  “Trust me,” the Rev. White replied, “the DEA does not group communion wafers with the Schedule One hallucinogens.”


  “So Jesus wanted people to find God on their own, and in his name they’ve erected a church that condemns the holy plants and says you have to go through the priests, again,” Chantal sighed. “I don’t know whether to be angry or sad.”


  “And there, little one,” said Matthew, “lies Sophia, the beginning of wisdom.”


  “I don’t know if I like this growing wise. Back when I didn’t know so much, things seemed so much more clear and simple.”


  “Yes.” Matthew hugged her around the shoulders. “But as a great philosopher once reminded us, age and guile will always beat out youth, innocence, and a bad haircut.”


  “Matthew, if you don’t mind, the storm seems to have let up,” said a subdued Lance White. “I believe I’m going to go out for some fresh air. If I can meet you back at the store a little later, supper’s on me, supper for everyone, maybe some of your New England seafood; what do you say?”


  “A good plan.”


  “Gentleman, with any luck our cars are still just outside. I hope you thought to put up your windows. Shall we be going?” The Egyptian brothers shrugged and accompanied Lance down the hall to the door.


  And here was Miss Finisterre again, storming out of her office as usual.


  “A problem, Miss Finisterre? Water damage?”


  “When will they agree to keep these offices locked after hours? I swear I’m going to put in a requisition for an alarm system!”


  “More buttocks?” asked Chantal.


  “Someone made seventy-two full color separations here earlier this afternoon, seventy-two, carefully calibrating for contrast, even using the ultraviolet illuminator, carried the files away on a disc along with the proofs, and didn’t properly log a single one. And on our largest format paper, too, it costs the world!”


  “And no way to tell who the culprit was?” Matthew frowned.


  “I can certainly narrow it down!”


  “How’s that?”


  “They ran a first proof before the machine was properly warmed up, and a piece of it snagged on the roller, which had to be cleared before they could proceed. The color balance is off, but even from this scrap they left behind I think you amateur Nancy Drews will agree we can narrow down the field of suspects considerably.” She dramatically produced the torn fragment of a color photocopy on heavy stock.


  “Your culprit reads Hebrew.”


  “Precisely.”


  At which point Professor St. Vincent came ambling back from his rainwater inspection tour of his inner sanctum, whistling under his breath — the theme from Rawhide, as near as anyone could later remember.


  “Ah, Miette,” he said, all smiles. “I meant to tell you, the reason I came back in today was to scan in a manuscript on your Japanese scanner. Bit of a rush, the owner wanted it back. But I’m afraid you arrived before I could log it in. Charge the copies to the research account, please.”


  “Professor? How many copies?”


  “Oh, must have been seventy full color separations, seventy-five, whatever your counter shows. I meant to log them but there was that awful thunderstorm, I had to go make sure we didn’t have any rainwater coming in under the dome. No harm done, surely. Would you like to join us for supper?”


  “Supper?”


  “The evening meal, Miette. It will be a large group, several members of the Cornish Horrors, very convivial I’m sure. Consider it research, and I believe I overheard Matthew’s client say he’ll be buying. Yes? I’ll call you from Matthew’s store and you can let us know.”


  Matthew and Chantal fell in with the old man, who continued to show an uncommon bounce in his step, leaving alone in their wake in the reading room a motionless and still dripping Miss Finisterre, wearing an expression that said she, too, believed there was more here than met the eye.


  “So, Richard, just what did you and the Reverend White get up to with that manuscript, before he came out and engaged the Dominican in all that sturm und drang in the reading room — which had the added effect of giving you an extra 20 minutes alone with the book?”


  “Terrible thing, our own government turning over such a thing to a bunch of illiterate camel drivers. Do you know they actually consider it a violation of their faith to read anything but the Koran? Makes you wonder how they allow for restaurant menus.”


  “And you must have noticed what a point the Reverend made of getting that Egyptian bastard to agree there couldn’t be any copyright on the actual content of The Testament of James, which would mean a scanned color facsimile, say, would be in the public domain.”


  “Did he?” the professor asked, reaching and opening the door, where in the wake of the afternoon storm they looked out on a glistening, new-washed world. “Did he indeed?”


  * * *


  Lance White was as good as his word, showing up back at Books on Benefit with an offer to take everybody out for seafood at Hemenway’s, including the late-arriving Skeezix, only slightly damp.


  Marian handed Matthew a package that had been dropped off for him by a very waterlogged young fellow. Fortunately, it had been sealed in a large plastic Ziploc, which she had swabbed dry with a hand-towel from the kitchen.


  “What is it?” asked Chantal.


  “The Tim Leary copy of Fear & Loathing in Las Vegas,” Matthew replied, holding it out where they could all see it. “And there’s a note: ‘With appreciation for a struggle well joined, from a fellow book-lover. Perhaps we will meet again, when once more the game is afoot.’”


  “Your friend the Inquisitor?”


  “None other.”


  “By the way,” said Marian, “there was a call from London earlier, Matthew. Gentleman said his name was Pinky, very aristocratic. You know how they talk without moving their lips? Sounded pretty urgent.”


  “Any message?”


  “He said the courier was attacked and a Koran is missing.”


  “Unbelievable. You leave these people alone for one damned week . . .”


  “Only, come to think of it, I don’t believe he actually said a Koran was missing. Could he have said the Koran?”


  “The Caliphs did the same thing with the Koran that the early popes did with our New Testament.” Matthew shrugged. “After Uthman ibn Affan standardized the text in about 653, he ordered all varying copies burned.”


  “But they weren’t all burned?”


  “Oh no.” Lance White picked up the tale. “Of course not. In Kufa, Ibn Masud and his followers refused. And the personal copy of Hafsa, one of Mohammed’s widows, was also returned to her.”


  “And they’re not the same?”


  “Evidently not,” Matthew said. “Mohammed didn’t actually write the Koran, after all, he dictated it as it was revealed to him, so there had to be variants. But the more important question is, who doesn’t want us to find out?”


  “You want me to book you a flight to London?” asked Marian, starting to pull up web pages.


  Matthew looked at Chantal. Chantal smiled and fluttered her eyelids.


  “Two seats first class tomorrow morning, Marian. Departing Green would be better than Logan. And book us a suite at the Russell.”


  “Of course.”


  “You and Les can handle the store?”


  “With Skeezix and Mr. Cuddles here to help?” Marian laughed. “Absolutely.”
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  Temple, Jewish: “Nothing could hide the essential business of the Temple, which was the ritual slaughter, consumption and combustion of sacrificial cattle on a gigantic scale. . . . There were literally thousands of priests, attendants, temple-soldiers and minions. To the unprepared visitor, the dignity and charity of Jewish diaspora life . . . was quite lost among the smoke of the pyres, the bellows of terrified beasts, the unconcealed and unconcealable machinery of tribal religion inflated by modern wealth to an industrial scale.” Paul Johnson, A History of Christianity, Atheneum 1977, pp. 13–14.


  Torah observance no longer necessary for anyone, Paul tells the Galatians, since faith in Jesus has now replaced the need for Torah observance: Wilson, How Jesus Became Christian, pg. 123.


  Virgin birth: Matthew 1:23 apparently cites virgin birth in order to match the prophecy of Isaiah at Isaiah 7:14 — Ehrman, Jesus, Apocalyptic Prophet, pg. 39. But that reading is taken out of context, and based on an erroneous translation: Wilson, How Jesus Became Christian, pp. 207–209.
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CHAPTER ONE

“The prisoner will approach the bench.”

One burly, shaved-bald bailiff took Windsor Annesley’s right elbow, and another his left, and between them the men in their gold-bedecked beige uniforms, their fat-butted German pistols swaying in their black fabric holsters, shuffled him out into the center of the courtroom, turning him to face black-robed Judge Fidelio Crustio, who loomed several feet above his head, the “bench” being an elevated platform with a false plywood front designed to resemble a huge cedar desk.

Judge Crustio’s slicked-back hair, graying at the temples, was parted higher on his head than was currently the fashion, making him look like a throwback to Prohibition days. The prisoner was dressed in a bright orange prison jump suit, his hands manacled and his ankles also chained and shackled, an excess of restraint engineered to visually symbolize his helplessness before the majesty of Judge Crustio’s court.

The sentencing of the president of the Cthulhian church, on multiple charges of drug trafficking, conspiracy to engage in drug trafficking, and even of drug “manufacture” (as though anyone but the Almighty could “manufacture” a dried peyote cactus) was supposedly “open to the public.” But this was one of the more elegant pieces of horseshit among the quite large pile which had characterized the weeks-long prosecution in Judge Crustio’s courtroom.

In fact, the “public courtroom” had precisely 32 seats outside the now-empty jury box — the hand-picked jury having been dismissed after delivering its unanimous “Guilty” verdicts as instructed by Judge Crustio, who had told them they had no choice but to enforce the law — and most of those 32 seats were taken up today by police and prosecutors anxious to savor their day of triumph — two of them by assistant prosecutor Sturm Wolfson and Providence Police Sergeant Phil Robichaux.

The Constitution had been written to limit government power by dividing it not just among the legislative, executive, and judicial branches (which were not intended to cooperate, but rather to jealously limit each other — “gridlock” being the very idea), but also among the federal, state and local levels. The promise had been that the central, “federal” government would thus be kept always far from the affairs of the local people, concerning itself primarily with treaties, foreign trade, and so forth. Thus, if it was not exactly the job of state and local prosecutors like Sturm Wolfson — and even Rhode Island District Judge Fidelio Crustio — to defend Windsor Annesley against what was primarily a federal “War on Drugs,” it was certainly the intent of the Founders that such men would jealously guard the rights of such a local citizen against any unconstitutional federal trampling.

Instead, in the interests of “making prosecutions easier” and giving everybody a step up the career ladder, such distinctions had long since been thrown out the window. State, federal, and local authorities now gleefully cooperated in regional “multi-jurisdiction task forces” designed to track a “drug suspect,” seize all the assets he might otherwise use to hire a good attorney (long before he was even charged, let alone convicted of anything), sic the IRS on him (all “drug dealers” being presumed to evade the income tax, since any pretense that “drug income” reported to the IRS would remain confidential was now reduced to a knee-slapper), et cetera.

In fact, Sturm Wolfson hadn’t personally prosecuted the case — that honor, and with it the headlines and the pictures in the paper, had been reserved for the elected attorney general himself. But he was the one who had worked closely with Phil Robichaux to ensnare lesser members and even former members of the Church of Cthulhu on minor drug and other offenses, then threatening to jail them for decades on trumped-up “conspiracy” or “trafficking” charges unless they “rolled over” and turned state’s evidence.

“Turning” those witnesses into police spies had proved so valuable that Wolfson and Robichaux had been rewarded with a pair of precious seats here in the courtroom to join in the triumphal celebration of the legal disemboweling of their collective prey, Windsor Annesley. Could a cherished political appointment as U.S. Attorney for the District of Rhode Island for Sturm Wolfson — and his own “Special Weapons and Tactics” squad for soon-to-be “Lieutenant” Phil Robichaux — lie far behind?

Thus were the 32 precious seats in the “public courtroom” doled out as trophies to the victors, whose triumph had of course been assured from the outset. With juries carefully stacked through the “voir dire” screening process (unlike the true Anglo-Saxon juries which for thousands of years had been randomly selected from the populace, thus guaranteeing the inclusion of a few members who would refuse to enforce any unpopular law — see the “Fugitive Slave Act”), convictions in drug cases now ran better than 98 percent.

Hundreds of members of the Church of Cthulhu might be demonstrating outside, as well as hundreds more sympathizers not actually belonging to the church but outraged at the sentence Judge Crustio was reportedly preparing to hand down in this celebrated “drug” case. But they would not have been allowed anywhere near this courtroom, even had they been willing to submit to the multiple indignities of being required to remove their shoes and belts, paraded through metal detectors and drug-sniffers both animal and chemical, and finally groped about the gonads by the courthouse’s specially trained blue-gloved metrosexuals.

Nor had the defense’s expensively obtained expert witnesses ever been allowed to enter Judge Crustio’s courtroom or be seen by the jury. As their time had been paid for, biochemists and psychiatric researchers with credentials as long as your arm, flown in to testify about the usefulness and non-addictive nature of psychoactive drugs, and how their promising research had been almost entirely stymied by the irrational federal ban, now sat watching the proceedings over closed-circuit TV in an adjoining courtroom, as did a Native American shaman who would have testified that psychoactive plants like the peyote cactus — incorrectly named “hallucinogens,” a term better applied to hypnotics like scopolamine — formed a part of his people’s legitimate, though heavily restricted, religious practice.

The judge had refused to let any of them testify — had refused to let the defense present much of any defense, once they made clear they had no intention of claiming “Some Other Dude Done It.”

“Not germane,” Judge Crustio had ruled over and over again: “Irrelevant; not a defense permitted by law.”

As rare book dealer Matthew Hunter, who lectured from time to time on the literature of the entheogens at the university on the hill, had been the only person the last-mentioned Apache holy man had known in the city, he had gladly volunteered to serve as old Emilio’s host and guide during his visit here, which explained why he, too, had braved the metal detecting rigmarole and was now sitting in the adjoining courtroom, watching the sentencing on a large but low-quality closed-circuit television screen — the multi-million-dollar courthouse having not yet caught up to the technology available for watching major league baseball at the tavern across the street.

No, once the police and prosecutors were allowed for, the assigned seating in the supposedly “open-to-the-public” courtroom had otherwise left room only for the leading members of Windsor Annesley’s defense team, his mother and father and younger brother, and his red-eyed but stalwart young wife, who again today had left their children — too young to understand the proceedings — at home with the nanny.

Windsor Annesley’s full head of red hair — which had been described as “Kennedy-esque” by more than one infatuated young reporter of the female persuasion — looked somewhat unkempt today. But he did not hang his head before Judge Crustio. In fact, he stood ramrod-straight, head high, feet spread as far apart as his ankle-chains would allow.

More important, to those who understood the workings of the officially banned but ever-more-popular Church of Cthulhu, was the bearing of Windsor Annesley’s younger brother, Worthy Annesley, who sat between the prisoner’s wife and mother. Worthy Annesley also sat ramrod straight, a slightly smaller clone of his brother, his hair perhaps a bit more blond, but displaying the same ruggedly handsome, craggy chin and prominent nose. Worthy Annesley’s jaw was set in the same firm line of determination as his older brother’s, though at times it appeared a grim smile actually played across his lips.

One of Windsor Annesley’s most adamant rules had been that his younger brother was never to be involved in the acquisition, transport or distribution of the church’s twin sacraments, LSD and the peyote cactus. Both state and federal police and coerced informers had tried to gather him into their net, sending agents provocateurs in repeated attempts to lure the younger brother into situations where a large quantity of the sacrament and a firearm would be present in the same room — any drug sentence could be doubled and tripled if prosecutors could claim “firearms were used to facilitate the crime,” which could amount to as little as a .22-caliber pistol hidden in a nearby desk drawer — but never with any success.

Yet it was widely reported that the younger brother would now assume the reins of the banned but still virile church — and that it was not the media darling, the witty and amiable and diplomatic Windsor Annesley, but the younger brother, the consigliore, the till-now tightly leashed field general, whom the drug police most feared.

“Before I pass sentence, does the prisoner have anything to say?”

“I do, judge.”

The bench preferred to be addressed as “your honor,” but Crustio couldn’t very well object to being called “judge.”

“You may make your statement.”

“In the first place,” Windsor Annesley began, firmly, deliberately, “you’ve allowed my conviction and are about to sentence me for trafficking in plant sacraments — a charge which requires by statute that the government show I bought and sold these substances for profit, which is part of the definition of ‘trafficking.’ Yet this court has failed to require the government to show there was ever any actual buying or selling for profit. You’ve simply instructed your stacked and hand-picked jury, from which you and the prosecutors conspired to remove anyone who would not swear in advance to enforce this law, that they should assume there was trafficking for profit, based simply on the volume involved.”

The four press reporters, admitted by lottery, scribbled madly in their notebooks, since the courts weirdly still prohibited the far more accurate use of microphones and recording devices.

“This court knows full well these plants are not ‘recreational drugs,’ but the religious sacraments of our church, that we distribute the sacraments free of charge to bona fide members, that I never have and never would sell these sacraments for profit — that any money that changes hands merely pays the documented costs of acquisition and transportation. My attorneys have presented signed affidavits and church account ledgers to this effect; they have been ignored.

“Furthermore, the court has allowed the prosecution to get away, again and again, with referring to these psychoactive sacraments as addictive narcotics, when they are neither addictive nor narcotics, from the Greek narke, numbness or stupor. My lawyers sought to present evidence to the jury — scientific evidence from nationally recognized chemists and medical authorities — to that effect. That testimony was not allowed.

“But what’s far more important is that this court long ago as a condition of office swore an oath to uphold and defend the Constitution, which contains a First Amendment forbidding the federal government from playing any role in the establishment of religion, and a Ninth Amendment forbidding the government from enacting any legislation whatsoever having to do with the possession or voluntary consumption of drugs, medicines, plants, or sacraments, since no such power is listed in Article One Section Ten, delimiting the powers of Congress.

“Yet this court is fully aware that the government grants tax exemptions and other favorable treatment to many other competing churches, which would otherwise operate at a severe competitive disadvantage because their sacraments are ineffective, they are mere placebos, they are worthless in accessing the Kingdom of God, while this same government relentlessly and in blatant violation of that Constitution systematically persecutes the Cthulhian Church, sentencing our couriers and stewards and leaders to prison for Draconian periods of time, all because we choose to pursue enlightenment and, yes, happiness — a founding right of all Americans — by choosing to use natural sacraments of which the government disapproves for no logical reason, since they are harmful neither to ourselves nor to anyone else when used as we use them, and since even if we were harming ourselves, that would still be our right.

“It is thus not merely an option of this court, but the sworn duty of this court, to negate, to refute and throw out and refuse to enforce those unauthorized, unconstitutional laws which place the worshippers of the Church of Cthulhu at a disadvantage, while also depriving us of our natural, human and Constitutional rights, since the state seeks not only to deprive us of any means of obtaining our sacraments of choice, but to actually lock us away in prison for no worse offense than trying to peacefully practice our religion of choice, and to prevent us from accessing our sacraments and thus practicing our religion while we are thus locked away, even though other prisoners are allowed to practice their religions, even in prison.

“You have declared war on our religion and its practitioners. You call it a ‘War on Drugs’ but we are not fooled; no war has ever been fought against a plant nor can it be, it is the people who use these plants to seek peace and revelation and guidance to a better life on whom you have declared your war, and so today I put this court on notice, I put these prosecutors on notice, I put the police who enforce these laws, all of them, on notice: We warned you a year ago that you faced a deadline to halt this persecution and these prosecutions, to leave us free in the peaceful enjoyment of our religion. We offered you a full year, free of reprisals, in which to reconsider your course of action. You have ignored that deadline, which expires today. Very well.

“You have declared a war against us and our medical and religious freedom, thinking your war would be one-sided, that your victims would never fight back. But you have picked the wrong people on whom to make war. From today, you should expect no more mercy or quarter than you show to us. From this day, we are responding in the only way a free people can respond to such unrelieved and unrepentant attacks.…”

Judge Crustio had his gavel up in the air. Two instincts were obviously at war, the conflict playing across his face. On the one hand, it was traditional to let the accused have his say, though few of the losers could do better than mutter a few words about how sorry they were. And he’d also been advised, in this case, that it might further be wise to let the convicted party “hang himself with his own words.” But he was also unaccustomed to tolerating any disrespect, and he certainly had no intention of letting his courtroom be turned into a pulpit to preach revolution.

“… We have turned the other cheek for the last time,” Windsor Annesley continued. “Today, I respond to your declaration of war with a declaration of my own. You are at war with us? Then we are at war with you. A condition of war has existed, and will continue to exist, until you surrender without condition, or until every drug judge, including you, Judge Crustio, and every drug prosecutor, and every drug cop, is dead. So have I said it. So shall it be.”

Angrily, Judge Fidelio Crustio brought down his gavel. Once, twice. He sneered until the side of his face actually started twitching. “Are you finished, young man?” He took a moment to regain control of his features, drew a breath. “Because you’re going to have a very, very long time to think about the despicable threats and absurd pronouncements you’ve made here today, in a place from which you’re going to find you have no ability whatsoever to commit any of these low, skulking, reprehensible crimes with which you threaten our fine men and women of law enforcement.

“Importing these deadly poisonous drugs and selling them to children, or in such quantities as to show reckless disregard of the near certainty they would fall into the hands of children, LSD and mescaline and other incredibly toxic and dangerous mind-warping substances which cause young people to stare into the sun until they go blind and to jump off tall buildings under the delusion that they can fly.

“Well I’m here to tell you, young man, that this government and this society will not stand for such arrogant actions. We will not stand for it! You have the nerve to call your network of drug-smugglers a ‘church’! You will learn here today, and others will surely also soon learn, why we have conspiracy statutes to deal with such ‘churches’!

“And as for you. You came from a fine family, now shamed by your willful and despicable actions, knowingly importing and peddling toxic and deadly addictive drugs. You cannot claim you were driven to these crimes by poverty or ignorance; you had a fine education and every advantage of a privileged upbringing, and how do you use them? Not to pay back your debt to this country, no! Instead, you use all those advantages to peddle poison, and then to heap insult on injury by calling your despicable drug-distribution conspiracy a ‘church’!

“Well listen to me now, you embarrassment to an otherwise fine family. This court exists to teach you and your kind a lesson. I’m going to use this sentencing today to send a message, a message to any deluded or misguided souls who might look at you as some kind of ‘Robin Hood hero,’ as you’ve been called in the press, and be tempted to copy your actions — a message that this nation and this society will no longer accept your polluting the veins of our young people, peddling your despicable, addictive filth. No more!

“Based on the volume of toxic, narcotic LSD and mescaline you imported and manufactured and attempted to sell and distribute, and on your blatant refusal to show the slightest remorse or contrition for the sheer scale of your demented and monstrous crimes, having seen you found guilty on one count for each of the estimated million doses of LSD and peyote cactus found in your possession, this court sentences you to serve three life sentences without parole, served consecutively, in a maximum security penitentiary reserved for our most dangerous offenders. And may God have mercy on your soul.”

The gavel came down. The Annesley mother sobbed into her handkerchief. But the Annesley brothers did something else, something that a few of the more observant drug police couldn’t help but notice. Their smiles may have been tight-lipped and grim, but nonetheless they smiled. The bailiffs dragged Windsor Annesley away. He managed one last look at his wife, giving her a reassuring smile, and then at his brother Worthington. Perceptibly, both brothers nodded. As planned, then, war was declared. Windsor Annesley had just signaled his brother that the path of peace and conciliation had been tried, and failed. The party was now free to try it Worthy’s way.

Outside, the crowd continued to chant, the volume growing as word began to filter out that Judge Crustio had delivered the maximum sentence, just as observers had expected. The pool reporters dashed from the room, looking for quiet corners from which to call in the story on their cell phones. Two bald-headed bailiffs in beige uniforms with gold braid and badges threw open the double doors at the rear of the adjoining courtroom where the defense witnesses — never allowed to testify — had been allowed to watch the proceedings on closed-circuit TV. Matthew and Emilio stood up and joined those who were shuffling in slow motion down the center aisle to leave.
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