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            Language is only the instrument of science, and words are but the signs of ideas: I wish, however, that the instrument might be less apt to decay, and that signs might be permanent, like the things which they denote.

            
 

            

                


            
 

            —Samuel Johnson,      
 Dictionary of the English Language      
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            Prjac, Bosnia, 1992
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         Earth and glass sifted through a moonless sky. A thick wall of flame some two hundred yards off pinpointed where shell had met target, seconds later a pulse of heat searing its way through an already-sweltering night.

         
 

         For several moments, everything became strangely quiet. No sound of machine-gun fire, no siren song of incoming rockets, only the sharp taste of gasoline as it began to suffuse the air. A few distant shouts echoed in the open expanse, quickly drowned out by the rising pitch of the blazing school-turned-fuel-depot. It had been an age since children had inhabited the place—six, seven months at least—the entire village reduced to little more than odd mounds of stone. Prjac had never been much of a town to begin with; now it suffered a far more damning fate. Strategic importance, caught between Serbian Banja Luka and Croatian Bosanski Brod. A vital piece of turf.

         
 

         For the time being.
 

         Ian Pearse stared out into the night. He’d lost ten pounds in the past two months, his six-foot-two frame reduced to taut skin and muscle. Once clean-cropped hair now draped to near shoulder length, pulled back behind his ears, sweat and two weeks without hot water enough to keep the tangled strands in place. Yet his face remained clean-shaven. Somewhere along the way, a shipment of ten thousand safety razors had found its way to the supply dump in Slitna, a substitute for the penicillin they had been begging for. People might be dying, but at least they were well groomed.

         
 

         “They’re taking the bait.” A whispered voice came from up ahead. “Wait for Josip to draw their fire; then go.”
 

         Prjac’s church—or what was left of it—stood no more than thirty yards from him, its silhouette cast in the glow of flames, two walls, bits and pieces of roof dangling from above. Pearse clutched at the turf under his hands, listening, waiting for the peal of tommy guns. The fuel tank had been a surprise, an added bonus, far more than the diversion they had intended—blow up an old building, draw attention away from the church, away from the three boxes of black-market penicillin they had been told would be inside. A depot, however, required guards, more than they had anticipated. Which meant one or two might still be waiting.

         
 

         A burst of gunfire, and Pearse leapt out, his torso crouched low as he wove his way toward the church. His legs had grown accustomed to the spongy sod of Bosnian countryside, gelatinous clumps made thick from the summer rains. He did his best to run on tiptoe, every so often his feet slipping out from under him, a quick hand to the ground to steady himself.
 

         No more than fifteen feet from the church, he stumbled again, suddenly face-to-face with two green eyes, the outline of the fire undulating in a pair of lifeless pupils. The man’s neck had been slit. Silent, efficient. Pearse placed his hand on the frozen gaze and shut the eyes. Another wave of gunfire. Somewhere up ahead, two figures darted into the church. Pearse wasted no time racing after them.
 

         Inside, he leaned up against one of the two standing walls, to his left the remnants of Prjac’s lone stained-glass window, pieces jutting out into the night, prismed blues and reds reflecting on the piles of stone scattered about. A second fuel tank ignited in the distance, another wave of stifling air. Instinctively, he pulled back and glanced around the little church; he noticed a few cots against the far wall, blankets, some straw. He wondered how many had taken refuge in the abandoned church, how many had lain here wounded or dying, praying for the trucks to come and cart them off to some imagined hospital, refugee camp—more likely, roadside grave. Muslim and Catholic lying side by side. Waiting.
 

         It was only at moments like these that he let himself see beyond the narrow focus of survival to the real devastation. Thousands upon thousands driven from their homes by their own neighbors, friends, told to take what they could and go. Where? It didn’t matter. Just go. Those lucky enough to get to the border had survived five weeks on foot for a car ride that would have taken less than six hours a month ago—forests, mountains, never the main roads for fear of paramilitaries all too ready to take potshots. And all for the dim hope of cramming themselves into sports halls, warehouses, one blanket per family. Those not so lucky were hunted down, ambushed.
 

         Sometimes in a church.

         
 

         Pearse tried not to let his mind wander. Instead, he ducked down behind one of the piles of brick and waited. He knew that to grant those thoughts more than a few seconds would have made day-to-day survival impossible; to deny them altogether, though, would have made him numb. And as much as he might still have hoped to reclaim the naïve, albeit well-intentioned, convictions that had brought him here, he knew there had to be more to it than that. His faith remained strong. Numb wasn’t a possibility.
 

         Not for someone whose future lay in the church.
 

         His parents had been against it from the start. They were both academics, both good Catholics, but more for the sake of their own parents than for themselves; faith hadn’t really been a part of the calculus.
 

         Except for the rituals. Those, they’d always liked. It’s what he and his two brothers had been brought up on, little in the way of substance, but plenty to fill the calendar. Of course, nothing that might infringe on baseball practice, but there was always something for an altar boy to do, especially for the youngest of three. When he began to notice there wasn’t all that much to it, he hadn’t gotten an argument. “A cultural thing,” Dad had said, “to keep the family together”—which meant, of course, more time with the rituals. When he told them he’d found something even more compelling, again they’d hardly been surprised. After all, the college scouts had made it clear how good he was. Not just at the game, but in the way he played it—with a kind of delight, a wonder. Pearse was at his best when on the field, and everyone knew it. As long as he kept going to church on Sundays, no problem.

         
 

         When it turned out to be faith, and not baseball, that was inspiring him, his parents had stared, stunned.
 

         “A priest?” his father had said. “Isn’t that a little … too Catholic?”
 

         School had been the first compromise. Notre Dame. He’d gotten the scholarship to play; why not see it through? And, as reluctant as he was to admit it now, the status of gentleman jock had made campus life pretty nice for a while. A few big-league scouts had even come to see him play. Come and gone. Still, everyone had been duly impressed. Especially the young ladies. He hit for power. What could he say?
 

         His major had been the second. He’d originally signed up for theology, but Mom and Dad had convinced him to broaden his horizons. Classics. Now, there was a leap. He’d laughed and acquiesced. But even he had been surprised when he’d begun to show an uncanny facility for Latin and Greek. A special gift, he was told. The folks had been ecstatic. More so when he’d admitted just how much fun he was having in class with a collection of old fragmentary tracts. It was like a game, he said. Filling in the missing pieces of the jigsaw—the words that were never there, the scattered phrases on a parchment that he learned to turn into coherent thoughts. He’d always had a knack for puzzles. Dad had actually laughed.

         
 

         Until Pearse had told him it was Saint Paul, not Horace or Aeschylus, who was providing all the fun.
 

         “We send him to a Catholic university, and he wants to sign up for life? Where did we go wrong?” Dad had been joking, of course; his parents had never doubted his sincerity, even back in high school. But Pearse knew the jabs meant that they’d never really get it. They were far more comfortable with the intellectual detachment, debating the minutiae, reveling in the ambiguity. Not surprising. It was how they’d always dealt with their own faith, as something to be held at arm’s length.
 

         And Pearse knew that wasn’t going to work for him. He’d switched to theology, spent a couple of summers working for the archdiocese in Chicago, and taken his first real steps beyond the rituals. The first steps beyond the games of scholarship, and into the trenches with the church.
 

         And with John J.
 

         Even now, four thousand miles away, and crouched up against a ragged pile of bricks, Pearse couldn’t help but smile at the thought of Father John Joseph Blaney, rector of the Church of the Sacred Heart—that shock of white hair, those eyebrows always in need of a good clipping. The first time they’d met, Pearse had actually had trouble not staring at the wisps sitting there like spider’s legs, curling to the lids, though never daring too far. It was as if even they somehow recognized Blaney’s authority, hulking shoulders over an ever-thinning body, all of it an echo of the once-imposing figure.

         
 

         It had been the same with the priest’s flock, even among the rougher elements—no one willing to cross the sixty-five-year-old Father. Blaney had actually gone on a drug bust once, aware that several of his younger parishioners had gotten caught up in something beyond their control. Naturally, he’d brought Pearse along with him, the two of them sweating it out with three cops in a cramped basement for hours. And, in typical John J. fashion, he’d made Pearse spend the time whispering word games back and forth, a mania with the priest, a necessary passion for anyone under his tutelage. The two, it seemed, had been made for each other.
 

         Pearse wouldn’t have minded a little of that right about now.

         
 

         “Faith’s a puzzle,” Blaney had always said. “Have to keep the mind active for it.”
 

         When the kids had finally arrived after three hours, and with what amounted to two ounces of marijuana, Pearse had nearly had to restrain one of the cops from going after John J.
 

         “Three frickin’ hours, Father, for two ounces of …”
 

         Blaney had known all along what the “bust” would entail (although, of course, he’d never told Pearse). He’d also known that the sight of three undercover cops ready to explode would have a lasting effect on his twelve-year-old “dealers.” Three hours for six kids. A nice trade-off, according to John J. It had taken him a little time to convince the cops of the math, but they’d eventually come around. They’d also left the offenders in John J.’s hands. The look on the boys’ faces on hearing that the Father would be handling their “rehabilitation” had said it all.
 

         Pearse had loved those summers with John J. Another kind of wonder and delight. After that, there’d really been no question.
 

         His dad, however, had been another story.
 

         “You’re sure?” he’d asked. “I mean, absolutely sure?”
 

         “Yeah, Pop, I’m sure.” Sitting around the kitchen table that last Thanksgiving break—the two of them alone—Pearse had experienced something he never thought he’d see: his dad at a loss for words. It was the first time he’d ever felt on a par with the man.
 

         “So I guess you were hoping I’d get sidetracked by something else.”
 

         “No. …Yes. I don’t know.”
 

         “That’s a first.”
 

         A smile. “Wiseass.”
 

         “Holy ass, I think, would be more appropriate now.” He watched his father laugh. “It’s what makes sense to me, Dad.”
 

         “I understand that. It’s just … it can be a very lonely life, Ian. Priests are a different breed. I’m sure Father Blaney would be the first to tell you that.”
 

         “Is that why they get the fancy flea collar?”
 

         “I’m being serious.”
 

         “I know. And I’m trying to tell you that I don’t see it that way. Look … remember those summer games in the Newton league?” A nod. “Remember how I used to tell you how much I loved that feeling when there was just enough sun to see the ball but not enough to really trust it? And they’d hit one out to me, and I’d race after it, and just when I thought I had it, I’d close my eyes and see if it would fall into my glove.”

         
 

         A smile. “You were a cocky son of a bitch.”
 

         Now Pearse laughed. “Yeah. Well, remember what I told you it was like when I opened my eyes and the ball was there?”
 

         Another nod.
 

         “It’s like that, except maybe a thousand times better. You can’t quite see it, but you know it’s there. All the time. How can that be lonely?”
 

         For just an instant, Pearse thought he’d seen a hint of regret in his father’s eyes. Not for the son who’d “gone wrong,” but for himself. A longing for a sensation he’d never know.
 

         Even so, Dad had been the one to suggest the relief mission. Ecstatic baseball moments and summers with priests were one thing; Bosnian raids were another. Test those convictions in a place where faith seemed to be at a minimum. Before taking the plunge. It was why he had come.
 

         Numb wasn’t a possibility.
 

         “Over here.” A voice from behind one of the piles of rubble called out. “We’ve found them.” Pearse knew the voice, Salko Mendravic, a bear of a man, who had taken Pearse under his wing within the first week of his arrival. A man who had gone to great lengths to cross himself with gusto at every opportunity during those first two days the American priests and their young entourage had stopped in the village—“Yes, Eminence, I’ll make sure to take excellent care of these young men, so brave, so generous of spirit….” Mendravic, an artist until the war, had been equally enthusiastic about teaching them how to dismantle and clean a Kalashnikov rifle once the priests had moved on. Not exactly the usual fare for seminary-bound young men. Six of them. The other five had lasted two weeks. For some reason, Pearse had remained.
 

         Stronger convictions, he’d told himself.
 

         “There’s a problem.” Mendravic had moved into the open, the glow from the fuel depot giving shape to his immense body. “It’s Josip.” He was now by Pearse’s side, his voice hushed. “There was a struggle….” He let the words trail off. “He won’t make it. He wants a priest.”
 

         “I’m not a priest,” answered Pearse.
 

         “I know … but you came with the priests. And right now, he wants a priest. You’re as close as he’ll get. He needs absolution.”
 

         “I can’t give him absolution.”
 

         The two men stared at each other for a few moments.
 

         “Petra is with him.” Mendravic tried a smile. “She’s doing her best to make him comfortable.”

         
 

         “We’ll take him with us.” Pearse started to move off. “Find him a priest in Slitna.”
 

         Mendravic grabbed his arm. “It’d take two of us to carry him; even then, there’s little chance he’d come through it. How many boxes are you willing to leave behind to save him, Ian?” The smile was gone, the grip powerful. “He wants to die at peace. Don’t you think God will understand?”
 

         Pearse tried to answer, but he was cut short by a sudden explosion at the church’s outer wall. Mendravic pulled him to the ground, aimed his tommy gun through the onetime window, and let go with a volley. Two seconds later, they were on their feet, shadows on the far wall darting in and out to the sound of machine-gun fire. Both men dived behind a mound of wood and brick—on closer inspection, a slab of the roof now planted three feet deep in the cement floor. Bullets ricocheted behind them as they tried to catch their breath.
 

         “Petra.” Mendravic spoke in a loud whisper.
 

         From the darkness, a woman’s voice. “Here.”
 

         “How many boxes can you carry?”
 

         “What?”
 

         “How many boxes of the penicillin?”
 

         There was a pause before she answered. “What are you asking? We each take one—”
 

         “If Ian and I carry Josip, how many boxes?”
 

         Again a pause. “Josip’s dead.”
 

         For a moment, Mendravic said nothing; he then turned to Pearse. “Then we each take one.”
 

         Pearse nodded, Mendravic already pulling him by the arm, again the sound of bullets, wild shots, only a few penetrating the walls of the church—enough, though, to keep the two men as low to the ground as possible. In no time, they were with Petra; another half minute, and all three were bolting through the forty-yard corridor of grass and brick that separated the back of the church from the sanctuary of the woods, three boxes in hand.
 

         There was no need to worry about pursuit. The soldiers at Prjac were Beli Orlovi—“White Eagles”—modern-day Chetnik thugs, eager for brutality, but not much on expending energy for something as trivial as penicillin. They would fire their guns into the night sky, happy enough to let the trees swallow up their would-be prey.

         
 

         Of course, had they found Josip alive—now that would have made for an interesting evening.
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         It was five weeks later when Pearse saw Josip again. Another night’s foray—this time, two dozen eggs the prize—the chance discovery of a series of shallow graves on the outskirts of still one more nondescript town. Eight bodies, each with the identifying marks of the Beli Orlovi—mutilated faces and genitals, the latter forced into what remained of the victims’ mouths. Pearse had heard of such things, been told that it was the surest sign of self-loathing, the need to disfigure an enemy who resembled oneself all too closely, but he’d never seen it. Serb, Croat, Muslim. Ethnically indistinguishable in the streets of Sarajevo two years ago. Indistinguishable now—even when the torturer stared into the face of his victim and saw himself.
 

         The psychology and horror notwithstanding, Pearse recognized Josip from the bandanna—Notre Dame, 1992—that had been used to bind his hands. A gift the day Josip had taught him how to handle a Kalashnikov.
 

         “I’m still not sure I could use it,” Pearse had said as he’d shifted the rifle onto his shoulder, the strap pulled tightly across his chest.
 

         “Use it?” Josip answered. “You’ll be lucky if the damn thing doesn’t blow up in your face. Still, it’s good to have it. What do they say? ‘A man who can’t use a gun—’”
 

         “‘Is no man at all.’” Petra appeared at the doorway of a nearby house—little more than two rooms, an old radio somehow connecting them with the other Croatian towns in the region—the communications center for Slitna’s endless flow of refugees. She kept her hair pulled back, the ponytail struggling to keep the thick black mane out of her face. As ever, it was losing the battle. Two or three wisps across her cheeks, olive skin, the gaze of charcoal eyes.
 

         He would find himself staring at her strange beauty amid all this, lithe body in pants, shirt, the gun at her hip dissolving easily into the long line of her legs. But always the eyes. And perhaps a smile.
 

         He wasn’t a priest yet.
 

         “Then I guess I’m not much of one, given the way I fire this thing,” he said.
 

         A hint of a smile. “You’ll get better,” she said. “With practice.” She stared at the rifle, at him, then walked over. She reached up and began to tug at the matted cord across his chest, slender fingers adjusting it so the rifle would hang more easily. “Are all priests this hard to fit?” She was having fun, yanking down hard on the strap, then loosening it, shifting it across his chest.

         
 

         “When I become one, I’ll let you know.”
 

         “Oh, that’s right. I forgot.” She stepped back. “You never looked like much of one anyway.”
 

         “Really?”
 

         “Really.”
 

         For several seconds, he stood there, his own smile becoming a laugh. He reached up, pulled the strap over his head, and tossed the rifle to Josip. “Better?”
 

         She continued to size him up. “So you think you could survive without one?”
 

         “Maybe.”
 

         A look of mock surprise spread across her face. “You’d pray people into submission?”
 

         “Something like that.”
 

         “Uh-huh.” She unclipped her holster and let the gun drop to the ground. “So how would you make me submit?”
 

         Pearse shot a glance over at Josip; the Croat smiled and shook his head. It was clear he was enjoying himself immensely.
 

         “Well”—Pearse began to move toward her, picking up speed as he spoke—“there’s the direct approach.”
 

         He was about to hoist her up onto his shoulder, when she suddenly reached out under his arm and twisted. Before he could react, she kicked his legs out from under him, her boot on one of his arms, her knee on his chest, fingers gripping his neck, her thumb held precariously over his Adam’s apple.
 

         “Didn’t you tell me you once knocked a two-hundred-and-fifty-pound catcher unconscious?” Pearse was about to answer, but she pressed her thumb even closer. “No, no. Save your strength.” The smile reappeared. “Then again, I’m not protecting someone’s little ball, am I?” She pulled her thumb away and straddled his chest. “I’d learn to use the rifle if I were you. Much less dangerous than all of this.”

         
 

         She was on her feet, making her way back to the house, before he had a chance to recover.
 

         “Difficult to gauge this one,” said Josip as he helped Pearse up and handed him the rifle.

         
 

         Pearse pulled the strap over his shoulder, all the while his eyes on Petra. “That feels about right.”
 

         “I’m not talking about the rifle.” He winked and headed for the house.
 

         “She doesn’t understand why I’ve stayed, does she?”
 

         Josip stopped, turned. “I don’t know. It’s a good question, though.”
 

         “I haven’t heard any complaints.”
 

         “You haven’t gotten any of us killed yet.”
 

         “Is that what worries her?”
 

         “No.” Josip looked at the gun, shook his head; he stepped over and began to fiddle with the cord. “American boy comes to deliver food, blankets, maybe a little faith to a people he’s never heard of before.” He pulled down on Pearse’s shoulder. “Bosnians in need of help, spiritual guidance, whichever God they pray to. Simple enough for him to ease his conscience, serve his own God, and move on with the others. But he doesn’t.”
 

         “That would have been too easy.”
 

         “There’s nothing easy in it, at all. Difference is, you can leave whenever you want.”
 

         “But I don’t.”
 

         “No, you don’t.” He let go of the cord. “And for that reason, you’re as puzzling to us as we are to you. I’m a good Catholic, Ian, but if they weren’t doing this to my home, I wouldn’t be here.”
 

         “Even if you’d seen the pictures of Omarska?”
 

         “Thousands have seen the camps. And thousands have shrugged and said how terrible that such a thing can happen in a civilized world. They’re not people without conscience. But it’s not their home. It’s not yours. And yet you stay.”
 

         “Is that what she thinks?”
 

         Josip laughed and shook his head. “I have no idea what she thinks. You’ve learned to shoot a rifle. That’s good enough.”
 

         Pearse returned the smile. “I hope I never have to use it.”
 

         Josip’s smile disappeared. “Then what would have been the point in learning how?”
 

         His mangled body had already done much to feed the local wildlife. Little skin remained on the torso and legs, eyes and ears gone. The incongruity of the college bandanna, slightly bloodied, its large ND lashed across his wrists, sickened Pearse as much as the butchered flesh. For the first time, he could connect a voice, a smile, an arrogant charm to the obscenity in front of him. For the first time, he wondered how far his faith could be stretched.

         
 

         “He said you were crazy for staying.” Petra drew up to his side, her ponytail managing a bit better today. “But I think he admired it.” The two had grown close in the last month, or at least as close as they dared. He had learned how to induce the smile, revel in the fleeting moments when she’d brush the strands from her face, talk of a past she no longer cared to recall with any accuracy.
 

         They stood there, silently staring.
 

         “He was so grateful when I gave it to him,” Pearse finally said, his eyes on the cloth, “as if I’d handed him something irreplaceable.” He shook his head.
 

         “Maybe it was.” After a moment: “We need to get going.” As she moved toward Mendravic and the others, Pearse nodded, knelt down, and crossed himself.
 

         And prayed for Josip’s absolution.
 

         

            
[image: ]

            


         
 

         That night, they sat in one of the remaining houses in Slitna—few chairs, one square wooden table, beds of straw in every corner—watching as a handful of children gulped down great mounds of eggs. The mothers, in long printed skirts, solid-colored scarves around their heads, stood off to the side, beaming with each child’s eager mouthful. Mendravic watched as well, smiling with the children, his empty cheeks chewing along with them in mock ecstasy, eliciting bursts of laughter from the tiny faces.

         
 

         Pushing the memories of Josip aside, Pearse managed to get caught up in their delight, its novelty infectious. Petra, too. She took hold of one of the boys—only as high as her waist—and began to dance around the room with him, spinning them both, lifting his feet from the ground, wide eyes from the children as they clapped between each ravenous forkful. For a few minutes, the world beyond seemed to vanish. That fewer than half of them would make it as far as the border, and fewer still survive once there, played no part in their momentary grasp at normalcy. Enough to take what they could when they could.
 

         Perhaps it was the sound of their own laughter, or the high-pitched screams of the exhilarated children, that muffled the telltale whistle of incoming rockets. Whatever the reason, the terrifying screech tore through the small room only seconds before the bomb struck. No time to race to the cellar, to cradle children in protective arms. The far wall was the first to go, splitting down its center as if made of paper, dust and smoke rising in great swirls. Pearse was thrown to the ground, his left shoulder landing with particular force, a jabbing pain as he tried to recover. He reached for his neck—nothing broken—the pain no less intense. Without thinking, he got to his feet and began to grab as many small bodies as he could. The children were screaming, some bloodied, some shaking frantically as he pulled four or five of them close into him. Again the whistle of artillery flooded the air, this time accompanied by a violent groan from the roof. He knew he had only seconds. Clutching the little bodies to his chest, he careened across the room, half-blinded by the dust, and leapt toward what he hoped was the door.

         
 

         The appearance of stars above and a rush of fresh air told him he had found it. Only then did he feel the weight in his arms; he glanced down at the four tiny bodies still holding tightly to his waist. They were screaming, but they were alive. One of the boys tried to break away, rush back to his mother inside the now-burning building, but Pearse’s grip was too strong. The boy screamed louder, began to claw at his arm—“Molim, molim!”—but there was nothing he could do. A second bomb exploded off to the right, the reverberation enough to dislodge the roof, a wave of wood and stone cascading into the night. Pearse dropped to his knees, trying to cover the children, the little boy still flailing away, the others trembling in abject terror. Dirt showered his head and back, a battering of pebblelike projectiles, four quivering bodies tucked under his torso as the onslaught subsided. One final explosion beyond the town’s fringe, and then nothing.

         
 

         The attack had been like any other—from somewhere in the hills, arbitrary, and with no real military significance. The tactic to terrorize. A drinking game for late-twentieth-century Bosnia. As quickly as it had come, it was over.
 

         People began to appear, shouts everywhere, panic as they poured from the surrounding buildings, lucky enough to have escaped the night’s target practice. Pearse tried to stand, a shooting pain in his shoulder as two of the children broke free, running haphazardly toward the house. A figure stepped out from the haze, two great arms swallowing them up. Pearse was now on his feet, his hand raised as he tried to shield his eyes from the flames and heat. It was Mendravic, thick hands pulling the two small boys from the ground, cradling them into his huge chest. He was limping, his right thigh soaked in blood, whispering to each child, soothing the small heads buried in his neck. Two women approached and took the boys; another emerged to take care of the children at Pearse’s side.

         
 

         “You need to stop that bleeding,” Pearse said, nodding as Mendravic neared.
 

         “You, too.” The larger man pointed at Pearse, who was only now aware of the red patch growing on his shoulder. He moved the arm. Superficial. He started toward the burning house. As with the children, Mendravic pulled him back.
 

         “There’s nothing you can do in there now.” His hand was like a vise. “Nothing.”
 

         A second wall collapsed, its bulk smothering a large patch of fire. Muted cries rose from within. Then silence. Instinctively, Pearse tried to break free, but Mendravic was too strong. “Petra managed to get the boy out; I took another three. I doubt more than one or two of the women made it.” Simple facts not open to debate. “A crippled orphan can’t survive,” he said, as much to convince himself as Pearse. “Better for them to die now than alone and starving in a month, a week.” Pearse had heard the rationalizations before, had almost learned to accept them. Not tonight.
 

         “You really believe that?”
 

         The older man said nothing, his gaze on the flames. Slowly, he let go of Pearse’s arm and started to walk off. “It’ll burn itself out. No need to waste the water.”
 

         Pearse stood, weightless, limbs frozen to the ground, his body suddenly trapped by the enormity of the last three months.
 

         Better for them to die.

         
 

         Each depraved moment—every detail, every image—rushed back to him in perfect clarity. And with each burst of memory, a voice cried out inside of him: What price faith? He stood apart, stunned that the question had even come to the surface. The one constant. The one certainty. Now dancing in flames in front of him.
 

         “Walk with me.” He turned, Petra by his side, only now aware of her. He had no idea how long she had been there, how long he had stood motionless. She waited, perfectly still. A black residue streaked her cheeks, tiny rivulets of blood on her neck, but Pearse saw only the eyes. Clear, alive, and, for an instant, unable to mask the despair behind them. He nodded slowly. They began to walk.

         
 

         With each step, a sense of hopelessness began to seep into the vacant space, as foreign to him as it was unnerving. Disgust, anger, even hatred had forced their way into his conscious mind in the past, but he had always found a way to diffuse them. Now he could actually feel that mechanism slipping away, in its place something far more destructive.
 

         They moved past a second burning house, out beyond the buildings to an open field, the sound of boots on grass, two sets in perfect synchrony, the pace even, deliberate. The glow of flame receded behind them, moonlit darkness swallowing them as they continued on. Neither said a word, each finding what they needed in the plodding motion of the other. Several times, they came across large roads, sometimes taking them, sometimes not. It was always her choice, her decision. He would simply follow, happiest when back into the mindless rhythm.
 

         When she finally spoke some two hours later—her voice barely a whisper—it seemed to echo throughout his entire body.
 

         “It’s not far from here.” The sound caught him off guard, the rote motion of his legs jarred by the intrusion. He nodded and regained his pace.
 

         Ten minutes later, she stopped. They stood at the lip of a wide patch of open land, perhaps two hundred yards in each direction, untouched as far as the eye could see. A line of shadow defined the far edge—trees, he guessed, thick wood beyond. She started out into the field, he at her side, the center of the far shadow growing taller with each step. It took him a minute to realize that there was something in the middle of the field, its outline ever clearer as they drew closer. Twenty yards from it, they stopped.
 

         Gazing down at them was the perfect facade of a church. No dangling roof, no blown-out walls. Perfect. It was no more than three stories high, a vaulted roof with bell tower rising into the sky, its stone glistening in the moon glow. Exactly when it had been built was impossible to say. Fifty, a hundred years ago. Perhaps more. Too little had changed in the way the men of Bosnia built their churches to make an accurate guess. Weathered was the best one might do. Tucked in at the center stood two large rectangular doors, rusted iron rings on each. Petra made for the one on the right, Pearse a few steps behind her.
 

         The inside had not fared as well. Shafts of moonlight poured in from several rows of glassless windows, enough to see that the pews had long ago been ravaged for firewood, the stone floor strewn with bits and pieces unworthy of plunder. As with anything roofed in the region, piles of straw lined the walls, vestiges of onetime tenants, though the most popular routes of escape had drifted farther and farther from the church, thus releasing it from any obligation of sanctuary. A large iron chandelier hung at center, empty sockets, glints of glass below the only remnants of long-ago-shattered bulbs. A second, smaller lamp swung above the altar at the far end, its long link chain twisting in the air from some unseen draft. Above it, segments of the phrase “Benedictus qui venit” were chiseled in thick block letters.

         
 

         The overall structure of the church, however, remained unscathed, a few chipped pieces of brick and stone here and there, but little else in the way of damage.
 

         “No one comes here anymore,” she said, “not even the refugees.” She had found something on the ground and was trying to make it out in the ivoried light.
 

         “Incredible that it’s survived.” He’d begun to slide his fingers along the wall, cold, smooth stone with a hint of moisture.
 

         “Not so incredible. Destroying it would be sacrilege.”
 

         “‘Sacrilege’?” The word seemed strangely out of place. “That didn’t stop them in Prjac.”
 

         She tossed the piece back to the floor. “That was a Catholic church. Those, they take pleasure in destroying.”
 

         “And this is an Orthodox one?” he asked, pointing to the inscription above the altar. “With the Benedictus etched in stone? I don’t think so.”
 

         “No, this part is Catholic.” She saw the confusion on his face. “It’s the foundations that are a little unusual. Underneath us is an old Orthodox church, most of it destroyed in the time of the last Turks. Enough of it survives, though, to keep it holy ground. Under that, the remains of a mosque from the time of the Bogomils, also holy. All in layers, one on top of the other. The perfect model for how we used to live. Now, destroy one, destroy them all. Sacrilege for whoever fires the rocket.”
 

         Before he could reply, she was making her way toward a small archway at the far left of the altar. He fell in behind her as she disappeared down a narrow set of stairs, the white stone spiraling into darkness.
 

         The light quickly vanished. Hands against the wall, he moved cautiously down the steps, the sound of her in front of him just enough to give his groping some direction. Once or twice, the steps narrowed, breaking his rhythm. He would stop, toe his way forward for a few steps, then continue on.

         
 

         “Watch your head.” She was farther along than he expected, her voice a good fifteen feet beyond but only slightly below him. He guessed there were only a few steps left, and placed his hand directly in front of him. It was then that he remembered his shoulder, a momentary twinge from the tightened muscle. He had no time for it as his fingers met stone and began to trace the curve of an archway, his feet finding ground at the same instant. He ducked under his hand and continued to move slowly, his eyes growing more and more accustomed to the darkness, bits of wall and floor taking shape.
 

         His victory was short-lived, as a bright light suddenly flooded the area in front of him, its source a flashlight in her hand.
 

         Shielding his eyes from the glare, he noticed the walls were of a different color here, whiter, with more texture. And whereas the cut of each stone had been precise and rectangular in the church above, here they were large irregular slabs that undulated from side to side and top to bottom. The ceiling was no more than seven feet high, its smooth surface and neat brickwork a clear indication of its Catholic lineage above, an intrusion over the small Orthodox chapel in which they now stood. Nothing in the space, however, hinted at its onetime religious calling, save for a few fragments of inscription along the top of each wall, the letters Cyrillic, the words too far gone to make out. More straw, a torn blanket.
 

         “I keep this here,” she said, balancing the flashlight on a clump of stones. He said nothing. For almost a minute, neither said a word. Finally, she nodded. “Maybe I’ve been lucky no one takes it.” It was only then that he realized they were alone. No midnight jaunts, no explosions, no fevered walks to distract. Alone. He could see she had sensed it, too.
 

         He remained by the wall; when he didn’t answer, she turned and pulled the hair from her face. “You’ve decided to go.”
 

         “What?” The question caught him off guard.
 

         “To go. Back to the States.”
 

         He looked at her for several moments before answering. “I haven’t decided anything.”
 

         “Time to become a priest.”
 

         Again he said nothing.
 

         “You don’t have to explain,” she added, now more tender. “I’d go, too, if I could.”
 

         “Really?” His tone was dismissive. “No, you wouldn’t. None of you would.”

         
 

         “And because of that, you think you should stay? Because we have no choice.” She shook her head. “It’s not a good answer.”
 

         “I’ve stayed because I came here for a reason.”
 

         “The reason you’ve stayed has nothing to do with why you came here.” No anger, no reprimand. She watched as his gaze drifted from hers. “We both know that. Otherwise, you would have left a long time ago with all the other well-meaning boys who’d seen enough after two weeks. No, you stayed because you thought you were stronger than they were, that your … faith could somehow withstand more. The final test before ‘taking the plunge.’ Isn’t that what your father called it?”

         
 

         He looked over at her.
 

         “Well, my faith lost the battle with this place a long time ago.” She held his gaze. “And now, I think, you’re wondering if yours has, too. Better go before it’s too late.”
 

         Again, the room fell silent. He wanted to answer but couldn’t. No way to defend against the truth.
 

         After nearly a minute, he spoke: “So what do I do? Accept it?”
 

         “No.” She paused. “I don’t know.”
 

         Pearse leaned his head against the wall. “That’s not very helpful.”
 

         She kept her eyes on him. “You could find something else.” She waited, then turned and crouched by the pile, readjusting the light on top, her back to him. “Maybe you already have.” Her head tilted to one side, her hair cascading to her shoulder, neck bare, half shadow, half light.
 

         “You know I have,” he said.
 

         She brought a few stray rocks to the top of the pile, never catching his gaze. “And that’s the problem, isn’t it?”
 

         He remained by the wall. “What do you want me to say?”
 

         She waited, then turned to him. “Does that matter?”
 

         “Yes. Of course that matters.”
 

         “Why? We both know it won’t make any difference in what you do.” She waited. “Or in what I do. I can’t leave here, Ian. You know that.”

         
 

         “I’m not asking you to.”
 

         “Yes, you are. It’s either ‘Come to the States and save me from being a priest’ or ‘I’m on the next plane without you.’”
 

         “That’s not fair. It’s not about saving me from anything.”
 

         “Then what is it? If that’s what you so desperately want, then what is this all about?” Again she waited. “Something’s happened here—we both know that—and I’m sorry that everything else isn’t fitting neatly into place. I’m sorry it’s put a kink in your plans. I’m sorry we don’t have the luxury to slip out of here and figure it out. I’m sorry about all of those things. But there’s nothing I can do about them. I’m here, where I have to be, and you can either stay here with me or you can go. And that’s your choice. I don’t have one.”

         
 

         Pearse stared at her, more and more aware of the growing tightness in his chest as she turned back to the pile. Slowly, he pushed himself from the wall and moved toward her, all the while his eyes on her shoulders as they gently rose and fell with each breath. He sensed a slight lift in her back as he neared, a hesitation; kneeling down behind her, he eased his arms around her waist. He had never touched her like this before, never been so close as to savor the faint hint of summer rain on her cheek. They stayed motionless, neither seeming to breathe, until, slowly, his lips brushed against her neck. He tasted the residue from the explosion, his chest pressed to her, bodies arching into each other. He began to caress her shoulders, arms, her hands as eager as his own as she twisted to him, their mouths lost in a kiss.
 

         He pulled back. He could feel her breath on his lips, see her eyes peering up at him, uncertain.
 

         “I … can’t stay in Bosnia,” he whispered. “I can’t stand back and watch all of this happen.”
 

         She stared up at him. “I know.”
 

         “No, you don’t. I’m doing the one thing I promised myself I’d never do. I’m going numb. I can’t let that happen. Priest or no priest, I can’t lose that…. And I can’t lose that with you.” He waited. “Do you understand that?”

         
 

         It took her a moment to answer. “No.” Another moment. “Maybe.” She waited, then leaned into him, as if to kiss him.
 

         “Then why did you bring me here tonight?”
 

         “Because I know you’ll go.” Their mouths were no more than an inch apart. “And this is what I want.” She waited, then slowly drew him into her, a kiss, gentle at first, her hands sliding along his chest, his shoulders. She could feel him struggling to let her in, his need as great as hers, but still he held back. Softly, she slipped her fingers beneath his shirt, the touch of skin on skin enough to cloud his senses, his arms suddenly tight around her. She pulled him closer, his lips now finding her cheek, neck, hands to her thighs as he began to stand, lifting her with him, their bodies knocking against the stones, flashlight tumbling to the ground, light extinguished. Neither seemed to notice as he pulled her legs around his waist, her back up against the wall, hands free to peel away her shirt, his tongue gliding to her shoulders, her breasts. He brought her to the floor, hands untangling clothes, the sudden touch of straw beneath them.

         
 

         Their bodies stripped bare—his eyes clear enough to find hers in the darkness—he guided himself inside of her. The heat between them rose up through their chests, the taste of exploration on their lips, as he lifted her legs higher, her hands swelling around his thighs, drawing him in. For a moment, they remained absolutely still, the sensation almost too much. Then slowly, they began to move with one another, fingers kneading flesh, lips lost to cheeks, chests, the ache ever more urgent. Time seemed to vanish, waves of sound driving through them, until, in an instant of perfect tension, an anguish spread across her face, eyes ever locked on his, her legs and arms no less insistent with each thrust. Every muscle within him began to tighten, claw for some unknown sanctuary, lose himself within her, as they both cried out, the climax exquisite, bodies shaking, until they released, gasping, breath once again able to subside.

         
 

         A thin rivulet of sweat slid down his back, arched at his thigh, and dropped to the ground. She began to caress him, ease her fingers through the moistness of his skin. He lifted his head, a sudden burst of cold air on his chest. He stared at her, somehow even lovelier than before. And they kissed.
 

         Burying his brow in her, they drifted off.
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         Two hours later, he awoke, shrouded in darkness. A sound from somewhere behind him had jarred his eyes open, a scraping of stone against stone, his conscious mind trying to reorient itself. He blinked several times, slowly aware of Petra’s body cradled next to him. He leaned in to kiss her but was stopped short by the repeated sound of scraping. Twisting his head round, he only now became aware of the thin beam of light emanating from the far wall. Slight as it was, it forced a momentary squint.
 

         Petra, still lost in sleep, rolled over and tucked herself into his chest.
 

         The light was coming from below—another set of steps leading down to the onetime mosque. No one comes here anymore, not even the refugees. Again the scraping, a thud, as if the stone had fallen into place. Pearse quietly disentangled himself from Petra and quickly found his pants and shirt. He put them on as the light grew stronger, bobbing, as if finding its way up the stairs. The sound of footsteps crept closer, the glare beginning to fill the far wall. Pearse remained in darkness, the shirt loose on his shoulders as light suddenly broke through, a large figure behind it. Clinging to the wall, he watched as the man headed for the stairs up to the church. He was nearly there when Petra again rolled over, the straw crinkling under her.

         
 

         Light immediately flashed across the room, Pearse quick to leap from his place, his hands clearly visible in front of him, just in case the man had something more than a flashlight in his other hand. He had been caught in moments like this before; best to play the confused relief worker, hope that his size was enough of a deterrent, that the man was a Catholic, no need for alarm, no need to be seen as anything more than a harmless inconvenience.
 

         Pearse kept his hands out as he talked, moving farther and farther from Petra.
 

         “Zdravo, zdravo,” he said, continuing in Croatian. “I’m with the Catholic relief mission…. I was separated from my group in Slitna…. I’m just sleeping here for the night. I have papers.”

         
 

         “Stop.” The light was now aimed directly at his eyes. Pearse blinked rapidly, careful not to make any sudden movements. “Your identification. Slowly.”
 

         Pearse reached into his pocket and pulled out his travel cards. They were slightly mangled but still had all the pretty stamps necessary to convince an interested party. The light fell from his eyes, several seconds before he could focus properly.
 

         “These expired over a month ago.”
 

         The accent was not what he had expected, far too refined for one of the local black marketeers. And far too observant.
 

         Pearse continued to pay the naif. “Yes … I’ve got the others coming, waiting for me in Zagreb.” A lie, but he knew the mention of bureaucracy was the most likely way to deter further probing.

         
 

         “I see.”
 

         The two stared at each other. Not only had the accent and eye for detail struck Pearse as odd; the way the man was dressed seemed even more out of place. He wore a well-tailored shirt—safari khaki—recently pressed, pants the same. His hair was cut short, tiny blond spikes in strict military fashion. On his belt hung a holster, fine leather that showed no signs of aging. And in his left hand, he carried a small satchel, also leather, also in mint condition. Most startling, though, were the boots. Pearse had seen similar ones sell for five hundred dollars in the States—hardly the type to be found anywhere within a six-hundred-mile radius of Slitna.

         
 

         “You’d do well to replace them as soon as possible,” the man said, now speaking English, the accent no less disquieting. Pearse thought he saw a glint of self-satisfaction in the eyes, as if the man was quite pleased with himself for displaying such facility. “There are people in this part of the world who would shoot you for such a lapse.”
 

         “Right. Of course.” Pearse knew he had to placate, avoid confrontation. “My mistake.” Again, the two stared at each other, neither moving, until the man slowly nodded. Even then, Pearse’s eyes remained locked on the pair of steely grays less than eight inches from him. Trying to diffuse the moment, Pearse slowly began to inch his way farther out into the room.

         
 

         The man stepped forward to block his path. For just an instant, the humor seemed to slip from his face, then return with added vigor. “Aren’t you going to finish out the night here?” An awkward silence, the smile back on his lips. “Or have I changed those plans?” Before Pearse could answer, the man’s expression shifted again. No more of the goading, no more of the playful back-and-forth. This time, a cold vacancy Pearse had never seen before.

         
 

         The man’s head suddenly snapped to the side as a shot rang out, his entire frame collapsing to the ground. The flashlight followed, bouncing along the floor and casting wild shadows before it rolled to a stop. Pearse stood stock-still.
 

         “He had a knife.” Petra’s voice tore through him as light once again filled the space; slowly, he turned. She was standing, naked, gun in one hand, flashlight in the other. He stared at her, unable to focus. “He was going to kill you.”
 

         Pearse watched as Petra slowly placed the gun on the ground. She looked dazed, only now aware of her own nakedness.
 

         Bending down, she began to gather her clothes. Her voice distant, she repeated, “He had a knife.” She put on her shirt. “He would have killed you.” Still disoriented, she slid her legs into the pants.
 

         Pearse could do little more than nod. He had sensed it, but never been so close, never seen the instant of death. After nearly a minute, she moved to the corpse. Before she could kneel down, Pearse pulled her in close. She clutched at him as well, both of them shaking. “I’ve never shot someone like that,” she whispered. “Waited, watched.” They continued to hold each other until she suddenly pulled away. It was clear she wanted to say something. When he tried to ask, she shook her head once. She then knelt down and turned the body over, the eyes staring blankly up at her.

         
 

         After several seconds, she said, “He’s no refugee.” She continued to pat down his pockets. Finding nothing, she moved on to the satchel. Pearse knelt at her side as she undid the leather straps.
 

         “Thank you.”
 

         She stopped, her eyes still on the satchel. After a moment, she flipped open the front and reached inside.
 

         “His whole face just changed,” said Pearse. “I’d never seen that.”
 

         “He probably wanted you to know he was going to kill you,” her voice far more animated than only moments before. “Some people find pleasure in that.” She pulled a hard plastic box from inside the satchel and placed it on the ground. While she played with the clasp, he stared at the body.
 

         The man had an athletic build, powerful arms and hands, his grip still tight around the hasp of the knife. Gazing at the small blade, Pearse realized how close he had come to the same fate. Not that the last three months hadn’t forced him to confront his own mortality, but those occasions had been unspecified, bullets strafing in wild assault. The man lying in front of him was far more personal. A single knife meant for him.
 

         The question suddenly dawned on him. “Why did he think he had to kill me?”
 

         Petra was struggling with the box, using her own knife as a wedge. With a final dig, the top snapped open, a strange odor wafting from inside. “It’s Bosnia. It doesn’t take much thought.”
 

         The rationale didn’t ring true. “No, you saw him. He made a choice.”
 

         Petra was too preoccupied with the contents of the box to consider an answer. Inside were three rectangular piles of parchment, each one held together by a leather string sewn into the far left edge of the stack. Held together by a primitive form of binding, the bundles lay cracked and yellowed, though virtually intact. Odd symbols filled the pages, neat rows of a language neither of them had ever seen before. Petra pulled back the first leaf of the center pile, the parchment gritty to the touch, unwilling to be moved more than an inch or two. Even so, she was able to make out similar rows below, more of the incomprehensible text.
 

         “He was obviously protecting something,” she said, trying her luck with the second and third piles. There, too, the parchment refused to budge more than a few inches. “Have you ever seen anything like this?”

         
 

         Putting his own questions aside, Pearse stared hard at the three little stacks. Scanning them, he noticed a tiny mark at the top right-hand corner of each page: a triangle, one half of it darkened, the other half empty. As far as he could see, there was one on every page. He was about to point it out to Petra, when the sound of a voice crackled through the room. An amplified voice.
 

         “Come va?”

         
 

         The radio was strapped to the dead man’s waist, silent again, waiting for an answer. When none came, a second wave of Italian erupted.
 

         Petra shut the box, picked it up, and headed for the stairs. Pearse was right behind her, no need to be told that they had outstayed their welcome. Reaching the top, she turned off the flashlight and sped across the pewless church; they stopped at the doors, listening for anything beyond. Hearing nothing, they slipped out and crouched low, making their way across the wide expanse of field, intent on any sound, any movement around them. At the road, they found a Jeep. Empty. All was still, the eerie quiet of a 4:00 A.M. sky.

         
 

         The hours they had spent with each other slipped quickly from their minds, survival once again the only thought.
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         “Parchment, old paper … yes,” said Mendravic, his bandaged leg up on a chair, a set of headphones to his ears. Petra and Pearse sat at a table in the new communications center, the plastic box between them. Mendravic nodded as he spoke into the microphone. “Yes, at Saint Hieronymus…. I would say three, four in the morning…. The reason is unimportant. Just tell me if you’ve— … Fine, fine. Do videnja.” He turned to the two at the table and shrugged. “He has no idea what they are, either. He has a contact in Zagreb. He’ll call back in an hour.”

         
 

         They had kept most of the details from Mendravic, including the appearance of the man: the two of them had been to the church; they had found the box. End of story. Not that Mendravic was anxious for specifics. He had far more pressing matters to deal with this morning. The body count was relatively small: six children, five women. Still, they needed proper burial. A priest had to be found. A few minutes for the strange stacks of parchment were all he could afford.
 

         Pearse stepped outside. The day was already hot, cloudless, no hint of the autumn weather they had been promised for the last two weeks. It would be oppressive by noon. Petra waited in the doorway, her eyes fixed on him.

         
 

         Without turning around, he said, “Come home with me.” He waited, hoping for an answer, knowing there would be none. “No. I don’t suppose that’s the way things work out.” He turned to face her.
 

         “Not with a priest.” For some reason, she smiled.
 

         He couldn’t help but smile, as well. She stepped toward him. They started to walk. “Things change,” he said.
 

         “No, I don’t think they do. I have to be here, and you …” She stopped and looked up at him. “You don’t. We’ve been down this road, I think.”
 

         He nodded slowly.
 

         “You have to go. And you have to go today.” In a sudden burst of movement, she took him in her arms, her head tight to his chest. He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her in closer. They stood that way for several minutes, neither saying a word.
 

         Finally, he whispered, “I have to know you understand,” the words getting caught in his throat.
 

         Still at his chest, she brought her hand to her face, then pulled away. Even through the half smile, he could see the moistness in her eyes.
 

         She shook her head. “You don’t get that one.” She breathed in heavily, then took another step back. “You have to go today. That’s what I want. Do you understand?”
 

         Now it was Pearse who was doing all he could to stem the tears. Again, he nodded.
 

         “I’m sure you can find a transport out of Zagreb tonight,” she said. “Salko can arrange it.” Without waiting for him, she turned and started back.
 

         He was about to follow, when the sound of a helicopter rose in the distance. Pearse cleared his eyes and looked up to see the tiny bird lift above the horizon.
 

         In his three months in Bosnia, he had never seen one, told they were too easy a target for would-be snipers, especially in broad daylight. Yet this one was flying in untouched, making for a large field just the other side of Slitna’s few remaining buildings. Petra watched, as well. Mendravic was now in the doorway, his hand trying to block out the sun. As the helicopter began its descent, the older Croat limped out into the street. Making his way past Petra, he motioned for her to wait, the same for Pearse as the aircraft set down.

         
 

         It took Mendravic several minutes to get within shouting distance, his hair blown wild by the slowing propellers. Petra pulled up to Pearse, both watching as two men jumped from the cockpit, each one ducking under the blades, each in sunglasses and gray suit. They approached Mendravic, the taller of the two pulling some sort of identification from his pocket. Mendravic examined the card, nodded, and began to lead them back toward town. As they drew closer, he signaled for Pearse and Petra to join him.
 

         “These men have come about the box you found,” he said, still shouting over the noise of the engines. “They’re from the Vatican.”

         
 

         A kind of reprieve for both, they nodded and continued toward the house.
 

         “We’re eager to get it back,” said the taller man as he removed his glasses, “if, of course, it turns out to be what we’re looking for.”
 

         It suddenly struck Pearse that Mendravic had sent the message less than fifteen minutes ago. How had these men known to come here? “And that would be what?” he asked as they continued to walk.
 

         The man turned to Pearse. “Pardon?”
 

         “The pieces of parchment. What exactly are they?”
 

         He stared at Pearse for a moment. “I take it you were the one who found them.”
 

         “Yes,” he answered. “And the woman.”
 

         The man glanced at Petra. “I see.” He then turned his attention back to Pearse. “You haven’t looked through them, then?” They neared the house.
 

         “We tried,” Pearse replied. “None of us is familiar with the—”
 

         “Odd symbols?” the man offered.
 

         Pearse nodded. “Yes.”
 

         “I see.”
 

         “They’re in here,” said Mendravic, leading the way through the door. The man kept his eyes on Pearse until, nodding, he stepped inside.
 

         The box sat open on the table, the shorter man quick to begin examining its contents. Pearse stayed by the door. “The Vatican,” he said. “That’s a long way to come. And on such short notice.”
 

         The taller man kept his eyes on the activity at the box. “Yes. Yes, it is.”
 

         “Considering we radioed less than fifteen minutes ago, I’d say remarkable.”
 

         “Yes.” He paused, then turned to Pearse. “We picked up your transmission on our radio. In the helicopter.” His delivery betrayed no emotion. “Quite lucky, I suppose.”

         
 

         “Quite,” replied Pearse.
 

         For the first time, the man smiled. No warmth, just a curling of lips. “As I said, we’re eager to get it back.” The practiced smile remained. “How again did you say you found the box?”
 

         “A church,” answered Pearse, his eyes locked on the man’s. “Saint Hieronymus.”
 

         “Just you and the woman,” he pressed, his tone suggesting he knew far more about last night than he was saying. Pearse recognized the threat.
 

         “Yes,” he answered, his eyes momentarily to Petra. She nodded.
 

         “Church documents,” the man said. When Pearse didn’t answer, he added, “You asked what they were. Language, not symbols.”
 

         As much as every instinct told him to hold back, Pearse couldn’t seem to let it go. “Funny that they should end up in an abandoned church in the middle of a war zone.”
 

         “Yes,” the man replied, watching as his partner carefully leafed through a few of the pages. “They were stolen from the Vatican Library several months ago. We were told they had resurfaced on the black market here.”
 

         “I see.” Pearse could sense Petra’s gaze on him, but he chose to ignore it.
 

         “Nasty business, the black market,” the man continued. “People getting killed over a few pieces of meat.” Again, he turned to Pearse. “How lucky for you that you didn’t run into anyone at that church.” He kept his eyes on him for another few seconds, then turned his gaze to his colleague, who nodded and shut the box. “And it looks as if you won’t have to worry about it anymore.” He picked up the box and moved to the door, Pearse stepping out of the way as the two men approached. “Best for everyone that way, I would guess.” Another thinly veiled threat. The man stopped, looked back at the room, then at Pearse. “So much else here that demands your attention.” Another smile before he followed the smaller man out into the street.
 

         Pearse watched them as they went. A moment later, Mendravic was by his side. “You can be very stupid, Ian.” Pearse now looked at his friend, whose eyes remained on the two departing figures. “I have no idea what was in that box, but you don’t provoke men like that.”
 

         “I can’t imagine the Vatican—”

         
 

         “Neither can I, but that’s not going to stop me from nodding and smiling, and giving them anything they want. How long have you been in this part of the world, that you don’t understand that?” The two men reached the helicopter; Mendravic turned to Pearse. “And I won’t bother asking what actually happened in that church last night.” He stepped back inside, his eyes now on Petra. “I’m also grateful that no one else was there.”

         
 

         The helicopter lifted off, Pearse again watching as it disappeared into the sun.
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         Five hours later, he stood beside a small van. The driver, a man originally from Tirana, had slipped across the Albanian border a few months back and was now helping others to find their way through the perilous back roads of the upper Balkans. For a price, of course. Today, he would be escorting a young American as far as Zagreb. A journalist, he had been told. The details never really mattered. Naturally, he was splitting his take with a few well-placed guards—if, in fact, one could call the apes at the border “guards”—but it was still good money. Americans always overpaid.
 

         “You pay double if we get to the border after sundown,” the man barked over the idling motor.
 

         Pearse ignored him and continued to speak with Mendravic. “I have the address.”
 

         “He’s a distant cousin,” said the Croat, “but he should know I’m still alive.”
 

         Pearse nodded, tried a smile. “She won’t come out, will she?”
 

         Mendravic started to answer, then grabbed him by the shoulders and pulled him close. “Whatever brought you here is still with you. Don’t ever question that.” He held Pearse for some time before releasing.
 

         “I’ll try.”
 

         Mendravic smiled, nodded. “No, she won’t.” He reached out and cupped Pearse’s cheek in his hand. “Good-bye, Ian.” With that, he turned and made his way into the house.
 

         Pearse waited a moment, then opened the door of the van. He glanced one last time at the war-torn landscape, then ducked into the seat. His Albanian seemed overly anxious.
 

         “I’m telling you, after sundown, we don’t get through. No matter how much money you have.” He waited for Pearse to say something. “You do have the money, don’t you?” Pearse nodded. The man immediately ground the van into gear, yammering away as they pulled out. It was a poor act, but at least it was entertaining. Pearse hoped it would be enough to keep him preoccupied for a few hours.

         
 

         He thought of looking back, but instead, he shut his eyes.
 

         Better that way.
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         The smell of incense hung in the air, strong and sweet within the confines  of the church of San Clemente. A summer rain had caught most  of the gathering unawares, dank heat compacted within the stone and  marble walls, hats and hands turned to fans so as to combat the humidity.  Even the mosaics above, ochered reds and greens, seemed to glisten  in the heat. Usually left open, the nave was set with row after row of  chairs directly behind the schola cantorum, the choir seats filled with  boys in white robes. On occasion, a small hand slowly lifted to brush  away a pool of perspiration; otherwise, the boys remained perfectly still  as they listened to the Latin Mass for Monsignor Sebastiano Ruini. A  voice rose from the altar in doleful Latin, its singular cadence lulling  the crowd to sleep.

         
 

         Father Ian Pearse sat on the left-hand side in the second-to-last row.  He was using his program to fend off the heat, his thoughts on the multiple  strands of sweat racing down his back.
 

         Truth to tell, he hadn’t really known Ruini, had seen him only once  or twice at the Vatican Library—a man fascinated with fourth-century  architecture, on a three-month dig somewhere in Turkey up until a few  weeks ago—enough of an acquaintance, though, to merit an appearance  at his funeral. It was the same with most of the congregation, fellow  clergy whose time in Rome was spent less with matters of faith than  with scholarship. Each might have been hard-pressed to distinguish  between the two, but theirs was a different kind of service to God, one  without the desire to tend a flock. It had been the perfect place to come  for a young priest restless in his small Boston parish.
 

         But perhaps restless was the wrong word. Uneasy. Uncertain. The  questions in Bosnia had never really gone away. How could they have?  Petra had stopped writing a couple of months after he’d gotten back—he’d made his decision; she was making hers. All ties cut. It only made  the numbness more acute. Mom and Dad had told him that he needed  to go back for her, figure it all out. No ulterior motive this time. They  just wanted him happy.

         
 

         Instead, he’d gone down to South Bend, played the young alum,  worked out with the team, put on the ten pounds he’d lost. Best shape  of his life.
 

         Still, that same emptiness.
 

         So he’d called Jack and Andy. Little brother in need of help. Jack had  been studying for orals; Andy had been three weeks into a Harvard philosophy Ph.D. They’d both dropped everything and met him out on the  Cape. A week at the old summer house. Nights on the beach with more  cases of beer than any of them cared to remember. And, of course, the  mandatory midnight swim their last night together.
 

         “This is fucking freezing, Padre.” It was Jack’s little joke. The Padres  had been the one team to show any real interest in Pearse during college.  Jack liked the irony. Less so the cold water. “You get on a plane and  you find her. Trust me. Situation solved.” Jack had a way of spelling  things out for you. Ever since his two younger brothers had eclipsed his  more than respectable six-foot-even, Jack had asserted his primacy in  other ways. The words trust me were a favorite.

         
 

         As ever, Pearse was trying to float on his back, his eyes locked on the  stars. “Ladies and gentlemen, I give you the shriveled balls theory of  resolution.”
 

         Andy let out a laugh and immediately sucked in a mouthful of water.  Blessed with an Adonis-like build—six foot four, 220 pounds—he didn’t  have an ounce of athletic talent to go with it. He began to cough up  water as he tried to stay afloat.
 

         “You drowning on us, Lurch?” asked Pearse.
 

         “I’ll let you know.”
 

         “At least I’ve got some,” Jack piped in.
 

         Pearse laughed. “And this from a man who’s getting a Ph.D.”
 

         “Well, it is freezing.” Jack began to backstroke his way to shore. “You  and Aquaman can figure it out. I’m going in.”
 

         The sound of lapping water grew more distant as Pearse let his feet  drop down, only his head now above water. He could just make out  Andy about ten feet from him.
 

         “You think I should go back?” he asked.
 

         “Maybe.”
 

         “The philosopher speaks.” Pearse waited. “No, what do you really  think?” He heard Andy take a few strokes to his left.

         
 

         “I think it would make your life a whole lot easier if it was only  about her.”
 

         “Meaning?”
 

         “Meaning, if it was just her, you would have stayed.”
 

         Pearse didn’t answer.
 

         “So it’s not just about her,” said Andy. They floated silently for several  minutes before he spoke again. “You should read Descartes.”
 

         “What?”
 

         “Descartes. Cogito ergo sum. You should read him.”

         
 

         “Okay?”
 

         “Except that’s not really it. It’s not the thinking that tells him he  exists; it’s the doubting. Because if he’s doubting, then he must be thinking.  So it’s dubito ergo sum that leads him to cogito ergo sum.”

         
 

         “How much did you have to drink?”
 

         “You’re not listening, E. Look, I’m probably the closest thing we have  to an atheist in this family, but even I know faith begins with doubt. If  you don’t question it, what’s the point in having it? So things got a little  rocked over there. That was the whole reason you went, wasn’t it? If  you hadn’t come back a little disillusioned, then you’d have a problem.  I might not get it, E, but I know you do. You always have. This is the first  time something’s forced you to defend it. And that’s what’s making it  so tough. Until you figure that out, she could be out here with us right  now, and it wouldn’t make a damn bit of difference.” Pearse heard Andy  duck his head underwater, then come back up. “One thing is for certain.  It’s fucking freezing out here.” Andy started in for shore.
 

         Pearse stayed out a few minutes longer, always happiest giving in to  the isolation, his utter insignificance within a seemingly empty sea.
 

         “Thanks, Andy.”
 

         And, somehow, the ball began to fall into his glove again.
 

         All through seminary, he had managed to hold on to that feeling. That  connection. That sense of absolute wonder. A life of cloistered contentment.  The surest way to keep Petra at a distance.
 

         And, for a time, the questions faded, even the doubt that Andy had  said was so essential. Pearse preferred it that way. Pure reflection. A  proximity to God felt in the shadowed recesses of an afternoon prayer.
 

         But only for a time. Once on the outside, he began to run into even  greater confusion, especially in the role of priest: too much responsibility ceded by a willing congregation; too easy a reliance on detached hierarchy.  Church dogma had a way of clouding everything. And what had  been so pure, so personal at the seminary came to resemble that arm’s-length  quality he had seen with his parents. Genuine connection no  longer made sense. There was too much standing between believer and  Christ to allow for it.

         
 

         Not surprisingly, the emptiness from Bosnia slipped back in, threatening  everything he had built for himself. He knew he needed to find  another venue for his devotion, one more isolated, safer, where church  structure couldn’t undermine his ever-tenuous belief. And where he  wouldn’t allow Petra to find her way back in as a different kind of answer.

         
 

         Walking alone one afternoon near Copley Square, it had suddenly  dawned on him where he might find it. Or at least how. Everything had  become a little too dark; he needed to lighten things up. So he’d gone  back to the games, the fun of fragments and puzzles. This time, though,  it wasn’t Paul, whose approach had always seemed colored by a  Pharisaic past, nor the writers of the Gospels, each too caught up in his  own agenda, but Augustine, where the insights remained acutely personal  and therefore somehow less limiting—the fun and wonder  reclaimed all at once.

         
 

         And so, in an act of self-salvation, he’d dived in. He found himself consumed  by it, simple translations leading to the more complex world of  liturgical analysis. Somewhere along the way, he even began to make a  name for himself—conferences beyond the walls of the church, papers  beyond the scope of personal faith—a scholar of language, everyone so  surprised, no one more so than himself. Except, of course, for John J. He’d  known all along. The onetime Bosnian freedom fighter caught up in a  world of minutiae, intricacies of meanings—energy focused on the subtleties  of belief rather than on belief itself.

         
 

         So much easier to “take it and read” than to take it and know.
 

         He was, after all, his parents’ son.
 

         Unwilling to admit that he was falling into that same trap, he’d  pressed on, back to Ambrose, Augustine’s mentor, inspiration for the  most brilliant mind the church had ever known. The most reasoned  faith it had ever known. Find clarity in that wisdom.
 

         So, when the opportunity to sift through a sixth-century palimpsest  of the letters of Saint Ambrose at the Vatican had presented itself, he’d  jumped at the chance. Not just for the scholarship but also for the place itself. Maybe in Rome he’d be able to reconnect with the purity he’d  somehow lost along the way. The certainty.

         
 

         It had been two years since then. Two years in which to find other  projects so as to keep himself busy, keep him in Rome, insulated in a  world of abstract piety. The answers might not have been any easier, but  at least the questions were once again more distant.
 

         The congregation rose, Pearse with them. Communion. He moved  out to take his place in the line, when he noticed a familiar face some  thirty feet ahead of him, the man looking back, trying to catch his  attention. Dante Cesare, brother of the monastery at San Clemente—and an avid digger in the church’s storied foundations—stood by one  of the half dozen vaulted archways that stretched the length of both  sides of the nave. One of its few non-Irishmen, Cesare stood almost six  foot five. And at no more than 180 pounds, he virtually disappeared  into his robes, all thoughts of a torso lost, only scaly hands and feet protruding  from the outfit. His equally elongated head bobbed above,  aquiline nose stretching the skin taut around his cheekbones. An El  Greco come to life.

         
 

         They’d met just over a year ago in the Villa Doria Pamphili, a park  just south of the Vatican, and the best place to find a pickup game on  weekends. Pearse had gotten into the habit of taking a handful of kids  from the American school out on Saturdays, play a couple of innings,  keep himself in shape. Cesare had appeared from behind a tree one  afternoon, keeping his distance, but clearly fascinated by it all. When a  stray ball had rolled past him, he’d gone after it with the enthusiasm of  a five-year-old. The image of those skeletal arms and legs thrashing  around still brought a smile to Pearse’s face. It turned out that what the  monk lacked in physical ability, he more than made up for in his understanding  of the game. Cesare had been a rabid Yankee fan for years, knew  all the statistics, the stories. The kids loved him. Pearse handled the  drills; Cesare handled everything else.

         
 

         Once a week, priest and monk, two topics off-limits: Thomas Aquinas’s  thoughts on eternal law and Bucky Dent’s affinity for the Green Monster.
 

         The relationship had blossomed.
 

         The Cesare who now waited beneath the archway was hardly the man  Pearse had come to know over the last year. The chiseled face looked  even more gaunt than usual, not all that surprising, given how close he  had been to the late monsignor. Still, Pearse saw more apprehension than grief in the eyes as the monk nodded to his left—an open area just  beyond the archway, frescoes and mosaics adorning the high walls. Cesare moved off, Pearse behind him.

         
 

         No one seemed to notice as the two men slipped away.
 

         “We’re missing the best part,” whispered Pearse.
 

         Cesare ignored him and continued to walk. He came to a large  wrought-iron gate, a key already in hand, the stairs to the lower levels  of the church beyond. Without any explanation, he slid the key into the  lock and pulled it open, the sound of squealing hinges drowned out by  the Mass going on behind them. Cesare quickly glanced over his shoulder  as he hurried Pearse through, no time for any questions. He pulled  the gate shut and locked it, then moved past him to the stairs.
 

         Pearse had ventured down only once before with his friend. Then, it  had been to see a small statuette Cesare had unearthed: a fertility relic  from the second-century temple of Mithras some two or three levels  below—he couldn’t quite remember which—one more piece in the  ever-growing celebrity of San Clemente. Like so many of its counterparts  around the city, the church boasted a healthy cache of archaeological  finds dating back to the ancient Romans. Unlike any other,  though, its lineage could be traced by descending from one floor to the  next, from one church to the next—the twelfth century, the fourth, the  second, each preserved in almost perfect condition. It was what made it  so popular with the tourists. And why Pearse had always felt somewhat  unnerved by the place. Too similar to another church. Another time.

         
 

         Never quite relegated to the past.
 

         Cesare had chosen an entrance reserved only for those involved with  the excavations. He picked up a small lantern, turned it on, and handed  it to Pearse; he then took one for himself and began to make his way  down, still without a word. At the first landing, he again looked over his  shoulder. Not knowing why, Pearse did the same; the stairwell was  empty. The two continued down. Twice, Pearse tried to ask what they  were doing, and twice, Cesare rebuffed him with a hand to the air.
 

         After maneuvering their way through a series of circuitous tunnels—the sound of running water all around them—they finally arrived at the  sixth-century catacombs, ragged stones hovering over narrow passageways.  Cesare stopped and bent over as he turned into a small enclosure,  its ceiling no more than five feet high. Pearse followed.

         
 

         “This is the one,” said the Italian, his words clipped. He stood hunched  over in a room perhaps seven feet wide, ten feet long, the texture of the walls reminding Pearse of late-summer sandcastles on a Cape Cod  beach, wet sand dripping from above, each drop threatening to undermine  the entire structure. Even now, he couldn’t be sure how long they  both had before the brittle walls would come crumbling down.

         
 

         “Another fertility god?” he asked with a smile, making it a point to stay  by the doorway.
 

         Cesare turned to him, his thoughts evidently elsewhere. “What?” A  moment’s recognition, and then, “No, no, nothing like that. Why are you  standing at the door? Come in closer. Quickly.” Pearse did as he was told  and moved to the far wall.
 

         “Never really understood that anyway,” he said, the smile broader. “A  monk with a fertility god.”
 

         “What?” Cesare asked distractedly. He was stooped over a small pile  of rocks, busy pulling one off after another. Not waiting for an answer,  he continued:“You knew Sebastiano was digging behind the Rapiza frescoes.”  He stopped for a moment. “What am I saying? Of course you  knew he was working in the old church. It’s where they found the body.”  He was clearly agitated; he went back to work. “Well, I don’t think he  was there two nights ago.”
 

         The image of the forty-five-year-old Ruini, his corpse lying in the  fourth-century church—captured forever in vivid black and white by  one of the local papers—flashed through Pearse’s mind. “You don’t  think he was where they found him,” Pearse echoed, his attempt at sarcasm  meant to focus Cesare.
 

         “Exactly. And I don’t think our friend’s heart simply gave out, as we’ve all been told.”
 

         Pearse kept his eyes on the Italian, nervous, jaunty movements from  a man well known for his composure. “I see,” he said, the ploy obviously  having had no effect. “And why is that?”
 

         Cesare stopped and looked back. “Can you help me with some of  these?” He inched over so as to leave room for Pearse to kneel down next  to him; again, Pearse did as he was told. Together, they removed the last  few heavy stones. When they had uncovered a small hole in the wall,  Cesare flattened himself on the floor and reached his arm into the  crevice. A moment later, he pulled out a cylindrical metal tube; he then  flipped over and sat against the wall; Pearse did the same. “Because,” he  continued, “three nights ago, he gave me this.” He clutched the tube in  his lap.
 

         “Which is?”
 

         “He was in an unbelievable state,” Cesare continued, as if not having  heard the question. “I’d never seen him like that before. He told me to  hold on to it, just for a few days, and to tell no one.” Cesare seemed to  lose his train of thought. “He was distracted. Very distracted.”

         
 

         “It seems to be catching,” said Pearse, trying to lighten the mood.
 

         The comment momentarily brought Cesare back. “What?”
 

         “Nothing. Did he tell you why he gave it to you?” he asked. When  Cesare continued to stare blankly, Pearse added, “Have you looked  inside?”
 

         Cesare’s eyes went wild. “Why? Why do you ask that?”
 

         Pearse raised his hands in mock surrender, another attempt to calm  his friend. “I’m just asking. I didn’t mean to—”
 

         “No, no, of course, you’re just asking.” Cesare placed a hand on  Pearse’s knee, his expression at once benign. “I’m sorry. It’s just …”  Again, he seemed to lose focus. He took in a deep breath, then slowly  exhaled. Pearse waited until the monk was ready to speak again. “I took  it, I put it in my rooms, and I didn’t think about it anymore. And then  suddenly, he’s dead. Naturally I’ve looked inside.”
 

         “And?”
 

         Cesare turned the tube around until he found a small handle halfway  down one side; he pulled up on the metal hasp and watched as the top  of the canister hissed opened—the sound of a vacuum releasing. He  gently took out what looked to be a scroll of rolled vellum. “He said it  was something he’d found here, behind the frescoes.”
 

         “And you have no idea what it is?” Pearse asked. Cesare shook his head  quickly. “Do you know why he gave it to you?”
 

         “To me?” It took a moment for the question to register. “No. He was  frightened. We were both down here digging; he saw me … I don’t  know. He said it would be just for a few days.”
 

         Pearse nodded, more to reassure Cesare than himself. “So why did you  bring the tube back here?”
 

         The Italian let his head fall back against the stone. “Why … why did  I bring it here?” Again, he needed a moment to collect himself. “Because  the day after Sebastiano was … the day after he died, I went back to  my rooms and discovered that someone had gone through the place.”
 

         “What?” Pearse’s tone had lost all trace of humor.
 

         “A few things were slightly out of place. I’m very particular about my  things.” He nodded several times for emphasis. “Anyway, I knew someone  had been there. Luckily, I have a space where I keep certain other things. They didn’t find it, whoever they were. But they were there. I  know that. So to be safe, I brought the tube here.”

         
 

         “Why not take it to the abbot, or the police?”
 

         “You think I didn’t think of that? I was in a panic. When I realized  what I should have done, they’d already decided to have the funeral  here. All the preparations—it’s been impossible to sneak down without  anyone seeing or asking. I couldn’t very well have gone to the abbot or  the police without this,” he said, raising the scroll, then placing it back  into the tube. He pulled down on the mechanism and sealed it.
 

         “So why bring me?” It was the first time he’d thought to ask.
 

         Cesare looked at him, his expression momentarily blank. He tried a  weak smile. “I don’t know. I saw you. I thought it would be better to  have someone with me.” He suddenly stopped, his gaze drifting to the  floor. “Actually, that’s not entirely true.” Pearse waited for his friend to  continue. “I knew you’d be here today.” Cesare kept his eyes on the  ground. “I knew no one would take any notice of us during the administration  of Communion.” He was clearly struggling with something.
 

         Again, Pearse waited.
 

         “Sebastiano said that the scroll … the writing …” Cesare looked up.  “Well, it might have something to do with the Manichaeans.” When  there was no response, he continued. “You’re familiar with the fourth-century  heresies—Augustine’s response to Mani and his followers. I  thought perhaps you’d know what to do with the scroll.” Now he  paused. “And why someone might have been killed because of it.” The  last thought forced Cesare to close his eyes, drop his head back against  the wall.

         
 

         “The Manichaeans?” The reference caught Pearse completely by surprise,  its absurdity dispelling whatever apprehension he might have  been feeling. “Dante”—he smiled, trying to find the appropriate  words—“I’m hardly an expert, but I do know that no one would kill anyone  because of what the Manichaeans had to say. That’s … ludicrous.”  He couldn’t help a little laugh. “The sect died out over fifteen hundred  years ago.” Pearse saw his effort to console coming to naught. “Look, if  that’s what’s in the scroll, I can tell you, you have nothing to be worried  about. Nothing. Maybe you misinterpreted what Sebastiano—”
 

         “No.” The answer was tinged with anger. “I know what I saw. I know  what he told me.” He turned to Pearse, no less adamant. “And I know  who the Manichaeans are. Of course no one kills because of an ancient  heresy. I’m not stupid, Ian.”
 

         “I didn’t say—”

         
 

         “Sebastiano thought there was something. I find it rather strange that  he’s dead two days after he hands me a certain scroll, which, according  to you, should give me nothing to worry about. My rooms are rummaged  through. If you think it’s something funny—”

         
 

         “All right.” Pearse was getting tired of sitting on the rock-hard floor.  “We’ll take the scroll to the abbot, or the police, or whoever you think  best. And we’ll see. How about that?”
 

         Cesare waited before answering. “Fine.”
 

         “Fine,” Pearse echoed. He rested his head against the wall. Sensing  things were still a bit dicey, he added, “Then again, you might have reason  to be worried.” He kept his eyes straight ahead. He waited for Cesare  to turn to him. “The Sox did pull to within four games of the Yanks last  night.”
 

         It was several seconds before Cesare answered. “What?”
 

         “The Sox. They’re within four. Might be time to be getting a little  nervous.”
 

         Cesare stared at Pearse. “What was the score?”
 

         Pearse continued to gaze at the far wall. “They called it in the sixth.  Ten-run rule.”
 

         Cesare couldn’t hide the first hint of a smile. “I thought that was just  for Little League?”
 

         Pearse shrugged.
 

         “Well, it’s as close as they’ll get,” said the monk.
 

         Now Pearse smiled. He hoisted himself up, placed a hand on Cesare’s  shoulder, and patted the weathered cloth. “Always the pessimist.”
 

         “It’s just that you people never learn, that’s all.” For the first time in  the last twenty minutes, he seemed to relax.
 

         Cesare was just getting to his feet when the lights suddenly flicked on  in the corridor. At once, panic, then a look of concentrated calculation  fixed in his eyes. “The lights for the tourists,” he said as he moved to the  door. “They can only be turned on from two floors above.” He scanned  the corridor, then turned to Pearse, extending the tube to him. “It’ll take  them a few minutes to get down here. Take this and put it back in the  hole.”
 

         “Dante, I’m sure—”
 

         “Please, Ian, do as I ask. If this is nothing, you can laugh at me later.  Just do this.” Pearse took the tube. “Put the stones back around it, keep your lantern off, and wait ten minutes before leaving. I’ll … try to distract  them by going now. Meet me outside the Colosseum in an hour.”

         
 

         Before Pearse could answer, the monk was through the door, the sound  of his feet quickly receding down the corridor. Reluctantly, Pearse did as  he was asked and turned off his lantern, the room at once pitch-black  save for a tiny patch of light bleeding in through the doorway. The area  by the stones, however, remained in complete darkness. He placed the  lantern on the floor, then knelt so as to locate the hole. Feeling his way  down the wall, he found the opening and slid the tube inside; then, one  by one, he replaced the stones. He checked his watch: 4:40. Leaning his  head back against the wall, he dropped his shoulders and closed his eyes.
 

         The Manichaeans. Pearse couldn’t help but smile. Scourge of the true  believers. Fifteen hundred years trapped in obscurity, and they were now  forcing him to sit in a damp cave in the basement of a church waiting  for the lights to go out. What could be more appropriate, he thought,  from the “Brothers of the Light”?

         
 

         Truth be told, even Augustine had been drawn in by the Manichaean  mystique, a devoted member for a time, enticed by the sect’s response  to the great question of the day: Whence comes evil? Pearse recalled  how the subject had amounted to nothing less than a mania with the  early Christians, all of whom had agreed, Not from a perfect God. But  if not from God—source of all things—then from where? The  Manichaeans, from the bits and pieces he remembered, had opted for a  rather ingenious approach: the Persian dualism—the world torn  between two combatant kingdoms of light and darkness, spirit and  nature—forcing men to rely on reason to distinguish between the two.  Suddenly, self-knowledge had held the key to salvation. Perhaps above  even faith—a step the young Augustine had ultimately refused to take.  How bitterly had he then turned on his onetime comrades, branded  them heretics, forced them underground, a nascent sect destined for  extinction. How vital it had been for him to stamp out the dangerous,  if subtle, simplicity of their teaching.
 

         And how dramatically, Pearse thought, had all that changed in the last  fifteen hundred years. The Mass upstairs: still in the midst of Communion,  now an everyday occurrence, no need to ponder its deeper meaning, the  controversies long ago forgotten. No more battles to be won, no heresies  to be put down, nothing that might provoke any real debate.
 

         Faith at its most docile.
 

         Shaking the more modern doubts from his mind, Pearse tried to concentrate  on Cesare. As much as he wanted to dismiss the claim that  Ruini’s death had been anything but natural, the intensity in the monk’s  plea now forced him, if only for a moment, to consider the other, far  more unsettling possibility. Even then, it didn’t make any sense. The  newspapers had said heart failure. So, too, had the church. Why? To  cover up a scroll? The Manichaeans? It was … absurd.

         
 

         The sound of footsteps in the corridor brought his eyes open. Without  thinking, he edged himself closer to the wall. It was an unnecessary precaution,  as he sat shrouded in darkness, but the instinct to feel rock  against his back won out over reason. He waited, certain that in a few  moments a familiar face from the church above would peer through the  doorway and ask him the embarrassing question: what exactly was he  doing here? He tried to think of an answer as the steps drew closer, but  there was something to them that stole his attention—too measured,  too precise. Whoever was out there was coming slowly, as if looking for  something.
 

         Or someone.
 

         For the first time since the strange jaunt had begun, Pearse felt uneasy.  He pulled his knees into his chest and stared into the light coming from  the corridor.
 

         “He’s moving to the old church.” The sound of Italian echoed in the  hall, the voice from a radio. “We have him.” All at once, a figure ran past  the doorway, too fast for Pearse to catch any features. A man of average  height. Dark hair. A raincoat. A few more seconds, and the sound of his  steps faded to nothing.
 

         Pearse didn’t move. The intrusion of the voice had been enough to jar  him, but the words were what froze him to the ground.
 

         We have him.

         
 

         Anxiety became genuine fear, Cesare’s sense of urgency now his own  as Pearse tried to conceive a logical explanation for the last half minute.  But he couldn’t. The passionless voice over the radio coupled with the  terror in the monk’s eyes discounted every choice but one. The old church.

         
 

         Without thinking, he bolted upright, his head nearly knocking into  the ceiling as he moved to the door, lantern once again in hand. He  inched his face out and peered along the corridor. Nothing. Running out,  he ducked low, only to realize some fifteen seconds later that he had no  idea how to get to the old church. Rough walls had given way to smoother ones, the roof now affording a few inches above his head, but  there was no indication of which was the right way to go. He had passed  a stairwell a few yards back; now he stood at the crossroads of three separate  paths, each extending into distant shadows. He stopped and tried  to listen for any movement up ahead, but the sound of flowing water  made that all but impossible.

         
 

         He chose the central alley, careful to keep his movements as quiet as  possible, all the while his ears perked up for the least bit of sound up  ahead. Still nothing. He reached the end of the passageway and again  had a choice of two. Trying to orient himself, he closed his eyes so as to  visualize the twists and turns he had made, superimposing some vague  map of the church over his various meanderings. It only confused him  more. He opted for the left, again picking up the pace, soon aware that  he had gone much too far not to have passed the underground church.  But there had been no turnoff, no other possibilities other than straight  ahead. He thought about turning back, but he knew that would be  equally futile.
 

         After a maddening few minutes, he finally came to a set of stairs.  Taking them two at a time, he barreled his way up, first one level, then  the next, his collar soaked with perspiration as he finally emerged at a  large iron gate. For a panicked moment, he remembered the key Cesare  had needed. Here, however, it was only a metal pole wedged into the  stone floor, enough to lift it a few inches and slide the gate back. A sign  reading PRIVATO hung on the other side. He pulled the gate shut behind  him and walked into a small atrium, a door at the far end, the church’s  cobblestoned courtyard visible through the glass.

         
 

         At least now he knew where he was—the main sanctuary waited just  off to his left. Better still, he remembered that the stairs to the fourthcentury  church lay just across the way. As unobtrusively as he could,  Pearse moved out into the courtyard, his gait casual, the lantern held  tightly against his leg. He pushed open the second glass door, only to be  met by the hum of the Mass to his left, its monotone drowning out the  sound of his steps as he hurried along to the far atrium and the stairs  leading down. A token chain hung across the stairway, another sign—CHIUSO in thick red ink, the excavations closed for the funeral—little  more than a high step needed to hurdle it before making his way down.

         
 

         For some reason, he checked his watch: 4:55. It had been over ten  minutes since the voice on the radio had told him where to find Cesare. Ten minutes of inept fumbling. Images of the monk’s eyes flashed  through his mind, their panic compounded by his own sense of helplessness.  Reaching the bottom, he tried to steady his breathing, keep his  strides silent as he neared the entryway to the subterranean church.  Finding the Rapiza frescoes, he inched his way along the corridor, his  back against the wall. Confounded by the absolute silence, he stopped  at the archway, hoping for any sound, any hint of movement. Nothing.  A moment later, he lunged out into the heart of the ancient church.

         
 

         It stood completely empty. A series of columns lined the center of the  open area, thick stone casting wide angular shadows from the overhead  light. Pearse stepped farther in, his gaze moving from side to side, knowing  full well he would find nothing, yet still hoping. Coming to the far  end, he turned round and repeated the mindless inspection, a small  cordoned-off area marking where Ruini’s body had been found, but  there was no hint that anyone had been here since its discovery two days  ago. He wanted to believe he had let his imagination run wild, that  somehow the voice from the radio had been a bizarre coincidence,  Cesare’s panic a product of wild speculation. The silent room, however,  only intensified his misgivings.

         
 

         An eerie quiet descended on the place, conjured by the glow of fluorescent  light on ancient stone. The high-pitched hum of the bulbs  seemed to taunt him, heighten his sense of isolation. He became acutely  aware of each intake of breath, the sweat creasing his neck, now suddenly  chilled by the airless space. It was impossible to think, only to  move, back to the entryway, to the corridor.
 

         He had made it halfway to the stairs when the lights suddenly flicked  off. Instinct flattened him against the wall, his heart racing. He expected  someone to come flying out of the darkness, something to confirm all  that Cesare had said, but everything remained still. He slowly remembered  that the switches for the lights lay one floor above. Whoever had  given chase was now simply making sure to clean up after himself. There  was nothing Pearse could do. He turned on his lantern and quickly  started down the corridor.
 

         Within a minute, he was once again at the top of the stairs, the sound  of voices echoing nearby, people filing out of the church. The funeral was  over. He placed the lantern on the second step and casually moved out  into the atrium. Most were exiting by the far door, one or two opting for  the courtyard, a nod here and there from a familiar face as he made his way back toward the main sanctuary. He scanned the flow of bodies, hoping  to spot Cesare’s unmistakable shape, a head bobbing above the rest.  As he looked, Pearse suddenly realized that someone else might be doing  the very same thing. Perhaps Cesare had managed to elude them. Perhaps  that was why the church below had been empty. Hope was a powerful  elixir. He began to broaden his sweep. He had no idea what he was looking  for, but the action itself seemed to calm him.

         
 

         Several minutes later, he stood by the main door. He had seen no one,  nothing to draw his attention. He stepped out into Via di San Giovanni  in Laterano, the rain having turned to mist. Whatever momentary peace  of mind he had managed in the church now gave way to the realization  that Cesare was gone.
 

         “… the Colosseum … an hour.” He had no choice but to trust the  monk would be there.
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         The sound of his own footsteps trailed Stefan Kleist along the carpeted  corridor. There was nothing much to distinguish him save for a  pair of exceptionally broad shoulders, far wider than usual for a man  his size. They gave him an unexpected power, a compact sturdiness  that could very well have defined his entire personality. Elegant arms  swayed at his side, muscular even through the fine material of his suit  jacket, one hand now slipped casually into his pants pocket as a maid  appeared from one of the rooms. She pulled the familiar cart behind  her, the Bernini Bristol logo etched into the hotel’s towels. Kleist  smiled, a gentle lifting of his lips, pale green eyes betraying nothing but  absolute contentment. The young woman nodded once, then quickly  moved along in the opposite direction. The moment she had passed,  Kleist’s expression returned to its more accustomed steeliness, stone  cold eyes, lips again a hardened flat line. Reaching the end of the corridor,  he turned left and pushed through a pair of heavy leather doors  toward the one remaining suite on the floor. He pressed the bell and  waited.
 

         Within a few seconds, a voice came from behind the thick double  door. “Sì?”

         
 

         “Stefan.” A moment later, a bolt released and the door pulled back,  revealing a foyer with living room beyond. Kleist stepped through, nodded  to the man at the door, and proceeded into the larger room. Four others sat on various chairs and couches, each one looking over to  acknowledge the recent arrival. Kleist said nothing and took a chair at  the far wall, directly behind the man who was speaking.

         
 

         “Probably tonight or tomorrow,” the man continued, ignoring the  interruption. “The end of the week the latest.” Like Kleist, he was  impeccably well dressed, a small handkerchief at the lapel pocket of his  suit, long legs crossed delicately at the knee. Somewhere in his sixties,  Erich Cardinal von Neurath had lost most of his hair, the thin ring lending  his face a decided austerity. High cheekbones and sallow complexion  accentuated an almost constant expression of indifference. In his  usual clerical robes, it gave him an air of reflective piety. In the suit, it  translated into an aristocrat’s sneer.
 

         “And there’s no chance he’ll miraculously recover?” asked the one  woman in the room. “No act of God?” Doña Marcella de Ortas Somalo,  a Castilian contessa—the one true aristocrat among them—was somewhere  in her mid-fifties, and had already buried four husbands, the last  a man thirty years her senior. Not one for black, she wore an Armani  suit, a deep green, the skirt cut to just below the knee so as to point up  her best feature. Truth to tell, all her features were her best. Delicate  nose and fine cheeks highlighted two dark brown eyes, always with a  gaze that said she knew exactly what everyone was thinking. And, more  often than not, she did. Even the dyed blond hair tied back in a bun—which, on another woman, might have seemed an affectation, or  worse—was perfect for the tone and texture of her skin. It wasn’t as if  she looked twenty years younger than she was. She didn’t. But there  wasn’t a twenty-five-year-old who wouldn’t have given anything to have  what the contessa had. And the contessa knew it.
 

         “No,” answered von Neurath. “Even a Pope has his limitations. The  doctors have no explanation for the disease’s sudden appearance, but  they do agree it’s too far gone to help him now. As I said, the weekend  the latest.”
 

         The youngest member of the quartet edged out on his seat. “Would I  then … that is to say, will I need to—”
 

         “Spit it out, Arturo,” said von Neurath.
 

         Arturo Ludovisi, senior analyst at the Vatican Bank, nodded once, a  herky-jerky movement that made him look all the more uncomfortable.  He was a little man, the crisp line of a comb etched perfectly into his  well-oiled hair, shirt collar starched to the point of rigidity, a line of perspiration  where neck met cloth. And yet he had a remarkably handsome face, lost in the uneasy expression that seemed always to line it. He took  a breath and began again. “Do I … need to accelerate the number of  deposits, then?”

         
 

         Von Neurath looked at him. “Just manage the accounts, Arturo. No.  No need to accelerate anything.”
 

         Another quick nod, Ludovisi clearly regretting his little outburst.
 

         “And I take it I won’t need to cancel any of the rites.” The last of the  four shifted slightly at the end of the couch. Father John Joseph Blaney,  the onetime parish priest, now special envoy to the Vatican, waited for  an answer.
 

         “Not at all,” answered von Neurath. “They’re even more important  now.” He waited for the familiar Blaney nod, then continued. “So, if it’s  in the next few days, that means we need a confirmation on votes, and  we need it quickly. There have been rumors that Peretti and I will split  the conclave, leaving the papacy open for who knows who to step in.”
 

         “I can’t imagine it would be that hard to apply a little pressure in various  circles,” said the contessa.
 

         “Pressure, Doña, won’t be a problem,” interjected Kleist, still seated  behind von Neurath. The two had developed a certain fondness for each  other, something bordering on the maternal, without all the usual complications. A patroness for him. A confidant for her.
 

         “It’s not applying it that’s the problem,” said Blaney, peering past the  cardinal to his minion. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Herr Kleist, but  physical intimidation—or worse—has to be a last resort. If that.”
 

         “But it is an option,” said von Neurath.
 

         Blaney hesitated. “This isn’t the fifteenth century, Erich. You’re no  Medici prince.”
 

         “The election won’t be the problem,” countered the contessa, trying  to move on. “We have to think of the weeks after. I thought that was  why we were meeting tonight.”
 

         “Without the election,” answered von Neurath, “there are no weeks  after.”

         
 

         More silence. Finally, Blaney spoke. “We just need to iron out a few  things.”
 

         The foursome spoke for another half an hour before Ludovisi began  to gather his things. “My flight. If I’m to make the transfers … well, I’ll  need to go now.” He seemed to be waiting for permission.
 

         “Good.” Von Neurath nodded. “I think we’re done here.”
 

         Ludovisi stood, his relief all too apparent.
 

         “You’ll be in touch with the various cells?” asked von Neurath.  “Remind them that they need to maintain absolute security now?”

         
 

         Another nod from Ludovisi.
 

         Von Neurath stood, then turned to Blaney. “Oh, by the way. Any news  on that San Clemente business? Have we figured out what exactly is  happening there?”
 

         Blaney waited, then shook his head. “I really don’t know. I believe  Herr Kleist is looking into that.” Again, he peered past von Neurath.  “Isn’t that right?”
 

         The younger man was already standing. “Absolutely, Father,” he  answered. “I’m taking care of it.”
 

         Ludovisi headed for the door.
 

         “Aren’t you forgetting something, Arturo?” It was Blaney who spoke.  “Aren’t we all forgetting something?”
 

         The contessa was the first to nod; she knelt down. Von Neurath showed  a mild irritation, then followed suit. The others in the room did the same.  Blaney was the last. He began to pray: “It is from the perfect light, the true  ascent that I am found in those who seek me. Acquainted with me, you  come to yourselves, wrapped in the light to rise to the aeons….”
 

         Five minutes later, the suite was empty.
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         A final surge of tourists hustled through the turnstiles, a last-minute visit  before closing. Pearse sat on a bench some twenty yards from them,  elbows on knees, chin on hands. He wondered why they even bothered;  the light had given up on the day, too low in the sky to penetrate the  thick wall of cloud, too early to be helped by the few surrounding lampposts,  as yet unlit. Even so, the cameras were at the ready.
 

         He had considered going to the police, but he knew Cesare had been  right: What could he possibly say that wouldn’t sound far-fetched, if not  a little paranoid? After all, the scroll remained tucked away in the underbelly  of San Clemente. More than that, he still believed that there was  a reasonable explanation, that Cesare would arrive—a sheepish smile, a  gentle shrug—the two laughing their way to a nearby café. “The  Manichaeans,” he would say. “What was I thinking?”
 

         Still, the words from the catacombs continued to echo: We have him.

         
 

         Pearse checked his watch: 6:15. He glanced around. Cesare should  have been here half an hour ago. The echo grew stronger.
 

         For perhaps the fourth time in the last fifteen minutes, he stood and stepped out into the pedestrian area, a wide swath of pavement extending  some twenty yards in each direction. To his left, a small group waited  at the bus stop on the Imperiali, one or two others by the coffee truck  parked by the fence overlooking the Forum, but no Cesare. Another  check of the watch.

         
 

         It was difficult not to draw attention—a priest pacing alone, no doubt  a look of concern on his face. One of the women at the coffee truck  offered a nervous smile when their eyes met, Pearse awkwardly nodding,  turning, hoping to see Cesare’s gangly features in the distance. Nothing.  He walked back, past the bench, unable to make himself sit. Nearing a  section of recently added scaffolding—three tiers rising high on the  amphitheater—he heard a whispered voice.
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