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“It is during our darkest moments that we must focus to see the light.”
— Aristotle
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Prologue




Roxbury, Boston, Massachusetts, United States

9:19 PM EST, July 4th, 1927





Fireworks burst in red, white, and blue over Old Harbor, harsh light reflecting off the smooth water as thunderous booms and whistling shrieks rose above the crowd’s exaltation. White sulfurous smoke rolled overhead like storm clouds, and relief and satisfaction eased the knot in Terrance Sumner Applewhite’s stomach. Whatever happened on this night, he had seen the light and knew what came next.

“Quite the show, eh?” said Jasper Toney. The man was a notch above a street urchin, which was why Sumner had chosen the harborside as the meeting location. Throngs of spectators packed the shoreline to watch the fireworks, and Jasper would have to be a jamoke to try anything tawdry. The man’s gray suit jacket was threadbare at the elbows, his leather street boots worn and unpolished, and the brim of his black bowler was smudged with dirt. Two-day salt and pepper stubble covered his cheeks, and a hawkish nose presided over an otherwise plain face. Glassy eyes stared at the colorful explosions, the goblet in his hand glowing in the sparkling light.

“Yes,” Sumner said. The plan had been to purchase the artifact and move on, but Jasper had recognized him despite his simple disguise, and that meant it was time for the backup plan. The plan Sumner had never wanted to accept but had always known was the right, the more difficult path. There were people who would kill for the knowledge Sumner now possessed, and he needed to protect himself.

There was only one problem. The bloke wouldn’t stop drinking from the cup.

Jasper tipped back the elaborately decorated goblet, and Sumner studied the intricate etchings again, the colors shifting in the changing light. He didn’t catch the glyph this time, but no matter. It was etched into his brain.

“It appears I’m dry,” Jasper slurred as he held up Zaren’s Chalice.

Sumner resisted the urge to reach out and snatch the cup before the oaf dropped it. He didn’t need the artifact any longer, not really, but how could he be sure? One thing was certain. He couldn’t let Jasper Toney spread his business all over Bean Town, and he couldn’t allow the chalice to fall into the wrong hands.

“I’ve got a fabulous Tennessee whiskey on tap in my cellar,” Sumner said. “A very good year. Aged ten years in burnt Oak. Perhaps we should retreat to my house and have a sniff while we complete our business?”

Jasper stepped back and steadied himself, lifted the glass to take a sip, remembered it was empty, then turned his beady eyes on Sumner. “Whiskey, eh? That sounds right proper.” He leaned in, and Sumner forced back a gag. The man’s breath stank of alcohol and rotten meat. “And we wouldn’t want someone of your… prestige, to be seen by any of your pals with the likes of me, eh?”

Sumner smiled, but said nothing.

The pace of the explosions increased as the finale lit the sky with dazzling starbursts.

Jasper licked his lips, his eyes narrowing. “You wouldn’t be trying to stiff me, now, would you? There are plenty of… collectors who would be interested.”

Sumner was surprised at the man’s intuition, especially given his intoxicated state. “Don’t be a bore, my boy. Come. You’ll thank me later.”

The two men left the harborside and walked the cobblestone streets back to Sumner’s mansion. Few people were about, as most Bostonians sought a better view of the spectacle along the coast.  Four-story red-brick structures with black shutters lined the narrow, darkened lane, vines creeping over the building facades and writhing like snakes in the faint breeze. Clouds of artificial light from newly installed electric lampposts leaked over the road, and shadows danced in every entryway and behind every shrub and flowerpot.

“Isn’t your place over on Logan?” Jasper said.

The mice of unease traipsed up Sumner’s spine. Did it matter that the man knew where he lived? The house staff would be on the front veranda that faced east, trying to catch what they could of the show, and nobody would be paying attention to the rear garden entrance. He said, “Nonsense. I know a shortcut.”

Sumner made a hard left, and the buildings gave way to a ten-foot wall crowned with wrought iron spikes and gas lanterns set into its decorative black coping. Along the opposite side of the alley stood the backs of low commercial buildings: a bakery, a jeweler, a barbershop, and the Burren Pub.

A dog barked as the thunderous fireworks stopped and the growl of cheering carried on the wind. Nerves jangling, Sumner paused before a wooden door set in the stone wall. He produced a set of skeleton keys, quickly selected one, and fitted it into the lock. The click of the bolt disengaging echoed down the alley as Sumner silently swung the door open. He had oiled the hinges the prior day.

Jasper gazed through the open door at the extensive gardens beyond, then held up the chalice as if he’d forgotten he was carrying it. In the half-light, the man smirked, his free hand in his jacket where Sumner guessed Jasper had a knife, or possibly a pistol.

The Shapely estate was built in 1847 on four acres in Roxbury by William Shapely, Royal Governor of the Province of Massachusetts Bay. In 1921, Sumner, who had recently founded the Society for the Preservation of New England Antiquities, purchased the estate to store artifacts and relics of all types, though the house and gardens required extensive renovation.

Moonlight cast errant rays over a narrow stretch of green lawn surrounded by perennial beds and parterres. Stone paths crisscrossed the gardens, the estate house rising into the gloom at the far end of the lawn. The faint static of the house staff out on the veranda echoed off the brick walls, but Sumner and Jasper saw no one as they pressed through the shadows, the scent of the roses and bougainvillea that climbed the walls like perfume.

Sumner produced his keys again and the duo passed through a door into the house. The pair stood on a stone landing, and steps ran up into the residence and down into blackness. A kerosene lamp hung from an iron peg and Sumner took it down and lit it.

Yellow light cast flickering shadows on the stairwell, and Sumner started down the steps. When he didn’t hear Jasper’s footsteps behind him, he stopped and turned.

Jasper stood on the stair landing staring down at Sumner, his face twisted with suspicion. The man had sobered a bit on the short walk from the shore. “You keep your money down there, do you?” he said.

Sumner patted his chest. “Got it right here.” A pang of nervous energy coursed through him. What if the drunk had visions of grandeur? Kill him, take his money, and keep the chalice to sell to someone else.

Jasper’s eyes glowed mischievously in the pale-yellow light.

“I was hoping we could do this like gentlemen.” Sumner reached into his jacket and felt the cold steel of his snub-nosed Colt Detective Special, but he didn’t draw the weapon. Instead, Sumner pulled free a stack of cash and held it up to the lantern light. One thousand American.

“That’s right,” Jasper said. He reached into his jacket to grab whatever weapon he had hidden there, then thought better of it.

Sumner slipped the stack of bills back into his jacket. The gun brought him comfort, but Sumner couldn’t fire the weapon in the enclosed space because of ricochets, and the sound would bring the house staff. He said, “Come this way and we’ll get you that sniff of whiskey while I examine the piece for authenticity, and you count your money.”

A faint breeze whistled through the stairwell as Jasper’s stare burned a hole in Sumner’s jacket where the gun and money were stowed.

“Do you really think if I wanted to cheat you, or hurt you, I would bring you to my house to do it?” Sumner was sixty-two years old and the epitome of a powderpuff, and surely the young buck felt he’d have no problem handling him if things went awry.

Jasper nodded and followed.

The stairs ended in a corridor made of earthen stones. “This was originally a root cellar back in the 1800s, and it’s perfect for storing spirits,” Sumner said. Both spectral and alcoholic.

Sumner reached a thick wooden door with large black hinges. The door’s frame was set into the stonework, a wrought iron candle sconce on each side. Stubs of blackened candles and melted wax covered in dust filled the holders, and cotton candy-like spider webs trailed from the sconces to the ceiling.

“Hold this, will you?” Sumner said as he handed off the lamp. Knowing both Jasper’s hands were occupied, he drew out his keys and unlocked the door.


The room beyond was carved from bedrock. Lantern light danced on chiseled walls, specks of quartz shining like diamond flecks. At the center of the room sat a table with two chairs. Two glasses waited on it, one placed upside-down, the other ready for use. Several wooden casks and a large barrel lined the right-hand wall. A rack made of wine crates stacked on their sides occupied part of the wall ahead and held a collection of bottles. Beside it, a dark crack marked where two slabs of bedrock met at an odd angle, leaving a narrow opening.


“What in holy hell is that?” Jasper said as he pointed the chalice at the hole.

“I plan to expand the cellar,” Sumner said.

Jasper harrumphed.

Sumner rubbed his nose as the musky scent of yeast and damp stone invaded his nostrils. He held out a hand for the goblet. “Let me get you that sniff.”

Jasper swayed back as if he’d been hit with a gust of wind, his face twisting. “Do I have the money?”

Sumner said nothing, his thoughts going to the gun in his jacket. They were twenty feet below ground and encased in stone. He rolled his shoulders and pointed at a small cask that sat in two wooden cradles and had Old #7 burned into its top. A wood spigot had been installed, and Jasper wasted no time filling the chalice. He took a sip, closed his eyes, and moaned.

“What did I tell you, eh?” Sumner said.

The relic thief went to the table, put down the lantern, and turned over the upside-down glass. “For you?”

“Sure,” Sumner said. He was prepared for this.

Jasper filled the glass and handed it over.

Sumner held up the glass and said, “To successfully concluding our mutual business.”

The two men clinked glasses, and Jasper drank deep. Sumner took a sip, held the sharp liquid in his mouth for a few seconds, then slowly spit it back into the glass.

Jasper got himself a refill and almost fell on his way back to the table.

The poison took a few minutes, but Jasper’s eyes were already drooping.

Sumner’s hand shook as he took another fake sip of his drink.

With his faculties plummeting, Jasper pointed at the opening in the wall and asked again, “What is that down there?”

“Natural cavern,” Sumner said. “Have a look. It’s quite the spectacle.”

Jasper pushed to his feet, fell back onto the seat, and tried again. Second time was the charm, but the guy swayed and used the back of the chair for support. “Did you give me the money?” Jasper asked.

Sumner said nothing.

“Don’t try anything,” Jasper said in a voice so slurred Sumner could barely make out the words. He took a long swig of poisoned whiskey and grabbed the lantern as he staggered forward. 

“There’s a rock formation on the far wall that I’m told dates back millions of years,” Sumner said to fill the silence and urge the man on.

The lantern pushed away the blackness as Jasper inched into the cavern, shadows splashing about the room.

Sumner got to his feet and went to the cavern mouth, but paused on the threshold.

The cave floor angled upward, and when Jasper was twenty feet in, he staggered, leaned against the wall, and slid to the ground.

Sumner considered rushing in and grabbing the relic but decided against it. The man was moaning and trembling in his death throes, and Sumner didn’t want to take the risk. Plus, just as Jasper was a loose end, so was the cup. It was a crucial piece of evidence and a vital clue he didn’t want to fall into anyone else’s hands. Sumner already knew the chalice’s secret, and if he needed the relic for some reason, he knew where it would be.

With trembling hands, Sumner went to the storage cabinet. He dropped the keys twice, Jasper wailing in his delirium, but he finally got the cabinet open and pulled free two dollies and a six-foot prybar.

Jasper screamed as pain racked his body.

Sumner placed a dolly at each end of the wine rack, then used the prybar to inch the dollies beneath it. With that done, it was a simple matter to shift the rack’s position.

The tap and tinkle of bottles shifting echoed through the room as Sumner pressed the rack against the wall, covering the crack.

Jasper let loose one final wail of pain and fell still.


Sumner made the sign of the cross and muttered, “In pace requiescat.”


He smiled as he retrieved and stowed the dollies and prybar in the storage cabinet and locked it. There would be plenty of time to come back and dispose of the poisoned whiskey, but there was no rush. Sumner was the only one who had a key to the wine cellar.

As he retreated into the passageway and locked the door, Sumner’s smile faded. He paused and listened hard, the rumble and creak of civilization above like the foreign sounds of another world. Sumner’s nerves poked the underside of his skin, the pain in his lower back so intense he bent over and put his hands on his knees as he caught his breath, inky darkness pressing in around him.

No sounds came from the wine cellar.

The image he’d seen on the chalice burned through his mind as Sumner jerked back in the blackness, a memory forcing its way forward. He had seen the symbol before, and now he knew where to start. But he could tell no one. Not even his wife.

With a newfound sense of satisfaction, and with his deeds justified by success, Sumner backtracked up the steps and slipped out into the garden.

Voices carried on the breeze as people left the harborside, the show over, and folks returned home for parties and holiday merriment. Sumner stuck to the shadows. He saw no one as he crept to the rear exit and paused, waiting until there were no sounds of movement or conversation beyond the stone wall.

Starlight lit the alley in harsh black and white as Sumner locked the garden door behind him. The air was thick with the scent of sulfur, and he puffed out his chest in pride, then deflated with shame, his thoughts going to Jasper.

Sumner tried to shake off the melancholy because there was still work to be done. He strode down the alley. It was time to head off to parties and be seen. He didn’t think he’d need an alibi, but one never knew what the sands of fate would deliver. Just two weeks ago, he’d been unaware of—”

“Hey, mister. Got a light?” came a voice from the shadows.

Sumner slowed but didn’t stop.

A dark shape appeared in the alley before him.

Another voice came from behind, angry and aggrieved. “What? Too good to give a working man a light?”

Sumner looked over his shoulder to find the dark outline of the second man behind him. He remembered the pistol in his jacket, and Sumner drew it out, the weapon trembling in his hand.

Laughter, then, “What are you going to do with that?” The guy stepped from the shadows, a hand outstretched and holding a cigar. He looked a notch or two below Jasper on the social ladder.

“Give me mate a light and we’ll be on our way,” said the other guy.

Jasper looked over his shoulder again and saw that the second man was only five feet behind him.

“I’ll take that,” said the first man. The guy’s vise-like grip clamped down on Sumner’s wrist, and the pistol was thrust down as Sumner struggled to free himself.

A gunshot echoed down the alley.

Sumner fell to his knees, clutching his gut, blood leaking through his fingers.

The two thieves ran.

Darkness encroached at the edges of Sumner’s vision as he faded into oblivion.
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San Francisco, California, United States

1:19 PM PST, Present Day





The midday sun angled over rooftops, casting streaks of dusky yellow-orange across the street as shadows writhed between the buildings and cars that lined the road. Bradford Street rose like paved stairs to the north, its houses climbing along its length as if set on giant steps, and the sparse trees along the road were bent and twisted from their odd growth angle. There was little traffic, but Ellis heard the grumble of the James Lick Freeway to the east as he climbed up the steep incline to Forgotten Treasures Gallery.

A month had slipped away since Ellis fled Arkansas like a thief in the night. His leg wound had healed, and a team of A.T.T.F. forensic archaeologists were in the process of breaking down Cash’s trophy room. So far, most of the artifacts analyzed were either stolen or had been looted from their countries of origin at the point of discovery, most likely by Cash himself. The investigation into Siamun’s coffin had produced little. How Cash had obtained the piece and how he had gotten it home were mysteries lost to time.

Then there was the bone room and Siamun’s mummy. The death of Professor Harthorne’s graduate student so soon after the suspicious death of the professor, as well as the attack on Ellis, had turned the heads of Hell Creek administration, and the university, along with the World Archaeological Congress filed a lawsuit to ban anyone other than Hell Creek personnel from accessing and reviewing the artifacts in Dr. Harthorne’s lab and storage room until the university had an opportunity to catalog all contents within.

The university claimed there was no danger, and any artifact found by Professor Harthorne, a university employee, belonged partly to the university. A legal agreement with the A.T.T.F. for review of the artifacts was forthcoming, but despite the restrictions and legal wrangling, the folks at Hell Creek verified to the A.T.T.F. that there were indeed mummies in the environmental chamber in Dr. Harthorne’s storage room, but that a gold disk wasn’t found with any of them.

Velus was tracking what Ellis had dubbed Siamun’s Disk, the artifact that was removed from Siamun’s outer coffin. Though the A.T.T.F. tech had been unable to find any visual evidence of the coffin showing the piece, he’d managed to cobble together a description from an ancient tablet that detailed Siamun’s burial ritual.

Siamun’s Disk was exactly six inches in diameter and half an inch thick, with markings, jewels, and inlays suspected to be a star chart on one side, and the odd six-pointed star symbol with the eye at its center on the opposite side. The artifact’s origin was suspected to be at the time of Siamun’s death in 967 BCE or shortly before, which was when his coffin would have been constructed.

Velus’s red flag program scoured every sale, news article, social media post, and auction, but there had been few leads. After weeks of frustration, a sales listing for an item that matched the description of the disk was found on the deep web, a hidden subset of the internet that required a specific browser or password to access. Forgotten Treasure Gallery in San Francisco didn’t list a picture, but Ellis knew this was common with traffickers looking to move a hot artifact.

Ellis rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck. He missed Belinda and Hammer, but there was no way M&M would’ve approved them joining Ellis in San Francisco because they weren’t needed, and she didn’t know Ellis was there. He was off the record and operating without permission, though he didn’t feel he needed approval to chase a lead.

He dropped into a shadow behind a passenger van parked across the street from the gallery. Purveyors of ancient relics rarely considered themselves thieves, but it took a level of denial Ellis couldn’t achieve to accept that. Perhaps the thieves in question didn’t physically take the artifacts, but buying and reselling stolen relics without verifying provenance is called something where Ellis came from. It was called fencing.

Forgotten Treasures Gallery was on the first floor of a house that didn’t fit with the sleek, brightly colored, modern homes that lined the road. The structure was made of gray stone, and two darkened plate-glass windows flanked a black wooden door like square eyes, the windows of the apartments above covered with blackout shades.

As Ellis crossed the street, he checked his Glock and made sure his ID was accessible. He couldn’t see beyond the tinted windows, so Ellis moseyed past the place, letting the security camera out front get a good look at him. He loitered, walked by a couple more times, and then pushed through the heavy door into an open gallery space that smelled of marijuana and lavender incense.

Artwork of all periods and types covered the walls: oil paintings, black and white photographs, hanging sculptures, decorative mirrors, ancient face masks, and battle gear of all types, including swords, helmets, shields, and armored breastplates. Directly ahead, a bronze bust of Zeus sat atop a white marble plinth. Beyond the Greek God, like a forest of stunted trees, pedestals of various heights were strewn haphazardly about the space, and ceramics, jewelry, and various artifacts were displayed on them. At the far end of the gallery, a young woman with long blonde hair sat behind a glass display case playing with her phone.

A bell chimed as the door closed behind Ellis.

Without looking up, the woman said, “Let me know if you have any questions.”

Judging by the price tags on the artifacts, Ellis figured many people paid casual, unplanned visits to the Forgotten Treasure Gallery, but few bought anything. Kind of like a gift shop at a restaurant.

“Thank you,” Ellis said. He knew the owner of the establishment was one Concetta Tavros, a sixty-year-old antiquities dealer with a clean record, but denial isn’t just a river in Africa.

“Is there anything specific you’re looking for?” the woman said as she brushed hair away from her face, eyes still locked on her cell.

“Maybe,” Ellis said. “Is Concetta around?”

That made the woman look up. “Can I say who's asking?”

“I’d rather speak with her. It’s a delicate issue.” Ellis couldn’t see the security cameras, but he felt them and knew he was under scrutiny.

Blondie licked her lips and said, “I’m afraid Ms. Tavros only meets with buyers by appointment. Perhaps if you give me your name and where—”

The phone atop the display case rang. Blondie picked it up, listened, then placed the handset back in its cradle. “It appears that Ms. Tavros just returned. One moment.”

An uncomfortable silence filled the gallery, though the relaxing sound of trickling water from a glass fountain shaped like a pyramid carried through the room.

A door behind the display case opened, and a raven of a middle-aged woman glided into the gallery. Her hair was black, her face free of makeup, and an elaborate gold broad-collar necklace with blue and red beads hung around her neck. Her glasses looked like they’d been made in the eighteenth century, and dark hazel eyes locked on him as if there were stolen trinkets in his pockets. She wore a bone-colored suit, black flats, and a black belt that completed an ensemble that walked the razor’s edge of casual-formal.

Ms. Tavros held out a slender hand and said, “Concetta Tavros. Did I forget about a meeting? I’m getting so bad with my appointment calendar.”

Good cop first. Ellis gently shook the woman’s hand, and it was ice cold. He said, “No, not at all. I was in the area… well, no sense telling lies.” He smiled.

Concetta’s smirk faltered, suspicion leaking over her face as she licked her lips. “Pardon?”

“It’s just... starting our relationship with a lie just doesn’t seem right.”

“Our relationship?”

“Customer and business owner.”

Sensing a sale, the woman pushed out her chin, straightened up, and flattened her jacket. “Wonderful,” she said. “What can I show you? Do you have a particular type of piece or period in mind? As you can see, I’ve got a wide selection from most of the ancient cultures.”

“What I want isn’t on display.”

Concetta pursed her lips, and her eyes went wide. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean.”

“Your inventory,” Ellis said. He was treading lightly, probing. “A friend told me you might have something I’ve been hunting for a long time.” Ellis shifted his gaze to the blonde, who was no longer playing with her phone but was instead listening to the conversation.

Picking up on his lead, Concetta said, “Stacey, why don’t you go on break while I help Mr.?”

“Remas,” Ellis said. “Harold Remas.”

Stacey got up without a word and disappeared through the door Concetta had come through.

Concetta directed Ellis to a wooden chair with an elaborate purple cushion with gold trim that looked like it had been made for a king.

He sat, turned down an offer of water, tea, or coffee, and waited. The trickling fountain coaxed urine from the innards of Ellis’s body, and a thin layer of incense smoke hung in the air, bringing the faint scent of lavender, which almost buried the sweet stink of weed.

“So, what is it you had in mind?” Concetta asked.

Ellis described what he knew of Siamun’s Disk.

Concetta’s face scrunched like she’d eaten raw chicken. “Do you have a name? A catalog number?”

“This particular piece wouldn’t have been in a catalog, if you know what I mean.” Ellis let that sit out there because he knew most traffickers handled situations like this one of two ways: full-on denial, or with a threat born of fear and skepticism.

“I’m not sure I understand?”

“Oh, come on,” Ellis said as he leaned forward. “This particular artifact was… permanently borrowed from The Field Museum in Chicago.”

Concetta vaulted to her feet. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean. You’ve misunderstood what we do here, Mr. Remas.”

Ellis said nothing.

“I have no such artifact,” she said. “I think it might be time for you to leave.” She retreated behind the display case.

Ellis, feigning innocence, pulled a printout from a pocket. He unfolded it as he said, “This isn’t your listing?”

She put her hands on her hips as she sucked her lips. “Please leave.”

So, denial it was. Ellis understood. He was an unknown, and even in the criminal underworld of the dark web, there were protocols, procedures, and expectations. Ellis had considered none of them, and one didn’t simply walk into the shadows. One had to be vetted and invited.

Bye-bye, good cop. Ellis said, “I’m not going anywhere.” He pulled his ID and flipped open his fold. “My name is Ellis Parker, and I’m with the A.T.T.F. You will show me the artifact listed on the sales sheet, or I’m calling in my support. You’ll be closed for a minimum of two weeks while agents verify the provenance of every artifact on the premises. Any disputed items will be placed into evidence.”

Concetta stared at him, licking her lips.

“Are you understanding me?” He put away his ID and made a show of flipping his jacket back so she could see his gun. He hated using his service weapon to intimidate people, but that was the only thing some folks understood.

The door behind the display case opened, and a mountain of a man folded himself through the opening. He was bald and tanned, and he wore a large earring in his right ear. Ellis couldn’t help but think of Mr. Clean. The dude wore a black t-shirt, jeans, and glasses with lenses so thick they gave the guy fish eyes. He eased out from behind the counter and hovered over Ellis.

“We have a problem, Concetta?” the man said.

“I’ve asked him to leave twice,” she said. “He says he’s with the government.”

“You a cop?” said the enforcer.

Ellis fought back the urge to punch the guy in the face, anger and pain boiling in him and creeping down his spine and setting up camp in his lower back. He was off the grid, out of his jurisdiction, and if he pissed off M&M… “Just show me the piece in question. If it’s not the artifact I’m after, I’ll be on my way,” he said.

“You’ll be on your way now,” the big man said, and then he made his first of three mistakes.

The guy put his hand on Ellis’s shoulder and attempted to turn him around. Mistake one.

Ellis lashed out with his right leg, kicking the guy in his left knee.

A grunt of pain carried through the room as the man stepped back and brought up his fists. Mistake two.

Time slipped, and Ellis felt himself moving without giving his muscles commands. His mind conjured images of the kids in the dojo in Eureka Springs, the katas of free-flowing motion without thought.

Ellis dropped back until his hands hit the floor and he was in the crabwalk position. Then he swept out his left leg and took the legs out from under his opponent.

The guy went down like a redwood, dragging a plinth with an ancient East Asian bowl perched on it. The pottery shattered on impact as he hit the floor.

Concetta screamed and reached for the phone.

Ellis was a blur of movement, and he was on Concetta before she could tap out a number. He snatched the phone and threw it across the room.

Big boy was shaking out the cobwebs and getting to his feet. Mistake three.

Ellis spun on the tip of his toe and delivered a bone-jarring kick to the man’s chin.

The guy’s head snapped back like a PEZ dispenser, and Ellis moved in and delivered a barrage of body blows that crumbled his opponent to the floor.

“Had enough?” Ellis asked.

Between halting breaths, the guy squeaked out, “Piss off.”

Ellis clocked him again for good measure, and the guy fell silent.

Concetta stood watching, eyes wide.

“We good?” Ellis asked the man.

The guy nodded.

“Good.” Ellis straightened. “Now you’ve attacked a federal officer,” Ellis fabricated. “Looks like we’re going to do this the hard way. Fine by me.” Ellis pulled his phone. “I’m sure we’ll find all kinds of interesting stuff back there.” He pointed toward the door that led to the backroom.

Ellis started to randomly tap his phone.

Concetta said, “Wait.”

He didn’t like gambling. Ellis could count on one hand the number of times he’d been in a casino and actually played a game. Thing was, he couldn’t deny how good winning felt. It didn’t matter if it was gambling, catching someone, or finding an artifact. The thrill of victory and the burn he got in his stomach made it all worth it. Ellis looked up from his phone, knowing he had the woman.

“Maybe we can work something out?” Concetta said.

Ellis said nothing.

“Maybe we can forget about this whole thing if…”

Ellis said, “If?”

“Let’s say I do have a piece matching that description,” she said. “Not saying I do, but what if I showed you this piece? Could we go our separate ways?”

“Do you have a napkin, paper towels, or a handkerchief back there?” Ellis asked.

Concetta looked confused, but then she nodded and produced a box of tissues from behind the display case.

Ellis took the box and tossed it to Concetta’s muscle, who was still down. He said, “Get the piece, and we’ll see.”

“No questions about… its acquisition history?”

Ellis said, “No promises. But remember, I’ll do it my way with or without your help.”

Concetta licked her lips and turned to leave.

The goon said, “Ms. Tavros, do you really thi—”


Ellis kicked the guy in the side, hard, and a loud pop reverberated through the gallery, and the big guy yelped. “You shut it,” Ellis said and turned his fiery gaze back on Concetta, who disappeared into the back room.


The man on the ground sat up, and Ellis helped him into a chair, then locked the front door and flipped the door sign around to ‘closed’. He drew his Glock and held it at his side. Ellis didn’t think Concetta would come out shooting, but Ellis had seen enough batshit things over the years to know that anything was possible, and the moment you felt differently, fate smacked you in the face.

Several minutes slipped away, the big man stuffing tissues into his nose and wiping blood from his face, the sound of the trickling fountain and the faint hum of an HVAC unit filling the silence.

Concetta emerged from the backroom holding a small black box. It was unadorned, save for the number 1129, which was stenciled in white on the box top. Her eyes went wide when she saw Ellis holding his gun.

Ellis holstered his weapon and said, “Please don’t make me take it out again.”

Concetta and the goon said nothing as she drew out the artifact and laid it on a piece of display felt.

Energy and excitement drained from Ellis as he examined the piece.

The disk was round, but that was the only significant resemblance to Siamun’s disk. The artifact wasn’t made of gold, but brass, and it was thin, less than a quarter of an inch thick. It was smooth on one side, the other decorated with a series of faded slashes and loops that looked to have been an animal of some kind, but it was too worn to determine what species. There was no symbol with the lidless eye, no star chart or map of jewels.

Ellis licked his lips and said, “Thank you for your cooperation.” He strode from the gallery, and when he glanced back at Concetta and the muscle, they were staring after him.

The door chimed, and Ellis slipped out into the bright afternoon sun.
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Ellis was two Jack Daniel’s Manhattans deep when M&M called. He was feeling sorry for himself, missing his crew, and the sense that he was adrift on a sea so vast he couldn’t fathom its size ate at him like a missed opportunity. A clock ticked methodically as he sat at his kitchen table in the Norfolk condo, and as he tapped accept call, his eyes strayed to the closed drawer where he’d stowed the death-pin with a wolf eating a gazelle.

“Did I wake you?” asked M&M.

“It’s eight o’clock,” Ellis said. He closed his eyes, his head spinning as he fought to steady his voice and clear his thoughts. With a groan, he turned on the coffee machine.

“Are you OKAY to work? I’ve got a situation,” she said.

Ellis straightened and leaned forward in his chair as he rubbed his eyes. “Fine. What do you have?”

“Strange shit,” she said. “That’s what I’ve got. The boss put me in contact with a Boston PD homicide detective. Guy’s name is George Palmieri. Recent heavy rains caused a flood in a historic house… um, give me a second.” Tapping keys, and the purr of a cat? “The place is the Shapely estate. Anyway, the cellar flooded, they moved some stuff around, and they found a hidden catacomb behind one of the walls.”

“And they found human remains inside,” Ellis said. “Hence the homicide detective.”

“Correct, but that’s not close to the strangest part of the story,” she said. “When the remains were discovered, the skeleton was holding an intricately carved glass chalice. The discovery was made by the estate’s curator, a Ms. Marsha Green. She took a few pictures with her cell phone as she called the cops. The photos will be in the packet that will hit your email shortly.”

“Like you’ve told me many times, I’m not a forensic archeologist or any kind of archeologist for that matter,” Ellis said.

“I’m not done,” she said. “The Boston PD told Green a pile of old bones wasn’t a top priority, but that they would send officers as soon as possible, most likely within the hour.”

She paused, and Ellis said nothing.

“Twenty-seven minutes later, two men dressed as Boston PD arrived, asked a few questions, snapped a couple of pictures, took the artifact, and left.”

Ellis’s stomach churned with the heat of anger and frustration. He knew crime scene procedure, and there was no way even the most clueless flatfoot would disturb a crime scene involving human remains. Nor would they remove evidence unless there was a very good reason.

“The two fake cops leave, then two real cops show up,” she finished. “Get up there ASAP. Find out what this artifact is and help the Boston PD recover it. I want to know who went through so much trouble for a glass cup.”

“Got it,” Ellis said. “Do I have approved support?”

She chuckled. “I think you can handle sifting through some old bones on your own. If my memory serves, it’s one of your specialties.”

He said nothing.

“Let Belinda or Hammer, whoever, know they’re on standby. Call me as soon as you know something.” She broke the connection, and the call window winked out.

Ellis hit the head, showered, and put himself together as he waited on a call from Rocky, the unit’s budget guru. He wanted to be on the scene in Boston at 8 AM the next morning before the trail got cold, but it was late, and getting a commercial flight was going to be a challenge. The case didn’t warrant a helicopter flight or calling in a favor from the military, so in the end, Ellis drove.

Thirty-seven minutes after M&M ended their call, a Navy pool car was delivered to Ellis’s condo in Oceanview Beach. The 2011 Ford Taurus was a beat-up, smelly, and underperforming vehicle, but beggars can’t be choosers.

Ellis jumped on I-95 and hauled ass north. He drove through the night until he hit the outskirts of Boston, where he parked in a supermarket lot and took a catnap. At sunrise, he hit a Burger King for breakfast and coffee and used the King’s restroom to button up and wash his face.

He pulled into the Shapely estate parking lot at 7:49 AM.

The main house was a gothic structure with marble accents and extensive gardens. Gravel popped and cracked as Ellis brought the Ford to a stop and got out of the car. He jogged through a light rain to a covered porch where he was met by Boston PD homicide detective George Palmieri and the Shapely Estate Curator, Marsha Green.

Handshakes and introductions completed, the three companions headed indoors out of the nasty weather.

“We’ve got security footage, but I assume you’d like to see the remains first?” Detective Palmieri said. The cop was youngish, wore a nice suit and polished black shoes, and smelled faintly of cologne. His hair was stuccoed with too much gel, and his face was cleanly shaven except for a thin mustache. The word POLICE was written in yellow on the back of his raincoat.

“And I’ve got five pictures,” Ms. Green added.

Ellis nodded. “I took a fast look. You can fill me in on the way.”

“Why don’t you start, Marsha,” said the detective.

Ms. Green nodded. The willowy woman didn’t look like a historical artifact curator. She looked like an artist. Her gray hair was dyed green and yellow, and her glasses hung from a beaded chain around her neck. Her white silk blouse looked out of place with her worn jeans, and her belt buckle featuring jade and amethyst stones was larger than her size warranted. She walked with a sideways gait, and as she strode across the expansive foyer, she veered to the right.

The Shapely house entryway was grand. Marble floor, huge elaborate crystal chandelier, a set of winding marble stairs. Ornate mahogany furniture lined the walls, and Ellis’s footsteps echoed in rhythm with his heart as he followed.

Set beneath accent lights and enclosed in a gold frame, a man stared down from an oil painting. He wore a tuxedo and top hat, his sharp mustache and monocle the only interesting features on an otherwise ordinary face.

With the practiced ease of someone whose done something a thousand times, Ms. Green pointed at the painting and said, “The estate was built in 1847 by William Shapely, Royal Governor of the Province of Massachusetts Bay. In 1918, it was saved from destruction by the man in the painting, Mr. Terrance Sumner Applewhite, who at the time had recently founded the Society for the Preservation of New England Antiquities. The house became the organization’s base of operations, museum, and storage facility.”

“Mr. Applewhite was mugged and murdered on July 4th, 1927,” Palmieri added. “His killer or killers were never caught.”

The trio reached a set of closed doors, and Ms. Green swung them open. A warm puff of stale air and dust tickled Ellis’s nose as the group entered a library stacked with dusty old tomes. A wooden table surrounded by chairs sat at the library’s center, and a large patio loomed beyond French doors. Ms. Green didn’t break stride as she walked directly toward a bookshelf filled with volumes.

Ellis tapped Palmieri on the shoulder and lifted his hands in a WTF gesture.

As if she had eyes on the back of her head, Ms. Green said, “One of the house’s more intriguing features.” She paused before the bookshelf and reached behind one of the books.

A click reverberated through the room, and the shelving inched back from the wall. Ms. Green opened the hidden door and revealed a passageway.

“Ellis Parker in the library with a candlestick,” Ellis said.

Palmieri and Ms. Green chuckled at the reference to the board game Clue.

She said, “This place does feel like that, doesn’t it? There are several hidden passages behind the walls. Some go to bedrooms, and I don’t want to think about what they were used for. This way.”

Ms. Green led Ellis and the detective down a series of steps. Black electrical conduit snaked along the earthen walls, harsh fluorescent light spilling down into darkness, the rank stench of stagnant water and wet stone filling Ellis’s nostrils.

The trio reached a stair landing and paused. There was a door that led outside, and steps that continued down into the bowels of the cellar.

“As you can imagine, nobody comes down here often,” Ms. Green said as she led Ellis and Palmieri down the steps. “We use it for the long-term storage of artifacts and antiques, as well as paper goods and the like.”

At the bottom of the steps, she flicked a switch, and light spilled down a short hallway. At the far end stood a thick wooden door with large black hinges built into the stone. “Originally, this sub-basement was used as a root cellar before becoming a wine cellar when Mr. Applewhite bought the house.”

Ellis took note of the watermarks on the passageway walls. “Looks like you had quite the flood.”

“Six inches of water,” said Palmieri.

“Took twelve hours to pump out,” Ms. Green said. “And that’s really what started all this.” She stopped before the closed door and turned to face the two men. “We had to throw away a bunch of stuff because mold was growing down here. We cleared out some old storage shelves and moved an old wine rack, and we were stunned by what we found.”

She produced keys, unlocked the door, and the trio entered the chamber beyond.

The room had been painstakingly excavated from the bedrock, its walls scored with countless chisel marks that formed an ancient mosaic of destruction. Mold and the earthen stink of wet stone permeated the air, accompanied by the distant rumble of a generator. A jagged hole gaped in the stone wall across from the entrance door, and beside it sat a large, waterlogged shelving system cobbled together from old wine crates. Dry squares on the floor showed where objects had once shielded the stone from floodwater, though most of the ruined supplies and furniture had already been cleared away.

“After I found the opening, I couldn’t help but take a look,” she said. “But then things got strange.”

Ellis pulled out his phone and shone its light into the tunnel beyond. Natural stone walls angled inward, the floor rising, and twenty feet away, there was a crumbled suit covering old bones.

“Judging by the period clothes of the skeleton, we think the remains are in the neighborhood of a hundred years old,” Palmieri said.

“Do we know anything about the state of this room prior to it being used as storage?” Ellis asked.

“Not much,” Ms. Green said. “The architect responsible for restoring the house in 1957 made a few notes concerning the wine cellar. He noted the outer door was locked, and no key was available, so a locksmith was brought in. There’s a brief description, an inventory list, and the notes indicate the barrels of whiskey and most of the wine had spoiled, and were disposed of, as were an old table and chairs, and a few items from within that supply closet.”

All eyes fell on a water-damaged wooden cabinet on the southern wall.

“Old items?” Ellis pushed.

Ms. Green nodded. “Two dollies and a pry bar were listed among the items removed.”

Ellis knelt and examined faint scratches in the stone floor on either side of the cavern mouth. “We can assume the dollies and prybar were used to position the wine rack before the cavern mouth, yes?” he said.

“That is the current theory,” Palmieri said.

“So, we’re looking at a…” Ellis let his thought go unsaid.

Palmieri nodded. “A homicide.”

Silence filled the cellar.

“You were saying you couldn’t help but take a look,” Ellis said.

“Yes, of course,” Ms. Green said. “I found the skeleton holding the fancy chalice, and I knew the cup was special, so I took some pictures, as I’ve said. The piece looked like a cage cup.”

“They’re extremely rare, and there aren’t many intact examples, though many shards have been found,” Ellis said as he cycled through Ms. Green’s pictures on his phone and stopped when he hit a close-up of the chalice. The detail was hard to see on the small screen.

“Care to fill in a criminal justice major?” Palmieri said.


“A vas diatretum, better known as a cage cup, is a goblet or cup where the glass has been cut and ground back to leave only a decorative ‘cage’ at the original surface level. A cup carved from a block of glass,” Ms. Green said.


“From the picture, it looks like figures are composed in the glass. Isn’t that unusual? I thought most cage cups had geometric abstract designs?” Ellis said.

Ms. Green nodded. “As you said, there are few complete true examples, but the renderings I’ve seen based on shards do support what you’re saying. I’ve never seen one that displayed human figures or glyph-like scenes.”

“And after you found the cup?” Ellis said.
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