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To Josephine and Colleen,

from Fredericksburg, Texas —

two of my earliest readers,

and two of the strongest encouragers of my twenty–year writing journey.

When my stories were still finding their voice,

you both heard them clearly.

You cheered before the applause.

You believed before the audience arrived.

You stood in my corner when all I had were blank pages and a dream.

Your support wasn't just kind —

it was foundational.

It gave me confidence to keep writing

when doubt tried to take the pen from my hand.

“Encourage one another and build each other up.”

— 1 Thessalonians 5:11

Thank you, Josephine and Colleen,

for reminding me that God sends the right people

at exactly the right time.

With deep gratitude,

Sidney



Author’s Note: The Night of the River

The night was soft over Egypt, the moon rising pale through the reeds. The air carried the scent of the Nile—mud, water lilies, and the faint sweetness of faith that dared to hope. Between the croak of large bullfrogs and the cry of night birds, a young girl stood watching the current move beneath the stars.

Her name was Miriam.

Before prophets thundered and kings reigned, before the plagues or the parting sea, there was this—one trembling child and one night when courage whispered louder than fear.

Pharaoh’s decree had fallen like iron across the land:  Soldiers moved from house to house. Mothers hid their infants. Fathers prayed to a silent sky. But one woman, desperate and defiant, shaped a tiny ark of reeds and pitch. Into it, she placed her baby, kissed his brow, and set him upon the river.

And Miriam—his sister—followed.

The Nile was restless that night, carrying not only a child, but the fragile hope of a people. From the shadows, Miriam tracked the drifting basket, her bare feet sinking into the river mud, her breath tight as the reeds. The stars shimmered above her—ancient, watchful, unmoving.

If the basket overturned, she would run.

If the soldiers came, she would hide him.

If the current carried him too far, she would wade in and follow until her strength gave out.

She whispered to the heavens, “Watch him. Please, watch him.”

Heaven did.

The small ark drifted toward the bathing place of Pharaoh’s daughter. A servant saw it, pulled it from the water, and inside lay the crying child. Pharaoh’s daughter looked down and felt her heart tremble. “This must be one of the Hebrew babies,” she said.

From the reeds,  a slave girl, a foreigner, a child—yet her voice was steady.

“Shall I find a nurse among the Hebrew women for the child?”

The princess nodded. The story of deliverance began.

Miriam ran, feet striking the sand, tears streaming. She brought their mother, and the infant was returned to her arms. In one night, faith had defied empire.

The child would grow to be the deliverer of Israel. But before the burning bush, before the Red Sea, before Sinai’s fire, there was Miriam—the girl who kept watch by the river and believed that God still moved in the dark.

Years later, when Israel crossed the sea and saw their enemies drowned, Miriam’s voice rose again. She was no longer a child, but a prophetess, leading the women in song. Tambourines flashed in torchlight. Voices rang beneath the same stars that had watched her long ago.

“Sing to the Lord, for He has triumphed gloriously!

The horse and its rider, He has thrown into the sea.”

Her song was the sound of faith fulfilled—the victory of one who had waited, watched, and never stopped believing.

As you open this book, remember Miriam.

Her story is the heartbeat of every night that follows.

This novel is born of such nights—nights of silence and endurance, of faith stretched thin and fear that will not sleep. The stars that watched over Egypt still burn over every generation that has waited for deliverance.

Miriam’s courage reminds us that redemption often begins not with kings or armies, but with a single soul who stands still and dares to trust the unseen.

So before the letters, before the miracles, before the shadows and the light—there was a sister watching the river.

And above her, the same stars that will watch every chapter of what follows.

— Sidney St. James

Introduction: Letters from the House of David

Jerusalem is a city that remembers.

Its stones breathe history, its winds carry prayers in a dozen tongues, and beneath its soil sleep the bones of prophets and kings. Every discovery here tells a story — and every story hides a secret.

For thousands of years, the world has searched for proof of faith — something tangible to bind belief to fact. Yet sometimes truth doesn’t reveal itself in fire or thunder... but in the fragile curl of parchment unearthed by accident.

This is not a tale of miracles performed long ago. It is the story of what happens when the past refuses to stay buried — when an archaeologist chasing relics finds instead a voice that speaks across centuries.

A woman of the modern age, armed with science, skepticism, and loss. A woman of the first century, armed with conviction, courage, and the memory of light. Their worlds are divided by time, but joined by faith — and by a secret written in ink that refused to fade.

What begins as a discovery in the dust of Jerusalem becomes a race through history itself — where revelation can redeem or destroy, and where every letter carries the weight of eternity.

The truth has slept long enough. Now... It will speak.
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Chapter 1:  Beneath the Stones of Time
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The wind over Jerusalem carried sand and prophecy. It came hissing down the slope of the Mount of Olives, whipping through the tents of the excavation site and rattling tarps like restless spirits. Lightning stitched across the horizon.

Dr. Rachel Hale pressed her palm against the earth’s damp crust, feeling the vibration before she heard it—the low, hungry growl of thunder rolling through the valley.

“Storm’s moving in fast,” shouted Omar, her field assistant, over the rising wind.

“It’ll pass.” Rachel squinted at the ancient wall face. “We’ve waited three months for this strata layer. I’m not letting a few clouds stop us now.”

She adjusted the beam of her headlamp. Beneath it, the soil glittered with mica dust, the faintest shimmer of something man-made buried deep—brick, bone, or legend. Her heart thudded harder than the thunder.

“Dr. Hale!” Omar pointed. “The scaffold’s shifting!”

She glanced up. The wooden frame around the dig pit trembled. Sand cascaded down like dry rain. Rachel grabbed the nearest pole, bracing it as the storm struck in full. Canvas ripped free. A gust hurled grit into her eyes. She coughed, tasting copper and clay.

Then came the sound—a sharp, hollow crack beneath her knees.

“Everyone! Clear the trench!” she barked.

Omar scrambled out, hauling equipment. Rachel stayed. She saw it again—a faint circular outline in the soil, sealed with mineralized clay. Not rock. Something hidden. Something whole.

Another crack split the ground. The scaffold groaned. Rachel lunged forward and brushed away the dirt. Her fingers struck metal. A bronze clasp, green with age, shaped like the Star of David.

The earth gave way. She fell.

A blur of sand and shadow swallowed her until her body hit stone—hard enough to drive the breath from her lungs. Dust billowed in the beam of her fallen lamp. Above her, the pit mouth glowed dimly, rain pouring through it like a curtain of fire.

“Dr. Hale! Dr. Hale! Are you all right?” Omar’s voice echoed from above.

“I’m fine,” she croaked, though her ribs screamed otherwise. “Rope down a line.”

As she waited, she turned the lamp. She was lying in a narrow chamber—walls of hewn limestone, ceiling blackened by soot. The air was old, too old, thick with centuries of silence. Her light caught the curve of a ceramic jar half-buried in rubble.

“Hello,” she whispered, pulse quickening.

It was intact. No cracks, no fractures. Sealed with clay and bound by that same bronze clasp she’d glimpsed above. A symbol of the House of David.

Omar’s rope dropped beside her. “Grab hold!”

“In a minute.” She brushed away centuries of dust, the way a pianist touches an ancient key. Every instinct told her not to. Every scientist in her demanded that she must.

Her fingers pressed against the clasp. It gave with a dry click.

A sigh escaped from within the jar—air that hadn’t seen daylight in two millennia. The smell was ancient parchment and olive oil. Something fluttered inside, fragile as moth wings.

“Rachel?” Omar’s voice trembled. “What do you see?”

“History,” she said softly. “Maybe the kind that rewrites itself.”

She lifted the lid. Inside, wrapped in linen brittle as frost, were scrolls—letters—inked in a hand both elegant and hurried. The writing was Hebrew, but older, flowing like river reeds.

Lightning flashed again, and for an instant the chamber filled with white fire. The letters gleamed as though alive.

Rachel’s breath caught. “Oh... my... God...”

Above her, thunder answered. The rope jerked. Omar shouted something that was drowned out by the storm. She barely heard him. The words on the parchment shimmered under her light, half-erased, half reborn.

She read the first line aloud, voice trembling.

“To my beloved father in Alexandria... today I beheld the man they call the Baptizer.”

Her heart stopped.

Then the wall behind her groaned—a deep, stone-on-stone sound. The floor shifted. Dust poured from the ceiling.

“Omar, pull me up—now!”

He heaved. Rachel clutched the jar against her chest as the chamber began to collapse. Stones rained like meteors. She rose through the narrow shaft, rope burning her palms, the jar cradled in one arm.

The moment she cleared the rim, the trench below imploded, vanishing into darkness.

Omar dragged her to safety. “What the hell was that?”

Rachel lay on her back, chest heaving, rain hammering her face. She opened her fingers. The jar, still warm from her touch, glimmered in the lightning.

“I don’t know,” she whispered. “But whatever it is... it waited a very long time to be found.”

Far above the site, thunder rolled eastward toward the Mount of Olives, where the first thin dawn began to push through the storm clouds. Beneath that fading thunder, the earth of Jerusalem settled once more—holding its breath, as if aware that history had just shifted again.

Rain turned the dig into a slurry of ochre and slick stone. Rachel shoved the jar beneath her jacket, sealing it against her ribs as Omar folded the tents with frantic hands.

“Authority’s going to shut us down,” he said, eyes on the caved-in trench. “Collapsed pit, storm damage—this is enough for three weeks of paperwork.”

“Then we move faster.” Rachel yanked a pelican case open and slid out a padded crate. “Help me.”

They ducked into the equipment tent. Wind bullied the canvas, making the poles shudder. Her headlamp carved a clean circle of light across the muddy table. She set the jar down like a newborn, fingers steady despite the tremor in her chest.

“Document first,” she said. “No touching the letters without a photo record.”

Omar nodded, snapping on gloves. The camera’s shutter clicked in rapid bursts—angle, clasp, seal, linen wrap. Rachel checked each image on the tiny screen. Even through mud and years, the script looked eerily alive.

Outside, a diesel engine growled up the slope.

Omar’s head jerked. “That’s not our truck.”

Rachel killed her lamp. 

Canvas fluttered. 

The engine cut. 

Doors thumped. Voices approached—male, Hebrew and English, polite on the surface, government-flat beneath.

“Israeli Antiquities Authority,” someone called. “Dr. Hale? We received a report of a collapse.”

Rachel shot Omar a look. He mouthed: Menashe?

She didn’t answer. She slid the jar into the padded crate, closed the latches, and palmed one brittle strip that had loosened during the ascent. The fragment was the size of a matchbox, the ink a graceful river of brown-black. She tucked it into the clear sleeve of her field notebook and zipped the notebook into her inner jacket pocket. The move felt like a crime and an oath.

“Play it straight,” she whispered. “But I found this site. We set the narrative.”

They stepped into the rain.

Two inspectors stood beside a white Land Cruiser, jackets beading water. A third man raised his hood against the wind. When he lowered it, Rachel’s jaw tightened.

“Dr. Lior,” she said evenly.

Menashe Lior’s smile was warm as a hearth and cold as a ledger. Her mentor. Her reference letter for this dig. The man who taught her to listen to stones.

“Rachel,” he said, spreading his hands. “You choose the most dramatic weather. Are you all right?”

“A bit muddy,” she said. “The trench gave way when the storm hit. No injuries.”

The lead inspector examined the collapsed pit. “This area is closed until stabilization. You’ll file the incident report, Dr. Hale.”

“Of course.”

Menashe’s gaze drifted over tarps and crates. “Any finds exposed by the shift?”

“Some pottery,” Rachel said. “Bone, as expected.”

“May I?”

She gestured to a table already stacked with tagged shards. Menashe handled them with the affection of a collector, then glanced toward the equipment tent. “And in there?”

“Electronics. Nothing glamorous.”

The wind tore a tarp free and smacked it against a pole. Everyone flinched. While Omar re-secured the line, Menashe stepped closer, lowering his voice.

“Rachel. If you’ve brought up something significant, the Authority needs custody. Today.”

“Assuming there is something significant,” she said.

“Don’t be naive.” His eyes glittered. “Storms reveal what careful trowels miss. You know this.”

She felt the pressure of the notebook against her ribs, of the fragment against her heart. “We’ll catalog properly. You’ll have the report by morning.”

Menashe’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “By nightfall would be better.”

The inspectors began taping hazard lines around the trench. Menashe lingered, as if the wind itself might confide in him. “Your father would be proud,” he said softly. “He wanted you to find faith in the earth.”

Rachel held his gaze. “He wanted me to find truth.”

“Sometimes they are the same,” Menashe murmured. “Sometimes not.”

He left the sentence hanging like a noose and turned away, heading for the Land Cruiser. The inspectors followed, wipers beating time as the vehicle crawled down the slope and vanished behind a ridge.

Omar exhaled hard. “He knew.”

“He suspected.” Rachel looked toward the equipment tent. “Let’s move.”

They packed like thieves—careful, fast, practiced. The crate with the jar went into the Jeep's footwell, hidden beneath a tarp and a battered tool bag. She tossed the rest of the gear across it in messy layers no customs agent would ever bother to lift. Within minutes, they were fishtailing down the service road, rain scouring the windshield.

“Where?” Omar asked.

“University lab will be the first place they check.” Rachel squinted through the downpour. “We need a dry room that isn’t in the system.”

“David’s annex,” Omar said. “The storage vault under the old ethnography wing. He keeps it off-book to avoid donor politics.”

Rachel almost smiled. “Of course he does.”

They slid into the university district as sirens wailed in the distance. The city gleamed under the storm—domes and antennas, ancient stone and new glass. Rachel parked beneath a sagging carob tree and killed the engine. For a moment, they listened to the soft drum of rain on the roof, the sudden quiet like a held breath.

“Ready?” she asked.

“Not even a little,” Omar said, and they ran.

The ethnography wing’s side door required a code. Rachel punched it from memory. Inside, the fluorescent hum felt obscene after the chamber’s sacred hush. They made for the basement, past stacks of forgotten displays: a Bedouin saddle, a painted Ethiopian cross, a cracked Roman oil lamp. The vault door at the end of the corridor looked like a Cold War installation, maintained only by decades of neglect.

Omar produced a key ring the size of a fist. “He trusts me with these,” he said, a little proudly, a little terrified.

The lock protested... Then yielded. Cool, dry air kissed their faces. Dehumidifiers rattled. Metal shelving lined the walls like the ribs of a whale. Rachel set the crate on a stainless steel table and opened the latches. The jar lay nested in foam, beautiful and defiant.

“Lights to low,” she said. “Masks. Gloves. Let’s not breathe the last two thousand years onto anything.”

They suited up. Rachel eased the lid again, the same hush of ancient air brushing her cheek. She unwrapped the linen. The letters revealed themselves like a sunrise—edge by edge, line by line. She and Omar photographed everything, each fragment with a ruler and color card, each edge numbered, every fold coaxed open with a humidifier’s kiss.

“Read me something,” Omar murmured, reverent.

Rachel leaned in. The ink had bled at the strokes, but the hand was sure. Her mouth moved before her mind did, recognizing the cadence of older Hebrew.

“To my beloved father in Alexandria... today I beheld the man they call the Baptizer.”

She felt the floor tilt, as if the city had shifted beneath them. A second line, fainter:

“He cried in the wilderness that the Lord is near, and the people trembled as reeds in the wind.”

Footsteps echoed in the hall.

Rachel froze. Omar killed the light, leaving the gentle LEDs of the dehumidifiers and a blue exit sign.

Two shadows paused on the other side of the vault door. A hushed exchange. The handle twitched—once, testing.

Omar’s whisper barely existed. “We’re not on the log. We’re not... we’re not supposed to be here.”

Rachel shut the crate, heart drumming. She slid the jar back into its foam. Her hand went to her jacket, feeling the safe, thin crunch of the fragment in the notebook sleeve.

The handle turned again, harder this time.

“Who is it?” Rachel called, voice calm and university-official. “This is a controlled environment. No entry without clearance.”

Silence. Then the soft, unmistakable sound of a key sliding into metal.

Omar’s eyes went wide. He mouthed: Menashe.

The lock began to turn.

Rachel moved without thinking. She lifted the jar from the crate, passed it to Omar, and pointed to a low steel cabinet beneath the table. He slid it inside and closed the panel with a magnetic click. She pulled her mask down around her throat, grabbed a log clipboard, and stood squarely at the table like any irritated academic in her domain.

The door opened.

Not Menashe.

A tall man in his thirties stepped in, rain-damp curls plastered to his forehead, a slim satchel slung across his shoulder. His jaw carved itself like Tel Aviv stone, and his eyes burned with intelligence and simmering irritation.

“Why are the lights off?” he asked, flipping a switch.

The fluorescents buzzed awake. He blinked, saw Rachel, and stopped. “Oh. Hale.”

She lowered the clipboard a fraction. “Ben-Levi.”

David’s gaze flicked to the empty crate, to the glove box, to the faint impression of a jar in the foam. He took in the elevated humidity, the soft condenser hiss, the way Rachel’s gloved fingers hovered like a pianist over keys that weren’t there.

His mouth tugged into a reluctant half-smile. “You found something, didn’t you?”

“Just a standard pottery seal,” Rachel said.

“Mm.” David glanced at Omar, then back to Rachel. “And the storm outside is just a drizzle.”

A faint tap sounded from the corridor. One, then another. Men’s shoes. Measured. Coming nearer.

David’s eyes sharpened. “You’re being followed.”

“We’re all being followed,” Rachel said. “By budgets, committees, the weight of history—”

“Hale.” David stepped closer, dropping his voice. “Two men in the stairwell. I passed them. They weren’t subtle.”

Omar swallowed. “Authority?”

“Not with that posture,” David said. “Private. Or military pretending not to be.”

The taps stopped outside the door.

Rachel felt the city’s breath again, the same pause she’d sensed underground—a heartbeat between the past and the present, a choice between caution and courage.

She slipped the field notebook deeper into her jacket.

“We finish the preliminary,” she said. “Then we move the material somewhere nobody would think to look.”

David arched a brow. “And where is that?”

Rachel met his gaze. “A place that remembers how to keep a secret.”

The handle on the vault door turned a third time—slow, expectant.

Rachel smiled a small, dangerous smile that her father would have recognized from the pulpit when he knew he was about to say something the room wasn’t ready to hear.

“Gentlemen,” she called, as the door eased inward, “if you’re here about the collapse, take a number. If you’re here about the past—”

Her hand rested lightly on the closed steel cabinet.

“—you’re late.”

The pounding on the vault door came again—harder, deliberate, not the timid knock of a janitor or colleague.

Rachel’s pulse quickened. “Omar, lights.”

He cut the fluorescents. The room sank into the faint blue glow of the dehumidifier. Rachel moved behind the table, one hand gripping the clipboard, the other resting near the cabinet that hid the jar.

The handle turned. The door pushed open just far enough to frame two silhouettes, rainwater glinting off their shoulders. One of them spoke English with an accent.

“Dr. Hale. We’re with Site Security. You need to come with us.”

Rachel forced a steady voice. “You have credentials?”

The man’s partner lifted a badge. Its laminate gleamed for half a heartbeat—too fast for her to read, too new to have dust.

David leaned close. “Those aren’t university guards,” he whispered.

Rachel smiled tightly. “Then let’s not be rude.”

She raised her voice. “Step inside, gentlemen. I was just cataloging a find. You’ll want to see it.”

As they entered, David slid behind the nearest shelf, hand closing around a length of copper conduit. Omar’s breathing sounded like a drum. Rachel flicked her headlamp on, angling the beam directly into the nearer man’s eyes. He flinched.

“Back up,” she said. “You’re dripping water near the conservation table.”

The first man reached for his belt. A radio, maybe—or worse. David moved. The conduit whistled through the air and struck the man’s wrist. The badge clattered to the floor. Rachel kicked it under a cabinet. The second intruder lunged. Omar, to his own astonishment, swung a steel ruler across the man’s forearm.

The brief chaos shattered the laboratory hush. One man cursed in Hebrew, stumbled back toward the door, and barked something into a hidden mic.

David hissed, “We’re burned. Out—now!”

Rachel grabbed the crate, snapping the latches shut. “The jar stays here. It’s safer.”

“Safer?” Omar said. “From who?”

“Everyone.”

They slipped out through the emergency stairwell, echoing concrete and flickering bulbs marking their path. Rachel’s boots slapped against the steps as adrenaline drove her faster. When they reached the top landing, David pressed a hand to her shoulder.

“Left leads to the courtyard,” he said, listening for pursuit. “Right to the archives tunnel.”

“Right,” she said. “They’ll expect us outside.”

The corridor narrowed to a service passage lined with pipes. A red EXIT sign bled light across damp walls. They ran through it, the storm’s sound muffled above them. Rachel’s mind raced—not about the jar, not even about Menashe, but about that single line she’d read aloud.

To my beloved father in Alexandria...

The phrase carried warmth, devotion, and fear. Whoever Miriam was, she wrote believing someone, someday, would hear her. And Rachel had heard her, two thousand years too late.

They burst into the old museum’s sub-basement, where rusted cages held relics forgotten by budget committees. David scanned the rows. “We can lose them in here.”

“Or trap ourselves,” Omar muttered.

Rachel ducked between shelves of Roman helmets and pottery shards. Her lamp danced across relic tags: 

UNCATALOGED, DAMAGED, UNCLAIMED.

She crouched, pulling the notebook from her jacket. Inside the plastic sleeve, the fragment shimmered under the beam—ink strokes curling like vines.

“You’re smiling,” David whispered.

“I’m terrified,” she said. “And alive.”

A noise rippled through the corridor—bootsteps, more than two.

David motioned to a side hatch. “Storage tunnel to the old crypt exhibit.”

“Perfect,” she said. “If they find us, we’ll haunt them.”

They ducked through. The hatch slammed behind, sealing them in blackness.

Rachel fumbled her flashlight back on. The beam stretched down a tunnel of arched brick and damp stone. Plaster saints stared from niches in the walls, their faces ghost-pale in the light. Water dripped steadily from a cracked pipe, echoing like a metronome of dread.

Omar whispered, “Where does this go?”

“Beneath the chapel,” David said. “It’s disused. Most faculty don’t know it exists.”

Rachel breathed out. “Good. Then maybe the past still knows how to hide us.”

They walked in silence, footsteps whispering against centuries of dust. Every few meters, Rachel rechecked the notebook—as if the fragile sliver of parchment might dissolve without her gaze.

“What if it’s genuine?” Omar asked softly. “The ink, the fibers—it looked... ancient.”

“It is genuine,” Rachel said. “I felt it. Like the ground remembered.”

David gave a low chuckle. “That’s not scientific.”

“It’s the closest I’ve come to believing anything in years.”

They reached a set of stone steps leading up to an iron grate. Through it filtered pale daylight and the faint toll of bells. Rachel exhaled—an involuntary prayer escaping her lips.

Then her phone vibrated. An unknown number. She hesitated, then answered.

A calm male voice spoke. “Dr. Hale, this is Director Shalev with the Antiquities Authority. We have reports of an unauthorized excavation and missing artifacts. Please confirm your location.”

She froze. How had they already traced her number?

David took the phone, his tone measured. “She’s indisposed. I’ll relay the message.”

“Who is this?” the voice demanded.

“Someone who still believes in free inquiry,” David said, and killed the line.

Rachel met his gaze. “You just declared war on the Israeli government.”

“Better than declaring surrender to the Custodians.”

She blinked. “You know about them?”

“I study legends,” he said. “And the stories that scare universities into silence. If what you found fits the old accounts, we’re standing on a powder keg.”

Omar shivered. “Maybe we should burn it before someone else does.”

Rachel stared up at the faint light through the grate. “No. Some truths deserve the risk.”

A crash echoed behind them—metal striking stone.

They turned. At the far end of the tunnel, the hatch hung open again. Shadows spilled through like ink.

David grinned tightly. “Guess we’re about to test that theory.”

He reached for her hand. “Run!”

They bolted up the stairs into the light of the chapel ruins, their pursuers’ shouts chasing them like ghosts through time.

The rain had thinned to a whisper by the time they reached the Old City. Streetlamps flickered against wet cobblestones, turning puddles into pools of light. Rachel’s lungs burned, her boots squelching through the narrow lanes of the Armenian Quarter. The faint aroma of bread baking in the distance mingled with smoke from the storm’s aftermath.

They turned into a side alley where power lines sagged low between limestone walls. David led them up a stairwell to a weathered wooden door. He fished out a key that looked ancient enough to belong to the building itself.

“Friend’s storage flat,” he said. “Technically abandoned. Perfect for fugitives and archaeologists.”

The lock gave a grudging click. Inside, the loft was a single expansive room—dusty, bare, lined with shelves of forgotten artifacts: chipped amphorae, rolled maps, a brass sextant that caught the lamplight like an omen. The storm’s final raindrops beat against the skylight above, soft and rhythmic.

Rachel sank into a cracked leather chair. Every nerve still hummed from the chase, but her mind refused to rest. She reached inside her jacket and drew out the notebook. The plastic sleeve shimmered faintly around the tiny parchment fragment.

David shut the door and pushed a heavy crate in front of it. “I’ll check the street level.”

Omar collapsed near the window, his hair plastered against his forehead. “We could have died down there. Twice.”

Rachel smiled faintly. “Welcome to biblical archaeology.”

“Biblical?” He groaned. “After tonight, I’d prefer a field that doesn’t come with hitmen and divine intervention.”

David returned from the door. “Clear for now. No tails.” He lit a single desk lamp, bathing the room in a golden circle. “Let’s see what’s worth dying for.”

Rachel laid the notebook open beneath the light. The parchment gleamed like pressed sunlight. She hesitated, tracing the edge with her gloved fingertip.

“I don’t want to damage it,” she whispered.

David leaned close, his breath fogging the plastic. “You’ve already disturbed a two-thousand-year slumber, Hale. Might as well let it speak.”

She met his eyes, and something unspoken passed between them—fear, wonder, the dangerous thrill of discovery. She angled the lamp and adjusted her magnifier. The ink rose slightly above the parchment, ridged by age but still clear.

“To my beloved father in Alexandria...” she read softly. “Today I beheld the man they call the Baptizer. He stood in the river, crying out that the kingdom draws near. I trembled, yet I could not turn away.”

Her voice wavered. The words pulsed under the light, as if they waited centuries for a voice to read them aloud again. 

Omar rubbed his eyes. “So, she really saw him? John the Baptist?”

“Or believed she did,” David said. “But look at the script—it’s early Herodian. The ink, the weave of the fibers—it’s not a forgery. Not modern, not even medieval.”

Rachel’s pulse quickened. “Miriam wrote this herself.”

“Who’s Miriam?”

She flipped through her field notes. “It’s signed at the bottom—barely visible. Miriam bat Eleazar. It means ‘Miriam, daughter of Eleazar.’ She was educated, probably wealthy. Women didn’t usually write letters then.”

David’s gaze softened. “Maybe that’s why hers survived.”

Outside, the first call to prayer drifted through the damp air, haunting and beautiful. The sound reached them through the skylight, a mournful echo threading through the silence. Rachel looked up, her throat tightening.

“My father used to pray every morning,” she murmured. “He’d kneel beside the window and whisper the same verse from the Psalms. Said it kept him anchored. After he died, I stopped believing any of it meant anything.”

David didn’t answer. He just watched her, seeing something behind the words she didn’t say.

She forced a breath. “But tonight... when I opened that jar, it felt like—”

“—Like someone was waiting,” he finished.

She nodded, eyes glistening.

The city outside began to stir—distant markets opening, the shuffle of vendors, the bark of a stray dog. Dawn painted a faint silver line across the rooftops.

Omar peered through the blinds. “We can’t stay here long. Someone will be looking for us.”

“Let them look,” Rachel said. She turned another corner of the fragment, squinting. “There’s a second passage here. Faded but legible.”

She began to translate in a whisper. “He spoke of the one who would come after him, whose sandals he was not worthy to unloose... and I felt as though the world itself was holding its breath.”

David folded his arms. “That’s poetic Hebrew. Almost liturgical. You sure it’s a letter?”

Rachel looked up, eyes fierce. “I’m sure. A congregation never crossed the writer’s mind. This was meant for one person. It’s personal. Intimate. She’s writing to someone she loves.”

The wind outside rose again, tapping the window with soft, rhythmic insistence. It almost sounded like fingers.

Omar turned. “Please tell me that’s the wind.”

David walked to the blinds and lifted them a fraction. A black sedan idled in the alley below, its headlights off. A figure in a dark coat leaned against the driver’s door, scanning the street.

Rachel closed the notebook. “They found us.”

David killed the lamp. “You still have that friend with the library access under the Franciscan compound?”

Rachel nodded slowly. “The one who owes me for getting him his doctorate.”

Omar stared at the window. “Then what are we waiting for?”

Rachel tucked the notebook inside her jacket. “Proof that faith can survive the night.”

She pulled up her hood and gripped the doorknob. “Let’s go.”

The streets of the Old City gleamed in the newborn light—wet stones reflecting dawn like molten glass. A pale mist drifted low between archways and market stalls still shuttered from the storm. Rachel kept her hood drawn tight, the notebook pressed to her chest beneath her jacket.

David led the way, every few steps glancing behind them. The black sedan had vanished, but his eyes were restless, alert. Omar trailed close, muttering prayers in two languages, neither of which he fully believed in.

They slipped past the Jaffa Gate and into the labyrinthine alleys that wound toward the Franciscan compound. Bells tolled somewhere above, the sound mellow and hollow, a heartbeat echoing through centuries. Rachel felt it vibrate in her bones.

“Your contact here,” David said. “You trust him?”

“He’s a Franciscan archivist named Brother Simon,” Rachel whispered. “He cataloged early Hebrew fragments for my dissertation. He also forged three travel visas during a 2018 strike. So yes—he’s the closest thing I have to a miracle worker.”

David’s mouth twitched. “Then let’s hope he’s still in the business of saving souls.”

They crossed a quiet courtyard lined with cypress trees. The monastery’s old stone walls rose above them, dark against the pink horizon. A wooden door sat recessed in shadow, marked only by a weathered bronze cross. Rachel knocked three times.

Nothing.

She was about to try again when the door opened a crack. A narrow face peered out, framed by a cowl.

“Dr. Hale,” the monk said softly, eyes wide. “You look like you’ve wrestled angels.”

“Not angels,” she said. “Archivists.”

The door swung wider. Brother Simon’s robes brushed the floor as he ushered them inside, shutting the door quickly behind. “You were followed?”

“Probably,” David said. “But we lost them.”

“Then hurry. Downstairs.”

They moved through corridors that smelled of wax and old stone. Simon led them to a spiral staircase descending into the monastery’s bowels. At the bottom, a heavy oak door reinforced with iron waited. He unlocked it with a key as long as Rachel’s hand.

“This is the lower archive,” Simon whispered. “Used for manuscripts too fragile for open air.”

Inside, the chamber glowed with the amber light of oil lamps. Scrolls and books filled the shelves—centuries of voices kept in quiet exile. The air was cool, reverent.

Rachel felt her chest loosen for the first time in hours. “This will do.”

She set the notebook on a table. David stood beside her, eyes sweeping the shelves. “You ever think the world’s secrets don’t want to be found?”

“Too late,” she said. “We already woke one up.”

She drew the fragment from its sleeve. Simon watched, awestruck, as she placed it beneath the magnifier. The ink looked almost wet under the lamplight.

“Hebrew,” he murmured. “Early first century.”

Rachel nodded, her fingers trembling slightly. “Listen.”

She read: “And he cried to all who would hear, Repent, for the Lord walks among you. And I, Miriam, daughter of Eleazar, felt the wind change as if heaven itself were drawing breath.”

As she spoke, the words seemed to echo beyond her voice—soft, lingering, not in the air but in her mind. The lamplight flickered. The smell of stone and oil gave way to another scent—smoke, myrrh, river water.

She blinked.

The archive blurred around her, shadows stretching long and thin. WHEN HER VISION CLEARED, SHE WASN’T IN THE VAULT ANYMORE. She was standing on a riverbank. The Jordan. People pressed around her—men in coarse robes, women clutching children. The sun burned low and gold on the water, and a voice thundered above the rush of the river.

Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near!

Rachel turned. A man stood waist-deep in the current, baptizing one after another. His voice was wild, commanding, filled with something raw and holy. She saw a young woman near the bank, ink-stained fingers clutching a piece of parchment. Miriam.

Miriam looked up—and for one impossible instant, their eyes met across time.

The roar of the crowd dissolved. The world contracted into that single look: one woman seeing another, both aware that their words would matter beyond the measure of their lives.

Then the vision fractured.

“Rachel!” David’s voice dragged her back. She gasped, blinking at the lamplight, the smell of oil and parchment returning like a tide. She was back in the archive. Her hands trembled. The fragment still lay before her, perfectly still, yet glowing faintly, as though it remembered being read.

Simon stepped closer. “You... fainted?”

“No.” She wiped her brow. “I saw her.”

“Saw who?” David asked.

“Miriam,” she whispered. “She was there—by the River Jordan. Writing this.”

David frowned. “You’ve been awake thirty hours.”

“I’m not hallucinating,” she snapped. “She looked at me.”

He softened his tone. “Then maybe the past is more alive than we thought.”

Before Rachel could answer, a sound broke the silence—a single, hollow knock that reverberated through the thick wooden door.

Simon froze. “No one knows this level exists.”

The knock came again. Three times, steady.

David moved toward the wall light switch. “Could be the patrol.”

“Or Menashe,” Rachel whispered.

Simon shook his head. “There are no patrols here at dawn.”

The third knock was louder.

Omar backed away from the door. “Do we open it?”

Rachel reached for her lamp and tightened her grip. The flame danced against the metal rim, casting trembling shadows across the vault.

“Not yet,” she said. “If the past found a way to speak...” Her gaze shifted toward the door. “...someone else just heard it.”

The knock came once more—slow, deliberate, and closer this time.

And then the door latch turned.
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Chapter 2:  The Unsealing 
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The iron latch groaned. A strip of light widened across the stone floor as the door edged inward.

Rachel held her lamp higher. “Stop right there.”

A man stepped through the doorway, drenched from the lingering rain. His long coat dripped steadily onto the flagstones. In his hand was a small leather satchel, its strap crossed over a black clerical collar.

“Dr. Hale?” His voice was low, even—European, faintly Italian. “Please don’t be alarmed. My name is Father Gabriel Moretti. I’m with the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith.”

David’s tone was ice. “The Vatican sent you?”

“You make it sound ominous,” Moretti said, closing the door behind him. “I prefer invited.”

Simon stiffened beside Rachel. “No one invited you into this house of silence.”

Moretti raised both hands. “I mean no harm. I came alone. I know what you’ve found.”

Rachel took a step forward. “You know about the letters?”

“I know enough to be concerned,” he replied. “And to tell you that others are coming who will not ask permission before taking them.”

David crossed his arms. “Why should we believe you?”

“Because,” Moretti said quietly, “I was sent to retrieve them first—and I chose not to.”

The words hung in the heavy air. The monk’s face paled.

Rachel steadied the lamp. “Explain.”

Moretti unbuckled his satchel and set it gently on the table. From inside, he drew a thin folder sealed with red wax. The seal bore the Papal insignia. He laid it next to the fragment.

“Years ago,” he began, “a letter surfaced in Cairo—written by a merchant’s daughter, describing the baptism of a man named Jesus of Nazareth. It was dismissed as apocryphal, but within the Vatican archives, there were whispers of another set of letters smuggled out of Jerusalem before the fall of the Temple.”

Rachel’s pulse thrummed. “Miriam’s letters.”

“Yes.” He studied her. “Your find matches their description. The language, the material, even the phrasing. But you must understand—these texts are considered dangerous.”

“Dangerous?” David scoffed. “They’re history.”

“To you, perhaps,” Moretti said. “To others, they threaten the foundations of faith itself.”

Rachel met his eyes. “Truth doesn’t threaten faith.”

He gave a weary smile. “Then you’ve never worked in Rome.”

The flicker of humor didn’t soften his warning. He reached into the folder and withdrew a photograph: a scan of a fragment similar to Rachel’s, the same style of Hebrew script curling across it. A date stamp read 1929.

“This piece was recovered in Alexandria,” he said. “Its translator died within the year. Heart failure, they said. The rest of his notes vanished.”

Omar swallowed. “You think someone killed him?”

“I think,” Moretti said carefully, “that the Custodians of Silence have long memories. And they do not tolerate curiosity.”

The room went still. Rain tapped faintly at the stones above.

Rachel looked at David. “You’ve heard of them.”

He nodded. “A rumor. A secret sect tasked with censoring texts that contradict doctrine.”

“Not a rumor,” Moretti said. “An inheritance. Passed from scribe to cardinal to scholar. They are the Church’s unseen editors.”

Rachel stared at him, searching for deceit and finding none. “And you’re one of them?”

“I was.” His eyes were tired, ancient in their sorrow. “Until I realized silence can be sin.”

Simon crossed himself. “Then why come here?”

“To warn you,” Moretti said simply. “You’ve opened something that was never meant to be unearthed. But I don’t believe truth should rot underground.”

He glanced at the fragment on the table. “The ink you hold is older than the Gospels. That means what it says will matter—perhaps too much.”

Rachel’s voice softened. “You’ve seen one of the letters before, haven’t you?”

Moretti hesitated, then nodded. “One. Years ago, inside the Archivum Secretum. It described a night in Jerusalem—a Passover supper, a betrayal yet to come. The letter was signed ‘Miriam bat Eleazar.’ After I read it, it disappeared from the records.”

David exhaled slowly. “So you came to protect this one.”

“Not just this one.” Moretti’s gaze met Rachel’s. “You, Dr. Hale. You’ve become part of its story now. The Custodians will erase anything—or anyone—that keeps the past alive.”

A shiver ran through her. “Then what do we do?”

“Leave the city,” he said. “Tonight.”

“No,” Rachel replied. “I didn’t risk my team, my reputation, and possibly my life to run. These letters were written to be read.”

Moretti’s tone softened. “Then at least let me help you keep them safe.”

Rachel hesitated. David’s jaw tightened, distrust plain on his face. But something in Moretti’s eyes—sincere exhaustion, perhaps faith worn thin but not broken—made her pause.

“Tell me what you know,” she said quietly. “Everything.”

He nodded, pulling another page from his folder—a faded translation of a passage that mirrored her fragment almost word for word.

“Read,” he said. “And you’ll see why people have killed to keep this buried.”

Rachel’s fingers brushed the old paper. Her pulse quickened. She took a deep breath and began to read aloud.

As her voice filled the chamber, the lamplight dimmed. The air shimmered—dust swirling in slow motion, the scent of river water creeping back. The words weren’t merely read; they breathed.

The room dissolved around her, sound fading into the hush of ancient wind. The floor beneath her feet became sand. Torches flared against the night. And in their glow, a woman knelt on the banks of the Jordan, ink brush poised over parchment.

Miriam.

Rachel saw her clearly now—the same eyes, the same strength. And when Miriam began to write, Rachel heard her voice whisper through the centuries:

“To my beloved father in Alexandria... today I beheld the Baptizer, and the heavens opened as if to speak.”

Rachel gasped. The vision deepened, pulling her into the first century as if the boundary of time had cracked open like the jar itself.

The wind off the Jordan carried the scent of dust, sweat, and wild honey. It rippled across the water, bending the reeds and stirring the garments of the people gathered along the banks. Sunlight flared like bronze on the surface of the river, dazzling Miriam’s eyes as she dipped her brush into ink.

To my beloved father in Alexandria, she began, her handwriting flowing quickly across the papyrus. I write to you from the wilderness beyond Jericho, where the voice of a prophet shakes the air itself.

Around her, the crowd swayed in rhythm with that voice. The Baptizer stood waist-deep in the river, a tall, fierce figure wrapped in camel’s hair, his eyes bright as flint. When he spoke, the air seemed to split.

“Repent! For the kingdom of heaven is at hand!”

The shout rolled across the desert, startling the birds from the trees. Men and women pressed closer, some weeping, some whispering prayers. Miriam’s heart pounded in her chest.

She had come expecting a madman, another desert zealot raving of wrath and promise. Instead, she found a force of nature—a man whose words cut through fear like the edge of a blade.

He speaks as though he carries fire in his chest, she wrote. Even the priests who came to mock him cannot meet his eyes for long.

The ink blotted at the edge of the line, the heat drying it too quickly. She fanned the parchment and looked toward her brother, Ezra, who stood beside her at the edge of the water, sandals half sunk in the mud.

“He draws them in like the sea draws the tide,” Miriam whispered.

Ezra glanced at her with a wary smile. “And like the sea, he’ll drown them if they don’t swim.”

“He isn’t mad,” she said. “He believes every word.”

“Belief can be more dangerous than madness.”

She didn’t answer. The Baptizer raised his hand, calling for quiet. A man stepped down into the water, trembling. John placed his hands on the man’s shoulders, murmured something Miriam couldn’t hear, and then plunged him beneath the river. When the man rose, gasping and sobbing, the crowd erupted in cheers.

Miriam felt something shift inside her—a trembling that was not fear.

The Baptizer looked up then, scanning the faces on the bank. For a heartbeat, his eyes met hers. The wind stilled. Every sound seemed to hush.

“Make straight the way of the Lord!” he shouted, his gaze still fixed on her.

Miriam’s breath caught. It felt as though he had spoken directly to her.

Ezra touched her arm. “You look pale. Sit down.”

She shook her head. “No. I need to remember this.”

From her satchel, she drew a second parchment and a small clay vial of ink. Her hand trembled as she wrote, each stroke urgent, alive.

Father, the prophet speaks of one who will come after him—one greater, he says, whose sandals he is unworthy to unloose. And when he said it, the river itself seemed to rise and listen.

She paused, pressing the back of her wrist against her damp forehead. The desert air shimmered with heat. Dust rose from the crowd, veiling the far shore.

From somewhere among the people, a murmur spread—someone had arrived from Galilee. A carpenter’s son, they said. A quiet man.

Miriam looked up as a figure approached the water, unremarkable save for the way the crowd’s noise softened around him, as if even their breath waited. John turned, saw him, and his voice—always thunder—fell to a hush.

“Behold,” he said, “the Lamb of God.”

Miriam’s heart stumbled. The quiet man waded into the water. When John placed his hand upon him, the river gleamed like molten gold.

The sky dimmed—not with clouds but with light itself folding inward. Miriam’s eyes burned. For an instant, she saw something like a dove descending through the brilliance. And in that radiance, she heard a voice, low and vast as the sea:

This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.

The sound vibrated through her bones. People fell to their knees. The water rippled outward in concentric circles, shimmering against the sunlight.

When Miriam opened her eyes again, the man from Galilee stood alone, water streaming down his face, and the world seemed utterly still.

She pressed her hand to her chest, trembling. “Ezra,” she whispered. “Did you hear it?”

He nodded, stunned. “I don’t know what I heard.”

She bent to her parchment again, words tumbling faster than thought. I saw the heavens open, Father. I saw a dove descend upon a man whose face I did not know, but whose presence made the world seem newly made. I cannot explain it. My hand shakes even as I write. I will go to Jerusalem. I must find him. I must understand what I witnessed.

Her brush snapped mid-stroke. Ink splattered across the margin like spilled ink. She didn’t care. Her heart pounded, alive with something that felt dangerously close to belief.

Around her, the crowd dispersed slowly, some singing, some weeping, others silent in awe. The river flowed on, as though nothing divine had disturbed its course.

Miriam gathered her scrolls and pressed them against her breast. Ezra offered his hand, and she let him pull her up.

“We’ll find him,” she said softly. “The one John spoke of.”

“And if he’s only another preacher with dust in his mouth?”

“Then I’ll know that too,” she said. “But I think—” She looked back at the river, at the faint ripples still spreading outward. “—I think I just saw the beginning of everything.”

To my beloved father, she added one last line, her hand steady now. I will write again soon. For I believe the truth has taken flesh, and I intend to see it with my own eyes.

She folded the parchment, sealed it with wax, and held it to her lips before placing it inside the clay jar she carried.

The sun had begun its slow descent over the Jordan Valley. The desert shimmered gold. Miriam turned toward the road to Jerusalem, the letter against her heart.

Somewhere behind her, John’s voice rose again over the water—wild, triumphant, echoing like prophecy fulfilled.

The candle’s flame flickered as if disturbed by an unseen wind. Rachel’s pen slipped from her fingers, clattering onto the desk. The monastery vault came back into focus—the smell of old wax, damp stone, and oil. She blinked hard, her heart hammering.

For a moment, she didn’t know if she was still dreaming. Miriam’s voice had felt so real—the heat of the desert, the cry of the prophet, the dove over the river. It had wrapped around her like a memory that didn’t belong to her.

“Rachel?” David’s voice reached her, careful, grounding. “You were gone.”

She looked up. He and Father Moretti stood a few feet away, frozen in place, watching her as though afraid to speak too loudly.

Rachel swallowed. “I saw her. Miriam. Writing the letter. Not imagining, not a vision—saw her.”

Moretti exchanged a glance with Simon. “Describe what you saw.”

“She was by the Jordan,” Rachel said. Her voice shook, but her eyes were alive with something close to awe. “Crowds, heat, John the Baptist in the water—like a storm in human form. And she saw Him. The one John called the Lamb of God.”

David stepped closer. “You mean Jesus.”

Rachel nodded slowly. “The sky opened. I felt it. I heard a voice. And when it faded, she wrote to her father about what she’d seen. That letter—this one—it’s not history written after the fact. It’s eyewitness testimony.”

David leaned against the desk, crossing his arms, half skeptical, half reverent. “You sound like you believe it.”

“I don’t know what I believe,” she whispered. “But the way she wrote... it wasn’t myth. It was wonderful. Fear. Like she’d touched something she couldn’t explain.”

Moretti lowered himself into a chair opposite her, his expression unreadable. “Then you understand why men have killed to keep these from surfacing. If even one authenticated letter speaks firsthand of the Messiah, it would change theology, history, maybe even governments.”

Simon crossed himself. “And faith.”

Rachel reached for the fragment again, fingers trembling. “She said she would write again—after meeting Him in Jerusalem.”

Moretti nodded. “She did. The second letter was rumored to have been taken from Alexandria by a Coptic trader in the third century. It disappeared. If your find contains that letter...”

David exhaled. “Then every museum and intelligence agency on earth will want it.”

Rachel met Moretti’s eyes. “You’re saying this could prove Jesus lived.”

“I’m saying,” Moretti murmured, “it could prove He changed the people who did.”

Silence settled between them, heavy as the stone walls around them.

Outside, the monastery bells tolled the hour—slow, resonant, each strike echoing down the corridors like the heartbeat of the ancient world.

Omar stirred. “So what now? We scan it, publish, hide? Because right now, I vote hide.”

Rachel didn’t answer. She glanced at her phone lying face down beside the lamp. The screen lit up with a new message—no number, no sender. Just a few words glowing against the darkness:

You opened the jar. You opened the door.

The air seemed to drain from the room.

David read it over her shoulder. “Who sent that?”

Rachel’s voice was barely audible. “No one who should have my number.”

Moretti stood abruptly, his chair scraping against the stone. “They’ve already breached our perimeter.”

Simon turned toward the stairwell. “The gate’s still locked.”

“Then they’re not at the gate,” Moretti said. “They’re inside.”

Rachel slipped the notebook and fragment into her satchel, hands trembling. “You said others were coming.”

“Yes,” Moretti replied grimly. “But I didn’t think they’d arrive this soon.”

A gust of cold air crept under the door, snuffing one of the candles. The shadows deepened. Somewhere above, a door slammed—footsteps echoed down the long corridor.

David glanced at Rachel. “Time to leave, Professor.”

She shouldered her satchel. “Where?”

“Anywhere but here.”

Simon crossed to a narrow door at the far wall and pulled aside a hanging tapestry. Behind it, a small stair spiraled upward. “The old escape route—built during the Crusades. It leads to the cloister garden.”

Rachel hesitated, glancing once more at the fragment glowing faintly in the lamplight. You opened the door.

Something about the words chilled her more than the wind.

Moretti touched her shoulder. “We’ll keep them from taking it. But you must keep it from taking you.”

She met his gaze. “You think I’m losing my mind?”

He smiled faintly. “No. I think you’re hearing what it wants you to hear. The letters have waited a long time to be read. Just remember—truth is light, but even light can burn.”

The footsteps drew nearer.

David grabbed the lamp and doused the flame. Darkness swallowed them. “Move.”

Rachel followed Simon up the narrow stairs, the satchel tight against her side. The scent of incense faded into the damp stone as they climbed. Behind them, the vault door creaked open.

A voice echoed faintly below, calm, measured, chillingly familiar.

“Dr. Hale,” it called. “You have something that belongs to me.”

Menashe.

Rachel froze on the steps. David touched her arm, urging her upward.

They reached the top landing and burst into the cloister garden. Dawn had broken fully now—the light sharp and pure, reflecting off rain-soaked marble. For a heartbeat, Rachel turned back toward the stairwell.

Beneath the stone, the past waited. And now, so did its hunters.

The monastery garden was a maze of stone arches and olive trees, their wet leaves glittering under the newborn sun. Morning mist coiled through the cloister, carrying the scent of earth and rain-washed rosemary. For one dizzy moment, Rachel could almost believe they were safe.

Then the first gunshot shattered the illusion.

The bullet struck stone near the fountain, sending shards skittering across the tiles. Pigeons burst skyward in a storm of wings.

“Move!” David shouted.

They sprinted through the garden, boots pounding on slick marble. Moretti led them toward the northern wall, his long coat flaring behind him. Simon followed, clutching his robes in both hands. Omar stumbled, caught himself, and ran harder.

Another shot cracked the air. Rachel felt it whip past her shoulder, hot and sharp as lightning.

“They’re inside the compound!” Simon cried.

“They know every layout of this monastery,” Moretti answered, breath harsh. “I helped design the damn vault security fifteen years ago.”

Rachel shot him a glance. “You—what?”

“I told you,” he said, ducking under an archway. “I once protected these letters. Until I realized what we were protecting them from.”

David pressed a palm to the low wall and peered out into the outer courtyard. “Four men. Armed. No insignia.”

“Custodians,” Moretti muttered. “Menashe’s recruits. Mercenaries with theology.”

Rachel’s pulse thundered in her ears. “They’ll kill us?”

“They’ll silence us,” he corrected. “Different vocabulary, same intent.”
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