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            Northern Oasis, Egypt, 67 CE

         

         Brown was her color and the color of this place.

         Her eyes were brown, and though her hair was graying, it still showed streaks of its original bronze. When she was young, her skin was light enough to go pink as a newborn mouse at the blush of love, but the sun had been baking it for over fifty years, rendering it the shade of tiger nuts. Her old linen robe, her second skin, was the same nut-brown even after she washed and beat the cloth.

         Her coloration matched the arid land, for it too was brown beyond the green fertility of the oasis. Near to the oasis, the soil was dark as cedar bark, but as one moved away from its spring, the terrain lightened from copper to mustard to the bleached tan of the desert sands. The cluster of houses she came upon were companions of the earth, rising organically from the desert floor, their walls of limestone blocks, rough and tawny.

         She arrived by mule when the sun was burning near the horizon and northerly winds were whipping fine sand into the air. One of her fellow travelers knocked on the rough door and stepped aside for her.

         An old man showed himself and, in Aramaic, asked who she was.

         The woman responded, “I am Mary.”

         The man, Isaiah, looked at her hard and said, “My hearing is poor. Did you say Mary?”

         She lowered her hood, revealing sunken eyes and cracked lips, and said, “Yes, I am Mary. Mary of Magdala. I seek sanctuary.”

         Old eyes widened. “From whom do you flee, My Lady?”

         “All of them,” she said. “Christians, Jews, Romans, all wish me dead. I am told this is the house of Leah.”

         Isaiah escorted Mary and her three male companions to the largest house and asked them to wait in a dimly lit room of generous proportions. The floor was hard-packed dirt. Wooden bowls were stacked on a long dining table. The shutters had been closed to keep the swirling sands at bay, but fine yellow grit penetrated the gaps, coating the table and benches, and the gusting wind set the candles dancing and flashing.

         A woman rushed in from an adjoining room. Mary thought she must have been sleeping because her blinking, foggy eyes searched the chamber before settling on her. This woman was younger than Mary, taller, with finely chiseled, patrician features. She had the look of a lady who once might have draped herself in mantles of silk, but here and now she wore a coarse gown that brushed the tops of bare feet. Mary’s days of vanity were long gone, but this woman, with her unlined, lovely face, made her bitterly feel her years.

         The woman bowed deeply and said, “I am Leah. Is it true you are Mary Magdalene?”

         “I am.”

         Leah cried, “The Blessed Matriarch!” and tears moistened her cheeks.

         “I have traveled long and far to meet the deacon Leah,” Mary said, using the honorific Greek word, diakonos. “You are known to the Christian world.”

         Leah dropped to the ground and kissed Mary’s feet. “Blessed Lady, your presence in my house is a gift from the Lord.”

         Mary pulled her up by the shoulders and gazed tenderly at her face.

         “Tell me, why have you come to my house?” Leah asked.

         “I am old, and I am weary of running for my life. The Lord knows my days are numbered. I want my story told before I die. I would have you tell it.”

         Hearing of visitors, the community of some twenty souls spilled from their houses and peered through the cracks in the shutters until Leah invited them inside. Then, one by one, the adults fell to their knees, and they too kissed Mary’s feet while their children watched in wide-eyed curiosity. After hasty preparations, the visitors were served a simple meal of bread, boiled vegetables, and diluted wine, and apologies flew over the lack of meat. Mary expressed gratitude for the hospitality on offer, but Leah dispatched a lad to buy a goat so they might have a feast on the morrow.

         At the communal table, Leah asked Mary to give the blessing.

         “This is your house,” Mary said. “The blessing should be yours.”

         The travelers were not pressed into conversation, for it was evident they were hungry and weak. Yet, fortified by food and drink, one of Mary’s men, Quintus, a brawny young fellow with long ringlets of golden hair, responded robustly to a boy of ten who could no longer contain his curiosity at the muscular presence.

         “Where are you from?” the boy asked.

         “Me? I am from Rome. Do you know where that is?”

         The boy shook his head.

         “The lad was born here,” Leah said. “This place is all he knows.”

         “Perhaps you will see it one day, boy,” Quintus said.

         A man at Leah’s side sneered across the table. “I can tell by your accent that you do not speak your born tongue. I think maybe you were a Roman soldier,” he said, dipping the last word in poison.

         “That is true, brother,” was the cheerful reply. “I was a Praetorian guard who served the emperor. It was three years back when I met Simon Peter and Mary. Mary hated me before she loved me, for I was Simon Peter’s jailer.”

         Mary reached out to touch Quintus’s hand lightly. “Oh, how I love him now.”

         “When I heard Simon Peter speak of the Christ, he opened my eyes as never before,” Quintus said. “He baptized me in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, and I abandoned my post. Renouncing my past was easy.” His lips curled into a smile. “Learning Aramaic was hard.”

         Leah returned the smile. “Our children were born Christian, but the rest of us are converts, Jews from Jerusalem.”

         Mary looked up from her bowl and said, “It was Paul who converted you, was it not?”

         “Yes, it was Paul, seventeen years ago. We congregated with him for a time, and when he departed Jerusalem for Antioch, Jacob, my husband, founded our own Christian house. From the beginning we suffered vile persecution at the hands of the authorities, and then one night the Romans took Jacob away and executed him. It fell upon me to lead the house. I persuaded my brethren to leave for Egypt, and we settled here, in this far-flung place, so that we might worship the Lord in peace. For us, it began with Paul. A day does not pass when I do not think of him and pray he is well.”

         Sadness fell over Mary’s face like a veil. “Paul is dead, dear lady. Nero beheaded him in Rome, three years after he crucified Simon Peter. We heard this from a Christian traveler who stayed with us in Antioch.”

         Her words cast a pall over the room, and the women began to sob, all but Leah, who nodded solemnly and said, “The Lord has surely welcomed Paul to his side in Heaven. We forgive his executioners, and we will pray for their souls.”

         When they had eaten their fill, Leah invited Mary to walk with her. Swathed in shawls, they ambled, hand in hand, through a grove of olive trees, the stillness of the cool night broken by cricket song and the occasional bleating of the newly purchased goat.

         “It is terrible you had to flee,” Leah said. “My heart aches for you.”

         The woman’s empathy touched Mary. “For much of my life, I was so loved and cherished. It has come as a shock to become despised.”

         She felt Leah’s hand tighten around hers. “Who despises you, Blessed Lady?”

         “First, it was the Romans. After they killed Simon Peter, we feared we too would be taken to Nero’s Circus for the cruel pleasures of the mob. We left Rome hastily for Antioch, where we had dwelled before. We rejoined the Christian community there, and we established our house of prayer among them in the Kerateion, the Jewish district. I am pleased to say we convinced many a Jew to follow the path of Jesus Christ, but therein lay a problem. The rabbis were angered, and we learned that brutes had been pressed into foul service to murder us. And so we fled once again to Galilee, my homeland, where the Jewish and Roman war had subsided.”

         “Pilgrims have told us there are many Christians in Israel now,” Leah said.

         “That is so, and among them are elders who can remember the days when Jesus walked the Earth, teaching and making miracles. Oh, it was good to be home again. For well nigh a year, we were happy there, and crowds thronged to hear us preach the word of the Lord. Then one dark day, we received an emissary from Rome who caused us to flee once again.”

         “Who sent this emissary?”

         “The wretch, Linus. Word reached him of the adulations heaped upon our ministry, and his message to me was a terrible one. Cease your ministry or die by the sword. So-called Christians prepared to carry out his orders. We could understand why Romans and Jews wanted us dead, but our fellow brothers in Christ? It was too much to bear.”

         “Envy must have darkened Linus’s heart,” Leah said. She squeezed Mary’s hand again. “My poor lady. May I tell you something? You have been my inspiration. Not Simon Peter. Not Paul. You. If not for your life and deeds, I could not have found the strength to establish this house and lead this community. When I was a young woman, I felt my voice stifled by the rabbis and the elders. They wanted us only to keep house and make babies. We could not recite the Torah. We could not worship with men as equals. When I became a Christian, I learned of your life and how precious you were to Jesus and his ministry. Though we never met, it was you who gave me the courage to preach the word of our Lord after they killed my Jacob.”

         It had been a good while since Mary felt the flutter of joy in her breast. This warm hand in hers was precious flesh. It had been an arduous journey from Jerusalem across the scorching desert to reach the oasis. Many wanted to follow her, but Mary insisted that families should not be uprooted and sent to an uncertain fate. At her final meal with her flock, she hugged each member and wept with them, and before dawn on the Jewish Sabbath day, she bade farewell to her homeland. Only Quintus and two other stalwarts accompanied her, and truth be told, there was nothing Mary could have said or done to keep the faithful Quintus from her side. Mile after grueling mile, Mary rocked on the swayback of her mule and felt her life force draining, and she was sure that death would come to her in Egypt, the ancient land of pharaohs that Moses had fled. But the melancholy that befell her on the journey was at once washed away by the cold, clean, anointing water that was this woman, Leah.

         “You and I are much alike,” Mary said, her voice strengthening. “We have both lost loved ones to the wickedness of Rome. We both had the fortitude to take our places at the head of the table. We are truly sisters in Christ. There is no time to waste. In the morning, I would begin my account of my life in the service of Jesus of Nazareth.”

         Leah said, “I will listen in rapt attention, Blessed Matriarch. We have papyrus, and we have ink. Isaiah will be your scribe. He can write in Greek, the language of the world, for Christians everywhere need to know about you and your acts. In the years to come, they will sing the praises of the three pillars of our faith—Jesus Christ, our Lord and Savior, Simon Peter, the rock upon which the Church was built, and Mary of Magdala, the mother of the Church.” She let go of Mary’s hand and clasped hers together in prayer. “We shall call your story the Gospel of Mary.”
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            The present

         

         Although most of the passengers on Delta flight 124 from Boston to Rome were American, Portuguese was the language that ruled the roost that night.

         Cal Donovan estimated that three-quarters of his fellow travelers were of Azorean descent. As the plane streaked over the Atlantic, they burst into traditional Azorean folk songs every few minutes, creating an atmosphere more like a soccer match than an international flight. Cal had given up on sleep. Although business class was a little less raucous than economy, the curtains separating the cabins did nothing to dampen the festivities. Not that he minded. He was in a partying mood himself.

         It wasn’t every day you were heading to the inauguration of one of your closest friends to become the next pope.

         The flight attendants discovered that Cal spoke Italian like a native, and one of them leaned over and said in a husky Milanese accent, “There seems to be a problem with your glass.”

         “And what problem would that be?”

         “It’s empty. Same again?”

         He answered with a smile.

         She returned with another Grey Goose on the rocks and declared the problem solved.

         “Temporarily,” he replied.

         “You had an accident?” she said, pointing at the walking cast poking from under his trouser leg.

         “It was a fight, actually. You should have seen the other guy.”

         She took it as a joke and went about her business. It wasn’t. The other guy was dead.

         Most people with a broken leg gain weight from inactivity. Cal had lost a few pounds, and for the first time since he was a skinny kid in the army, his cheeks were hollowed out. He wasn’t the type to dwell on emotions or blame a poor appetite on stress. He just cinched his belt a notch and got on with things.

         If anything, a lighter Cal was even more handsome than his recent cover shot in The Improper Bostonian’s issue on Boston’s most eligible singles. His jawline was sharper, and his dark eyes sunken deeper were even more penetrating. He seemed to have something of the night about him.

         The lavatories in business class were occupied, so he headed to the rear, unaware that a priest had left a mid-cabin seat to follow him. When he finished up and unlocked the door, the priest, a portly middle-aged fellow with a toothy grin, was waiting for him in the galley.

         “Professor Donovan,” he said.

         Cal couldn’t place him. “Yeah, hi, how are you?” he said, hoping the fellow would identify himself.

         “You probably don’t remember me. I’m Father Manny Cardoza. We met a few years ago when you gave a lecture in New Bedford on the Portuguese Inquisition. You were there with Cardinal Da Silva—oh my goodness, it’s still so fresh—I mean the Holy Father.”

         The best Cal could muster was a vague recollection of a sea of nuns and priests inside an overheated community center. “Oh yes, Father Cardoza, it’s good to see you again. It is fresh, isn’t it?”

         Only five days had passed since the cardinal protodeacon had appeared on the Benediction Loggia of St. Peter’s Basilica, leaned into a microphone, and addressed the massive crowd at St. Peter’s Square. “I announce to you a great joy! We have a pope! The Most Eminent and Reverend Lord, Lord Rodrigo, Cardinal of the Holy Roman Church, Da Silva, who takes to himself the name John the Twenty-Fourth.”

         On the second ballot of the conclave—the shortest conclave on record—Cal’s dear friend Rodrigo Da Silva became the two hundred sixty-seventh pope of the Catholic Church, the second born in Portugal, and the first American pope.

         “You’re limping. You were injured?”

         “I fell in a library. Occupational hazard.”

         “At Harvard?”

         “No, I was in England. I hadn’t been home for long when the conclave concluded. There aren’t too many things that could’ve gotten me back on a plane. This was one of them.”

         “We are so very excited,” the priest said. “Many of my parishioners have hardly slept. I have hardly slept. A son of the Azores is the pope!”

         “Looks like you brought most of New Bedford with you to the party.”

         “And all the other Portuguese communities. We are overjoyed.”

         Cal looked at the floor and mumbled, “Yes, it’s wonderful.”

         The priest caught himself and said apologetically, “I’m sorry, Professor. I know you were also close with Pope Celestine. His death—such a tragedy.”

         “That it was.”

         When the priest returned to his row, his traveling companion, an assistant priest from his parish, asked him, “Who was that?”

         “His name is Calvin Donovan. He’s a famous professor of religion at the Harvard Divinity School. He’s going to the inauguration too.”

         “How do you know him?”

         “We met once. He remembered who I was. I was quite pleased.”

         “He knows the Holy Father?” the younger priest asked.

         “More than that. They’ve been friends—good friends—since Da Silva was bishop. Donovan was also friendly with Pope Celestine. I think it’s a good thing for our highest clerics to have people outside the Church with whom they can confide. It takes them out of the Vatican bubble.”

         “So, then. He’s a pope whisperer.”

         “I like that,” Father Cardoza said. “Cal Donovan, pope whisperer.”

         Cal reclined his seat and curled his hand around an icy glass. As soon as he closed his eyes, unpleasant things streaked through his mind, the same images that had been plaguing him these past days. An assassin stalking him through the dark passages of an English manor house. The killer’s crumpled body lying beside him on the library floor. Pope Celestine’s waxy body in repose at the Vatican Apostolic Palace. Elisabetta’s heavily bandaged hands.

         He extinguished the grim highlight reel by lifting his eyelids and the glass of vodka, his anesthetic of choice.

         He blamed himself for the pope’s death. Celestine had been warned about a planned assassination. A hidden document held the key to the plot. Celestine had asked Cal to find it, and he succeeded just as time ran out. His last-second warning may have prevented Celestine from perishing in the fireball that burned Elisabetta’s hands, but it couldn’t stop the heart attack that took his life. The act would go down in history as an assassination attempt, but that was splitting hairs. It was the violent removal of the leader of over a billion Catholics. Cal was a student of the Church, and he knew its brutal history well. As far as he was concerned, you could add the name of Celestine VI to the long list of murdered and martyred popes.

         As the plane flew toward the dawn, the folk songs kept coming, and Cal kept drinking.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Cal’s preferred hotel in Rome was the Grand Hotel de la Minerve. He loved the roof terrace overlooking the Pantheon, the elegance of its seventeenth-century architecture, and its long history as a gathering place for visiting artists and intellectuals. And it didn’t escape him that the hotel had a particularly topical connection. It had been built as a mansion for the Fonseca family, Roman aristocrats of Portuguese origin.

         Tourists were snapping photos of Bernini’s Elephant and Obelisk statue in the piazza outside his window. Cal pulled the curtains, showered, and sank into a blissfully soft bed.

         The hotel phone caught him mid-dream. The glowing clock surprised him—he’d been asleep for hours.

         “Pronto,” he said.

         He heard an exhalation as if the woman had been holding her breath. “Cal,” she said.

         “Elisabetta. Hello.”

         “I do hope I didn’t wake you. I saw your flight was on time.”

         “No, I’m up. It’s good to hear from you. How are you? How are your hands?”

         “Better. The skin grafts went well. I only have to wear these little gloves. How is your leg?”

         “It’s fine. I only have to wear this little cast.”

         Her laughter tickled his ear.

         “Emilio and I were wondering if you were free this evening for dinner. We thought Tonnarello, where we went before.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Rome was magnificent on a late-summer evening such as this—the setting sun drenched the ancient cityscape in mellow, amber light. Cal’s orthopedic surgeon had advised him to take it easy, but it was called a walking cast, so Cal was damned well going to walk. He was itching to get back to his routine of running by the Charles in the morning and sparring with the Harvard Boxing Club—he’d been its faculty advisor for years. Cal had learned to box in the army during his wayward years between high school and buckling to his father’s will by enrolling at Harvard College, where Hiram Donovan was a professor of biblical archaeology. Boxing had always helped Cal blow off steam, and he badly needed to throw some punches right about now.

         The low, slanted light managed to make even the muddy Tiber sparkle a little. He crossed it on the Ponte Garibaldi, ignoring his aching shin. The faster he walked, the faster he’d see her again.

         He had been in and out of countless relationships in his forty-eight years. He never had to be alone—his looks, his charm, and his glittering academic career guaranteed that. But there was one unobtainable woman, who had captivated him the first time he saw her, and years later, he was still simmering with longing. He wasn’t the first man to wonder how Elisabetta had found her way to nunhood. It wasn’t just her rare beauty—he found her intellect as stimulating. He had been in a relationship for much of the time he knew her, but recently his girlfriend had gotten fed up with his faltering commitment and voted with her feet. Unfettered, Cal found himself falling hard for Elisabetta, but loving her felt like running into a brick wall, and it left him bloody and raw. The last time he saw her was at Pope Celestine’s funeral Mass, and since then she was constantly front of mind. He had been searching for a reason to return to Rome and, perhaps, muster the courage to show his affection when the news of the conclave broke.

         He stopped for a moment to rest his throbbing leg and caught sight of his reflection in a shop window. What an idiot, he thought. What the hell is wrong with you? You can’t be in love with a nun.

         Elisabetta had grown up on the west bank of the Tiber, and the ancient Tonnarello restaurant in the heart of the Trastevere neighborhood was her family’s favorite. When Cal arrived, he found her alone at a corner table.

         A nun’s shapeless habit drives attention to the face, and hers was lovely. When Pope Celestine broke centuries of tradition and named her the first female private papal secretary, the Italian press discovered that her face sent newspapers and magazines flying off their shelves. La Bella Suor, they called her, the beautiful nun. She wore the black-and-white habit of her order, the Augustinian Sisters, Servants of Jesus and Mary. Their garb was somewhat less restrictive than other orders. She did not wear a wimple, so her cheeks and neck were uncovered, and Cal could see them redden when he reached to brush her gloved hand. Her black veil and white cotton cap were set back more than usual, exposing a silky band of black hair. Until then, he had never seen her hair, though he had fantasized about how it might look, flowing over her bare shoulders.

         She spoke in Italian. “Cal, it’s wonderful to see you.”

         “It’s wonderful to see you too, Eli.”

         The day she finally consented to use first names with him was a breakthrough of sorts, or so he had imagined.

         “Do you like my little gloves?” she said, wiggling her white fingers. “They’re like my first communion gloves when I was a young girl.”

         “I like them a lot. What do you think about my little cast?” he said, pulling up his trouser leg.

         “It suits you.” She laughed.

         She was treated like royalty here, and the restaurant owner descended on them with a bottle of wine. “Compliments of the house, Sister. Bramito Antinori, from Umbria. It’s a very nice one. May I pour for you and your guest?”

         “Thank you, Aldo.”

         “How is the new Holy Father?”

         “I would say that he is serene.”

         “We’ll miss having him here. He came often.”

         “Cardinals can eat out,” she said. “Popes not so much.”

         “I’ll make his favorites so you can take them back to the Vatican tonight.”

         Cal proposed a toast. “To new beginnings,” he said, and they clinked glasses.

         “Emilio sends his regrets,” she said. “He had to meet with the chief of the Polizia di Stato to coordinate some aspects of the security operation for the Mass. It’s been nonstop meetings. After what happened—well, we don’t want to lose another pope.”

         Elisabetta’s brother, Emilio Celestino, was the inspector general of the Vatican Carabinieri and had been the last pope’s personal bodyguard. Cal had gotten to know him during some tense days in Sicily and found him a decent, honorable man.

         “We do not,” he said.

         “He does want to see you while you’re here. He talks about you all the time. He’ll call.”

         “Has Emilio’s role been clarified?”

         “The Holy Father wants him to carry on as before.”

         “I think that’s a good decision.”

         “Me too, although I’m biased.”

         Cal capitalized on the unexpected pleasure of being alone with her to open this chess match of the heart with a gambit he’d been contemplating.

         “Has he decided about you?”

         “I’ve made the decision myself. He needs his own person as private secretary. I’ve been helping him during the transition, but we haven’t talked about it yet. I plan on asking for my old job back at the Pontifical Commission for Sacred Archaeology. If that can’t happen, I’ll happily return to teaching. I showed you my old primary school on the Piazza Mastai the last time you were here.”

         He wet his mouth with wine, swallowed, and leaned in. “Or—” he said.

         “Or what?”

         “You could try something different.”

         She laughed. “That sounds mysterious.”

         “Instead of teaching children, why not teach at a university?”

         “Italian universities aren’t very interested in having a nun on their faculty.”

         “It’s not so uncommon in America,” he said.

         “And what would I teach?” He could tell by the lightness of her tone that she wasn’t taking him seriously.

         “You were trained in Roman archaeology. You’re an expert on the catacombs. You had a seat at the table when Celestine divested Vatican art for his charity. You know the Vatican as well as anyone. You shattered its glass ceiling. I can think of a dozen undergraduate courses and graduate seminars you could teach.”

         “Okay, I’ll go home tonight, make a curriculum vitae, and mail it off to American universities,” she said with a mocking tone.

         “You don’t have to do that. I can get you a position as an adjunct professor at the Harvard Divinity School tomorrow.”

         Her smile dissolved, and their eyes met for an uncomfortable moment until she suddenly blinked in relief, looked toward the entrance, and waved.

         “Ah, there’s Micaela. When Emilio couldn’t come, I invited her.”

         Elisabetta’s sister was a live wire—funny, volatile, opinionated, a woman who lived on the borderland of conventionality and nonconformity. Her spiky, fire-engine-red hair, short skirts, and giant hoop earrings set her miles apart from the other doctors at her hospital.

         “Micaela, what a nice surprise,” Cal said, hiding his disappointment at the collapse of an intimate evening. “It’s good to see you again.”

         “Lovely to see you too. How’s your leg?”

         “It’s coming along.”

         The waiter filled her wineglass, and she said, “It looked like you two were having an intense conversation. Sorry to interrupt.”

         “If you must know, Cal was just inviting me to become a professor at Harvard.”

         “You should do it,” Micaela said without hesitation. “The hell with the Vatican.”

         “You and I have very different views on the Vatican,” Elisabetta said.

         “Mine are correct. Bunch of medieval sexists.”

         “Pope Celestine wasn’t,” Elisabetta said.

         Cal inserted himself into the melee. “The new pope isn’t either. I know his views. I think you’ll see him push for more inclusivity for women.”

         “Female priests?” Micaela said, glancing at the menu.

         “That might be a stretch,” Cal said.

         “Well, I don’t think it should be,” Micaela said. “I’d rather confess to a woman. So, are you going to accept Cal’s offer?”

         Elisabetta avoided two pairs of probing eyes. “Let’s get through the inauguration first. Are we ready to order?”

         The dinner conversation bounced along pleasantly. They talked about Carlo, the sisters’ father, a mathematician with a lifelong quest to conquer the Goldbach conjecture, one of the most famous unsolved problems in math. The sisters lived in fear of waking up one morning to read that someone else had solved it, depriving the old man of his raison d’être.

         Cal regaled them with stories about his friendship with the new pope, how they had met when Da Silva was bishop of Providence, Rhode Island, and how they nurtured their friendship by indulging in the prelate’s favorite pastime—fine dining.

         Over dessert, Micaela chatted about life as a consultant gastroenterologist at the Gemelli University Hospital. Her husband, Arturo, was an emergency room physician there, but she cast a pall over the table when she said, “Cal, did you know that Arturo was on duty when they brought Pope Celestine in? He knew he was gone, but they worked on him for an hour anyway. Arturo even massaged his heart—can you believe it?”

         Elisabetta abruptly got up and left, saying she had to use the ladies’ room.

         “I think I put my foot in it,” Micaela said. “I do that sometimes.”

         Elisabetta didn’t sit when she returned. She had a bag of Tonnarello dishes for Pope John.

         “I took care of the bill,” she said. “We can go.”

         “I’m sorry,” Micaela said.

         “Don’t be. It’s okay. I’ve got work to do. I have a driver if you and Cal need a ride.”

         “I think I’ll walk,” Cal said. “Nice evening, good for my leg.”

         “Your hotel is close to where I live,” Micaela said. “I’ll go with you.”

         The sisters pecked their goodbyes, Cal got to touch Elisabetta’s gloved hand again, and she let him know that a courier would deliver his VIP ticket for the inauguration Mass.

         Cal and Micaela were halfway over the Ponte Garibaldi when Micaela stopped and looked over the railing toward the dark river coursing underneath. “You’re in love with her, aren’t you?” she said.

         “Is it that obvious?”

         “Yeah, it’s obvious.”

         “Does she know?”

         “Of course she does. She had a life before she became a nun. She had a lot of boyfriends. The boy who got killed when she was in graduate school—she was going to marry him. She knows men, believe me.”

         “Has she told you her feelings about me?”

         “I won’t answer you. She’s my sister. I will say that none of us in her family would be unhappy if she renounced her vows, but she’s a strong woman. She does what she wants. So, if you asked me what she’s going to do about the Vatican, about your job offer, about you, I would answer: God only knows.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Cal was shaving when his cell phone rang from a blocked number.

         “Hello, Cal.”

         “Rodrigo—I mean, Holy Father. How are you?”

         Cal enjoyed the deep chortle rumbling through the line. “Listen, Cal. You’re my best friend outside the Church. You must continue to call me Rodrigo, at least in private. It will help keep me grounded.”

         “That’s a tall order.”

         “Consider it a papal command.”

         “All right, you’re on.”

         “What are you doing this morning?”

         “I was going to swing by the Vatican Archives.”

         “Could you stop by to see me at ten?”

         “Absolutely. Where?”

         “I’m still using my office at the Secretariat. After tomorrow, I think I get kicked out.”

         Cal laughed. “After tomorrow, you can use any office you want.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         The Swiss Guards at the Vatican Apostolic Palace checked Cal’s name off an authorized visitors’ list, wanded him, and escorted him to the main elevator. He got off on the third floor, one above the marbled Clementine Hall where Pope Celestine had suffered his heart attack and where his body had lain in state. A left turn led to the door of the papal apartments that Celestine had eschewed during his pontificate, opting instead for humble rooms in the Vatican guesthouse.

         Cal turned right toward the offices of the Secretariat of State, where Monsignor Mario Finale was waiting for him. Finale had been Da Silva’s private secretary at the Secretariat and was fulfilling interim duties. Like the new pope, Finale enjoyed his food. His jovial, round face and volleyball belly gave him a passing resemblance to a younger Da Silva.

         “It’s a pleasure seeing you again, Professor,” Finale said. “The Holy Father is expecting you.”

         Cal liked to joke that he needed sunglasses whenever he visited these rooms. The furniture was gilded. The brass fixtures gleamed. The wallpaper was gold-flocked. Since his last visit, the only thing that had changed was that his friend now wore white instead of red. He sprang from behind his desk, his white zucchetto sticky-taped to his bald dome, and made a beeline to give Cal a bear hug. Cal had to bend to reciprocate.

         “Sit, sit,” the pope said. “You want a coffee?”

         “I’m good, Rodrigo. Thanks.”

         “Excellent. You’re obeying the papal command. How was your journey?”

         “It was noisy. Half of New Bedford was on the plane.”

         “Marvelous. So many friends have sent felicitations. I wish I could see them all. By the way, I’ve sent your email for framing: Second ballot! That’s like the Sox winning 16–0 in a no-hitter!”

         “How are you doing?” Cal asked.

         “You know, you’re the first person to ask me that. It’s been a whirlwind—nonstop audiences with diplomats, the press, Curial officials subtly or overtly lobbying me for this and that.”

         “Well, you look healthy,” Cal told the sixty-eight-year-old, “and has anyone told you that you look good in white?”

         “That’s a relief. One less thing to worry about. Are you on the mend?”

         Cal rapped on his cast. “Healing nicely.”

         “Thank God for that.” The pope puckered his mouth, the way he always did when he had something important to say.

         “How many years have I known you?”

         Cal did the math. “Fifteen.”

         “And how many meals have we had together in Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Italy, Portugal?”

         “Incalculable,” Cal said.

         Pope John patted his middle. “Yes, incalculable.”

         “And how many times have we seriously disagreed on a theological, ecclesiastical, or political issue?”

         “Not very often. That’s probably the reason we’ve stayed friends.”

         “Indeed. And that is why I want to tell you about a decision I’m pondering. If you seriously disagree, I might be persuaded to change course. Do you know Cardinal Tosi? Giuseppe Tosi?”

         “By name.”

         “Tosi is the cardinal camerlengo. He’s been inside the Curia his entire career, a born administrator. Knows the place inside out. Savvy politician. The camerlengo, as you know, organizes the conclave, and he was the key person during the interregnum. He reports to the College of Cardinals, but he’s essentially been governing the Church since Celestine’s death. I’ve seen more of him since the conclave than in all my years as secretary of state. He’s been buttering me up something fierce. He wants my old job, wants it badly. He tells me, and it seems true, that after the first ballot failed to give any hope to a conservative candidate, he was instrumental in pulling together a winning coalition that evening.”

         “You have reservations about him?”

         “I do. He’s a bit of a wolf in sheep’s clothing. He cast himself as a progressive to curry favor with Celestine, but behind the scenes, he was one of the figures who worked to stymie some of his Curial reforms. I fear that he’d be in a position to do my papacy significant damage if I made him cardinal secretary.”

         Cal shot him a quizzical look. “This can’t be your difficult decision, Rodrigo. Of course, I agree with you. You can’t promote someone who’s going to compromise your agenda.”

         Seemingly out of the blue, the pope asked, “What do you think about Sister Elisabetta? I know you’ve had frequent dealings with her.”

         Cal forced out a quick answer. “I think she was an excellent private secretary. She was a bold and controversial choice for the role. That put her under the microscope, and I think she handled the pressure well and did Celestine proud. I can’t say enough good things about her. So if your question is, do you keep her on as your private secretary, I think you’d be pleased with the choice.”

         “I want Monsignor Finale for that job. We’ve worked together very efficiently. I’m comfortable with him. No, I’ve got something else in mind for the good sister. I want to make her my secretary of state.”

         Cal heard him perfectly well, but he found himself asking, “What?” as a way to gather a few seconds to collect his thoughts.

         “Secretary of state,” the pope repeated.

         “I’m sorry, Rodrigo, if I’m not mistaken, since the seventeenth century, only cardinals have occupied the office.”

         Cal’s blank look of disorientation seemed to amuse the pontiff. “No, you are not mistaken. They’ve all been cardinals.”

         “To state the obvious, she isn’t a priest either,” Cal sputtered.

         “She is not.”

         “So, what am I missing? Putting aside any consideration of her qualifications, how can you do something like this?”

         “I’ve done my homework. I can say with certainty that the role of secretary of state is not bound to the sacraments or the priesthood. It has merely been a matter of tradition to bestow the post upon a cardinal. It’s been a glorified old boys’ network.”

         “What about canon law?” Cal asked. “There must be some issue embedded in the code.”

         “I’ve spoken in confidence with some of our most eminent canon lawyers. The only possible issue is that the secretary of state traditionally exercises authority in the pope’s name. Some believe that to do so, the secretary must be ordained. This is a matter of inference, not the black letter of the law. Even if one were to take this position, relatively minor procedural workarounds could be enacted via proclamation. No, it can be done.”

         “But why do it?” Cal asked in exasperation. “You’re my friend. I want you to succeed. You have the intellect and humanity to become one of our truly great popes. Doing this will unleash a firestorm. It will, without a doubt, consume the early days of your pontificate, if not all of it.”

         The pope’s chair had some give to it, and he rocked as he answered. “As soon as Celestine died, we both knew there was a chance I could be elected. I’ve been on all the lists. I’ve been papabile ever since he made me cardinal secretary. During his reign, Celestine appointed enough electors to the College of Cardinals to ensure the deck was stacked with like-minded progressives. So I began contemplating what I might wish to accomplish if I wore the fisherman’s ring. I wonder, was that hubris or pragmatism?”

         “Pragmatism, of course.”

         “Thank you, but maybe a little of both. I know how things work around here. The Curia is designed to throw grit in the gears of change. To achieve something truly transformative, one must strike quickly and boldly. The window of opportunity closes fast. My calculation is that I need to make my move during the first days of the pontificate.”

         “But why this move?”

         “Because I want my legacy to be this: Pope John the Twenty-Fourth did more to elevate the role of Catholic women than any pope in history. The Church has weaponized ordination and used it as a shield to keep women from positions of authority. You know my views better than anyone. How many bottles of wine have we consumed discussing politics?”

         “More like, how many cases?” Cal chuckled.

         “Exactly. So you know that I do not and will not support the ordination of women into the priesthood. Some to my left would disagree, but I firmly hold that women priests would fundamentally change the nature of Catholicism and would drive a wedge through the Church, perhaps leading to a schism. However, we can begin to refocus the role of female Catholics by elevating a nun—an eminently qualified nun—to the Vatican’s most important administrative position. Think of the effect on dioceses all over the world. Nuns and laywomen alike will find a greater voice.”

         “I’m all for a pope addressing gender inequality,” Cal said. “I’m just a little worried to hear that you’d be the one placing his head on the block.”

         The pontiff put his hand to his throat and said, “I’m so fat I have no neck. It’s difficult to chop off my head.” Then he pointed toward the frescoed ceiling and the heavens beyond it. “My mother, God rest her soul, was the strong one in my family. My father was a wonderful man, a funny man, but she was the one who put steel in my spine. She will be looking down on me, and she will give her blessing. And besides, for those critics who say this is an act of symbolism only, I will say, no, Sister Elisabetta is completely qualified for the job.”

         When the pope pounded his desk for emphasis, Cal saw his dream of luring Elisabetta to Cambridge flying away.

         “Celestine gave her great authority, and she wielded it with force and grace,” the pope said. “When he disagreed with something happening in the Secretariat, he dispatched her to straighten things out with me. She was always respectful to a fault, but she usually got her way. She’s tough. We saw that when she was at the Pontifical Commission for Sacred Archaeology as its first female leader in a role that had always belonged to a bishop. She made the hard decisions and took the heat for divesting Vatican treasures for Celestine’s charity. She completely understands how the Curia works, so I’m confident she’ll naturally adapt to the internal affairs function of the Secretariat. When I took the job, I was an outsider, and it handicapped me for a long while. I’ve no doubt she’ll learn the diplomatic functions quickly. Besides, I appointed many of the bishops and nuncios who’d be working for her, and they are able men. They respect me, so they’ll respect her. Or else. We say that the secretary of state’s task is to be the eyes, the heart, and the arms of the pope. I would be most comfortable with her in this seat.”

         The intercom buzzed, and the pope mumbled, “That will be Monsignor Finale.” He picked up the phone, told his secretary to give him a few more moments, and began rapidly tapping his fingertips together in a sign of urgency. “So, that’s it, Cal. I’ve made my case. Now I want to hear from you. Should I do this?”

         Cal was tied in knots. If he could persuade Elisabetta to come to Cambridge, far from the Vatican mothership, secular forces might chip away at her sacred core. He had stayed up late, drinking and thinking about Micaela’s reply to his question about her sister’s feelings. I won’t answer you, she had said. Trying to divine the meaning of this non-answer drove him from despair to elation and back again. With one swing of the pendulum, he imagined Elisabetta moving in with him and loving him. With the opposite swing, he imagined a bottomless pit of unrequited love. But in the here and now, he owed his friend honest counsel.

         “I think you should do it, Rodrigo,” he heard himself saying. “It’s a courageous move. It’s the right thing to do, and she’ll be amazing at the job. You’ll have a formidable partner to make your reforms happen. Will you make some powerful enemies? Yes, you will. Will you make a lot of friends? You’d better believe it. Many Catholics and non-Catholics are going to be very happy with you. And needless to say, I will support you in any way I can.”

         The pope smiled broadly and pushed himself from his chair. “I’m pleased you see it the way I do, Cal. Extremely pleased. You’ve made my next appointment easier.”

         “Who’s it with?” Cal asked.

         The pope winked at him mischievously. “Sister Elisabetta, of course. She’s waiting for me in the anteroom. Say hello to her on your way out.”
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            Northern Oasis, Egypt, 79 CE

         

         Shakir, the mask maker, usually kept his workplace tidy, but the tragedy that had befallen the civil servant Senbi and his family had thrown him into a tizzy, and his workshop looked ransacked. Wooden molds of all sizes—large ones for men, medium for women, small for children—were off their pegs and scattered on the benches. Jars of paint and gilding and strips of linen were everywhere. Shaping tools were strewn about. A pot of lime plaster had spilled, and a puddle of gesso was hardening on the dirt floor.

         The mask-making shop was in the center of Bawiti, the most populous and wealthiest town in the oasis. During the day, when Shakir looked up from his workbench, he saw shoppers and merchants and carts of goods passing by his open door and heard constant jabbering and haggling.

         Night had come, the street was quiet as a tomb, and Shakir was still at his bench. He worked by oil lamp, saturating the linen strips in gesso and applying them to a mold, building up layer after layer of what would become Senbi’s hair and forehead. All the while, he listened for the return of his apprentice. Jabari had been gone since the first light of day, and Shakir was worried—not for the boy’s safety, but his own. If the masks were not ready for delivery in a fortnight, the priests could shut down his business, and he might be beaten, maybe even imprisoned. Shakir’s mask-making rival, Ahmose, had initially received the commission, but a fire in Ahmose’s shop destroyed all the works in progress, and the priests turned to Shakir. They demanded a guarantee that he could finish the job in time for the entombment. The seventy-day mummification was nearing its completion. The carpenters had made the coffins. Stonemasons had carved the sarcophagi. The burial chamber had been cut and plastered, and the grave goods, including dozens of mummified cats and ibises, were assembled. Because of Senbi’s nobility, there was speculation that the vizier himself would attend the ceremony. Such an enormous task, Shakir had said, stroking his pointy beard, so little time. And he hemmed and hawed until the priests did what he hoped they would do—they raised the price.

         Now he wished he had declined the commission. A promised delivery of bolts of linen had failed to materialize, and without linen, the remaining masks simply could not be made. He had molded only two of the small ones, and he was halfway through Senbi’s, but there wasn’t enough cloth to finish it. And there were five more to do! Such was the scope of the massacre. One of the slaves serving in Senbi’s noble household had gone stark raving mad, stabbing Senbi, his wife, and their six children in a frenzy of rage as they lay in their beds before turning the bloody knife on himself.

         Shakir’s mouth was parched with worry. Eight funeral masks commissioned, and not enough linen to make them.

         Finally, he heard the braying of a mule, and he ran to the door and peered into the night to see if the animal was laden with bolts of cloth. His jaw went slack.

         “Nothing! You found nothing?”

         Jabari stood by the animal, afraid to approach his master. “I went to all the merchants in the town you told me to see, sire. None had linen to sell. So I rode the mule to Qasr and inquired there. No linen, they said. So then I went to Harrah. Also, no linen. Everyone said there was a problem with the flax plants. Bugs, they said. Bugs ate the crop.”

         “Useless boy! Idiot!” Shakir raged. “Where is my stick?”

         “Please do not whip me, sire. I tried my best.”

         Shakir couldn’t find the switch in the darkness, and a thought distracted him from corporal punishment. “I could fashion the masks in the old way, the way my master and those who came before made them.”

         The apprentice took a few cautious steps forward. “What is the old way, sire?”

         “Instead of linen, they mixed papyrus with the plaster.”

         “Do you wish me to buy papyrus in the morning?” the boy asked.

         “These days, it is far too dear. If I had to buy it, I would lose money on the job.”

         “Then where shall we get it?”

         “Do you know the Christian houses in the desert? They have a room filled with papyrus scrolls. Once, when I was passing by, I saw them with my own eyes. Go there now. Sneak in when they are sleeping. Fill a sack with scrolls, and bring them to me.”

         The boy began to tremble. “What if they catch me? They will beat me to death.”

         Shakir raised an arm. “If you do not do as I command, I will beat you to death.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Mary Magdalene had been gone for eleven years. The scribe Isaiah had passed away in the spring. At Mary’s burial, Leah had invoked Isaiah’s name. “Thanks to our beloved Isaiah, we have copies of the Gospel of Mary in our scriptorium. We have given visiting pilgrims codices to carry into the world, and we will continue the practice into the future. Thus, Christians have learned the truth about the Blessed Lady, and she will take her rightful place in history.”

         Since Mary’s passing, Leah’s community had grown in size, and the congregation could no longer fit inside her house. The solution was a church built of limestone with a simple altar and low wooden benches. The roof had a steep pitch, giving volume to the interior and bringing a sense of Heaven to the space above their heads. When the boy, Jabari, approached the compound, the church and other buildings were dark and quiet. He tied the mule to a bush and crept closer on foot. His master had described the scriptorium, and he looked for a low, rectangular structure with a large, eastward-facing window to let in morning light. On a clear night such as this, a full moon was both friend and enemy. It helped him find the scriptorium, but it also made it hard to conceal himself. He prayed no one would leave their dwellings to empty a bladder.

         Jabari pushed the scriptorium door gently and was relieved it was not bolted and the hinge pegs did not squeal. The moon was high, so the window did little to brighten the room, and he had to wait for his eyes to adjust to the murk. Soon, shapes emerged. A long table with benches. Pots of ink. Jars of quills. And against one of the walls, a row of wooden cases, packed with scrolls and codices. The boy ran a finger over a pile of papyrus scrolls and then pulled open the drawstring of his hemp sack. He began grabbing and stuffing scrolls, depleting an entire section before moving on. The next set of shelves was full of codices, some unbound, leather-clad, and he shoveled all of them into the sack. When the bag was full, he tested its weight and could not hoist it over his shoulder. He had to drag it to the door, and with the moon revealing his great crime, he tugged the sack across sandy soil to his waiting mule.

         
            *  *  *

         

         When the boy appeared at the workshop door, Shakir rushed over and snatched the bag by its drawstring. “Were you seen?” he demanded.

         “No, sire. I saw no one, and no one saw me.”

         The mask maker lugged the bag to his workbench and grunted as he lifted it. “It is heavy. That is good.”

         “Did I do well, sire?”

         “Let us see.”

         Shakir began greedily grabbing codices and scrolls as if he were starving and these were loaves of bread, and he made a mound of papyrus on his bench.

         The boy repeated his question.

         “Yes, yes, you did well,” Shakir replied. “I might even let you sleep a little longer in the morning. Now, watch what I do. For tomorrow, you will perform this task. Then I will complete the mask of Senbi and begin the remaining masks.”

         He unfurled a scroll and began ripping it into strips. “You see the size of this?” he said, holding the fragment above the oil lamp. “The length of my hand and as wide as four fingers. That is the best size for mixing with gesso. Show me you can do it.”

         The boy took hold of one of the leather-bound codices. “Why are some in leather, others not?”

         “I cannot say,” his master said. “I am not a Christian.”

         Jabari opened it and scanned the peculiar, slanting symbols on the first leaf. “Do you know what it says, sire?”

         “I have no earthly idea,” Shakir said. “Go on, make the pieces as I have done.”

         The boy tore the first page from its stitched binding and ripped a length of papyrus from it. “Is this good?” he asked.

         Shakir plucked it from the boy’s fingers and inspected it. “That will do. Tomorrow morning, you will fill the sack.”

         He dropped the piece of papyrus into the open mouth of the sack, and as it fluttered down, they were oblivious that slanted symbols on the fragment bore the Greek words THE GOSPEL OF MARY.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Leah was in her house, attending to her morning ablutions, when she heard a bloodcurdling scream coming from the scriptorium. She ran outside and found the scribe, Amos, running toward her, his face contorted in anguish.

         “Gone! Gone!” he cried.

         “What is gone?” Leah asked.

         “Our sacred texts, all of them! Stolen!”

         Amos’s howls carried in the wind, and by the time Leah entered the scriptorium, the entire community had assembled, crowding through the door. Leah inspected the bare shelves and the few scrolls left behind on the ground.

         She said, “Who would have done this?”

         Quintus pushed his way inside. After Mary’s death, the former Praetorian guard and Mary’s loyal protector had been insane with grief, but in time, he transferred his full devotion to Leah. He was still as strong as a team of oxen and was the community’s volatile protector. Whenever the Egyptian traders in Bawiti cheated them or the Roman overlords subjected them to harassment, Quintus was the one who called for retribution. And it always fell to Leah to calm him by imparting the teachings of Jesus.

         “You know what our Savior taught, Quintus,” she would say gently. “He said, ‘Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.’”

         Quintus’s face would burn, and he would counter that this merchant was patently dishonest or that Roman soldier had pushed one of their lads into a dung heap, and he could not let the transgression pass. Leah would place a small hand on the slab that was his shoulder and say, “You have been blessed with great strength and courage and a sense of righteousness—more than any man or woman among us. And whenever you can quench the fires within you and turn the other cheek, you will find yourself closer to the Lord than any of us.”

         “I will tell you who did this,” Quintus roared. “It was the wine merchant Flavius and his sons.”

         The Egyptians were avid beer makers and consumed it liberally. But the Christians preferred wine, so they had to trade with the local Roman merchants who imported it from Rome. Wine diluted with water or sweetened with honey was a staple at Leah’s table.

         “Why do you say it was Flavius?” Leah asked.

         “Last week, we went to his shop to buy one amphora of Falernum and one amphora of Albanum. The price he wanted was double the last time. He said it was because a merchant ship had foundered and its wine cargo was lost. When products are scarce, the prices go up, he said. We argued, but we paid. Later, we talked to a man leaving the shop with an amphora of Falernum. We asked him what he paid. It was half what we were charged!”

         “What did you do?” Leah asked.

         “We confronted Flavius and demanded he return the money we overpaid. He refused. I may have pushed him to the ground.”

         “May have?” Leah asked.

         Quintus dropped his head. “I pushed him.”

         “Oh, Quintus,” she said.

         Another man said, “The six sons of Flavius came to his defense and began beating us. We had to protect ourselves, but we quickly left on our own accord. That is when Flavius threatened us.”

         “What did he say?” Leah asked.

         “That he would have his revenge.”

         Quintus raised his head and pushed ringlets from his eyes. “And here is his revenge. The sacking of our holy scriptorium. Our manuscripts, gone. The work of Amos and Isaiah, gone. So now, I think it is our turn for revenge.”

         The younger men mumbled their approvals.

         Leah said, “We have no proof it was Flavius. And if we did, it would be a matter for the Roman soldiers. True Christians do not engage in violence. Jesus said, ‘All who take up the sword will perish by the sword.’ You may speak with people in Bawiti to see if anyone knows who committed this crime, but you must do no violence.”

         Quintus set his jaw and said, “Yes, My Lady.”

         Amos, the scribe, was getting on in years and suffered from headaches. He sat upon his writing stool, holding his forehead between ink-stained hands. “What shall we do about our manuscripts?”

         Leah lifted her voice so that all might hear. “Today, we will rest and pray. Tomorrow, we will buy fresh papyrus, and, God willing, Amos will begin anew, setting down that which we know by heart: the teachings of Jesus, his apostles, and Mary.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         That night, Quintus could not sleep. He rose from his rush mat, crept away from the house where the unmarried men lived, and made for the church and the small storeroom within it. He lifted an amphora of wine kept there, poured ruby liquid into a sacramental cup, downed it, and filled it again. After his sixth cup, his anger got the better of him.

         He arrived on foot at Bawiti in the dead of night, only a little less drunk than when he had left the church. Flavius’s wine shop was a mud-brick building in the Roman quarter, crammed between a harness maker and an apothecary. Quintus sniffed the air and followed the scent of smoke across the empty lane, where he found a smoldering campfire on a piece of barren ground. Blackened goat ribs, remnants from a late-night feast, lay in ash and embers. Leah’s words of peace echoed in his head. With fists clenched, he fought the dueling sides of his nature. But his anger prevailed, and he tore a strip of cloth from the hem of his pallium and lit it from a glowing chunk of wood.

         The door to the shop was latched from within, but it took one push from his battering-ram shoulder for the latch to splinter. The strip of cotton was burning close to his hand. He looked for something else to light and found a stack of papyri on the countertop. At first he mistook them for some of the stolen codices, but they were only the shop’s accounts. As the flaming cloth reached his fingers, he set the paper alight.

         Quintus pushed the flaming papyri off the counter toward the wall where barrels of wine and amphorae were racked, and he exulted as the first barrel caught. Soon the flames were leaping toward the rafters. Before the ceiling ignited, he grabbed an amphora of wine and calmly walked across the lane to watch his handiwork from the barren piece of land. As he drank, he could see Flavius and his sons arriving from their houses to the rear of the shop. Their shouts of alarm and feeble attempts to quench the blaze amused him. He was unbothered when the flames jumped to the harness shop. The whole Roman quarter could burn down for all he cared. Rome killed Jesus. Rome killed Simon Peter and Paul. He raised the amphora and poured a river of wine into his mouth. Rome could go to Hades.

         At the first light of day, the extent of the devastation was apparent. An entire row of buildings had burned to the ground, and a gaggle of distraught shopkeepers surveyed the damage. Then, after a time, one of the Romans spotted a figure lying on the ground across from them. The fellow went for a look and scampered back to alert Flavius and his sons.
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