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Author's Note




    “Writing a book is an adventure. To begin with it is a toy and an amusement. Then it becomes a mistress, then it becomes a master, then it becomes a tyrant. The last phase is that just as you are about to be reconciled to your servitude, you kill the monster and fling him out to the public.”




    —Sir Winston Churchill




    I’ve respectively included this quote by Mr. Churchill, who explains my first novel in sentiments spoken far more eloquently. Likewise, I fling this work of fiction out to you, the public, and beg your tender mercies. Enjoy.




    —J W Brazier
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Chapter 1




    May 11




    Ian Taylor had four days to find a two-thousand-year-old corpse.




    Centuries of myths, legends, and curses embroiled and embodied the endless controversies that surrounded the Jew he sought. Jewish clergy of that ancient era declared the zealot a blasphemer and even a devil. Historical writings affirmed that the Romans in Jerusalem had conspired with the Jews of the Sanhedrin. They destroyed the zealot’s body, and with it, any historical evidence to the fanatic’s actual burial site had vanished forever. Some academics decried that the enigmatic Jew had never existed, or he couldn’t be found.




    Whatever superstition, controversy, or emotion the peculiar Jew conjured in others was, for Ian, irrelevant. He’d once relished challenges, adventures, and the thrill of the hunt, but no more. War in Europe had altered his perspectives, hardening his mind and heart toward ideals he’d once held dear. Over time, he succumbed to the bittersweet realities of his cynical worldview. Once the ethical code that had bound him fell to the wayside, the transformation freed and emboldened him to embrace new beliefs.




    His new temptress, the lure of money, inspired and motivated him into new directions. Palestine, his current project, presented a once-in-a-lifetime financial opportunity to fulfill his shameless thirst. A lucrative compensation package had enticed him like a delicious lure dangled in front of a hungry fish.




    His pursuit drew him deeper into the forbidding bowels of Palestine’s desolate land. The work, a gamble at best and perilous, but he’d endured and survived in war-ravaged Europe. The Middle East left no surprises.




    In the short time that remained, his excavation site on the outskirts of Jerusalem presented a new discovery. Impatient, Ian tore at the crumbling rocks with his bare hands as if possessed and eager to widen an entrance into the tomb. With a chest-high porthole cleared, he strained to see what awaited him through a haze of dust. In the dim light, he saw what looked to be a long rectangular box against the back wall. Nearby, two fatigued workers in his expedition pleaded with Ian not to go inside the tomb. The stone roof supports were weak and collapsing, they protested. He ignored them.




    Covered in dust and with sweat streaming down his face, Ian crawled forward and squeezed his hulking body through the opening. Inside, nothing but stone rubble littered the dismal space. Crouched in front of the box, he studied its marred Aramaic inscriptions with his flashlight. Dejected, he sat down in the dirt and leaned against the rock wall. Another dead end. The ossuary wasn’t the burial place of the Jew he’d hoped to find.




    Weary, he searched the murky crypt, his flashlight fading. Nothing of significance remained for his troubles; thieves had stolen everything of value long ago. He sat in the gloomy stillness, as if awaiting the angel of death to appear, in hope of guidance.




    The empty coffin reminded him again of why he was there, and why he’d clawed his way into yet another wretched burial chamber.




    Ian inched his way out of the cramped vault, cursing his hard luck. He’d entered with hope that his predicament would change and break the cycle of an endless procession of empty tombs. Gasping for fresh air, he tumbled out of the abysmal hole into the scorching sunlight.




    Like an itch he couldn’t scratch, the Jew’s burial site had eluded him from his first days in Palestine. Ian’s contract with his employer guaranteed a substantial bonus, but to receive it, the Jew’s remains required authentication.




    With time running out, he’d thrown aside caution and any thoughts of failure, determined not to give up the hunt. He wasn’t walking away and leaving a king’s ransom.




    *




    Before the start of World War II, Ian’s formidable reputation as a relic hunter for hire had preceded him. Discrete black-market patrons sought his services. Incensed jealous academics branded him a rogue and an unscrupulous profiteer of antiquities.




    His select clients believed him a man who possessed uncanny abilities—someone they were confident could find and deliver difficult items regardless of perils or location.




    With the onset of a world at war, his profitable excursions into antiquities came to a halt. His resourceful talents and unorthodox methods caught the recruitment attention of US Army intelligence. Commissioned an officer, the government trained him in the fine arts of a covert operative. He’d excelled as a special missions spy working behind enemy lines.




    After his discharge at war’s end, Ian was anxious and ready to resume civilian life, and his once profitable enterprises. He began by locating and renewing old friendships from his former list of wealthy contacts, and by seeking out new clients.




    By late August of 1946, the lucrative work he’d counted on had disappeared. Past contacts wouldn’t return his calls. With his reserve funds dwindling away, his hopes seemed dashed—until he received an unexpected phone call.




    Abram Solomon, a shadowy figure among world elites and CEO of Solomon Industries, had initiated preparations for a secretive project. He needed an experienced archeologist, an individual with certain assured talents.




    Armed with suggestions from discrete private collectors, Abram had compiled a list of potential candidates. Ian’s name surfaced again and again. Abram took notice that Ian’s impressive qualifications separated him from the mundane, and he telephoned him at his apartment in lower Manhattan.




    Ian agreed to meet for lunch and discuss the intriguing project, fascinated by what he’d heard from Abram. He’d hoped he had masked his excitement over the phone while sensing a potential job opportunity.




    His limousine ride stopped at a massive four-story mansion on Abram’s Long Island estate. For first impressions, the man’s outward possessions made a bold statement, exemplifying extravagant wealth.




    A servant ushered Ian into the mysterious Abram Solomon’s cavernous study. Abram himself was tall, six-one or -two, Ian had guessed, with tar-black hair. Abram’s tailored suit made him look thin, but muscular. His skin was the color of light milk chocolate, as if he nurtured a perpetual year-round suntan. Abram’s personality seemed outgoing, his traits smooth, almost too charming, but guarded, projecting a perceptible eerie sense of dread.




    Still, Abram’s pleasantries and pompous formalities proceeded without incident. He’d served up a magnificent lunch that royalty would’ve envied.




    After their lavish meal, Ian had listened to Abram’s persuasive sales pitch with a discerning ear, mindful that most of his private clients were wealthy and deceptive by nature. He wondered what other hidden surprises Mr. Abram Solomon concealed.




    Despite Abram’s inspiring presentation, Ian had several issues with the project. The location—Palestine—was a proverbial minefield of trouble. The importance placed on finding and returning the remains—of one specific Jew—seemed provocative on face value. Abram left Ian with the impression of being disingenuous, as if his motive for hiding his true intent was purposeful.




    The entire task seemed like a fool’s errand, assuming that the currently known archeological facts surrounding Abram’s coveted Jew were correct. But Abram seemed too cocky and confident, as if he already knew the remains of the Jew did indeed still exist. An uncertain coup for anyone, if proven true, Ian reasoned, but then the possibilities of such a find intrigued him.




    He wondered if Abram noticed his air of doubt as he progressed with his elaborate presentation to back up his project’s worthiness. Abram presented several compelling scrolls from his own private collection. After careful examination, Ian had to admit that the man surprised him—and Abram noticed.




    The first- and third-century parchments were authentic, with the Jew’s name mentioned, but no burial location noted. He wondered how Abram had obtained them. Within Ian’s black-market realm of relic connoisseurs, the parchments didn’t exist.




    Yes, he could use the money, but Ian’s gut instincts told him to walk away. Something he couldn’t put his finger on seemed amiss—character, maybe, but he wasn’t sure. Abram clearly noticed Ian’s reluctance and came to the heart of the matter: the money.




    Abram’s offering began with an incredible guaranteed amount of seven figures, independent of success or failure. Abram then enriched his job offer with another incentive: a bonus of equal amount. The divide between feeling bought with money or conviction with evidence had blurred.




    Although the job seemed vital in Abram’s plans, rich clients never placed that amount of money on the table without conditions. Ian detected a slight shift in Abram’s demure approach and waited, apprehensive for his forthcoming terms.




    Ian had listened as Abram’s forceful arrogance made clear his three requirements for the bonus. First, successful delivery of the Jew’s remains, and second, Ian could never divulge the Jew’s name, ever.




    Abram’s tough tone for his third requirement felt like an open-handed slap to Ian’s pride. A company employee, Dr. Charles Wagner, a veteran triage surgeon during the war, would accompany the expedition.




    Aside from the workers he had to hire to help with digs, Ian worked alone, trusting no one. He’d survived the war relying on his own skills and instincts. Abram responded to Ian’s reluctance, his words sharp.




    “You’ll need him, and I want him there,” Abram said. “Charles’s skills will ensure proper preservation and transport of the Jew’s remains to America.”




    Ian cocked an eyebrow; his jaw tightened and he was about to protest, but he hesitated. The thought of babysitting an unwelcomed companion was distasteful, but …




    Abram ignored Ian’s irritation and slid the contract toward him, brandishing a self-assured smirk.




    Pride aside, the exorbitant guaranteed money and bonus were offers Ian couldn’t refuse. Pen in hand, he signed the contract. He’d learn to live with a tagalong inconvenience.




    Back at his apartment, Ian had laid the thick folder and picture of the gangling black-haired Southerner on his desk. After reading at length the man’s dossier, he had to admit, Abram was right. Dr. Wagner’s profile brought to the table impeccable credentials.




    Wagner was a skilled surgeon and an acclaimed research scientist. If the good doctor sticks to medicine, Ian reasoned, his skills would be helpful. And Ian could use the extra help.




    In Ian’s line of work, instinctual summations of a person’s character were crucial for survival. Mr. Abram Solomon had left a lasting impression. His piercing dark eyes resembled those of a threatening rat. Ian only hoped Dr. Charles Wagner wouldn’t disappoint him.




    *




    Charles and Ian had arrived in the port city of Haifa, Palestine, on a rust-bucket steamer out of Cyprus in November 1946. Solomon Industries had prearranged the expedition’s permits with British, UN, and regional officials.




    They’d used research into ancient diseases, from the first and third centuries, as their cover story. Skeletal specimens around Jerusalem presented a rich treasury of infectious disorders for those periods in history. Their elaborate hoax read like a medical textbook designed to daze and confuse the suspicious and questioning officials.




    From their first days in Palestine, the odd couple settled in and bonded well. Charles, in Ian’s eye, proved an up-front gentle soul, but not a pansy by any measure. Over the subsequent months, their personality differences became clear. Ian saw that Charles often chose to submit to his faith rather than succumb to darker passions and emotional outbursts. His observations affirmed that the good doctor held his emotional reins tight. In dire situations, Charles hadn’t hesitated to stand tall. In tough confrontations with locals, he’d matched force with force, blood with blood.




    Ian, though, admired Charles’s character and commitment to his faith—wishful qualities he’d considered when alone, but couldn’t commit to. He preferred to allow his own unabated darker side free rein; it fit his needs and served him well, like a comfortable pair of favorite shoes.




    *




    After eighteen grueling months, despite Ian’s best efforts, the burial place of the elusive Jew remained a mystery. He’d unearthed nothing of value to point the way. Abram’s coveted Jew had proven far more difficult to locate than Ian had ever imagined, despite the documents Abram had provided.




    Ian could see his bonus chances evaporating faster than water in the desert. “Even the weather conspires against me,” he’d declared during unfettered rants.




    After the rainy season ended in late March, his work stayed on track for a brief period. Greenery and spectacular wildflowers blossomed in May, from Jerusalem to Galilee to the Golan, but faded fast when a premature blistering heat wave engulfed the area.




    Hot, dry southern and eastern desert winds blew across the parched landscape with a vengeance, like billows stoking a blacksmith’s fire. The sweltering conditions showed no mercy to man or beast, giving credence to Ian’s frequent rants.




    To add to his misery, a reminder arrived from Solomon Industries with the day’s water barrel refills: “Imperative you’re aboard ship on set departure date with the body remains as agreed,” read the cable.




    Enraged, Ian ripped the cablegram apart and threw it to the miserable hot winds. “Damn his threats. Abram knows I haven’t found the remains,” he muttered. Extra time would be pointless to ask for; Abram’s urgent message made that fact clear.




    He watched the scraps of telegram blow out into the desert; he couldn’t allow Abram’s impatience to become a distraction. With few options and nothing to lose but money if he failed, he decided to stick with his strategy.




    Clients had suggested Ian’s instinctual innate abilities were a sixth sense. Those honed instincts pointed him to his current location, the Hinnom Valley, a deep and jagged scar on the land. In choosing the disfigured, long, and narrow valley, he’d put everything on the line. The gorge ran south and west of Jerusalem. It separated Mount Zion to the north from the Hill of Evil Counsel and the plain of Rephaim, a sloping rocky plateau, to the south.




    Ian walked a short distance to a nearby table of recovered artifacts, wiping away the sweat that stung at his eyes. A canteen of water hung on a nail; he snatched it off, turned about, and looked back at his excavations.




    His head tilted back, he upended the canteen. The water splashed in and round his mouth, running down his cheeks. He rinsed and spit. The water felt tepid, but refreshing, so he again soaked his hair and face, and splashed at his eyes and neck with his cupped hand, then shook his head. His long, wet hair strands slapped at his face, like a soaked animal shaking off its damp fur.




    A loud noise came from his left, and he looked up to see a military jeep roar into view and slide to a stop in a cloud of dust. He recognized the local official, a hard-line orthodox Jew. Since the expedition’s start, the man was a general pain, always contesting Ian’s permits. The little man jumped out and ran toward him, shouting and shaking a clenched fist.




    “You foreigners think you can desecrate our lands? None of you show respect for our dead! You’ve no rights to dig here. You’re shameful treasure hunters and a pestilence,” he shouted.




    Ian first thought: A solid right hook to the jaw would muzzle that little barking annoyance—but he restrained the impulse. Still, regardless of the man’s position, Ian couldn’t allow the Jew’s contemptuous outbursts go unchallenged. He threw the canteen of water down and moved like an attacking cat toward the now shocked little man.




    Ian grabbed a handful of shirt collar and yanked the Hasidic Jew to within inches of his own face. The heels of the startled official lifted off the ground. Ian glared down from his towering height of six-four, his nostrils flared, his look daring the man to speak another insult. His expressive stare conveyed his crystal clear intent.




    The bearded man searched Ian’s intense hazel green eyes, looking as though he hoped he’d find mercy. Puffs of wind lifted his long braided hair strands dangling along his temples, like tiny wings. He was about to speak, but stopped short, no doubt afraid he’d experience swift and painful retribution from Ian’s massive hands.




    In the blink of an eye, Ian’s rough and tough expression changed. A disarming smile softened his hardened air. He gently lowered the small Orthodox Jew’s heels to the ground, releasing his powerful vise grip hold on the man’s apparel. The small Jew’s hands trembled as he readjusted his hat and attire.




    Ian glanced down when he noticed a spider crawling across his pant leg. Magnified from behind his thick-lensed, wire-rimmed spectacles, the little man’s saucer-like eyes followed Ian’s big hand. Ian brushed the spider away and then squashed it under foot.




    “I hate annoying insects,” Ian growled and walked away.




    The Jewish official breathed again.




    *




    The antiquities official kept Ian at a distance while he snooped around, annoying the workers. Nassir, a tall intimidating Arab and Ian’s supervisor over the workforce, saw an opportunity. Thirty yards away, the prying Jewish official hadn’t noticed Nassir’s gazelle-like approach from his right.




    Nassir swooped down upon the official, repeating Ian’s actions. He grabbed a handful of the bearded man’s shirt collar, then pulled the quivering Jew to within inches of his face.




    “I hate Jews, you in particular,” Nassir said. “Stop bothering my men. You are not welcome here. Leave now. We understand each other, yes?” he snarled, and then spit on the ground.




    He made sure the Jewish man saw him stroke and tap the handle of a long, curved dagger secured at his belt. The Jewish official, alarmed by the not-so-subtle implication, nodded his head twice that he understood the deadly meaning. Nassir grinned.




    “Good answer,” Nassir said and released him.




    The terrified man all but ran for his jeep to leave the dig sites, stumbling several times. Nassir looked amused as he watched the man leave. He spit again, satisfied, and walked away back to his work. One less annoying Jewish official wouldn’t give him or his workers any more trouble.




    *




    Ian tugged his hat down over his brow to shield against the hot sun. He looked toward the old city, eyes narrowed, and his thoughts turned bitter: Jerusalem! What a hellhole—and they call you a Holy City. More like the dung heap of humanity. He spat on the ground, wiped his brow with the back of his arm, and turned around to face his excavations.




    He was in a tight spot and it infuriated him. Insufferable heat and miserable working conditions, part of the job, but an acceptable annoyance. Daily doses of hostilities between British, Arabs, and Jews, he’d tolerated.




    It was the failures at every turn that frustrated and confounded him. Superstitious nonsense he’d dealt with many times before, in different lands, but Palestine was different. Insects buzzed around his face, more trying reminders of his predicament.




    “I wonder if this Jew isn’t cursed as they say,” he whispered, watching his men work the digs.




    He checked his wristwatch. Charles was late in returning to camp. He’d missed breakfast and lunch. He imagined that the hospital and clinics in Jerusalem were keeping the good doctor busy. Locals appreciated his medical help, and it kept him out of Ian’s hair until needed. They’d already talked about his charitable diversion. Charles had agreed since they hadn’t found their Jew, so he welcomed the change. Now Ian made a mental note that, if his friend didn’t show up before sundown, he’d go find him.




    Exasperated, Ian secured his hat and tramped off to continue his inspections. He wondered if his luck might have improved if instead he would have just closed his eyes and thrown a dart at a map. He hoped he’d chosen the right area.




    *




    The Jew’s identity was never an issue. Misdirection had worked well. Deep pockets from Solomon Industries kept the expedition’s true purpose from regional officials. Charles had voiced his concerns over their mounting difficulties, pointing to rumors that the fledgling United Nations shared responsibility for the escalating Arab and Jewish turmoil.




    Ian thought his friend was overreacting, but tended to agree and suspected they were in the thick of covert political intrigues. World governments seemed eager and anxious to carve up Palestine.




    The British and UN, in Ian’s view, were primary players and obstacles to a settlement. Their bungling had jammed a stick into a hornet’s nest, igniting centuries’ old revenge and land disputes. He’d seen firsthand how inept diplomacy had enabled Hitler to launch his pursuits of conquest. Diplomatic incompetence appeared again, the ingredient that would very well drive the Jews and Arabs to war.




    Their campfire discussions bordered between cordial chats and heated arguments. Charles expounding on his religious prognostications didn’t surprise Ian. The good doctor had declared that what they were witnessing was prophetic. Charles’s prophetic approach was a stretch to Ian. In their impassioned discourse, he preferred keeping his analysis simple.




    “Charles, the Palestine turmoil will spawn a slew of new dictators, all jockeying over the spoils for the same reasons: power, control, and money.”




    *




    Ian held his hat tight, shielded his eyes, and waited as another sudden gust of wind spawned a swirling dust cloud that howled past and out into the desert. Disgusted, he stomped off toward a promising grid of excavation, the sun on its decline behind him.




    “I’m chasing enigmas blowing about in the desert winds. My luck, his remains just blew past in that dust cloud,” he grumbled.




    He stopped and inspected another worker’s tray of human bones and pottery, and picked up a battered skull. He toyed with it, exploring its features.




    “Well, if it isn’t the Baptist. Sorry for disturbing you, John,” he said and then tossed the skull back into the pile. “You’re not the one I’m looking for.”




    He moved on, still stressed over his choice of final dig sites. The question that concerned him most was whether he’d used logic—or had fear influenced his decision? Two days remained, so it was too late for second-guessing, but he’d run out of plausible options.




    He browsed through several sites, stopped, and looked up, staring in amazement at how the evening sun bathed Jerusalem in a majestic glow. The poignant moment amplified his bitterness, reminding him again of the prospect of total failure. His anger over his predicament boiled to the surface in a sarcastic rant.




    “Whoever named this forsaken scorched expanse of earth ‘the Promised Land’ had a sick sense of humor. ‘Ticked off’ is more like it. Nothing holy here … Holy to what? Insects, dirt, and rocks.”




    He walked fifty meters away and stood in a wide-open area, observing the workers’ progress in excavating his new grid pattern. With a hand wave, he motioned and then shouted in Arabic, “Maa,” for water. An observant water boy came running with two buckets tied to a pole balanced across his shoulders. The teenage boy stood behind him and waited. Ian was about to turn around for his water when an unexpected voice spoke.




    “Welcome to Yahweh’s valley of lost souls, Mr. Taylor.”




    The startled water boy spun around, looked up, and gasped. Surprised by the voice, Ian’s reaction was an immediate and unconscious response. He whirled around, pulling out his army-issued .45 automatic holstered on his hip, and then pointed it in the direction of the voice. A peculiar old man stood by the boy. The aged figure had just appeared, as if a ghost. Stunned, Ian watched as the man dipped a ladle of water and lifted it toward him.




    Ian couldn’t help but stare into the man’s brilliant blue eyes. They pulled him in, like an inviting ocean lagoon. He’s not a local Arab—not with those baby blues. Maybe a European Jew? he thought. The visitor’s glistening skin resembled dark tanned leather, a sharp contrast against white garments billowing in the wind. Clean as a surgeon’s hands, neither clothing nor person were dirty or soaked in sweat, with even his sandals pristine.




    The eccentric stranger smiled and held out the ladle of water, unaffected by Ian’s maneuver with the pistol. Judging by the intruder’s coarse, long gray-and-black hair, beard, and mustache, Ian guessed him to be in his late sixties, possible seventies. The frightened lad abandoned his buckets and ran for safety. The old man chuckled, watching the boy run away.




    Ian lowered and holstered his .45 and took the dipper. The calm gentleman smiled and walked to a nearby mound of dirt and sat down, as if anticipating the two would have a friendly chat. The old fellow had managed to surprise Ian in a wide-open area and it disturbed him.




    “Yes, you’re right, Mr. Taylor. Yahweh is, as you colorful Americans say, ticked off about now.”




    Ian gulped down the water and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “What’s your name, Mister?” he asked. “And how’d you just … appear on my dig?”




    “I’m called ‘Elijah,’ Mr. Taylor. I’m one of those Jews who love this ‘scorched expanse’ you spoke about with such admiration. How and when I arrived isn’t important. The person whom your employers asked you to find, he is the reason for my visit. They’ve deceived you in their purpose for his remains.”




    Ian said nothing, so Elijah continued.




    “You are a determined and resourceful man, Mr. Taylor. I’m here to ask—and to reason with you. I’m asking you to stop your search, let your remaining few days pass. Leave the man buried … but I’ve the impression that won’t happen, will it, Mr. Ian Taylor?”




    Ian cocked an eyebrow, assessing what this mysterious man had said and asked, then he spoke: “Elijah, I take it serious when someone sneaks up on me. I almost shot you. Next time, I’ll shoot first. As to my employer’s purposes, that’s neither my concern nor yours. I’m paid to do a job. I intend to finish it. Tell that to whoever sent you. You’re wasting my daylight. End of discussion.”




    Elijah smiled, but remained seated. Ian tossed the dipper into the abandoned bucket at his feet and stormed away. Then it hit him.




    “Wait a minute,” he said. “Jews won’t speak or write the name of their God. They say ‘Ha-Shem’ or ‘Adonai.’”




    He whirled around and looked in every direction. The man who’d called himself “Elijah” had vanished, the same way he’d appeared—in the blink of an eye.




    Ian clenched his jaw, feeling something deep down inside that didn’t sit right with him, but soon his anger overcame everything. “I don’t have time for this nonsense!” he shouted, in case the mysterious trespasser was listening. He marched off in search of higher ground that offered a panoramic view of his excavations, but looked back over his shoulder several times.




    An hour later, his arms and legs ached, and his upper body and clothing dripped with sweat. His chest heaved to catch a breath after the hard climb. He looked down over the cliff’s edge at his men hard at work, in an area the size of two American football fields. In first-century Jerusalem, locals had named the desolate landscape “Sheol.” He knew it by another name: Hell.




    *




    Hopes of quick success had long vanished, replaced by stress and fatigue. Months of bitter disappointments had taken their toll. Dark lines marred Ian’s once boyish qualities. His prolonged misery had morphed into haggard despair and clung to him mind and body, like a smothering wet coat.




    He’d gone unwashed and unshaven for days. Excessive drinking after work had become a habitual habit, something he’d never practiced before. Palestine had eaten away his reputable footing like termites devouring sweet wood. Alone on the crest of the hill, depressed and aggravated, he spoke to the wind.




    “Palestine is an accursed land. I’m starting to wonder if this whole project isn’t cursed.”




    He flinched and turned to his right, surprised by the sudden noise of rapid gunfire and muffled explosions. Rumors were adrift that the hostilities between Arabs and Jews would soon escalate to war.




    His right hand moved to touch his .45 automatic, a reassurance reflex and a learned instinct acquired behind enemy lines in Europe. The clip was full, with four extras in pouches along his belt. The gunfire sounded like skirmishes he’d heard before; the rumors of war appeared valid.




    Ian hoped he’d made clear to all warring factions of his commitment to neutrality. Money had worked so far. The workers were happy, officials content, and the expedition safe.




    How much longer money would buy their safety appeared questionable. I hope I’ve greased enough palms, he mused, but his gut instinct was telling him the interlude between peace and war was about to end.




    With those thoughts in mind, another worrisome equation was incessant. To finish his work, could he keep his mixed bag of Jewish and Arab workers bound together a few days more? Without them, he had no chance. Palestine would win, he would fail, and there’d be no bonus.




    Exhausted and with the light of day fading, Ian decided to return to his tent. His sparse quarters were a miserable sweatbox that reeked of camel dung. The meager abode was the one place that offered a few minutes of peace and a drink. In the walk toward camp, his head drifted low, weighted with burdensome thoughts. How am I to turn this calamity around? he wondered. I’ve got to figure a way—and soon.




    He looked up and saw his tent a short distance away. The thought and anticipation of enjoying a stiff drink quickened his pace. In mid-stride, he stopped and stood still, as if struck by a lingering thought.




    Head erect, he spun around, glaring back at his dig sites. He reached down and scooped up a handful of small rocks off the ground. Fueled by his seething resentment of Palestine and its haunting affront in hiding the Jew’s remains, he shook his fists.




    “You accursed land, where have you hidden that rotten piece of crap?” he shouted and then flung the stones. “Maybe I should get Charles to conjure a miracle. He believes in that garbage,” he muttered before storming off toward camp.




    *




    Ian started unbuttoning his shirt and took it off at the camp’s perimeter. Inside his tent, naked waist up, he flung his hat and the filthy shirt at his bed, a rickety army cot wedged into a corner.




    A rag of a towel hung on a peg next to a washbasin. He wet it and wiped the day’s grime off his upper body. Somewhat refreshed, he dug through a clothing pile, put on a cleaner shirt, left it unbuttoned, and walked straight for his liquor stash.




    Eager for the alcohol to soothe his concerns, he poured a small glass two fingers deep with whiskey. In quick succession, he gulped down two shots. A fresh refill in hand, he stood by his work area and stared at notes and maps spread across the table—the same documents he’d examined countless times.




    The trail to his elusive Jew had gone cold. His last possible chance rested in the hands of a thief. He hoped the crook could deliver what he’d promised. If his obnoxious little bandit came through, he’d use what he claimed to have and go all in; he had nothing to lose.




    Ian’s stomach growled, reminding him that he’d skipped breakfast and lunch, as had Charles. With nothing to inhibit the whiskey, the alcohol was having its way. Relaxed, his footing clumsy, he grabbed his bottle and walked outside with his towel draped around his neck, a glass of liquid comfort in hand.




    A sliver of sun hung at the horizon, ready to disappear. His workers’ campfires were already ablaze. The air felt cooler and refreshing on his bare chest.




    “Charles,” Ian said aloud. He remembered he hadn’t seen him all day and that he’d forgotten to go look for him. He turned and looked at his friend’s tent: no lights. Charles still wasn’t back in camp.




    Concerned by the absence, Ian checked his watch, thinking if Charles didn’t make a showing soon, he’d go find him. Must be working overtime in the clinic, he figured.




    Just then, Nassir walked into camp. He’d finished his walk-through of the worker’s encampments, his habitual practice.




    “The damned Jew is close, Nassir,” Ian said. “I can feel it.”




    Nassir stood an arm’s distance away. He measured to Ian’s shoulders in height and was every inch the muscular barroom-brawler sort, complete with battle scars.




    “Sayyid, I believe you’ll find what you’re looking for in time,” Nassir said. “Our journey is difficult in every measure, but the men are loyal and they work hard. You pay them well. I tell you this: they’ll not stop until you’ve found your treasure. That, I believe.”




    Ian smiled and nodded. Nassir had proven a trusted aide who’d managed to keep the heated temperaments of his Arab and Jewish workers at bay. The men were afraid of Nassir’s rumored retributions.




    “Have you heard from our pudgy little friend, Omar?” Ian asked.




    “He’ll be in camp before tomorrow’s midday meal. He’s acquired the two new scrolls. Expect a higher price.”




    Ian wiped his face with the towel.




    “Don’t worry, my friend. If they’re what he’s described, they’re worth it.”




    Nassir started to speak, but looked hesitant. Something was on his mind.




    “Is there something more, Nassir? Go ahead, spit it out.”




    “No troubles, Sayyid, but I ask for another, a trusted friend. He asked that I speak with you. He’s acquired several unique treasures. The Knights Templar hid them when Saladin conquered Jerusalem. I think you’d like to see them.”




    Ian raised an eyebrow. Must be important.




    “I trust your judgment, Nassir. Your word’s good enough. Will there be anything else?”




    “No, Sayyid.”




    Nassir started to leave, but stopped when Ian began speaking again: “Please convey my gratitude to the men. Win or lose, they’re the best I’ve employed on any expedition. I’ve included a sizeable bonus for each man at the end of our dig.”




    “I will tell them, Sayyid. They will be grateful.” Nassir gave a short bow of his head and walked away.




    Ian turned away from the campfire to face the Hinnom Valley, bathed in the soft glow of moonlight, while sipping at his whiskey. Lucid, but woozy, he raised his fourth glass, gesturing a toast to the old city.




    “Here’s to you, Jerusalem, the City of God!”




    “Whiskey can’t drown away your miseries, Ian?”




    Ian whirled around to see Charles warming his hands by the fire. Ian smiled and looked at his watch.




    “You’re late, Doc. I was about to send out a search party.”




    Charles looked tired to the bone, his shoulders stooped—from exhaustion, Ian figured.




    The campfire light played with shadows, enhancing Charles’s disheveled appearance. His thick black hair looked like a tangled pile under his hat, wet from sweat. Ian could see the dark bags underneath his tall friend’s eyes, even in the diminished light twenty feet away.




    “So what’s the bottle for, misery or enjoyment?” Charles asked.




    Ian answered in part with a grin, a roguish wink, and a nod. “Pleasure, Doc, an enjoyable habit I’ve acquired. I’ve no room for more misery; it’s all around me.” Ian pointed toward Jerusalem. “He’s right out there, my friend. Who knows, maybe tomorrow, he’ll surprise us all.”




    Ian winked again and swirled the whiskey in his glass, motioning in a goading manner.




    “What do you say, Doc? Grab a cup and come over here. Have a drink with me.”




    Charles grinned, shaking his head. “Thank you, but no.”




    Ian laughed, tossed his head back, and gulped down the rest of the whiskey. He staggered a step or two, but recovered in style.




    “You look tired, Doc. Busy day in triage?”




    Charles drank several long swigs of water from his canteen and nodded at Ian’s question. “Yes, there’s an abundance of wounded, with more arriving each day. We can help some; others won’t make it through the night. Two truckloads from Haifa came in today. The battle the Jews are calling ‘Passover Cleaning’ must have been intense. They say it’s secure now, but if we don’t leave soon, we’d better pick a side, because all hell is going to break loose.”




    Ian poured a smaller amount and drank it down in one gulp. “I know, Charles. I’m ready myself.”




    *




    May 12: Sunrise




    Omar seemed an impatient man. The shady Arab paced like an agitated caged animal. He paused long enough to steal a questioning glance toward Ian, scratch at his beard and body parts, and then resume his restless pacing.




    Ian inspected Omar’s two scrolls with a hunter’s eye for detail. The first scroll appeared an authentic first-century parchment on which the scribe had recorded the trial of a carpenter, a man called “Yehoshua.”




    The second scroll was a copy of Torah from the same period. Ian laid the Torah aside, deciding he’d donate it to the locals as a peace offering. Omar continued to stalk about the tent, dispersing his rancid odor throughout the already cramped space.




    Ian leaned over top of the first parchment with a magnifying lens and examined the scribe’s notations. Without looking up, he said, “Where did you say you found these?”




    Omar stopped his nervous pacing enthusiastic to explain. “Sayyid, as Allah is my witness, from a trusted vendor in the market.” He rubbed a grubby hand underneath his nose and wiped it on his clothing.




    Ian laughed at his remark, knowing the man was a thief and a skilled liar.




    “I swear to Allah, my good friend, the scrolls are not stolen.” A roguish grin emphasized his tenacious plea.




    “Yeah, sure. Allah may believe you—but I don’t.” He really didn’t care how the obtuse man obtained them. Spoils of war, he reasoned. “I’ll take them both.”




    He reached for a stack of cash and placed six 500-mil notes from the Anglo-Palestine Bank Limited on the table.




    “Take it,” Ian said. “I’ve overpaid you, a perk of my employers. Now get out. I need fresh air.”




    Omar flashed a row of sparse gold teeth, his eyes wide and glued on his reward. “Allah be praised and many thanks to you, Sayyid Taylor.” He snatched the pile of money, like a wharf rat stealing food, and scurried away.




    Two thoughts invaded Ian’s attention: Where and how did that thieving Arab find the scrolls? Even better, are there more? The questions were a time-consuming distraction he couldn’t allow. He turned his attention back to the ancient text with a renewed sense of hope.




    The parchment at first glance appeared to confirm that his hunch for the new dig location had been correct. Omar’s thievery had paved a new direction with potential for solid clues to the Jew’s burial site.




    The wording of the text showed the scribe was a meticulous person and, no doubt, an eyewitness to daily events in the Sanhedrin. Joseph Caiaphas, the Jews’ high priest then, and Pontius Pilot, the Roman prefect over Jerusalem at the time, were mentioned prominently throughout the document.




    Ian read the scribe’s extraordinary detailed accounts during council meetings. He’d even included burial site locations, names, and dialogue notations about the victims’ trials and their judgments or deaths.




    The author had also included a short eulogy for a specific Jew. Must have been a friend or acquaintance, Ian figured. He followed another line and stopped. When he saw the notations, the wording took his breath away.




    “This is incredible!” he shouted.




    He read it again. No mistake, the scribe had written an account of the Jew he’d long sought. Enthralled with his good fortune, he read on, immersed in the complicated text. The scribe’s details confirmed he was at the right spot, but his Jew’s exact location wasn’t as clear.




    Just then, a heated commotion erupted outside his tent. He could hear Nassir engaged in a fierce argument with someone, and then he heard someone shouting, “Mr. Taylor! Mr. Ian Taylor, please!”




    Ian just rolled his eyes, but the anguished man continued shouting his name, demanding his attention.




    “Mr. Taylor! Please, will you speak with me?”




    Ian shook his head. “C’mon, Nassir!” he muttered. “Make him go away.”




    “My business is urgent, Mr. Taylor. I would—” A choking wheeze stopped the sentence short.




    “I’ll not remind you again!” Nassir growled.




    Ian cursed under his breath and finally pushed his reading aside to storm out of his tent. He saw Nassir dragging away an irate rabbi.




    “Great, all I need is another religious fanatic,” he muttered. “Hold up, Nassir. What’s the trouble here?”




    The brawny Arab stopped and released his hold on the man. “Sayyid, this Jewish pig demands to speak with you. I told him Mr. Taylor was busy, but he attacked my guards and ran past them.”




    “Sir, please!” The rabbi coughed and panted for breath. “I’d like a word with you.”




    Ian thought for a moment. “Fine, but you’ll have to walk with me, Rabbi.”




    The rabbi nodded, massaged his throat, and adjusted his clothing. He gave Nassir a disparaging sneer and jogged away to catch up with Ian, Nassir trailing a few yards behind. The small man stopped five feet away and bowed at the waist.




    “Shalom, Mr. Taylor. Avram Goldman. I’m a rabbi from Jerusalem.”




    Ian harrumphed. “That’s obvious, Rabbi, so what do you want? I’m very busy.”




    “I came here to speak with you, Mr. Taylor.”




    “Yeah, you said that already,” Ian said. He trudged up a sandy incline to a makeshift canopy covering their water barrels. He retrieved his new site’s grid overlays out of a leather satchel hooked on a nail, ignoring the rabbi and noticing that Nassir had taken up a position nearby. “I’d suggest you get to the point of your unwelcomed visit—and fast, Mr. Goldman.”




    “The Jew you’re searching for is why I’ve come.”




    Ian stopped cross-referencing dig sites. He lifted his head slowly. The rabbi looked at him, clearly uneasy, especially as Ian’s eyes, shrouded under his wide oval fedora, had narrowed. The cold stare conveyed an unmistakable message.




    “What Jew, Rabbi? You’re confused,” Ian said. “We’re gathering ancient bones for medical research.”




    The rabbi’s expression mocked Ian’s evasive remark. “I implore you, Mr. Taylor, you must leave without him. Tell your employer you were unsuccessful. Those remains are cursed, Mr. Taylor.” He stole a quick glance over his shoulder, eyeing Nassir’s firm grip on his revolver.




    Amused by the rabbi’s plea, Ian crossed his arms. “Isn’t this special, a rabbi who believes in curses and wants me to lie to my employer? No, Rabbi, that won’t happen, nor will I stop my excavations because of your superstitious nonsense. You’ve twenty seconds to explain yourself.”




    His eyes wide, Rabbi Goldman stared at Nassir. “Please, Mr. Taylor! I’ve come to warn you. He must stay in the earth.”




    Ian threw his head back and laughed. “You came to warn me?” He laughed harder. “Please, why don’t you stay, Rabbi Goldman? Your humor might boost the morale of my men.”




    But the rabbi’s resolve would not be denied, and his voice hardened: “I’m quite serious, Mr. Taylor. I don’t think you understand the consequences of your actions. It’s imperative. I implore you: leave this Jew buried.”




    Ian chuckled again. “Rabbi, my employers wouldn’t appreciate your suggested alternative.”




    Rabbi Goldman dropped his head, obviously dejected. “Will you not heed my warning, Mr. Taylor?”




    “Rabbi Goldman, I’m an archeologist. I dig up relics, bodies included. The man I seek is no different, despite all this garbage about curses. He’s one of your brethren, Rabbi … or are you afraid of him?”




    Goldman’s eyebrows went up, and he jerked his head back a bit. “That man will vex all of humanity, Mr. Taylor.”




    “The man is dead, Rabbi, bones and dust way past being a cause for trouble.”




    Feeling a rising tide of anger burning through his veins, Ian turned his back on the rabbi and sorted a stack of papers, intent on ignoring him.




    “Mr. Taylor, have you not ever wondered why a medical company would hire you to find a centuries-old specific Jew?




    Ian looked over his shoulder and saw that Goldman had turned and now faced the excavation, watching the men labor in the patchwork dig sites.




    “Why would they want his remains, above all others that are buried in Palestine?” Goldman asked.




    That remark struck a raw nerve. Ian and Charles had discussed the rabbi’s very question during many heated conversations.




    “Okay, that’s it. I believe you’ve overstayed your visit, Rabbi. It’s not your business what my employers need,” Ian said.




    Rabbi Goldman raised his hands, as if signaling his submission. “I’m your friend, Mr. Taylor. I mean you no harm. I’ve come here to help you.”




    “You’ve helped enough,” Ian said and then motioned with a hand wave to Nassir.




    Always quick to respond, Nassir marched over and stood alongside the rabbi.




    “Escort our uninvited visitor off my site,” Ian ordered and walked away.




    “I beg of you, please listen to me, Mr. Taylor!” Goldman said.




    But Ian kept walking. “Religious fanatics … always trying to interfere,” he mumbled.




    After entering his tent, he grabbed a canteen of water and was drawing down a thirsty swig when he heard some of his men shouting and screaming.




    “Now what?” he shouted.




    Ian hurled the canteen aside and ran out of his tent toward the dig. He stopped halfway to the cliff face, astounded by the disturbing chaotic scene. Workers continued to yell and scream, running away from their work. He looked to the right. Ten feet away sitting on a mound of dirt, smiling, sat the same old man he’d encountered a day earlier. The old-timer looked serene and unaffected by the workers’ frenzied behavior.




    What the … It’s that same old Jew—Elijah, Ian thought.




    Elijah looked in Ian’s direction. “You should listen to Rabbi Goldman, Ian Taylor. It’s not too late.”




    Ian raised an eyebrow at that remark. He’s repeating the rabbi’s warning, he mused.




    “Eavesdropping again, Elijah? I’ve no time for your nonsense.”




    He ignored the old man and pivoted to his left, shouting and waving his arms to garner Nassir’s attention, but with no luck. He spun around to tell the old Jew to get off his dig site. But the old man had vanished—again. Ian staggered about, circling in the loose sand, searching. Spooked by the repeat of the old man’s appearing-and-disappearing act, Ian shouted in anger, in case Elijah was listening.




    “Blast you, Elijah … or whatever your name is! Nice trick, but stay out of my business! And pass that onto the meddling rabbi, too. Neither of you or your bag of tricks will frighten me away!”




    Feeling a little unsettled by another bizarre run-in with the mysterious old man, Ian tried to refocus his attention to spot the cause of his men’s panic. And then he saw it …




    Several large rocks had fallen away from the cliff face, opening a menacing black hole.




    Ian’s eyes opened wide, and he smiled to himself, then stumbled forward until he started sprinting toward the dark opening, his mind spinning with the possibilities of a hidden tomb. His workers, though, continued to run past him toward safety. Ian finally slowed to a trot and then stopped halfway to the opening because of what he saw. About a hundred yards away stood Nassir, shouting, cracking his whip, and shoving the men. His efforts to restore calm and order looked futile, though.




    Ian considered that the Valley of the Dead now seemed alive with excitement. He looked right and saw Dr. Wagner running toward him with his medical bag in hand.




    “Doc, the men are terrified, not injured,” he muttered and glanced past his advancing friend.




    There the old rabbi stood, a safe distance away, bobbing back and forth with eyes shut as he prayed.




    Ian ignored the manifold distractions and turned his full attention to the dark opening, still spewing out a cloud of dust. At first glance, the black hole looked to be another hand-hewn cave. The terrified workers still remaining nearby had fallen to their knees and now wailed prayers to Allah. Others huddled together and pointed their dirt-encrusted fingers at the gaping hole, as if it were the mouth of hell. All seemed fearful that some snarling, unseen demonic beast would soon emerge and devour them.




    Even while cracking his whip, Nassir kept stealing glances over his shoulder at the haunting imagery of the opening.




    Ian sprinted closer, stopping twenty yards away, his eyes now fixated on the opening. He focused his attention, ignoring his workers’ blaring distractions and the wooziness he felt from the booze. He’d spent months hunting his quarry. The thrilling moment of a possible discovery he longed for … it might be inside that cave. His felt his adrenaline intensify and surge through every fiber of his being, like a fast-acting drug. His pent-up energy propelled him toward the opening. He stopped short ten yards from the entrance.




    “Nassir, bring me a torch!” Ian shouted.




    Nassir abandoned the workers. He grabbed an unlit torch and raced up from behind, handed the torch to Ian, and then rushed away to a safe distance. Ian pulled a small tin of matches from his shirt pocket and lit one. The torch ablaze, he approached the opening.




    Stale, musty air drifted out of the hole. He waved the torch near the opening, testing for any volatile gases. His impatience overruled further delay to wait for the trapped air to ventilate. He’d risk it; he had to see what lay inside the tomb.




    The torch flames formed eerie flickering shadows that danced on the cave walls. Ian froze when he heard what sounded like an animal’s menacing growl. Spooked, Ian jumped backward and dropped his torch inside the opening.




    That was the wind … I hope, he thought.




    Ian looked about. The workers had quieted down, now watching his every move, along with Charles. Nassir ran toward him with another torch already ablaze. Torch in hand again, Ian saw the animated fear imprinted on his workforce supervisor’s face. Nassir backed away several yards, then fell to his knees to join others as they bowed and prayed aloud for Allah’s protection.




    Ian stepped forward and shoved the flickering torch inside the tomb, piercing the darkness. All prayers stopped. A hushed, wave-like whisper rippled through the natives. Ian squinted, straining to focus. The torch illuminated a small corner of the cave, exposing a black undulating shape. Ian was sure he saw two large red eyes—and then they blinked.




    “What the blazes!” Ian muttered.




    Impossible! he thought. It can’t be!




    The shapeless, translucent ebony form began to move and crawl along the cave walls, like some giant spider. The acrid torch smoke thickened around Ian, and the fumes stung his eyes.




    “That can’t be real. It’s just … a shadow,” he whispered as he rubbed and wiped at his eyes.




    He steadied the torch to cast his light on the dark shadow. He could clearly see the pair of menacing bloodred eyes through the smoke—and they were coming toward him. Then a rancid smell overpowered him—followed by an ear-piercing scream.




    Ian tried to cover his ears, but the noise slammed into his ears. “Ahhhhh!” Ian groaned.




    He could only watch as the black form slipped toward the cave entrance. The specter’s flight seemed almost panicked, as if at long last its bondage of guardianship over the tomb had ended. A charge of putrid air blasted Ian’s sweaty hair away from his face as the ebony form shot past him.




    Ian gasped, staggered backward several steps, and fell to the ground in an awkward, embarrassing heap. The dreadful sight and sound of the escaping hideous form had completely stunned him. But he scrambled to his feet, now sensing every eye riveted on him. He could only imagine that his shocked expression had transferred his fears to the onlookers. Even though he’d now regained his composure, the damage had been done.




    Close by, Nassir jumped to his feet, abandoning any further prayers to Allah, and then dashed to join his men. The laborers reacted in turn. Panic-stricken, every worker backed farther away. Hysteria erupted again, and a few bolted and fled.




    “Ian!” Charles said. “Are you all right? What did you see?”




    Ian turned his head toward Charles. “I—I’m okay, Doc, but in all sincerity, I don’t know what that … that thing was.”




    Ian blinked and rubbed at his eyes with the backs of his gritty hands. He stepped up to the cave opening to have another look, then inched his upper body farther inside the hole.




    Must have been an optical illusion, he mused.




    No red eyes, no moving transparent forms confronted him now. The surprise specter had disappeared. But what he saw tucked in a hand-hewn corner ignited a smile. There, an undisturbed body lay, wrapped in its burial shroud. He pushed himself farther in and read the Aramaic inscriptions chiseled into the stone—the name of the Jewish man he’d sought all this time.




    “I believe we’ve found our Jew, Charles!” Ian yelled as he eased himself backward out of the sepulcher.




    Ian turned and saw Nassir huddled with his men at a distance.




    “Sayyid,” Nassir shouted, “the tomb is cursed! What the rabbi said is true. Please, I beg of you, leave this man’s body where it lays or we’ll all die!”




    Ian cocked an eyebrow. He saw the rabbi to his right, still bobbing back and forth, praying.




    “No way,” Ian whispered.




    He didn’t intend to leave what he’d spent eighteen months in hell to find.




    “That’s stupid superstition, Nassir. Get the men over here and widen this entrance!” Ian barked.




    “But—But …” Nassir said, eyes wide.




    “Get a move on it! NOW, I said! There’s no time to waste.”




    Ian turned and faced Charles. Seeing the doctor standing there in the dirt, Ian could only grin, feeling the sweet confidence of success they had both longed to see.




    “Doc, I believe we can pack our bags. Our Jew lies just behind this wall, if the inscriptions I’m seeing are correct.”




    A broad smile etched its way across Charles’s face; he, too, knew that at long last, they were going home.




    The workers had widened the entrance, no doubt in a hurry to get away from the tomb as quickly as possible. Ian stepped inside for a closer inspection. The inscriptions bore the signature of a religious sect called the “Zealots.” Their carved inscriptions named and honored the Jew. The light of Ian’s torch soon found a peculiar object. He squatted to one knee and picked up a single coin, a shekel, and rubbed the dirt away with his thumb. He looked up and stared at the two-thousand-year-old corpse stretched out in the corner. Ian couldn’t stop a gleeful curl from creasing the corners of his mouth.




    “You almost beat me, you bastard,” he said to the corpse. “My hat’s off to your friends. They did a great job keeping your grave a secret, but not good enough. I’m the one who found you. My name, by the way, is … Ian Taylor.”




    He grinned again, then flipped the coin in the air and caught it, thinking wealth and early retirement a good combination. He stood and stuffed the coin in a pants pocket.




    “Charles!” he shouted. “I need you in here, Doc. We’ve got a body to package and deliver to Haifa. It’s time we go home!”




    *




    May 13: Morning




    Ian had found his elusive two-thousand-year-old Jew. Charles secured the body remains in a hermetic-sealed container for the trip to Haifa and subsequent shipment to America. Ian’s workers, in a furious assault, attacked the breakdown of his camp at a record-setting pace. Was it his promise of an early payday and bonus that had prompted their haste—or was it fear? he wondered.




    The Jew is still in camp. Maybe they want distance between them and the Jew’s supposed curse, he guessed.




    The next obstacle lay ahead: transport of the Jew’s remains north to Haifa and out of Palestine. Thankfully, Ian’s foresight had already secured their safety for the perilous undertaking in the more than eighty-mile drive from Jerusalem to Haifa. Weeks earlier, he’d prearranged their trip through a Haganah officer in the Carmeli Brigade. The officer was under the command of Moshe Carmel, and a direct Jewish Agency liaison to the British Army. The officer was a former patient in Dr. Wagner’s clinic, a fortunate and beneficial surprise.




    Before leaving Jerusalem, Ian took extra precautions. He utilized a trick he’d used during the war in Europe. He ordered Nassir to paint large Red Cross symbols on the canvas sides and tops of their four-truck convoy. His trick worked; they encountered no resistance.




    With Nassir at the wheel, Ian attempted a nap in the lead truck. Dr. Wagner’s truck carried the Jew’s remains and followed Nassir. Ian had pulled his hat down over his eyes and propped his feet up on the dashboard. The uncomfortable position forced his knees tight against his chest. His big frame, he knew, probably looked like a coiled-up spring ready to unwind any moment.




    Nassir was an aggressive driver. The battle-scarred roads, potholes, and sharp turns didn’t discourage his heavy foot. Ian’s body and head bounced and bobbed like a figurine on a spring. Sleep was pointless.




    Ian stirred, jolted from his few seconds of siesta here and there. He sniffed at the air several times, like an animal detecting an unfamiliar scent. Nassir seemed to notice the strange behavior. In doubt of a perceived odor, Nassir sniffed his clothing. In an instant, Ian came alive and uncoiled his stiff long legs, and sat erect. He studied the passing terrain to decipher their whereabouts.




    Energized, he yanked his hat off, thrust his head out his window, and inhaled several deep breaths. His long hair tossed and waved in the humid air. He backed out of the window, placed his hat on his head with flare, and grinned at Nassir.




    “It’s a sea breeze, Nassir. Can’t you smell that salt air?”




    Nassir scowled and cocked an eyebrow.




    “Stop the truck!” Ian yelled.




    “But, Sayyid, there might be snipers lurking about,” Nassir said, but obeyed.




    Clearly angry, Nassir stomped on the break and brought the truck to a quick stop at the top of a hill. A cloud of dust engulfed the truck. The other three trucks followed in quick succession, their breaks screeching to a halt.




    A huge dust cloud drifted past Ian as he scrambled out of the truck and ran toward the road’s edge. Ian noticed that Charles had placed his foot against the dash, bracing against the sudden unexpected stop. Curiosity etched on his face, the doctor piled out of his truck and jogged to the passenger side of Ian’s truck.




    “What is it now, Nassir?” Charles asked.




    “No clue, Doc. He’s a crazy man.”




    Ian smiled at the comment, and heard Charles groan and then march toward him.




    “Beautiful, isn’t it, Doc?” Ian gestured with a sweep of his hand. “Welcome to Haifa, the shimmering pearl of Palestine. The Mediterranean Sea, its front door; Mount Carmel, its back door.”




    Despite the scars from battle, the white pearl of a city still sparkled against an aqua-blue sea. Charles appeared to forget his annoyances and trepidations, mesmerized by the scenic beauty. He nodded and inhaled a deep breath of the fresh sea air.




    “It sure is, Ian, without a doubt, beautiful.”




    Smoke from smoldering fires, though, still lingered in small areas around the refinery and railhead from the battle of Operation Passover Cleaning. The Jews now had control of the strategic port city and Palestine’s largest deep-water port.




    “Shema Yisrael, Adonai elohenu, Adonai ehad,” Charles whispered.




    “You mind translating all that, Doc?”




    Charles looked at Ian and smiled. “Yes. ‘Hear, O Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord is one.’ These are exciting times to be alive, Ian. We’re witnessing prophecy being fulfilled before our very eyes.”




    “Okay, Doc, I get it. You’ve said that already. You see prophecy, but I see war and greed.”




    Charles didn’t respond, perhaps thinking it wasn’t the time or place for debate, but then he pointed a jutting finger like an excited schoolboy. “Ian, look! Is that our ship?”




    Their white steamer out of Cypress was prominent against a backdrop of British-flagged grays.




    “Yes, sir! That she is,” Ian said. “The Golden Fleece—a proper name for our ship, wouldn’t you say, given your claims of prophecy and all?”




    The smile on Charles’s face couldn’t have grown any wider. “A proper name indeed, without question.”




    “She’s our transportation out of Palestine, my friend.The British weren’t happy, or says our friend in the Haganah. Look there—tugs are maneuvering her into the dock ahead of the British flagship,” Ian said and pointed.




    “Wow, yes, I see that now. How’s it possible we’re receiving such privileged treatment?”




    “It means one thing, my friend. Solomon Industries has powerful political influences with the British and the UN.” Ian pointed to the nearby remains of a battered ship’s hull. “Look over there.”




    Charles turned to see the derelict vessel. His smile disappeared. “Is that the old Exodus?”




    “Yes, what’s left of her. Our steamer received favored treatment—they didn’t.”




    “More political bungling resulting in yet another Jewish tragedy.”




    Ian nodded. He turned and looked again at the Golden Fleece and hoped they wouldn’t become another misguided UN statistic. He wanted to go home.




    “Ian, why are we still standing here looking at Haifa and our ride home? Let’s go.”




    Ian grinned, squared his shoulders, faced Charles, and extended his right hand. Charles reached out and took his hand.




    “I kept my promise, Charles, ‘O ye of little faith.’ Look at us now; we’re on our way home—and rich.”




    “Nice to hear you quote scripture. Your suggested perspective is all wrong, but yes, you are a man of your word.” Charles released their handshake and gestured with a tip of his hat in respect. “Now can we go? It’s hot out here. My body is aching for a hot bath. Oh, and speaking of baths, you reek, Ian. Let’s go.”




    Charles walked away toward his truck. Ian looked down at Haifa. Nassir jutted his arm out the window and waved while sounding off honks on the truck’s horn as if it were an emergency.




    “This is not a sightseeing tour; it’s a war zone. Let’s go!” Nassir bellowed.




    Ian laughed and climbed back into the truck.




    “Americans are a strange people,” Nassir mumbled as he tried to force and grind the stubborn shift stick into gear.




    *




    The rough and crooked road to Haifa resembled a snake’s slithering trail through desert sand. Navigating the rough mountainous area, Nassir cursed the bad transmission with each shift. A straight stretch of road opened up as he steered out of a downhill sharp curve. When Nassir saw them, he shot Ian a concerned look. Ian stared at the reason for Nassir’s worry. A checkpoint with two artillery emplacements and two sandbagged machine-gun nests blocked the road.




    Nassir pulled his gun from his holster and slid it under his leg. Ian saw the defensive tactic. He knew his friend was a serious man and wouldn’t hesitate to use his weapon regardless of the outcome. Nassir wouldn’t wait for permission.




    “That’s not wise, Nassir. Our paperwork and clearances are in order, so the Haganah won’t bother you.”




    Nassir forced a grin, but his furrowed brow and cynical façade said something else: he was behind enemy lines; there were no rules.




    “Nassir, let me have all your weapons.”




    “What? No!” Nassir muttered.




    But he finally nodded, knowing Ian was right.




    Nassir drove with one hand and peeled off his ammo bandoliers, then unbuckled his .45 automatic holster. He pulled the .45 from under his leg and laid it in Ian’s hand.




    “I feel naked. And I’m keeping my knife,” Nassir said.




    “Okay, fine, but please stay in the truck and try not to agitate those Israeli soldiers.”




    Twenty yards from the roadblock, Nassir slowed to a stop, as did the convoy. Ian stepped off the truck’s running board and slung a leather bag over his shoulder, with their manifests, permits, and passports inside, Nassir knew. Ian waited for Dr. Wagner, and then the two of them headed toward the checkpoint.




    Vulnerability was an unsettling situation for Nassir. “Wait and watch” was uncomfortable. His wait was short lived, though, as a group of menacing Israeli soldiers soon encircled the convoy. Nassir gripped the steering wheel, keeping his hands in plain sight. His eyes narrowed and darted about, calculating each soldier’s defensive positions and his next move, if necessary. He hoped his face looked as scornful as he felt inside.




    Three aggressive Israeli soldiers took up a triangular position in front and on either side of his truck. Nassir turned his head and spit out the window.




    “Jews,” he muttered.




    An Israeli soldier ten feet away from Nassir’s door remained calm and collected. But he apparently couldn’t restrain his impulse to respond to Nassir.




    “Arabs,” he said and spit.




    Nassir grinned. He looked up and saw Ian and Charles returning with an Israeli officer. The officer stopped at his door and thrust Nassir’s papers through the window. Ian got in the truck and closed the door.




    “Nassir,” the Israeli officer said, “your papers are good for three days. After that, I can’t guarantee your safety, nor can your employers. If I were you, I’d get out of Haifa while you can.”




    Nassir took his documents. The officer stepped back and saluted. Ian returned the salute. Nassir sneered and spit out the window. His spittle landed next to the officer’s right foot.




    “I’ll be out in two,” Nassir growled.




    “Not a good time for settling old scores, Nassir. Let’s go,” Ian whispered.




    Nassir ground the stubborn transmission gears, and the truck lurched forward and roared off for Haifa.




    *




    May 13: Late afternoon




    Two weathered tugboats, both rust buckets from the 1930s, took up their separate positions alongside the Golden Fleece’s portside. Their padded bows nudged her hull, one at her bow, the other her stern. Like worker ants immune to difficulties, the two small boats strained and pushed against the ship. Acrid black smoke belched from their engines’ exhaust stacks. Single propellers frothed and churned at the water to hold her secure against the pier. Using his handheld loud hailer, the ship’s captain barked his commands from the bridge on its starboard wing.




    “Secure all lines bow and aft!” he yelled to his third mate standing at the ready, four decks below on the main deck.




    The mate acknowledged the captain with a nod and hand wave. He walked to the ship’s starboard bulwarks. The crewmen stood by their mooring stations from bow to stern, their ears attuned to the mate’s deep, graveled voice. A dozen or more dockworkers waited below for the crew to throw their heaving lines.




    “On the deck, heaving lines away. Prepare to lower all lines!” the mate shouted.




    Weighted monkey’s fists took flight like confetti in the air over the railing, toward the waiting dockworkers. Heaving lines trailed. With the thick mooring lines attached to heaving lines, dockworkers pulled and guided the heavy ropes toward them and around massive pylons.




    “Make fast all lines fore and aft. Take up the mid-ship slack. Four men step aside and make ready to lower the gangway!” yelled the third mate.




    Working together, the ships seamen tugged in unison, taking in the slack on all lines. They laced the taut lines around the ship’s steel bits welded secure at the deck.




    Brawny men with strong backs handled freight up and down gangways. Tugs squeezed ships big and small into every available foot of dock space. Heavy lift cranes, both dockside and aboard ship, loaded and unloaded their ship’s cargo.




    Soldiers snaked off crowded gangways and marched away. Tugs, never idle, pulled ships away from their mooring and turned them out to sea, while others filled the empty space. Civilians fended for passage on anything that floated and was leaving Palestine.




    Ian and Charles watched the beehive of activity at a safe distance from the end of the pier. Charles marveled aloud at how the ship’s crew and dockworkers made their grueling labor look effortless, as if performers in an orchestrated ballet.




    Ian, though, began pacing, anxious to secure the remains of their prized Jew aboard ship. He’d cataloged the Jew’s body remains on the manifest as an eleventh-century crusader.




    Solomon Industries hadn’t missed a single detail, even to supplying the armed guards already on board awaiting their arrival.




    Finally, Ian managed the securing of the Jew’s remains. He and Charles soon said their emotional good-byes to Nassir.




    Job finished, it was time to relax and prepare for their trip to America. They culminated their arduous journey and last night in Palestine the way they’d dreamed: a soaking hot bath, a sumptuous meal, and a long-awaited uninterrupted blissful night’s sleep tucked between crisp, clean sheets.




    *




    May 14: Early morning




    Ian awoke in a real bed for the first time after almost two years of contending with abject misery. He felt rested, but for a moment during the night, the tomb’s horrible images had revisited him in a vivid dream. He now lingered in bed, thinking about the nightmare, but soon refocused his mind by envisioning the perks of his newfound financial independence. No more bug-infested jungles, swamps, or living in tents mired in grit, dung, and mud.




    Being rich feels good, he mused. I like it.




    During a phone call the evening before, Charles had spoken at length with the research scientists at Solomon Industries. He verified they had the Jew’s body remains preserved and sealed for shipment.




    Elated at the good news, Abram had immediately deposited Ian’s bonus of cash and gold bullion into numbered Swiss bank accounts, as he’d asked. Ian and Charles each verified their accounts several times. They’d become multimillionaires set for life.




    Ian sat up in bed, but then let his head hit the pillow again. No hurry, so why not enjoy the bed, the figured. Then the phone rang: Charles, reminding Ian that their ship would leave port with or without them. They needed to leave the hotel, and soon.




    Charles’s third call finally spurred Ian into action and he began stuffing his steamer trunks.




    Charles is right. Time to pick up the pace, Taylor. You can relax later.




    Then a familiar sound from the streets caught Ian’s attention. He heard an endless rumble of trucks and exuberant people shouting. He walked toward for his balcony to check out the commotion, but stopped long enough to pour a two-finger glass of whiskey.




    What he saw below honestly alarmed him. Street activity had swollen, as if people were gathering for a parade. An endless line of trucks loaded with war machinery and lines of armed soldiers marched through the narrow streets. Ian took a big gulp of his drink. He spotted another sight he’d never seen: the merging convoys already sported their new flag, the Star of David, as they passed in review.




    “Look at that,” Ian mumbled. “The Jews took that giant leap into the unknown.”




    He raised his glass and toasted the procession. The Zionists had declared their independence. An all-out Arab-Israeli war was certain.




    “Here’s to you, Israel. May your God have mercy! You’re gonna need it,” Ian said.




    He thought about his friend Nassir and decided to make another toast.




    “Nassir, wherever you are, thank you, my friend. May your Allah bless you and keep you safe.”




    He gulped the last of his drink and then heard a disturbing sound. A ship’s steam horns bellowed in three long sequenced cycles from the Haifa docks. He wondered if the Golden Fleece was preparing for departure with the tide—or, worse, she was leaving sooner than expected.




    Ian hurried inside to finish packing. The situation appeared to be changing by the minute. The lineage from Abraham’s sons—Isaac and Ishmael—were about to renew their four-thousand-year-old argument over birthrights. He hoped he and Charles had enough time left to make it out of port.




    Now seated alongside a corner table, Ian eyed the four special items he’d bought from Nassir. All of them lay in a pile wrapped in cloth. Nassir had relayed an astounding story about these ancient Christian relics. He’d said that the items held powers unimaginable: power over evil. With those powers, though, came grave responsibilities for the relics’ possessor—and they would forever change their keeper’s life. Ian handled the objects with care, examining their details.




    “Hmm, wonder if these artifacts are genuine … with the powers that Nassir claims.”




    Nassir’s story told of how Bedouin tribesmen had passed the artifacts down through the generations. The Crusaders held them first until Saladin’s occupation of Jerusalem in 1187 AD. The fantastic story raised the bar on Ian’s skepticism.




    Unimaginable tales, black-market scams, myths, and superstitious nonsense were plentiful. Faked relics were endemic, but Nassir had never lied to him. Ian examined them in his hands. Something about them warmed his heart when he considered the possibilities.




    Lost in thought, frantic pounding at his door jolted him back to reality. He placed the objects on the table.




    “Yes, yes, I’m coming!”




    He marched to the door and flung it open to see Charles standing there.




    “Oh, hey, Doc. Sorry, I thought it was someone else, like our meddling Rabbi Goldman. Come in, come in. I wasn’t expecting you so soon.”




    “So soon? You’re unbelievable, Ian. What brass!” Charles stormed through the door, his hands animated.




    Ian ignored him and strolled out onto the balcony. Charles followed.




    “I’ve called you three times, Ian. Oh yeah, here’s more bad news. The Jews declared their independence and the Arabs will counter by declaring war. They’ll be on their way soon. The hotel lobby is in chaos. It resembles the New York stock market crash of 1929. Anyone that’s not a Jew is leaving in a big hurry. Ian, we’ve got to go—now!”




    “You’re right, Doc. Look below: those military convoys were in the streets this morning. The Jews may have bit off more than they can chew. They’re about to have a hell of a fight on their hands … a hell of a fight.”




    Ian started to take a sip of his drink, but stopped midway, turned his head, and stared at Charles. Then he rushed from the balcony to a table inside in his room and grabbed their steamship tickets.




    “Ian?”




    Ian ignored him. The hotel manager had delivered their return tickets when they’d first arrived in Haifa. Ian, though, had never taken time to examine them. Now he looked at the purchased and departure dates of the tickets.




    “Oh my God …” he muttered. “The dates …”




    He handed them to Charles, who soon enough looked shocked as well.




    “Dear God,” Charles said. “Abram … He didn’t make a lucky guess. He booked these tickets nearly two years ago. How could he have known? It’s as if he knew beforehand the precise date the Jews would declare their independence. That’s … downright scary.”




    Ian didn’t answer, but gulped down his drink. Scary indeed, Charles. Abram’s prearranged departure wasn’t by accident, he mused.




    Charles laid the tickets on the table, his hands trembling. “At least we’ve bypassed all the paperwork ahead of everyone. We’re walking out of this chaos escorted like royalty. Abram planned ahead for everything. I’m guessing it’s because of what we’re bringing back for him on the ship.”




    Ian rubbed at his face and chin, then nodded. Charles is right. Abram placed a high value on that Jew’s remains from the start, he thought. He prepared for every contingency knowing that a country in chaos is a smuggler’s opportunity. He knew that he had one last shot at retrieving that Jew’s body.




    “Yes … Yes, good points, Charles. In all sincerity, I never cared why Abram wanted that Jew’s corpse; for me, it was always about the money. I found it, and he’s paid us, end of story. But I’ve no doubt his motives were deceptive from the day he hired me, but now isn’t the time for that discussion. Perhaps over dinner at sea, on our way home. For now, we’ve bigger problems. We’re about to be knee deep in a war zone.”




    Charles nodded. “Yes, and include the Syrians, the Egyptians, and Jordanian armies. They’re all massing on the borders as we speak, headed this way. We need to go. I’ve a truck waiting and four men downstairs to carry your trunks.”




    “Almost ready, Charles. Give me a couple of minutes and we’re out of here.”




    Charles pointed at Ian’s last open trunk, with his personal stuff scattered, stuffed, and wadded together without care. “Ian, you always pack like that?”




    Ian smiled. “I do when I’m in a hurry, Doc.”




    Charles’s brow furrowed, suggesting, “Sure you do.” He ambled to the table with Ian’s pile of private stash. The relics caught his eye.




    “Say, what are these” Charles asked, examining the huge chunk of what looked like charred wood. “Are you collecting wood and scrap metal now. Oh please! Don’t tell me, let me guess: they’re pieces of Noah’s ark?” He chuckled, no doubt thinking it funny, but Ian felt excited.




    “Doc, stop. Please, don’t touch them—I mean, here, let me have those, and yes, I’m a pack rat, I admit it. I never know when something unique will turn into a valuable piece for sale to private collectors. Remember what they say, ‘One man’s junk is another man’s treasure.’”




    “You mean stolen or black-market junk, don’t you?”




    “Now, now, Doc, be nice. We’ve a long voyage home. If you promise not to preach at me, I’ll tell you an incredible story told to me about these objects.”




    Ian opened a desk drawer, took out a piece of paper, and started writing, then handed Charles the paper.




    “Charles, take my address and phone number in case—Well, just in case we’re separated. You’ll always be able to reach me there, so keep it safe. If you need me for anything, Doc, please write or call me and I’ll be there.”




    Charles looked like he didn’t know what to say.




    “Promise me when you’ve settled in Arkansas, you’ll send me your home address,” Ian said. “You can at least write and say hello.”




    Charles nodded. “I promise, and thank you.”




    The emotional moment seemed as uncomfortable for Charles as it did for Ian, and Ian didn’t mind when Charles quickly changed the subject.




    “Okay, then, we need to go. I’ll send the men up for these trunks.”




    “I’m ready now, Doc. Let’s go.”




    Ian hurriedly wrapped up the objects he’d bought from Nassir, stuffed them in the trunk, closed the lid, and locked it.They started for the door when Ian stopped.




    “Hold up a second, Doc. We’ll need our tickets.”




    “Ian, make it quick!” Charles shouted on his way out the door.




    Ian dashed across the room and grabbed their pre-purchased tickets. He read the dates again:




    Purchased: November-2-1946, New York, USA




    Departure: May-14-1948, Haifa, Palestine




    Destination: New York, New York, USA


  




  

    PART 2




    White River, Arkansas
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Chapter 2




    For more than three decades, the memories of the sepulcher’s discovery in 1948 had lain dormant in the minds of Dr. Charles Wagner and Ian Taylor—but not forgotten. In the wee hours of the morning on May 13, 1980, visions of that event resurrected themselves to plague both their night’s sleep with graphic nightmares.




    In northern Arkansas, Charles lunged upright in bed because of the horrible dream. At the same time, Ian fought with sheets and sprang awake at a luxurious hotel in New York City.




    Each one’s tortured sleep depicted terrible images. A howling black phantom with bloodred eyes haunted Ian. And the remains of a two-thousand-year-old Jewish corpse tortured Charles.




    *




    Ian had never believed in the existence of demons. He’d thought it nonsense—until that eventful day in 1948 proved him wrong … a fact he couldn’t deny ever again. For him, demons did exist. Unable to sleep now, he checked his watch—3:08 a.m. He called for room service to deliver breakfast and a pot of coffee.




    His breakfast had long since arrived, but now sat on a tray untouched, except for the coffee. Staring down into New York City’s Central Park, Ian slipped his hand under his robe and caressed an amulet around his neck. A jeweler had fashioned the special piece out of the relic pieces Ian had bought before leaving Palestine. Ian’s vivid nightmare troubled him. Abram Solomon’s face invaded every despicable scene. He wondered if it weren’t an ominous foretelling of more to come. After thirty-plus years, why am I having dreams of that hideous creature now? And why Abram Solomon? What’s his association?




    *




    Wrapped in a thick terry-cloth robe, Charles sat on his front porch drinking hot tea. The air of the Ozark Mountains felt cool and invigorating before sunrise. He typically enjoyed listening to the soothing sounds of birds chirping in the forest before dawn. This particular morning, though, their melodies had become muted noise.




    Charles searched his memories, focusing on the root source for his appalling dream. Abram Solomon had been the dominant figure in his vision. He wondered if the distressing nightmare might be a harbinger. He found the notion a distasteful assumption to contemplate. If the horrific dream was a true omen, Abram Solomon’s presence seemed the common link.




    Could it be that my work in Palestine somehow ties in with my current research at Abram’s new GEM-Tech facility? he wondered. Am I becoming senile … or am I that naïve?




    He frowned. “Has my zeal for our research finally seared my conscience?” he whispered.




    The two connections appeared at odds, but possible. He determined to dig deeper. I’ve got to talk with Ian and tell him of my work with Abram and my suspicions. Charles picked up his cup of tea and hurried inside to make his call. Hope Ian won’t start by calling me “a religious nutcase.”




    *




    Ian’s telephone rang, interrupting his concentration. He glanced at the phone.




    “There’s only one person who would dare call me at this early hour,” he said and then answered the call. “Hello.”




    “Ian! It’s urgent. We have to talk.”




    “Good morning, Charles.”




    *




    Neither the passage of time nor changes in world events dulled or swayed Abram Solomon’s strategy. His plan remained the same with a new cast of co-conspirators committed to bringing his original intent to fruition. A new research laboratory built deep in America’s Bible Belt, in rural Arkansas, oversaw the culmination of Abram’s long-awaited project.




    GEM-Tech, his new corporate umbrella, had chosen White River as its base of operations—one of northern Arkansas’s off-the-radar, out-of-sight, out-of-mind rural areas. A perfect setting to secretly house an ensemble of twenty-five gifted scientists recruited from around the world. Their work: Abram’s crown jewel. He’d code-named his clandestine project, “Phoenix.”




    Three stories underground, GEM-Tech’s new building had hidden an extensive subterranean architectural marvel. No other medical research laboratory in the world could match GEM-Tech’s modernistic designs. The experimental equipment and technologies used simply didn’t exist anywhere else.




    Gathered in one place, a group of medical alchemists worked without restraints, carrying out GEM-Tech’s controversial experiments. The scientists applied their radical theories and methods with unfettered freedom, all to improve on God’s creation. Over one hundred sacrificial young girls, plucked from around the globe, bore the cost.




    Most of the girls lived in dormitory fashion. A few rooms accommodated a single person; others, three to five girls to a room, and still others ten to twenty. Staged near the girl’s rooms, elaborate cubicles interlaced, as if a giant web. The design assured five teams of scientists—five doctors to a team—easy access to labs, conference rooms, offices, and cafeteria.




    One team’s medical chart identified a particular young girl as Patient 0102, nicknamed “Mary.” Assigned to Mary’s care was Dr. Deborah Holland, an acclaimed research scientist and gynecologist—a woman of striking physical attributes. Aqua-blue eyes and pouty lips accentuated her small oval face, garnished with radiant auburn hair draped in waves below her shoulders.




    Mary—Patient 0102—was a seventeen-year-old New York City street hustler, drug addict, and prostitute. She was just another forgotten runaway, like all the other young girls in GEM-Tech’s project. Her absence from the world would go unnoticed, because no one cared.
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