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  CHAPTER 1




  Cairo, Egypt, October, 1302




  Hugh de Montfort, a Poor Knight of Christ and the Temple of Solomon, decided he must be dead.




  Free of pain, his battle-worn body floated on clouds as soft as swan's down, cushioning him from head to toe. Every vein and muscle pulsed with a comforting warmth that spread through him like hot mulled wine on a bitter winter’s eve.




  Hushed voices spoke above him. Cracking open his crusty eyelids, he saw the face of a beautiful angel, her luminous brown eyes filled with love and compassion. She drew closer to him, the curtain of her long black hair blocking out the candlelight, enveloping them in a dark intimacy that was at once comforting and unsettling. He breathed in the faint scent of roses, a stark contrast to the smell of blood that still lingered in his nostrils.




  She wiped his forehead with a cool white cloth and smiled. “He is conscious now, Father,” she said in Arabic, turning to look over her shoulder at a tall, thin, bearded man with silver hair.




  Hugh blinked rapidly, trying to clear his watery eyes. Surely this was God the Father, welcoming him to Heaven. “Am I dead? Am I in Heaven?"




  The older man grunted. “No, you are alive, although I was not certain you would survive. Your battle wounds are severe.” The white-haired man moved to the side of the bed. “What is your name, young man?”




  Hugh struggled to find his voice. “I am Hugh de Montfort, a Knight Templar, in humble service to Jesus Christ, Our Lord,” he replied. His throat was so parched, he sounded like a rusty gate latch.




  The man grasped Hugh’s wrist and positioned his long, bony fingers over the soft underside. “I am Khalid al-Qasim, physician to the court of His Royal Highness, Sultan Al-Nasir Muhammad.” He nodded at the stunning young woman who had moved to the other side of the bed. “This is my daughter, Jamila. Now be silent while I take your pulse.” Holding fast to Hugh’s wrist, he seemed to be silently counting. “Good. It is steady and strong.”




  “I was captured then?” Hugh asked, glad he'd insisted on learning Arabic after his arrival in the Holy Land.




  The physician probed Hugh’s neck and throat with his fingers. “Yes, you were taken unconscious off the battlefield. You must have fallen well before the surrender. One of your wounds already showed signs of infection."




  Hugh’s stomach twisted. “We surrendered?”




  “Yes. I was told the Templars fought bravely, but they were vastly outnumbered.”




  Hugh was stunned. The Templar Knights never yielded to an enemy. Theirs was always a fight to the death.




  “Only forty knights survived," the man continued, "and all were brought here to Cairo.”




  Forty out of one hundred and twenty. Only a third had lived. Was Guy among them? Or was his friend's broken body food for the worms along with the rest of their dead comrades?




  A stab of guilt shot through him. He should have died with them. There was no honor in being captured.




  He looked around the sunny, white-walled room. “Where am I?" he asked. "This is certainly no dungeon.”




  The physician eyed him. “No, it is my home, but you are my prisoner nonetheless.” He walked to the table and busied himself with a mortar and pestle, grinding a dark brown clump into powder.




  Moments passed as flashes of blood-soaked memory flickered before Hugh’s eyes. Screams of men and horses. The clash of steel, and the dreadful whoosh of arrows. The piercing pain as the enemy’s blade sliced into his thigh, and black nothingness as he fell beneath his mortally wounded horse.




  “Why am I not in prison?” Hugh tried to raise up on his elbows, but his body would not obey.




  The physician pressed his fingers against Hugh’s breastbone. “Do not attempt to rise. There is nowhere for you to go. You are unable to walk and will risk further injury if you try.”




  Hugh lifted his head and stared at his lower limbs. A wooden splint ran the entire length of his right leg, held fast by tightly-wound white bandages. On his left thigh, near his groin, was a long slash of inflamed, scarlet-edged flesh held together by a row of neat white stitches, and next to that a round puncture wound.




  “What happened?” he asked softly.




  “You've lost a lot of blood. The arrow wound in your left thigh was not serious, but the gash closer to your groin is deep. It has been cleaned and treated with alcohol and cinnabar salve to stem the infection. As for the other leg, it has sustained a severe compound fracture. I have re-set it, but I'm doubtful it will return to normal.” The man poured the pulverized brown powder into a ceramic cup of water and stirred it with a small stick. “They told me you were found under your horse.”




  “I remember the arrow. I pulled it out just as the swordsman attacked. My horse was killed at the same time and fell on top of me. I don’t recall anything after that.”




  “Raise his head, Jamila, so I may give him more of the pain medicine.”




  The young girl placed her small hands under Hugh’s neck and head. Once more the intoxicating scent of roses filled his head. Gazing into her dark eyes, so full of eagerness, he wondered why she was not veiled.




  “Drink this,” the physician said, holding the cup to Hugh’s lips. “It will keep the pain tolerable.”




  Hugh gratefully gulped it down. “Thank you.”




  Jamila gently lowered his head and returned to her station at the side of the bed. Leaning over his body, she inspected his thigh wounds.




  “Father, do you wish me to apply more of the cinnabar salve to the sword cut? It festers still.”




  “Yes, daughter, but not too much. It cures the infection, but can poison the patient when applied too liberally.”




  “Yes, Father.” The girl took a small copper bowl from the sideboard. Using her fingers, she spread a small amount of the reddish mixture on Hugh’s wounds, being careful not to venture too close to his manhood which was covered only by a thin loin cloth.




  “It was Jamila who sutured your wound.”




  “Your daughter?” Hugh gazed at the beautiful, young girl with fresh eyes. There was intelligence beneath the beautiful veneer. "She is a most accomplished seamstress."




  A delightful pink flush blossomed on her youthful face and neck. She was not much older than fourteen or fifteen, and he briefly wondered if she were already married.




  The physician lifted a snowy eyebrow. “Yes, she is a most unusual young woman.”




  The girl’s color deepened at her father’s praise. Or was it because she was touching a nearly naked man, and an Unbeliever at that?




  “Where are the other knights who were captured?”




  “The severely injured are receiving medical care. The others are in prison.”




  “I am puzzled by your generosity. Why didn't you let me die?”




  The man towered over the bed, his thin face devoid of compassion or gentleness. “You are the enemy of our people, Hugh de Montfort, and I heal you for one reason alone.” He narrowed his cold, dark eyes. “Your masters in Europe will not ransom a dead body.”




  Hugh's mouth gaped in surprise. “I am to be ransomed?”




  “You and any others that survive.”




  "Where? When?"




  "Do not ask questions I cannot answer. You must rest now and regain your strength." The physician turned on his heel and motioned for his daughter to accompany him. “Come, Jamila, you have other duties to perform.”




  The girl flashed Hugh a brief smile before moving to her father’s side. Hugh stared after them as they disappeared through the door.




  A sense of urgency swept over him, and he tried again to sit up. The drug had made him limp as a doll, unable to move more than a few inches. Damnation! It was his sworn duty to escape and find his way back to Cyprus. The Grand Master would expect nothing less.




  His gut twinged with guilt as he gazed at his pleasant surroundings. His comrades were no doubt languishing in a filthy, vermin-infested dungeon somewhere, drinking brackish water and subsisting on whatever rotten food their captors cared to give them.




  His prison, on the other hand, was a veritable heaven. The room, like his bed, was clean and comfortable. On the table, a blue-glazed vase held a large bouquet of fresh herbs and flowers, which scented the warm, dry air. Shafts of sunlight filtered through the ornate wooden lattice over the windows, creating geometric patterns on the brightly-colored carpet. The raucous sounds of street life drifted in through the windows: merchants hawked their wares like French fishwives, desperate to be heard above the braying donkeys and the squeaking cart wheels.




  He stared at the ceiling, weak and helpless as a newborn. Being a hostage did not sit well. Five years ago, when he’d joined the Order, he’d sworn an oath to fight to the death. Now, after the Templars’ humiliating defeat in battle, he and the other survivors would be sold back to the Order like so many head of cattle. The humiliation would be hard to bear.




  He took a deep breath, and tried unsuccessfully to move his broken leg. The only way to salvage his honor and recompense his brethren would be to regain his health and live to fight another day. The war against the Mamluks would continue, especially now that the Templars had lost the Island of Ruad, their last stronghold in the Holy Land.




  Yes, every knight would be needed. Even a damaged and dishonored one such as he.




  *****




  Jamila sat on the tiled apron of the fountain in the inner courtyard and embroidered the shirt she’d made for her brother, Ahmed. But, try as she might, she could not focus on the task at hand.




  All she could think about was the handsome Unbeliever lying upstairs in one of the unused bedrooms. For the past three weeks she’d been his nurse, bringing him his meals, changing his dressings, and entertaining him with stories.




  She smiled to herself. She’d begged her father to let her minister to the injured knight, arguing she could learn much more about the art of healing if she had practical, hands-on, experience, but being in such close quarters with a strange man was forbidden to an unmarried female. Finally relenting, her father had imposed two stipulations: she could never be alone with her charge nor would she be permitted to bathe him.




  Old Gamal, her father's most trusted servant, performed that task after he banished her from the room. She would have given her right hand to gaze upon all of Hugh’s beautiful body. The thought of his muscled, naked flesh made her shiver with longing.




  Although her exposure to men was severely restricted, she could not imagine a more handsome man. His light brown hair fell to his broad shoulders in a cascade of waves that captured the very essence of the sun, turning them to burnished gold. His green eyes, fringed with long, dark lashes, sparkled with intelligence and kindness. With his strong chin and nose, and sculpted body, he resembled one of the ancient Greek statues she’d read about in her history lessons.




  How could anyone who looked like that be the sworn enemy of her people? Her sworn enemy? As one of the Faithful, she had a sacred duty to hate him. But, she couldn’t.




  Instead, he filled her with desire. At night, in the privacy of her bed, she touched her secret, female places and imagined what it would be like to make love with such a man. She’d heard the Templars were celibate, like the priests of his vile religion, but she was certain she could seduce him if she had the opportunity. She’d seen her effect on him. Each time they were together, his eyes glowed when he looked at her.




  She was a virgin, of course, and already promised in marriage, but her betrothed paled in comparison to Hugh. The Unbeliever was all she wanted. To feel his kisses on her lips and his hands on her body, to feel him inside her, would be sheer heaven.




  Naturally, Hugh had no idea how she felt. They were friends, nothing more. He’d told her of his home in France, of his childhood and his family. She’d told him about her hopes and dreams, even sharing her desire to become a physician like her father. Hugh treated her like his little sister, joking and teasing in the most innocent way. Not even her maid, Fawza, thought his behavior was anything but respectful.




  Religion was the one subject they avoided in their far-ranging conversations. She didn't want to argue with him, and there was no point. She would never give up Islam, not even for him.




  You foolish girl! As if they had a future together. Their two worlds were as incompatible as fire and water. Besides, soon he’d be ransomed by the Templars and be gone from her life forever.




  Ouch! The needle’s sharp point jabbed her finger. She had best concentrate on finishing the shirt. Ahmed’s birthday was only three days away.




  She felt sorry for her brother. As the oldest child and a male, he was the logical one to follow in their father’s footsteps, but the poor boy was as dense as a mud puddle. Not only that, he had no ambition, no drive to make something of himself. Secretive and weak, he was doomed to failure.




  Unlike her. A smile crossed her lips. She was the smart one, absorbing every bit of knowledge like a sponge and making her father proud. She excelled at her studies and was determined to become a physician just like her father.




  She was still amazed at his reaction when she’d worked up the courage to tell him her dream. She expected him to be dismissive, but he was surprisingly enthusiastic, agreeing to postpone her marriage to Hassan al-Jabir so she could further her education. Her father was no longer keen on the marriage anyway, now that Hassan’s high-ranking father had been demoted by the sultan.




  Her heart sang with joy as she contemplated a future filled with purpose and achievement. While still a little girl, she’d made a promise to herself. She would not be invisible like her late mother, doomed to spend her entire life cloistered within her father’s, or her husband’s, walls. No, she would lead a different life. She would control her own destiny, no matter what sacrifices she had to make.




  Hearing footsteps in the large foyer at the front of the house, she put down her sewing and tiptoed to the door. She peeked around the corner and saw Gamal bowing to a man dressed in the high hat and military uniform of the Mamluks.




  “I wish to speak with your master,” the officer said.




  Gamal nodded silently and left to convey the message. A few minutes later, her father strode into the foyer. He would be angry if he caught her eavesdropping, but she had to take the risk. Surely the officer’s visit had something to do with her handsome knight.




  Her father greeted the man as if he knew him. “Al Salamu Aleykom, Amir al-Rashid. What may I do for you?”




  “Greetings, Khalid al-Qasim. I wish to know if your ‘guest’ will be fit to travel by the end of the week.”




  Her heart sank at the thought of losing her beautiful Hugh.




  “I believe so," said her father. "His wounds are healing well. Have the Templars met the ransom?”




  “Ransom? That may have been the plan when I brought him to you, but the sultan has changed his mind. The Templar Maréchal, Barthélemy de Quincy, has died of his wounds, thus robbing the sultan of his most valuable prisoner. Sixteen other knights have joined their commander in Heaven, and the rest are hardly worth the effort.”




  “So they will instead be sacrificed?” asked her father.




  May Allah be merciful! Her heart hammered against her ribs so loudly she feared her father would discover her.




  “Yes, the sultan believes the public execution of nearly two dozen knights will send the right message to the Unbelievers in Cyprus and Europe. Afterwards he plans to ship the severed heads back to the Templar Grand Master in Cyprus.”




  “If he is to be killed, why did you ask if he could travel?”




  “The sultan lingers at the summer palace in Alexandria and wishes to personally supervise the executions.”




  The contents of Jamila’s stomach threatened to spill onto the mosaic-tiled floor. Slapping her hand over her mouth, she forced herself to stay at the door and listen further.




  “I see. Can your men come for him tomorrow morning?” her father asked.




  “I suppose so. There is no rush. The prisoners will not be taken to Alexandria until the end of the week.”




  Her mind whirled as a horrific image shimmered before her: Hugh’s head perched on a pike, his light brown hair caked with blood, while his headless body, hands tied behind his back, lay in the dirt, left to rot or be ravaged by dogs.




  "Excellent," her father replied. "It is time to remove him from my house. He has already contaminated my children with his blasphemies."




  “Then I am eager to assist you. My men will come tomorrow at the ninth hour,” said the officer. “Have him ready by then.”




  “Yes, he will be ready. Ma’a Salaama, Amir al-Rashid.”




  “Go in peace, Khalid al-Qasim.”




  Her father closed the outer door and left the foyer, but Jamila remained where she was, frozen with fear. Chewing her lower lip, she desperately probed her brain for a plan to save Hugh.




  Hugh could not die! Even if it cost her everything she held dear, she would save the man she loved.




  CHAPTER 2




  Milwaukee, Wisconsin, Present Day




  Angela Brady dragged the ancient vacuum cleaner down the hall and nudged open the door to Father Michael’s office with her hip. As always, the musty smell of old books and long-forgotten papers hung in the air. The dear old man was the world’s worst pack rat, and she always saved this room for last.




  Plugging in the frayed power cord, she made a mental note to remind him he’d promised to buy her a new vacuum six months ago. Money was tight at St. Patrick’s, but if he didn’t spring for a new machine soon, he’d walk in one day to find her electrocuted on the floor. Flipping the toggle switch to ‘on,’ the aged Kenmore growled to life.




  She pushed and pulled the heavy machine over the worn Persian carpet under Father Michael’s desk and stopped cold.




  “What the heck is that doing there?”




  She shut off the vacuum and leaned over the cluttered desk to get a better look. She’d only seen the relic up close once before when she was ten and her grandfather brought her to see it during a special Easter service. He told her it was donated to St. Patrick's almost a century ago by a Cardinal who'd grown up in the neighborhood.




  She peered inside the gold-leafed, glass-topped box that was normally kept well away from light in a sealed, lead-lined silver casket stuffed into the church’s wall safe. How could this brownish rag be part of the true shroud of Christ? It was just a tattered, tea-stained bit of cloth. She wanted a better look.




  Impulsively she picked up the box, being careful not to smudge the beveled glass. Staring at the fragment of cloth resting on the cushioned white satin bottom, she heard Pops' voice as clearly as if he were standing next to her.




  "It has powers, child, far beyond your imagining. One touch of the Shroud of Christ will cure any ailment or disease, no matter how serious."




  She doubted it could mend her. You’re broken, just like your mother, said the tape recording of Pops' voice that played in her head. You’re broken, you’re broken... She knew he loved her, but he was always quick to compare her to her wayward mother, who died young after running off with a truck driver.




  Hearing a noise in the hallway, she quickly set down the box and turned on the vacuum. The box had power all right. The power to spook her.




  Father Michael walked in carrying a small black leather briefcase.




  She turned off the vacuum and grinned broadly. “Hi, Father. How are you today?”




  “Good day to you, Angela.” He tossed the briefcase onto the overstuffed chair next to his desk. “Why, I couldn’t be better, thank you.”




  With his round cheeks, stubby nose and twinkling blue eyes, Father Michael O’Brien resembled a black-clad Leprechaun. Although a generation removed from the ‘old sod,’ the elderly priest looked and spoke as if he’d just gotten off the boat from County Cork.




  He wandered over to the crammed bookshelf in the corner. “I can’t stay long. Just stopped by to pick up a book.”




  “Ah, Father?”




  He looked up from a green leather-bound volume. “Yes, what is it?”




  She pointed to the relic. “Don’t you think you should put that away?”




  His jaw dropped and his eyes grew big as harvest moons. “Oh, my, yes. I forgot to do that now, didn’t I?”




  “Why is it out of the safe in the first place?”




  Lately she’d noticed how forgetful he was becoming. He still said the Mass with flawless ease, but misplaced his keys or his glasses nearly every day.




  “The Bishop wanted to see it. He stopped by yesterday with an insurance man to give the old scrap a look-see.” He returned to his book as if she hadn’t said a word.




  She coiled up the vacuum cord. “Well, don’t forget to put it back in the safe, Okay?”




  “No, I won’t.”




  “Well, I’m outta here. Gotta get to the Kwik-Pump for my shift.”




  He raised his head again. “Angela, did you send in your application to the Institute?”




  She fingered the vacuum handle, surprised he'd remembered. They hadn't discussed it for several weeks. “Yes, I did. I emailed everything yesterday. Application and portfolio.”




  “Good girl. How long do you think we have to wait?”




  She loved that he used the plural pronoun, like they were a team or something. He was the only person who encouraged her to pursue her dream of becoming a commercial artist. Her family only scoffed at her ambitions and told her she’d never succeed at anything.




  You’re broken, just like your mother. That message echoed inside her head ever since Jacy abandoned her.




  “They said it would be several weeks. In the meantime, they’ll arrange for me to come in for an interview.” She dreaded that part the most. “I’m really nervous.”




  “Not to worry. Like I told you, we’ll have a rehearsal here first. I’m sure Father O’Loughlin would be happy to help out.”




  She didn’t like Jerome O’Loughlin, Associate Pastor at St. Patrick’s, and he returned the favor. There was something phony about him, and something unpriestly about his taste for fine wine, expensive cigars and frequent trips to the Potawatomi Casino.




  “I’d rather have you do it, Father. He doesn’t much care for me, you know.”




  He closed his book and walked back to the over-stuffed chair. “Ah, but that would make it more of a test. If you go into the interview expecting the worst, it’ll be easier on you.”




  “Maybe you’re right.”




  "He's meeting me here in," he glanced at his watch, "twenty minutes. I'll discuss it with him. I'm sure he'd be happy to help."




  "All right." She pushed the vacuum toward the door. “I’ll let you know the interview date in plenty of time.” She stopped in front of him. “Father, thank you again for writing that letter of recommendation.”




  He held the book to his chest and tapped his fingers on the leather binding. “It was my pleasure. I’m proud of you for setting your sights high, for having a goal.”




  She glanced at the clock on the bookshelf. “Gosh, I’d better get going.” She steered the vacuum through the door, then stopped. “Oh, don’t forget you promised me a new one of these.”




  He nodded absentmindedly as he put the book in his briefcase.




  “And don’t forget to put the relic away.”




  “Yes, yes, I’ll do that.” He waved goodbye without looking up.




  She had a warm rush of happiness as she pushed the vacuum down the corridor toward the broom closet. Father Mike had always been kind to her, but he’d become a substitute parent after her mother ran off to L.A. with that redneck trucker.




  Father Mike saw something in her that no one else did. He believed in her and encouraged her to aim high. Aunt Lisa, on the other hand, told her she was foolish to think she could ever escape her working-class origins.




  Tough! Angie would do just about anything not to end up like her mother or her aunt. Neither one had made anything of their lives.




  Jacy had been an irresponsible loser who hooked up with anyone willing to pay her attention, and her younger sister, Lisa, hadn't fared much better. Stuck in a low-paying job at the nursing home where Pops now lived, she was trapped in an unhappy marriage with a brutal alcoholic. Angie pictured her abusive uncle pounding the kitchen table after he’d been drinking. More often than not, he’d pound her aunt, too.




  The way out of Hell was clear. Angie had to take control of her life, shape up, and change direction. There was still time. She was only twenty-one. Her life would improve if she just followed the plan she and Father Mike had mapped out.




  And getting into the Milwaukee Institute of Art and Design was the first step.




  *****




  Angie's shift at the Kwik-Pump ended at eleven, and her feet were killing her. Being a convenience store cashier was not her idea of a job, but there weren't many options for someone without a car.




  Heading home, she walked the six blocks to her aunt and uncle’s house. She pulled her coat collar up against the chilly November air. They’d had one minor snowfall a week ago, but it had already melted. She hated November. The sun practically disappeared once Daylight Savings ended, and the dreary rain, snow, and cold winds got her down.




  As she approached her house, she noticed a light was still on in the living room. Lisa was up, probably watching TV or reading one of her trashy novels. Angie prayed that Stu was already in bed since he had to be at work at five in the morning.




  She unlocked the front door of the old three-story duplex and walked into the foyer. “I’m home,” she called out as she took off her coat. Hanging it on the coat rack next to the stairs, she removed her St. Patrick’s paycheck from the pocket and stuck it in her jeans.




  “I’m in here,” her aunt replied. “Come, keep me company.”




  Angie plopped down on the worn, overstuffed couch and kicked off her shoes. “Man, my feet hurt.”




  “Yeah, I bet.”




  Aunt Lisa was only forty, but she looked a lot older. Maybe it was the straw-like, platinum hair and the former cigarette habit. Most likely it was the stress of living with an alcoholic and his hair-trigger temper.




  She sipped from her favorite coffee mug, a metallic gold one inscribed with ‘Help! I’m addicted to American Idol.’ “That guy called." She gave Angie a skeptical glance. "The one you met at Mickey’s last Friday night.”




  “Oh, yeah. I think his name is Jeff. I don’t know his last name.”




  Lisa’s eyes narrowed. “Well, missy, he called and said to give you a message.”




  “Oh?” Angie rubbed her sore big toe. “What does he want?”




  “He said to tell you he’s going to have his brother’s car this Friday night, so the two of you won’t have to 'do it' outside Mickey’s back door like last time.”




  Angie looked up. "He said that?"




  "Yeah, in so many words." Lisa raised her eyebrow. “You’ve been running kind of wild lately, girl. I hope you’re still taking those pills.”




  Angie snorted. “Don’t worry. I’ll never get knocked up, and I won’t get an STD. I always make them wear a condom.”




  Lisa had raised her to be a good Catholic girl, but her hormones went whacky about age fourteen and she’d been sleeping around ever since. She suspected there was a deeper reason for her promiscuity, but she didn’t want to find out what it was. She liked boys and they liked her. Nice and simple. Early on she found she could wheedle stuff out of them, if she gave them what they wanted. A little pot, an occasional cigarette, a few bucks. She liked sex anyway, and if it paid off, all the better.




  “I hate to say this, Angela, but you’re behaving just like Jacy. The only difference is you’re on birth control pills, and your mother just prayed she wouldn’t get pregnant.” Lisa was overly fond of comparing her to her morally lax mother. “When she finally did get knocked up, she couldn’t figure out who the father was.”




  That was always Lisa’s second barb. So Angie had no idea who her father was. Big deal.




  A knock on the front door startled them.




  Lisa leaned forward like she was going to get up. “Who could that be at this hour?”




  Angie sprung up from the couch. “I’ll get it. You just stay put.”




  She padded into the foyer and opened the front door. Standing on the cement stoop were two men. One was a uniformed police officer and the other wore jeans and a windbreaker with ‘Milwaukee PD’ on the front in big white letters.




  “Miss Angela Brady?” the one in the windbreaker asked.




  “Yes. What’s happened?” She couldn’t imagine why the police were asking for her.




  “May we come in?” he asked. The man was tall and burly with pock-marked skin.




  “Sure.” She led the way into the living room. “This is my aunt, Lisa Murphy.”




  “I’m Detective Klein and this is Officer Wozniak.”




  “Sit down, please,” said Lisa. “What’s this all about?”




  Detective Klein sat on the couch, but Officer Wozniak stood guard at the door, like he was afraid she'd bolt.




  “We’d like to ask Ms. Brady a few questions about a theft at St. Patrick’s Catholic Church earlier today,” the detective said.




  Angie and Lisa exchanged glances.




  “A theft?” Angie’s throat went dry. She knew instantly what had been stolen.




  “A valued church possession has gone missing and, according to Father O’Loughlin, you were the last person to see it.”




  “Oh, my God,” exclaimed her aunt. “What was stolen?”




  “A very important relic,” Detective Klein replied. “Father O’Loughlin said it’s an authenticated fragment of the Shroud of Turin.”




  "The Shroud?" Lisa gasped, giving Angie an inquisitive stare.




  “I wasn’t the last person,” Angie blurted out.




  “Oh?” said the detective.




  “Father Mike was still in the office when I left for my other job.”




  Heavy footsteps sounded on the carpeted stairs, making Angie’s gut clench. She turned just as Stuart Murphy stomped in. A stocky, pug-nosed bully, he drank constantly in his off hours, and the skunky odor of beer clung to him like a second skin.




  “Did I just hear the Shroud’s been stolen?” He ran his hand through his thick black hair.




  “And you are?” Detective Klein asked.




  “Stuart Murphy, her uncle.” He waggled his finger at her. “So, Angie, what have you done now?”




  The two policemen shared a look.




  Her hands began to sweat. “I haven’t done anything.”




  “Do you know why it was out of the safe, Ms. Brady?” the detective asked, flipping open a little notebook.




  “Father Mike said he’d forgotten to put it back after the Bishop and the insurance man left yesterday.” She twisted her hands in her lap. “I found it on his desk and reminded him to put it back in the safe.”




  Klein scribbled something down. “So, it was sitting on Father O’Brien’s desk. What were you doing in his office?”




  “I clean it once a week. It’s one of my jobs.” She pulled out her pay envelope and waved it at him. “Here. This is my paycheck from St. Patrick’s.”




  Officer Wozniak took it and passed it to his colleague.




  Klein looked the check over and handed it back. “Okay. So you had cause to be in the office. Did you see the relic as you cleaned?”




  “Of course. It was right on Father Mike’s desk.”




  “Did you touch it?”




  She cringed inwardly. “Yes.”




  Lisa gasped. “You touched the Shroud?”




  “No, I touched the box it was in.”




  “You picked it up, Ms. Brady?” Klein asked.




  Her tummy turned back flips. “Yes.”




  “Did you return it to the desk?”




  “Yes. It was sitting there when I left.”




  Klein leaned forward. "Would Father O'Loughlin have any reason to say you were involved?"




  "No, except he doesn't care for me."




  Klein wrote in his notebook. "Why is that?"




  Angie hesitated. "I, uh, don't know. He just doesn't."




  Klein closed his notebook and stuffed it in his jacket pocket. “You won’t be going anywhere, will you? No out of town trips or anything like that?”




  “No, I won’t be going anywhere.” Except maybe to jail.




  The detective rose and walked back to the entryway. Officer Wozniak trailed behind while everybody else gathered near the door to the foyer.




  “All right, Ms. Brady,” Klein said, opening the front door, “that’ll be it for now. We’ll be in touch and let you know how our investigation develops.”




  “Goodnight, officers,” Lisa exclaimed cheerfully as the men headed back to their car. “Thank you.”




  Stu spun around. “What are you thanking them for, Lisa?” He walked over to the couch and plunked himself down. “God, you’re the stupidest woman on the planet.”




  Lisa’s shoulders sagged, like all the air had gone out of her.




  “Lisa, Stuart, you’ve got to believe me. I had nothing to do with this.”




  “Oh, so you’re accusing Father O’Brien?” Stu’s dark eyes flashed, but it wasn’t out of anger. He loved to goad her. He’d done it all her life.




  Angie sat down on a chair and stared at the brown shag carpet. “I’d never do anything to hurt him. You know that.”




  “Yeah, he’s been like a father to you.” Stu pointed his finger at his mouth and made a disgusting vomiting sound. “I’m so damn sick of hearing about how Father Mike is the only one who believes in you.” He thrust out his chin and his lips curved cruelly. “Well, I believe in you too, Angie. I believe you’re nothing but a fucking slut, emphasis on the ‘fucking.’ You’ll end up just like your mother, and one day they’ll find you naked and dead in a sleazy hotel.”




  His words hit their mark, as he intended, making her blood boil. “You think you’re so goddam smart, don’t you? Well, you don’t know me at all. I won't be like Jacy. I'm going to make something of my life." She gulped air and tried to calm down. "I’ve applied to MIAD.”




  Lisa perked up. “You did what?”




  "What the hell is 'myad?'" Stu snapped.




  “The Milwaukee Institute of Art and Design. I want to go to college and study commercial art. I just sent in my application and my portfolio, and Father Mike wrote a letter of recommendation for me.”




  “Ooh, her portfolio,” Stu said in a mocking falsetto. “Now she thinks she some kind of friggin' artist.” He got up. "I need a beer."




  He walked into the kitchen, and she heard him open the fridge. If he started drinking again, things would go to hell pretty fast.




  Lisa blinked and fidgeted. She knew what was coming. “Ah, Angie, how are you going to pay for college? That institute must be expensive.”




  “Yeah, it is. But I think I’m good enough to get a scholarship. I can get a third job, if I have to.” Angie kept her eye on the kitchen door. “Remember when I won that citywide contest? Sister Bernadette told me I had enough talent to make a career in art. Remember?”




  Stu returned carrying a beer in each hand. “That was years ago. What have you done since then, huh?” He took a long swig of beer. “I haven’t seen you draw a goddam thing.”




  “I’ve been doing stuff. I just don’t let you see it because you’re a...” Lisa’s eyes widened, sending Angie a silent warning. “Because you’re unable to appreciate it.”




  “You’re goddam right about that. I’m too low-class to appreciate a highfalutin, tight-assed bitch like you. Ain’t that right, Lisa?”




  Sensing the brewing storm, Lisa sat straight up, her spine as rigid as a flag pole. “Angie, honey, just because a teacher and a priest tell you you’re good enough to get into college, doesn’t make it true.”




  She hadn’t expected them to understand, but Lisa’s words hurt nonetheless.




  Stu downed the last of his beer and popped the tab on his second. He stared at her, his black eyes cold and lifeless. “You’re getting a little too uppity for my taste.”




  Angie glared at him. “You don’t have any taste, remember?”




  “Stop it, you two.” Lisa gripped the chair arms, her eyes wide open like she'd had too much pot. “Please stop.”




  “I'm going to teach you some humility, girl." He took a step toward her, then stopped. "No, I've got a better idea. I’m going to make sure that fancy college finds out you’re under suspicion for grand theft.” He chortled. “They won’t give your application a second glance. You’re gonna spend your life right here in Brew City with the rest of us.” He raised his can in a fake toast. “And you’re gonna be a whore just like Jacy.” He guzzled down the remaining beer and burped loudly. “Now what do you think about that?”




  “Shut up, Stu,” Angie sneered. “I don’t think you have the balls to do anything of the sort.”




  Lisa leaned forward, ready to propel herself out of her chair.




  Stu moved toward Angie. There was no sarcastic smile now, no laughter, only malevolence.




  She stood up, on high alert.




  “You need taking down a peg or two, Angie, baby.” He lurched toward her, arms outstretched to grab her, like a demented Zombie.




  “Run, Angie, run,” Lisa screamed. She leaped to her feet and threw her arms around her husband. “For God’s sake, get out of here!”




  Angela flew like her feet were on fire, barreling through the front door onto the stoop, down the steps and onto the deserted street. She ran like the wind to the end of the block, then stopped to see if he'd followed her.




  She shivered from the cold. She should’ve grabbed her coat, but she’d been too scared to slow down. She’d never seen Stu like that. All these years he’d never hit her. He’d slapped her once or twice when she’d sassed him back, but he’d always saved his punches for Lisa.




  She leaned against a light post. Now what? She couldn’t go back until he sobered up or passed out, and she couldn’t wander around the neighborhood without a coat.




  Seeing the faint glow of green neon in the distance, she headed for Mickey’s, the neighborhood bar. She could warm up there and, who knows, maybe Jeff with no last name or some other horny guy would take her home for the night.




  CHAPTER 3




  Hugh lurched about the room, stumbling from one piece of furniture to another, trying to rebuild the strength in his right leg. It pained him to put weight on it, but he had no choice if he was to escape.




  He’d heard nothing about the ransom negotiations or the fate of his comrades, including his closest friend, Guy. All his inquiries were met with silence. Not even Jamila could be persuaded to seek out the information he craved. The lack of news and its attendant uncertainty plagued him with the intensity of a louse-infested shirt.




  He must formulate a plan and return to Cyprus. If he disguised himself and found a way to escape al-Qasim’s house, he could limp his way to the harbor and steal on board a ship that would give him passage. He had no money, of course, but he could promise payment to the ship’s captain once they docked in Limassol. That is, if the captain didn't turn him in before they set sail.




  He lost his balance and fell against the sharp corner of the table. Merde! His stomach heaved as the stab of pain nearly sent him to his knees. He would need help: appropriate clothing to carry off his disguise and proper intelligence about which ships were in port, their destinations, and their dates of departure. There was only one person who could be his accomplice: Jamila.




  Charming and intelligent beyond her years, Jamila had made his weeks of confinement bearable. She was a stimulating conversationalist, having been well educated for a woman, but it was her beauty that truly beguiled him. Large, almond-shaped eyes the color of night dominated a delicate, refined face, while her slender, youthful figure already hinted at the alluring woman she would soon become. Like Eve in the Garden, she was temptation personified.




  His manhood stirred as forbidden thoughts jangled his brain. He’d not been with a woman since he took his vows as a Templar, a sacrifice he was loathe to maintain now that the enticing Jamila had come into his life. Making love to her was the only cure for the raging lust that afflicted him every time she was near.




  He’d always been susceptible to a pretty face. He could still hear his father’s harsh words after he’d been ejected from the monastery. Utterly incapable of living the chaste life of a novice, Hugh had pursued and bedded nearly every willing female pilgrim who came through the gates. He was not the only one to break the vow of chastity, of course, but he was the only one to do so with such unrelenting fervor. By the time he was ready to take his final vows, the abbot had lost all patience with him and sent him home. Still wanting to serve Christ, however, he joined the Templars at twenty-one. Since then, through the grace of God and the exercise of supreme will power, he'd been able to remain celibate, but it had not been easy.




  Although Jamila was clearly besotted with him and might be persuaded to assist him, could he ask her to put herself in danger? If she was discovered, the penalty would be severe, even fatal.




  The sound of someone at the door jolted him from his reverie. He turned just as Jamila entered, alone.




  “What are you doing out of bed?” asked the object of his fantasies as she closed and locked the door behind her. Her dark eyes glittered with desire, making her appear older and wiser.




  “Why are you here alone? You’ll be punished if your father finds out you visited me with no chaperone.”




  A slow smile played on her luscious mouth as she walked toward him, her hips swaying provocatively. The light scent of roses preceded her, teasing his senses and weakening his control.




  “No, my dear Hugh, it is you who will be punished."




  "Why? I did not summon you here alone."




  "That is true. But you will nonetheless be punished if my father discovers us together. Therefore, I caution you to be quiet."




  She was clearly up to something. "Why are you here, Jamila?"




  "I've made an important decision. I'm a woman who knows what she wants, and I'm ready to risk everything to fulfill my deepest desire."




  He liked neither her words nor the determination behind them. "What do you mean?"




  She smiled knowingly. "I've decided the time is right for me to become a complete woman. Tonight you shall take my maidenhead.”




  “What nonsense is this? I shall do no such thing.” He thrust his finger at the door. “Leave at once before you are discovered.”




  She advanced toward him. “Then we had better hurry.”




  “I will not touch you, Jamila.”




  "Oh, yes, you will," she countered fiercely. "If you want to escape, you will do my bidding, and you will enjoy it."




  He stared in disbelief as she slipped her white tunic over her head, revealing two small breasts with their dusky, pert nipples.




  “Look at my body,” she said, pushing her loose trousers down over her hips. “Does it please you?”




  “Put your clothes on. I am not in the least aroused.”




  His manhood was hard as a pike, a fact she did not fail to notice. “Oh, I beg to disagree,” she purred, sliding closer.




  He held his breath. Frozen in place, he could not move an eyelash.




  “You find me highly stimulating,” she murmured, opening the front slit of his loose pantaloons. “As evidenced by...this.” Her fingers trembled briefly, then wrapped around his already weeping shaft.




  Her assertiveness brought him to life, and he pushed away her hand. “Don’t touch me. You’re too young, and you are yet a maid. Your maidenhead is a gift for your husband alone.”




  Her lips formed a perfect heart as she pouted and shook her head. “I am nearly sixteen! Old enough to know that we both want this.” Her mouth expanded into a grin. “Besides, you will not take my virginity. I shall give it to you.”




  “No,” he barked. By all the saints! The scent of her arousal made him harder still. His resolve weakened like watered wine.




  “You cannot deter me. It is mine to give to whomever I wish.” She took his hand. “And I wish to give it to you.”




  His gaze roamed over her naked body, drinking in her fresh, young beauty like a man dying of thirst who has just found a crystal clear spring.




  “Why, Jamila? You’re betrothed. Why would you jeopardize your marriage to Hassan?”




  She stiffened her spine and thrust out her little chin. “I do not wish to marry Hassan. He repulses me.” She stepped forward, effectively backing Hugh up to the bed. “In truth, I have desired to make love with you from the moment you arrived in this house.”




  “I am flattered, believe me, but that is not good enough.”




  She showed a flash of white teeth. “Is helping you escape a good enough reason?" As quick as lightning, she pushed him onto the bed and leaped on top of him.




  He grabbed her upper arms and tried to sit up. “Escape? Is that possible? "




  "More than possible. But only if you make love to me."




  Although tempted by her body and the promise of freedom, he knew it would be wrong to give in to her demands. She was too young and naive to realize how such an act could irrevocably change her life.




  "Jamila, this is not right. I can't be responsible for..."




  Her lips swooped down on his, stuffing his words back into his mouth. Her kiss, though tender, was insistent. It was also surprisingly adult. Pressing the tip of her tongue against his lips, she forced her way inside and entangled her tongue with his.




  At last she pulled back and smiled broadly. “Aah, I knew it would be wonderful.”




  Blood roared in his ears like a mighty waterfall. “Go away, Jamila, before it is too late.”




  “It is already too late.” Her dark eyes glowed like embers. “If you refuse me, I’ll call for help and tell them you forced me to undress.” She opened his thin shirt and ran her hand over his chest and stomach. “Do you know what will happen then?” She ground her little bottom against his throbbing erection. “My father will cut off your manhood and leave you to bleed to death.”
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