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It was on the Feast of the Ascension, forty days after Easter 1943, when an agent of the British Secret Service turned up at the doorstep of the Monastery of the Taborian Light and Philip knew his life as a monk was over.

Wrapped in his black cassock and hood, Philip had been on his knees with his brothers in the sanctuary, celebrating the resurrection and ascension of the Lord Jesus Christ, praying in eager expectation at the blessed hope of His return. This was as he had done for over twenty years, ever since he renounced his former ways and retired to the Monastery of the Taborian Light.

The monastery was perched atop one of the many otherworldly peaks of Meteora, the most remote and mysterious region of Greece. A thousand feet below lay the village of Kastraki, nestled in the foothills. Clinging to its gray granite summit, undisturbed by war or petty human conflicts, the Taborian Light was an impregnable retreat where the Eastern Orthodox monks could witness the unfolding of earthly affairs below and reflect on the eternal.

Here Philip made it his ambition to lead a quiet and peaceful life, just as the apostle Paul had instructed the original church at Thessaloniki. Toward that end, he had allowed his gray hair and beard to grow long, making him seem older than his fifty years, and cloaked in the humility of a monk, he tried to make himself as small and wiry a figure as possible.

But his shapeless cassock could not hide his hard physique or the alert, confident movements of his limbs. Nor could his hood completely veil his eaglelike nose and sharp features. Locals who glimpsed his face during a rare trip to the village never missed his shining black ramlike eyes, set wide apart, gazing placidly from beneath his bushy eyebrows. Their faces would darken with fear, and they would scurry away. Whether they recognized him or not, they instinctively knew he was not one of them.

The sound of hurried footsteps broke Philip’s trance, and his quick black eyes darted up to see Brother Vangelis whisper into the Archimandrite’s ear. The old monk’s face, barely visible behind his great beard and the misty veil of burning incense, fell as he looked at Philip, and the peace that Philip had known for twenty years left him.

So the day has come, Philip thought, and with it the dread.

Philip crossed himself three times before he rose from the floor. With a silent nod, he acknowledged the Archimandrite, took a deep breath, and left the sanctuary.

The visitor was in the narthex, admiring a wall painting of The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. He was dressed like a Greek peasant, and with his high forehead, long aesthetic features, and beard, he bore an absurd resemblance to a saint out of some Byzantine icon. But his blue eyes and fair skin betrayed him. When he spoke, it was in perfect Oxford English.

“Commander Lloyd, British Intelligence,” said the Englishman, looking him over. “You must be Philip. You’re smaller than I thought.”

That was what most men thought. Philip lowered his hood and watched Lloyd drop back a couple of steps in fear.

“They were right after all,” said Lloyd, marveling. “The face of a hawk and the eyes of a ram.”

Philip narrowed his eyes. “What do you want, Commander Lloyd of British Intelligence?”

“Why, the same thing the Nazis want,” Lloyd replied. “The Templar Globe. More precisely, what’s inside the globe.”

An uneasiness Philip hadn’t felt since his early days now gripped his heart, and he blinked as though he failed to understand. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what—”

“The Maranatha text,” pressed Lloyd. “The one the apostle Paul wrote to the Thessalonian church in the first century. The one that dates the end of history and the return of Christ.”
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Philip looked at Lloyd, well bred and impatient. He is as I once was, he thought, and decided to be gentle but firm. “Even if there ever were such a text, Commander, what makes British Intelligence believe it has survived the ages?”

Lloyd had a ready answer. “When Arab Muslims besieged Constantinople in the eighth century, the Byzantine Greeks defending the city were able to save themselves with a miraculous and secret weapon. A compound that burned when it came into contact with water. A substance that became known as Greek Fire. Now, the exact formula used by the Greeks remains a mystery, but we know it included the compound naphthalene palmitate. Better known as napalm.”

“Which is hardly a secret anymore,” Philip observed, “as napalm is commonplace in your bombs and flamethrowers.”

“But the Byzantine Greeks deployed it in a different and, in some ways, more potent form twelve hundred years ago.”

Philip shrugged. “I hardly see what Greek Fire has to do with the Maranatha text.”

“The defenders of Constantinople used Greek Fire aboard their war vessels as a missile to be hurled from a catapult. By destroying the wooden fleets of the Muslim Arabs, Greek Fire blocked the spread of Islam into Europe. Rumors swirled among the ranks of the retreating Muslims that the Byzantine Greeks discovered the formula for their infernal fire encoded in the contents of the legendary Maranatha text. That is why, seven centuries later, when Constantinople finally fell to the Turks in the fifteenth century, bands of Muslim invaders turned over every stone in the city to find it.”

“But the text, I take it, was not to be found,” Philip said guardedly.

“No. During the siege, the Greeks had no choice but to turn to the Knights Templar to smuggle it out of the city to Rome, where it would be safely beyond the reach of the Ottoman Empire. But it never reached Rome. Instead, it ended up with the Freemasons at their Three Globes Lodge in Germany, founded to protect three golden globes from King Solomon’s temple. Two of those globes ended up with the American Freemasons, who buried them beneath Washington, D.C., at the founding of the United States of America. The third remained in Germany until Greece finally won its war of independence from Turkey in 1830 after four hundred years. The third globe, with the Maranatha text inside, was returned to its original home, a secret monastic order descended from the original Thessalonian church, whose members can trace their ancestry through the laying on of hands to the apostle Paul himself.”

“An interesting tale, Commander.”

“Yes, and I have another one for you,” Lloyd said. “This one took place a century later, during the Greco-Turkish war in Asia Minor in 1922. An aide-de-camp to Kemal—the great warrior Hadji Azrael, the Angel of Death—shocked the empire by laying down his sword, renouncing Islam, and embracing the Christian faith of his enemies.”

Philip’s heart skipped a beat. Unconsciously, he placed his left hand over the large, ornate cross that hung from his neck.

Lloyd continued, “There was a secret ceremony with the patriarch of the Eastern Church himself, the laying on of hands, and a new name for this once sworn enemy of Greeks, this killer of Christians. Ultimately, his orders sent him to the monastic order that guarded the legendary Maranatha text he once sought to destroy. He became its protector and wore a gold cross with a sapphire omega set in the center. The very one you seem to be wearing, Philip. Or should I say, Hadji Azrael?”
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In his former days, Hadji Azrael would have known exactly how to deal with a man like Commander Lloyd of British Intelligence. The Englishman never would have been heard from again. But the Way of Christ demanded mercy. And so Philip reluctantly showed his visitor to the Archimandrite’s chambers, a sparse room with a hard bed and a rough-hewn table around which the three men sat on straw chairs.

The Archimandrite eyed Lloyd and fingered his black worry beads. “How did you find us, Commander Lloyd?”

“The Koutras family in Kastraki,” Lloyd explained in passable Greek. “They were hiding me from the Germans. Young Gregory knew the secret bridle path to the Taborian Light.”

The Archimandrite turned to Philip, who nodded that this was probably the case.

“I see, Commander,” said the Archimandrite. “And since when is British Intelligence so interested in spiritual things?”

“It’s Hitler’s interest that concerns us, Archimandrite. Fact is, Greek Fire changed the course of history. Hitler believes it can do so again. Only this time it’s the modern fleets of the invading Allies he wants to burn before they land on the beaches of Nazi-occupied Europe.” Lloyd produced a document from inside his tunic. “This communiqué was intercepted between Ankara and Berlin. It’s a telegram from the German ambassador to Turkey, Franz von Papen, to the Nazi foreign minister, Ribbentrop.”

He handed the document to Philip, who looked it over carefully. It was an English copy of the German original and said that an SS general, a certain Ludwig von Berg, had discovered the location of the Monastery of the Taborian Light.

This was terrible news, Philip realized, even worse than he had feared. It meant they must flee Meteora at once or risk having the Maranatha text fall into German hands. That must not be allowed to happen.

The Archimandrite must have sensed his distress, for he asked, “What is it, Philip?” When Philip told him that the Germans had located the Taborian Light, the old monk’s face turned white, and he crossed himself. “Lord, have mercy on us all!”

Philip turned to Lloyd. “Who is this General von Berg, Commander?”

“You mean the Baron of the Black Order?” Lloyd said. “Only the most dangerous man in the Third Reich, after Hitler and Himmler—and more cunning than both of them put together.”

Philip passed the communiqué back to Lloyd, who pocketed it.

“As you can see, Hadji Azrael, our interests are purely political,” Lloyd told him, patting the bulge in his tunic. “Churchill simply wants the Maranatha text out of Hitler’s reach for the rest of the war.”

Philip wasn’t so sure. The communiqué contained several puzzling references to a microfilm of a first-century copy of the Maranatha text, a copy allegedly unearthed by British archaeologists in Palestine. As far as Philip knew, there was no such copy, only the original text now buried beneath the monastery’s crypt inside the Templar Globe. Obviously, there was more to this intrigue than Commander Lloyd of British Intelligence was telling them. “And what does Mr. Churchill propose, Commander?”

“That I smuggle the text out of here on horseback to Kalambaka, hitch a ride on the Thessaly Railway to Volos, and then board a certain ship to neutral Istanbul. There I entrust the text to the Patriarch of the Eastern Orthodox Church himself for safekeeping until the end of the war.”

Lloyd’s offer was too generous for Philip to believe. But he could see it made an impression on the Archimandrite, who began to nod as he worked his worry beads.

“Surely, Archimandrite, you’re not seriously entertaining this stranger’s insane proposition?” Philip asked.

The Archimandrite sighed. “Better the text be with the Patriarch than in the hands of the Antichrist.”

That was presuming the text ever reached the Patriarch. Philip did not trust British Intelligence. Nor could he trust the judgment of his superior, who, never having killed a man, clearly was at a serious disadvantage. At times the Archimandrite seemed to forget that the heart of man was, above all else, cruelly deceptive and exceedingly wicked. But Philip, responsible for thousands of deaths, knew the human heart all too well.

“I am bound by a sacred oath to protect the Maranatha text,” he said. “I must insist that I be the one to deliver it to the Patriarch.”

The Archimandrite shook his head. “You know that is not possible. There is a death sentence on you the moment your feet touch Muslim ground. No, Philip. Brother Yiorgios will accompany Commander Lloyd to Constantinople.”

Lloyd frowned. “Brother Yiorgios?”

“Our silent brother,” said Philip, trying to conceal his bitterness. “We found him some months ago, roaming the hills not far from here, the last survivor of a monastery the Italians plundered. He has never said a word of that unspeakable evil. We put it all together when we saw his cassock and heard the reports.”

“He keeps everything to himself,” said the Archimandrite, who raised an eyebrow at Philip. “An example to us all.”

Philip added, “Vangelis insists he goes out at night into the woods to speak to the devil.”

The Archimandrite dismissed the notion with a wave of his gnarled hand. “That one sees a devil behind every fig tree.”

Seeing that his superior was not going to allow him to accompany Lloyd, Philip switched tactics. If reason failed to move the Archimandrite, then perhaps the unreasonable would smoke out the Englishman. “I say we burn the infernal text and be done with it.”

“You would destroy God’s revelation?” The Archimandrite looked at Philip in horror. “Come to your senses, Philip!”

“I’ve told you my suspicions, Archimandrite. Paul warned our forefathers to beware of any unsettling letter supposedly coming from him that talks about the Lord’s return.”

“Just a bloody minute,” said Lloyd, his eyes shifting back and forth between Philip and the Archimandrite. “You don’t think the text is genuine?”

“A genuine forgery,” Philip told him. “The Bible itself speaks of such a letter, one allegedly written by Paul that claims the last days have already come.” He looked the Archimandrite straight in the eye. “Perhaps the Maranatha text is the false report Paul mentions in his second letter to the Thessalonians, the very letter from hell he warns us to consider at our own peril.”

“Perhaps, Philip,” said the Archimandrite, suddenly sounding tired beyond his considerable years. “But how can you be sure?”

“The very nature of this text contradicts Paul’s repeated warnings to us not to entangle ourselves with endless timetables and futile speculations. Can’t you see, Archimandrite? There is something very diabolical about this text. Death surrounds it! Look what it does to men.”

Philip was pointing to Lloyd, who at first was startled by the gesture but soon found his tongue and turned everything Philip had said to his advantage.

“Archimandrite, if what Hadji Azrael says is true, then you must help us,” he argued with rising passion. “If you don’t, if the Maranatha text should fall into Hitler’s hands, you will fan into flame the all-consuming fires of Armageddon. And if Jesus Christ should come back today or in a thousand years, it will be you who must stand alone before His throne of judgment with the innocent blood of millions of women and children on your hands. And these words of mine will judge you when they are replayed for all to hear. How will you account for yourself?”

It was a dirty trick that had its desired effect on the Archimandrite. The mere thought of what Lloyd said seemed too great a burden for the old monk to bear. His shoulders drooped, and a faraway look filled his eyes. “Yes,” the Archimandrite repeated with resignation, “better the text be in the hands of the Patriarch than the Antichrist.”

Philip could not believe this was happening. “But, Archimandrite—”

The 34th Degree 11

“The matter is settled, Philip.” The Archimandrite grasped his rough wooden cane and rose slowly to his feet. “Brother Yiorgios will accompany Commander Lloyd to Constantinople. The Patriarch will decide what should be done with the Maranatha text.”

“The prime minister’s sentiments exactly,” chimed Lloyd, grinning in triumph as he looked at Philip.

Philip stared at the floor, unable to suppress the restlessness in his heart. “To let the text leave this monastery is to open up a Pandora’s box of evil,” he warned. “Who knows where it could end?”

It was a question that neither the Archimandrite nor Lloyd was able to answer, for at that moment Brother Vangelis burst through the door.

“Germans!” he cried, out of breath. “Coming up the hill!”
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It was a sight Philip had to see with his own eyes from the monastery’s watchtower: The Death’s Head battalion must have started for the Taborian Light that morning, having shaken the dust of the nearest town, Kastraki, off their jackboots. What was once a sleepy village nestled a thousand feet below the towering rock formations of Meteora was now a pillar of black smoke rising up behind the twenty-four SS paratroopers as they converged on the granite summit.

They were far closer than Philip had imagined just a moment ago.

He knew they had come off their conquest of Crete, these Fallschirmjäger in field-gray uniforms and rimless steel helmets. Hand-picked by Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler himself, they were the pride of the Waffen SS. These days found them loose on the Greek mainland, clearing the mountains of partisans and performing special missions for Himmler’s second in command, the mysterious SS general Ludwig von Berg.

Leading the way up was the Baron of the Black Order himself, handsome and wholly evil. One hand held a Schmeisser machine pistol, the other a leash with a terrified Gregory Koutras straining at the end. The boy tried to shout a warning. Von Berg yanked hard on the leash, choking off his cries.

Philip was no stranger to the art of war and the effects of military regalia. But even he felt a chill at the sight of Ludwig von Berg marching toward the monastery in his smartly tailored black dress uniform, black boots, and black leather accessories. Above his sleeve’s cuff title was the diamond-shaped SD patch of the Sicherheitsdienst, or SS intelligence service, which meant he was the worst of the lot. Flanking him were two Fallschirmjäger, with their machine pistols.

The Baron of the Black Order looked younger than his reputed age of forty and radiated venal power. Glints of gold hair were visible beneath his black cap, and his clean-shaven cheeks tapered down to a twisted smile. His beaklike nose and upper lip, in particular, gave him the air of a predator. But it was his eyes that dominated his appearance, those clear blue eyes with a gaze that could pierce armor plating.

Even from afar, Philip felt the stare of the Death’s Head badge on von Berg’s cap. The silver skull-and-crossbones insignia signaled the general’s willingness to give and take death in the holy cause of national socialism. But it was also a grim reminder of the invincibility of the Baron of the Black Order, of the silver plate in von Berg’s skull and his seemingly supernatural ability to survive an assassin’s bullet on more than one occasion. Even Philip had heard of the joke within the ranks of the SS: The baron had nine lives, and for each life, the world was a worse place.

Philip turned from his perch and rushed down to the cave beneath the monastery. Commander Lloyd stood at the secret exit tunnel with Brother Yiorgios, who clutched the ornate golden Templar Globe containing the legendary Maranatha text. The globe was the size of a round watermelon but looked visibly heavier in Yiorgios’s arms. Six monks stood by, ready to roll back into place the large mosaic slab that hid the tunnel.

“You’ll come out in the Pindos chain of mountains,” Philip told them. “From there you are in God’s hands. Now go.”
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Inside the marble crypt beneath the monastery, Philip joined the Archimandrite and the rest of the monks of the Taborian Light huddled together in the dark. It was musty from the bones of the saints buried in the alcoves around them, the temptation to cough and betray their presence all too real.

Philip could hear the scrape of jackboots on the floor above as the storm troopers stripped priceless mosaics from the walls. He was sure the incense and smoke from snuffed-out candles had already informed Baron von Berg that the monastery had not been abandoned. But even if the Nazis should torch their monastery and burn it to the ground, yes, even then they would rise from the ashes like the phoenix and rebuild it all, just as they had done after the Italians, the Turks, and every invader before them.

“Outstanding, really,” the voice of Baron von Berg boomed above. “These Greek Orthodox monks have transformed their faith into an art form. Unfortunately, I suspect their art will outlast their faith. Yes, several icons here would make excellent additions to the Führer’s collection. The best ones I keep for myself, of course. Along with the Maranatha text.”

Suddenly, something like thunder rumbled overhead, followed by a flash of light as the marble slab to the crypt was lifted away. Fear seized them all as they looked up to see the face of evil staring down like an austere icon painted inside the dome of a church. The face of SS general Ludwig von Berg smiled at them, but his voice addressed somebody else.

“Unfortunately, Standartenführer Ulrich, you will have to join the martyrs in making a rather abrupt departure from this world. You and Himmler didn’t really think you could run off with the text and keep it a secret from me?”

From somewhere out of view came the cry, “I know who you are, von Berg! Himmler told me. You can’t get away with this. We know who you are!”

“To whom are you appealing, Ulrich? Reason? Justice? God? According to the SS rules that you have chosen to live and die by, you stand outside the jurisdiction of German state courts and even those courts of the Nazi Party. I am your judge now, and I know no justice except my own.”

Philip and the monks could see Ulrich’s back pressed against the low wall of the crypt. Something about him seemed oddly familiar to Philip.

“You are mad, von Berg, insane.”

“The Reichsführer chases fantasies, and you call me mad? Hardly, Ulrich. Oh, I’ll keep this so-called Maranatha text, but not to indulge the Führer’s mysticism. There’s a war going on, and the last thing we need is this apocalyptic nonsense further clouding the Führer’s judgment. Now, if you will please hand over your SS dagger, Standartenführer. Quickly, we haven’t all day.”

Philip heard the shuffle of boots and then saw Ulrich’s own men take hold of him. Then a black sleeve reached forward and removed the dagger from its sheath.

“See the words engraved on its hilt? Yes, say them out loud.”

Ulrich’s hoarse voice replied, “Blood and honor.”

“That’s right, Ulrich. Your blood, my honor.”

There was a flash as the blade caught the light. Ulrich screamed.

“You see, there is an art to dying,” von Berg’s voice mused above Ulrich’s cries. “In one stroke, a traitor is killed and decrepit monks become martyrs. Of course, it may help you to consider yourself a martyr. Every faith needs them, even our own. I can only wonder when you wake up whether it will be in the same place as those you are about to join.”

The monks saw Ulrich fall backward into the crypt, pushed by the stiff hand that still lingered in the air overhead. They shrank back in fear to avoid the falling body and felt the ground shake when Ulrich hit the floor.

Philip bent over the crumpled, robe-clad body and turned the head to see the German’s face.

Brother Yiorgios!

In that instant Philip realized that Yiorgios was a Nazi spy, Commander Lloyd of the British Secret Service was dead, and the Baron of the Black Order now possessed the Maranatha text.

Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me, a sinner!

Then he felt something like raindrops and smelled petrol in the air. When he looked up, the Baron held a lit cigarette over the open crypt.

“See you in Valhalla, Ulrich. You, too, Hadji Azrael.”

Finding himself at his enemy’s mercy, Philip rose to his full if short height and looked up. “It is true that I answered the call of the muezzin to prayer as a child; that I have made the holy pilgrimage to Mecca; that I once lived by the sword of Allah. But now I serve the Lord Jesus Christ in the order of the Taborian Light.”

“The last of a dying order, I might add,” von Berg said. “And you’ll fare no better than your brothers. Where is your precious Jesus to save you now?”

Philip stared at the burning cigarette above. Realizing that he was about to die, he resolved to depart this earth in a manner worthy of his calling. He must not allow a moment of personal weakness to blemish the cause of Christ. Nor must his hatred of this evil man keep him from extending the Lord’s forgiveness. “Oh, He is coming soon, Baron von Berg. You need not worry about that. His reward is with Him, and He will give to everyone according to what he has done. He will repay you for your wickedness. But if you repent now, He will forgive you.”

“Is that so?” Von Berg smiled as his fingers dangled the cigarette. “You should have kept the vengeful faith of your former life, Hadji Azrael. If you had, the Maranatha text might be yours. Now it is ours.”

Philip watched in horror as the Baron dropped the cigarette into the crypt. The flicker of light grew larger and larger until it bounced off the wall and scattered its tiny, glowing ashes across the floor. For a moment they seemed to melt into the darkness with no effect. Then a sudden flicker of light exploded into a burst of fire, illuminating the horrified faces of the Archimandrite and the brethren. A second later, the inferno engulfed them all like the flames of hell.



LOS ANGELES, PRESENT DAY




6


[image: image]

Sam Deker awoke from his nightmare, gasping for air in the dark. He felt his bare chest for burns but found only electrodes. The polysomnogram monitor on the nightstand beeped loudly. He lunged wildly for a switch with a free hand until it finally shut up. Then he sat up in bed and blinked.

Slowly, his eyes began to adjust to reveal what appeared to be a small hotel room. Besides his bed and nightstand, there was a dresser with a TV on top, and a chair with his clothes and leather gym bag. He noted the single door to his left and the heavy drapes to his right. Only the surveillance camera in the corner gave away his location, bringing him back to the present.

He grabbed his Krav Maga watch from the nightstand. The glowing dial told him it was 5:24 a.m. He hadn’t even made it to six this time. He picked up his military dog tag with the engraved Star of David and slipped it around his neck. Then he stood up and pulled back the window curtains. The glass towers of Century City still reflected only stars in the predawn light.

Deker stepped outside his room into the deserted suite of doctors’ offices at Advanced Sleep Labs. He blinked under the bright fluorescent lights as the sole nurse on duty stood up from her computer station and walked over to the checkout counter. Her name tag read giselle. Deker remembered she was still a student at UCLA Medical School.

“Good morning, Sam,” she said. “Did you get any sleep this time?”

Blinking in the harsh office light, he wasn’t in the mood to report on the jumbled images of ancient texts, Greek monks, and a Nazi monster slowly fading from his head. “You tell me, Giselle,” he said as he signed out.

She hesitated. “Dr. Prestwick will interpret the data and call you in a couple of days,” she said, referring to the sleep specialist he had never met but to whom his own ENT physician had referred him. “But your spikes are off the charts.” She leaned closer with a conspiratorial smile. “Either your nightmares are so real that your body thinks it’s being skinned alive, or you’re still dreaming about me.”

It wasn’t what he wanted to hear, but he smiled and said, “That must be it.”
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Deker’s black Audi squealed out of the medical building onto Avenue of the Stars and turned west onto Santa Monica Boulevard. He passed the Century City shopping center and went through the McDonald’s drive-through for coffee; he didn’t feel like bantering with the baristas at Starbucks. Then he took a right onto Veteran.

The Federal Building loomed ahead.

The nineteen-story white monolith overlooked the Los Angeles National Cemetery, America’s largest veterans’ cemetery after Arlington, and was ground zero for protests in L.A. It also housed the region’s FBI headquarters.

As chief mason with M Building Systems, the L.A. contractor hired for the building’s $400 million renovation, Deker was supposed to ensure that “no extraordinary environmental circumstances” would result from the modernization. Meaning: As long as the building was still standing when all the work was done, Uncle Sam was happy.

He passed the stone pillars of the nearly half-mile-long fence surrounding the complex. He had installed a few of them himself. The pillars protected the FBI headquarters from truck bombs and other terrorist threats, and the white walls of the building were designed to be blast-resistant. But new federal guidelines following the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, required a complete renovation, including two hundred thousand fully grouted and extensively reinforced concrete units for backup and partition walls.

He entered the rear lot and parked at the construction site next to the 405 freeway. Crews were already at work removing asbestos and continuing seismic upgrades. These renovations were exempt from local requirements for a full environmental review, which had riled the residents of nearby Westwood, along with the already unbearable traffic congestion.

He walked behind his car and opened the trunk to remove his bag. Inside were his Masonic apron and trowel. Anytime a federal public works project involved cornerstones, there was usually a lowkey ceremony of some kind. It had been that way since the founding of the republic.

He slipped his bag over his shoulder and shut his trunk door to see several armed FBI agents swarming him. The lead agent, a twenty-something punk kid like himself, gave him the death stare.

“Sam Deker,” he said. “You’re wanted for questioning in connection with an imminent terrorist threat. Come with us.”
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Deker sat in the glass conference room on the fifteenth floor, overlooking Wilshire and the cemetery, while two feds argued outside the door. The agent who had detained him in the parking lot was going at it with a tall, thin African-American woman whom Deker recognized as Wanda Randolph, the unflappable former chief of the U.S. Capitol Police’s subterranean RATS division in Washington, D.C. The man stormed off in defeat, and Wanda walked in through the door, a thick file folder in her hand.

“Still can’t sleep, Sam?” she asked softly as she sat down at the table opposite him.

“What am I doing here?” he demanded.

“The FBI here gets a little nervous when they learn that a man of your particular background and talents is skulking around the foundations of their headquarters.”

Deker noted her use of “they” to refer to the FBI, which suggested she still might be working for General Marshall Packard at the Pentagon’s research agency, DARPA. A bad sign for him.

“Why are you here in L.A.?” he asked her. “Did you finally wise up and ditch Packard and his lunatics?”

She said nothing, only smiled.

Dammit.

“What do you people want?” he demanded.

“To help you, Sam.”

“Help me?” he repeated. “You’re the ones who sicced the FBI on me.”

“The FBI was already onto you, Sam,” she said, and opened his file. “And frankly, I’m curious to see how much they’ve got on you before we make it all go away. Aren’t you?”

So that was the bait. Packard was going to ask him to do “one more for the Gipper” and get a clean slate, or else.

“Fine,” he said. “What have I done?”

“What haven’t you done?” she said. “They’ve got you joining the U.S. Army after your father was killed in the north tower of the World Trade Center during the 9/11 attacks, then graduating at the top of your class at West Point. As a Ranger, you disobeyed orders in Tora Bora and went after Osama bin Laden yourself instead of letting the local Afghans do it.”

“They let him go,” Deker said. “We had him. I had him. You were there. You know it.”

She shrugged innocently and continued. “They’ve got the Israel Defense Forces requesting your services from DOD to help them defend the Temple Mount in Jerusalem from both Arab and Jewish extremists.” She paused. “And they’ve properly flagged Rachel Alter’s death as a turning point in your psych profile.”

Deker swallowed hard and said nothing, seething at this blatant ploy to throw the worst experience of his life in his face. He and Rachel, barely nineteen, were engaged when she died from an explosive he had created to take out a Hamas leader. The accident with Rachel was a tragedy.

“Interesting,” Wanda Randolph concluded. “They note your discharge from the IDF but give no reason. But they do say you were deported from Israel a year later for being a 33rd Degree Freemason.”

“I thought it was time I actually did something constructive with my life,” he told her. “You know, build things instead of destroy them. That’s a crime?”

“Dang, no, Deker. Not in America. I’ve seen Masons get medals for their service to their country. But it’s a problem in Israel if you’re cutting a white Melekeh cornerstone from Solomon’s Quarries for a Third Jewish Temple, seeing as it would have to be built where the Dome of the Rock mosque currently sits. The FBI concluded that the Israelis decided you were thinking about blowing up the Dome of the Rock.”

Deker blinked. “And I am being held here by the FBI on what charge?”

“On being psycho,” she said. “They think you’re a walking time bomb waiting to go off, and that you sure as hell don’t belong in federal buildings, especially theirs.”

“Bullshit. You know that’s not true.”

“But they don’t, Sam,” she said, closing the file and tapping it with her finger. “And they also don’t know about the terrible torture you endured at the hands of those Palestinian extremists.”

“They were Jordanian GID,” Deker corrected her.

“Jordan’s intelligence agency is a U.S. and Israeli ally,” Wanda said. “That’s nonsense. It was those bastards in the Alignment who pumped you full of photosynthetic algae and light waves in order to take control of your brain. They seemingly sent you back in time to 1400 B.C. and the ancient Israelite siege of Jericho, but it was only to break you down and extract what you knew about Israel’s secret fail-safe in case of attack.”

“It wasn’t a psychosis, it was real,” Deker said flatly, and realized he was fingering his IDF dog tag hanging from his neck.

“Of course it was real,” Wanda said, sounding like she was playing along with a lunatic. “You were an ancient Hebrew spy sent by General Joshua bin Nun to scout the walls of Jericho before the Israelite invasion. You made love to a beautiful enemy named Rahab who was a dead ringer for your beloved Rachel. In the end, you not only saved Israel—past and future—but established the bloodline that gave the Jews their king David and the world Jesus Christ. For these heroics, the modern state of Israel thanked you by dishonorably discharging you from its armed forces.”

Deker knew how ridiculous it all sounded. Wanda Randolph had proved her point.

What really happened to him was that he had been broken into a million pieces. So many pieces that he could never put himself back together again. Once he was a warrior who broke things. Now he was broken beyond repair, a ghost wandering sleep labs by night and construction sites by day in an apron and waving a trowel like he could make his world of hurt disappear and become whole again.

But he could never know real peace in his heart, never rest until he found out for certain whether his visions, nightmares, whatever they were, had actually happened. The uncertainty since Jericho had stolen his sleep, his peace, maybe even his soul.

Deker took a deep breath and looked at her. “You said you could help me. Help me how?”

“Help you know what’s real and what isn’t,” she told him, and stood up. “But we’ve got to move. We don’t have much time.”

“We don’t or you don’t?” Deker said. “What if I decide you can’t help me?”

“Then these boys here at the FBI will give you all the time in the world you need to decide,” she warned him. “But by the time you do, this offer will have expired. You’ve got to make up your mind, Deker, if you want to make up your mind. Get it? It’s now or never.”

He couldn’t argue with her logic, however crazy it sounded. And he had run out of options for answers.

“Fine,” he told her. “Let’s go.”

They took an elevator down to the subbasement of the Federal Building and emerged inside a garage with a fleet of black Escalades and several presidential limousines. The fleet was based here for the president’s trips to Los Angeles. A presidential golf cart emerged from a dark tunnel with a faceless driver and none other than Marshall Packard, former U.S. secretary of defense and now head of the DOD’s research and development agency, DARPA.

“Climb aboard, Deker,” Marshall said as the cart pulled up.

Deker turned to let Wanda Randolph get in first, but she had vanished, and he was standing alone. He climbed in back next to Packard. “So where are you taking me?”

Packard said, “Back in time.”
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As the cart scooted off into the dark tunnel, Packard turned to Deker and said, “You look like hell. When’s the last time you got a decent night’s sleep?”

Packard knew damn well that Deker couldn’t remember his last decent night’s sleep. It had been at least a few years. They passed a guarded gate at a tunnel cross section, were waved through, then sped up, the golf cart’s electric engine humming in the dark.

Deker sat back in his seat and sighed. “Not since I met you, Packard. So what exactly is this mission you have for me?”

“The Flammenschwert, Deker. The so-called Sword of Fire warhead that the Nazis built that could turn water to fire. The original Greek Fire. The Nazis, in their misguided mythology, believed it derived from Atlantean technology. You self-righteously destroyed the last of it under the Temple Mount, so that we couldn’t get our hands on it, and nor could anybody else. Well, now we need to get it back, or at least the formula that created it.”

Deker pondered the odd juxtaposition of his nightmare about the Baron of the Black Order and this conversation. His sixth sense was on high alert.

“How is giving you the power to scorch three quarters of the planet going to help me sleep at night?” he asked sardonically.

“Because you’ll have peace of mind knowing that you kept it out of the hands of those Alignment terrorists who tortured you,” Packard said. “Our intel says they’re scouring Greece looking for any clues to rebuild the device.”

“They’re going to come up empty-handed,” Deker said. “That secret was locked inside the head of SS general Ludwig von Berg. IDF files say he went down with his sub in the summer of 1943. Then the sub slid down the Calypso Deep, lost forever.”

“It’s something else the Alignment is after,” Packard went on. “They want the formulas that General von Berg used to create the weapon. They believe those formulas came from a first-century biblical text that has since been destroyed. But we don’t know for sure. We want you to tell us, and hopefully tell us what it says.”

“The Maranatha text?” Deker asked.

“Now, how the hell did you know about that?” Packard demanded.

“I dreamed about it last night,” he said. “Von Berg stole it from some Greek monks in Meteora who had been hiding it.”

“This is amazing,” Packard said. “Your brain did that all on its own, connecting bits and pieces of information you had come across and putting them together.”

Packard’s surprise sounded fake to Deker. He began to wonder if his recent nights at the sleep lab were really about him extracting information from the dark recesses of his own mind, or if in fact they were about DARPA somehow implanting information. Perhaps to make him more amenable to accepting an otherwise intolerable mission. The timing was simply too suspicious.

Deker said, “But the only reason the Alignment tortured me in the first place was because it knew I had a state secret inside my brain. The information you’re after now was in the baron’s brain. He’s been dead for almost seventy years.”

“Not quite,” Packard said as they pulled up to the underground entrance of some vast structure that Deker guessed was the nearby Veterans Administration Hospital. “He’s inside those walls. Get ready to meet the Baron of the Black Order.”
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SS general Ludwig von Berg turned out to be a slice of brain tissue trapped inside a glass slide and illuminated by a powerful beam of light. Walking to the lab beneath the VA Hospital, along a musty basement corridor in dire need of renovation, Deker felt like he was walking down some cosmic time tunnel to 1943.

Even the tall, trim man in the white lab coat with the brain slice seemed out of date, the way academics sometimes do. General Packard introduced him as Dr. Gordon Prestwick.

“This slice was removed from von Berg’s brain by Nazi doctors in 1942,” Prestwick said. “Von Berg had survived a bullet to the head in 1941 on Crete, where a metal plate replaced part of his shattered skull. For some reason, he had the plate replaced a year later. We found this sample, along with some other things, frozen at a secret Nazi base in Antarctica years later. Perfect for the 34th Degree Project.”

“The 34th Degree?” Deker repeated.

“Yes, right,” Prestwick said. “My grandfather Jason worked for the OSS, which was the predecessor to the CIA. He was also, like you, a 33rd Degree Freemason, the highest level in the Scottish Rite. He was my inspiration for the Pentagon’s 34th Degree Neurosimulation Program.”

Deker said, “So what is it?”

Before Prestwick could answer, the lab door burst open, and Wanda Randolph entered with several medical technicians carrying a metallic organ transplant container.

“The medevac just landed,” she announced.

Deker watched technicians unpack a complete human brain and place it like a slab of meat in a machine. To his shock and disgust, the machine began to cut the brain into paper-thin slices, which were then quickly frozen and encased in glass slides.

“What is that?” Deker asked. “Who is that?”

“That’s Chris Andros, the Greek shipping billionaire who died minutes ago at UCLA Medical Center at the ripe old age of ninety-two,” Packard said. “We and his family have been preparing for this process for some time, as he was the last living eyewitness to the events of 1943 that we’ve been discussing. We’ve already sliced and downloaded the brain of his wife, along with other participants of the era. Time is of the essence, or we lose our ability to extract information.”

Deker understood now that the morning had been a setup. Packard must have been monitoring him for months. He couldn’t disguise his anger. “You’re not slicing my brain up,” he said flatly. “That’s not the kind of inner peace I’m looking for.”

Prestwick actually found that funny and laughed. “No, of course not,” he said as he helped the technicians slide the glass-encased brain slices into an optical drive. “At least not until you’re dead. The brain slices enable us to download data into optical computer drives. So once the transference is made, storage isn’t the issue. The problem is interpreting the data. That’s where you come in. You’re aware of Second Life and IMVU on the Web?”

Deker nodded. “Virtual communities where people connect and interact through avatars or digital representations of themselves that they create.”

“The 34th Degree program is just such a virtual community, only its avatars are real people, or were,” Prestwick said. “The idea was originally to allow U.S. authorities to interrogate terrorists they had already killed.”

Deker glanced at Packard. “A virtual Gitmo,” he observed, referring to the U.S. detention center for terrorists in Cuba’s Guantánamo Bay.

“Precisely, and with no human rights issues, as the subjects are already dead,” Packard threw in helpfully. “Better still, the 34th Degree allows us to view a terrorist attack or some other historical event from many points of view.”

Deker asked, “What if you’re missing a key participant because he blew himself up?”

Dr. Prestwick smiled and held up his finger. “The 34th Degree hypothesizes and creates that point of view based on the other information it has—the same way computers can do a 360-degree around a subject or object when surveillance cameras have captured only one side of the picture. The problem is that the 34th Degree is not quite at your level of advancement.”

Deker saw what looked like an electric chair in the corner. “You’re not strapping me into that thing. Get some other guinea pig.”

“We’ve tried that already,” Packard said. “Nobody else is as singularly talented as you are, Deker. When those Alignment interrogators pumped you with that photosynthetic algae, it changed something in your blood and neurology. You respond to light waves differently than we do. Your brain can make synaptic connections nobody else’s can, even if we send the same light waves to their brains. We are simply repeating your torture without the torture. Just a little hole in the head for the fiber-optic cable and light waves. The straps are so you don’t hurt yourself while you’re under. Trust me, you won’t feel a thing.”

There was more than one way to interpret that. “And what do I get in return?” Deker asked as he slipped into the chair, which was comfortable enough. “I forgot.”

“A clean slate with the FBI,” Wanda Randolph said, as if to remind Packard. “Maybe even a good night’s sleep.”

“Oh, yeah,” Deker said. A clean slate. A good night’s sleep. They sounded like euphemisms for a lobotomy. “What if I never wake up?”

“Well, then we can slice your brain up to see what you discovered,” Prestwick said without irony.

Seconds later, Deker was strapped in the strange metal chair, an IV pumping photosynthetic algae into his right arm. Now that the benzocaine anesthetic had taken hold, Prestwick fastened a shunt with a glowing purple fiber-optic cable to Deker’s skull. It looked like a syringe gun. Once Prestwick pushed the button, the hair-thin fiber-optic line would inject itself through his skull. That would enable the team to send flashes of light from the brain slices directly into his brain.

“Now, let me frame your 34th Degree mission for you in 1943 terms,” Prestwick said as the anesthesiologist put a mask over Deker’s mouth. “Think of these glass slides of brain slices as a slide show. We are going to load them up one at a time. First the slide from my own grandfather, then Baron Ludwig von Berg, then Chris Andros. You must ultimately identify with him.”

“Why?” Deker asked.

“Because he’s looking for the text, too,” Prestwick said. “If you become dominated by a strong presence like the Baron and identify too much with him, you will do everything you can to keep the contents and location of the Maranatha text from us. But you need him, because he can take you places nobody else has been.”

“Okay,” Deker said. “So I’ll experience all these episodes in your slide show until they’re loaded and running together.”

“Then the 34th Degree program, together with your brain, will fill in any empty spaces,” Prestwick said. “You asked me what the 34th Degree was, Deker. It’s total omniscience. You will know more than we do. You will know everything. You know what that means, don’t you?”

Deker nodded soberly. It meant that if this crazy experiment actually worked, then his trip through time to the ancient battle of Jericho in 1400 B.C. had been just a torture-induced psychosis. This lab, this chair, these people, were real. Everything else was illusion. He could finally sleep easy. If it failed, then perhaps reality was back in 1400 B.C. or 1943 A.D. or whenever, and this life was the illusion.

Except the intel.

The intel, as he had learned the hard way long ago, was always real.

Packard nodded enthusiastically. “I can’t think of a Mason who wouldn’t die for this kind of opportunity,” he said. “Consider this your 34th Degree.”

“Sure,” Deker said slowly.

“No worries,” Prestwick said as he quickly made some adjustments. “The next burst will send you back. You will see, feel, and experience everything that these people did at this significant moment for them in 1943, starting with my grandfather. Are you ready?”

Deker nodded. In spite of himself, the terror from his previous torture seized him, and he gripped the arms of the chair tightly.

“Okay, then,” Prestwick said, and pushed the button. “Here we go.”

Deker felt a surge of energy coming into his head, then a blinding light, and finally, a black tunnel engulfed him.
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Jason Prestwick hurried along Fifth Avenue with a teddy bear from FAO Schwarz tucked under his arm. A phone call in the middle of the night had instructed him to pick up the cub at the famous toy shop and “carry it to a certain floor of a building in Manhattan,” the New York headquarters of the Office of Strategic Services.

Now, as he neared Rockefeller Center on this sunny afternoon of May 11, 1943, Prestwick slowed down and ran a quick check on a possible tale. At sixty-two, the Yale University professor knew he was hardly the sort one would associate with the spy trade, what with his tall, awkward frame, ill-fitting Harris tweed sport coat, shaggy gray hair, and round spectacles. Still, one had to be careful. No doubt some top-secret information about Operation Maranatha was stuffed inside this absurd teddy bear, and he was the courier.

The professor of classical Greek had been recruited in 1939 by the British Secret Intelligence Service as a cryptanalyst. After helping William Albright and the ULTRA team crack the Nazis’ secret Enigma codes, Prestwick had brought his formidable cipher and code-breaking skills to the Research and Analysis branch of the OSS, America’s fledgling spy agency. He later transferred to the agency’s Secret Intelligence section in order to serve as an OSS liaison with Britain’s Special Operations Executive, or SOE, created by Churchill “to coordinate all action by way of subversion and sabotage against the enemy.” That meant helping resistance movements in Nazi-occupied Europe and engaging in all sorts of splendid intrigues designed to “set Europe ablaze.” For a frustrated academic like Prestwick, itching for cloak-and-dagger action, it was the perfect sort of work, even if he was a deskbound case officer and not a field agent behind enemy lines.

Prestwick passed under the statue of Atlas in front of the 630 Fifth Avenue entrance, crossed the lobby, and stepped into the nearest elevator. Already he fantasized about the good news on Maranatha. It was his greatest “caper,” as he liked to call his operations, and he looked forward to celebrating that evening at the Stork Club. Maybe he’d win back some money at gin rummy from a certain air force colonel and then share highballs in the Cub Room with a certain lovely starlet. The band would strike up “That Old Black Magic,” and they’d dance the night away.…

The offices of British Passport Control were on the thirty-sixth floor at the end of a deserted hallway. A New York police officer sat outside on a wooden chair, dozing off under the Times as Prestwick walked by. The front-page headlines reported that Axis forces in North Africa were on the eve of official surrender.

Inside the reception area, a young blonde in a short skirt smiled at the teddy bear and pushed a button beneath her desk. The buzzer unlocked the door to the office of Bill Stephenson, code name INTREPID, the agent who coordinated joint American OSS–British SOE operations from New York.

As soon as Prestwick stepped into Stephenson’s office, he could sense something was off. Somebody else was seated behind the spymaster’s desk with his back toward the door. A cloud of cigar smoke hovered over his bald head. When the chair turned, Prestwick found himself face-to-face with Winston Churchill. Prestwick’s jaw dropped.

“Don’t just stand there gaping, man,” said the British prime minister. “Come in and close the door.”
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Prestwick sat on the edge of his stiff chair. Across the desk, the great round face seemed to hover over the dark bow tie with white polka dots, disembodied from the prime minister’s navy blazer. Holding that blazer together over the expansive stomach was a single brass button. With each puff the great man took of his cigar, the button came alarmingly close to popping off. Prestwick wondered if it would be poor etiquette for him to duck should it fly toward his face.

“In less than eight weeks, the largest invasion force ever assembled in human history will land on the shores of Sicily,” Churchill began. “We are talking about more than five hundred thousand American and British troops.”

Churchill unrolled a large map of the Mediterranean across the top of the desk, placing the teddy bear as a weight on one corner. Over Nazi-occupied Europe, the prime minister had drawn the outline of a huge crocodile stretching from Spain in the west to Greece in the east.

“This is our first assault on Fortress Europe and the first big seaborne landing on a coast held by the enemy.”

Churchill thrust his Havana up the soft underbelly of the crocodile to make his point. His fingers were long and thin, almost delicate. This always surprised Prestwick, perhaps because his memories of their previous chats were invariably dominated by the prime minister’s gruffness.

“As this is precisely what the Germans are expecting, the Combined Chiefs of Staff asked the British SOE and the American OSS to come up with several deception operations designed to convince the Germans that Sicily is only a cover, that the bulk of the Allied invasion force will land in Greece. The idea is to force Hitler to spread his coastal defenses thinly rather than concentrate them on Sicily, our intended point of entry.”

None of this was news to Prestwick, and he wondered where the prime minister was going. “I believe I understand the fundamental concept, sir.”

“My men at SOE got the ball rolling with Operation MINCEMEAT,” Churchill continued, apparently irritated at the interruption. “They arranged for a corpse, wearing a British officer’s uniform and carrying documents referring to an invasion of mainland Greece, to be floated off the Spanish coast. Two weeks ago this ‘Major Martin of the Royal Marines’ washed up on a beach near Alicante and was found by local fishermen. His papers fell into Nazi hands, as planned, and, I understand, are making quite an impression on the German High Command.”

This Prestwick hadn’t heard. “Why, that’s wonderful news, sir!”

“Mmm,” Churchill grunted, neither confirming nor denying what Prestwick had said. “Not to be outdone by London, you proposed your own OSS operation.”

“That’s right, sir,” Prestwick replied, trying not to smile. “Operation Maranatha.”

“Tell me, then: How did this inspiration come to you?”

“Gladly, sir.” Prestwick straightened in his chair. “While Major Martin was intended to dupe the German military and intelligence authorities, we also appreciated Hitler’s contempt for these traditional sources of information. He often consults his astrologers and numerologists before making any major decisions. Ultimately, he relies on what he perceives to be his infallible intuition. In the past we’ve encouraged this superstitious streak by propping up our own bogus astrologers, publicizing their prophecies in the world press and then using American OSS and British SOE agents to make them come true. Our Hungarian friend de Wohl’s prediction of SS general Heydrich’s death and our use of Czech assassins to carry it out is a case in point. So when we caught wind of Hitler’s interest in Greek Fire, I naturally considered ways we could turn it to our advantage. That’s when I recalled a fantastic tale I heard from a young Muslim warrior during one of my travels some years ago.”

“The infamous Hadji Azrael,” stated Churchill.

Prestwick nodded. “Hence Operation Maranatha,” he said. “The word ‘Maranatha’ is Aramaic and means ‘Lord, come.’ It was a greeting used by the early Christians to express their hope in Christ’s return. That’s how the legendary lost epistle of Paul to the Thessalonians became known as the Maranatha text—because it predicts the end of the world and the return of Christ. I simply arranged for a microfilm of a bogus Maranatha text to surface at our OSS outpost in Istanbul, which you correctly suspected of being infiltrated by Axis agents. In addition to its references to the Second Coming, Armageddon, and all the fire-and-brimstone rhetoric we find in Bible prophecy, the bogus text by implication singles out Greece as the first point of entry by any invasion forces from the Middle East, Allied or Divine.”

Here Prestwick couldn’t help himself and had to add, somewhat shamefacedly at his own brilliance, “I even encrypted it with an ancient Greek military cipher just to make Hitler’s numerologists think they had tapped into the Greek Fire formula.”

“So I’m told,” said Churchill, puffing his Havana. “That was quite…clever.”

“All in all,” Prestwick concluded proudly, “I’d call it an apocalyptic piece of theater designed to exploit Hitler’s fascination with the supernatural.”

There was heavy silence, and Prestwick waited expectantly for Churchill’s congratulations. When they didn’t come, he began to feel uneasy.

Finally, Churchill said, “And knowing Hitler’s obsessions, you never considered the possibility that he would attempt to obtain the original Maranatha text?”

“We suspected the microfilm would whet Hitler’s appetite, sir, but we never dreamed the Nazis would find a real text, because…” Prestwick trailed off.

“Because a real text couldn’t possibly exist?” Churchill asked. “Quite presumptuous of you. Indeed, this revelation of yours has turned into a divine comedy, and it’s that devil Hitler who will be laughing.”

Prestwick felt a hollowness in his stomach. “Excuse me, sir?”

“We just got these photos from C in London this morning.” Churchill pushed a file across the desk to Prestwick. “The Nazis beat us to the text. Operation Maranatha is blown.”

Prestwick’s heart sank. With trepidation, he opened the file and shuffled through the grisly photos. The charred remains of Orthodox monks lay strewn among the smoldering ruins. “Dear Lord. I take it this was once the Monastery of the Taborian Light?”

“Not one stone left unturned.”

“And Commander Lloyd?”

“Dead,” said Churchill. “This is the Baron’s handiwork.”

“General von Berg?” This was even worse than Prestwick had thought. He pushed the file of photos back across the desk.

“The implications, of course, are catastrophic,” said Churchill. “If the Nazis suspect your bogus Maranatha text is a plant, they’ll know Greece is only a cover and that we’ll be landing in Sicily. And they’ll be waiting for us on those beaches, all their forces concentrated. Hundreds of thousands of British and American lives are on the line, Prestwick.”

Prestwick stared at the map of Europe, everything Churchill said sinking like lead in his stomach.

“What I want to know,” demanded Churchill, “is how long before von Berg appreciates the differences between his text and your microfilm? How long before this time bomb of yours goes off?”

Prestwick’s mind, numbed for a moment by the realization that it was his head that would roll on Churchill’s altar of bungled Allied operations, now started to race. “The beauty of passing my forgery in the form of a microfilm, of course, is that the film is only a photographic reproduction of the text and not the text itself. That eliminates the danger of the Nazis dating my ‘ancient’ papyrus and discovering it to be discolored 1940 Canadian bond paper. Furthermore, my papyrus appears to be only a fragment of a larger document. My guess is that’s precisely the case with the text from the Taborian Light. Therefore, rather than compare the two versions side by side, the Germans could in fact see them as complementary.”

“It’s those alphanumeric codes of yours I’m worried about,” said Churchill sharply. “I sincerely doubt that the document von Berg has found, if genuine, is similarly encoded.”

That was true, Prestwick realized. Churchill had him there. “Perhaps,” he suggested weakly, “there’s still time to change the invasion plans?”

Churchill stopped him with a cold glance. He then waved his hand over the map and spoke as if by rote. “The toppling of Mussolini. The domination of the central Mediterranean. The ability to level threats at the soft underbelly of the Axis in southern France and the Balkans. Not to mention the possibility of drawing Turkey into the war on our side.” Some cigar ashes fell onto Greece, and the prime minister brushed them off. “These are highly desirable goals.”

There was little Prestwick could say, so he thought it best not to say anything.

“No,” Churchill concluded. “According to what you’ve told me, we must obviously steal that text, or destroy it, before von Berg cracks the codes and discovers the secret of Operation Maranatha: namely, that our text is a fraud.”

“Steal the text from the Baron?” Prestwick was incredulous. “Impossible!”

“Good God, nothing’s impossible,” Churchill replied. “It can’t be impossible, not with more than half a million troops on the line. But you’re correct in assuming that if von Berg has the text, it will be difficult to find. A traditional commando unit is no good, not until we know exactly where von Berg has hidden it. Fortunately, I know of someone close to von Berg, an insider who may be privy to the text’s whereabouts and could be induced to help us.”

Churchill passed Prestwick a photo of a striking young woman. Large, sad eyes gazed out of one of the most beautiful faces Prestwick had ever seen, crowned with a shimmering mane of black hair that fell behind her shoulders. Prestwick was seduced by her wide and well-formed mouth. “Who is she?”

“Von Berg’s mistress,” Churchill explained. “Aphrodite Vasilis, an Athens socialite.”

“She can’t be over twenty-one.”

“Exactly,” said Churchill. “And if anybody else besides von Berg knows about the text, it’s Miss Vasilis. She’s the chink in his armor, his Achilles’ heel. If we can get through to her, we can get to the text.”

“But how, sir?” asked Prestwick. “Knowing the Baron, she’s probably just as well defended as the Maranatha text. And I’m sure he’s trained her never to talk to strangers.”

“That’s why we’re going to send her an old friend.”

“An old friend?” Prestwick was curious.

“A special man I have in mind,” Churchill went on. “A man I believe is capable of persuading Miss Vasilis to help us.”

Prestwick adjusted his tie and leaned forward expectantly. “And who would that be, sir?”

“His name is Chris Andros.”

Prestwick frowned and sat back in his chair. “Of the Andros shipping family?”

“The same,” said Churchill. “I knew his father well. General Nicholas Andros of the Greek army, one of Greece’s greatest war heroes. He was killed on Crete two years ago during the Nazi invasion. His brother-in-law now runs Andros Shipping in Athens, under Nazi supervision. He also runs guns for us to the Greek Resistance.”

“And this son of General Andros. Where is he now?”

“Here in the States.” Churchill drew out a file. “You’ll discover that Chris Andros is a fiercely independent, proud young man who seems hell-bent on emerging from his father’s shadow on his own terms. That’s why he left politically scarred Greece and came to America.” He pushed the file across the desk.

Prestwick opened the file, and a photo fell to the floor. He picked it up by the corner and saw a rather dashing young man no older than twenty-five standing in what he recognized as Harvard Yard. For a Harvard man, Prestwick thought, this Andros cut a fine figure: medium height, good shoulders, and a trim, athletic build. He had black wavy hair, clear dark eyes, an aquiline nose, and a firm jaw. But it was his broad grin that made Prestwick hate Andros, for it was the kind of winning smile no decent man could hate and no warm-blooded woman could resist.

“A handsome man,” he observed, unable to hide the envy in his voice. “Too handsome, really, for a spy.”

“Good looks aside, Prestwick, Andros has proved himself in action, which is more than I can say for you.”

Stung by this tasteless exposure of his faults, Prestwick replaced the photo of Andros in the folder. He thumbed through the rest of the documents, hoping to glean some vice or character flaw that he could put to good use. “What makes you think Miss Vasilis will assist young Andros?”

“She was his fiancée before the Nazis invaded Greece and cut off their engagement.”

“Ah.”

Churchill added, “Those letters in his file are love letters the two wrote to each other between the time of their engagement and the middle of 1941, when all communication ceased. Our girls in Bermuda intercepted them. From what they tell us, Andros knows nothing about the new man in his former fiancée’s life. As for Miss Vasilis, she still thinks he’s at Harvard, as do the Germans.”

“But he’s not there anymore?”

“Dropped out as soon as the Germans invaded,” Churchill told him. “Tried to get back to Greece for personal reasons, but couldn’t.”

“So where is he now?”

“The United States Military Academy.”

“West Point?” Prestwick could see there was more to young Andros than he at first imagined. “He’s a soldier, just like his father?”

“I wouldn’t put it to him that way, Prestwick, but it’s all there in your file. You’ll recruit him, train him at the Farm, and then slip him into Greece. There he’ll make contact with the girl and, ideally, steal the text.”

Prestwick glanced at the file in his hands, keenly resenting that his career now rested with a young, untested man he hadn’t even had a hand in selecting. “But what chance does a rank amateur—even if he is a West Pointer—have against the likes of the Baron?”

“Young Andros is our only chance,” Churchill said. “He knows the language and the land of Greece better than any of our own. He also has, as you people in New Haven put it, the proper ‘connections’ in Athens. Let’s see how he fares with Miss Vasilis. If her feelings for him are anywhere near what she’s expressed in those letters, she’ll help.”

“And if not?”

“We have another little Greek tragedy in the making. And you’ll be part of it.”

“Excuse me?”

Churchill drew out a second file. “According to your OSS records, Yale cut off all your funding just before you joined SOE.” He grew reflective. “This war is the best thing that ever happened to you, isn’t it? If it came to an end, you’d have nowhere to go, would you?”

“Would you, sir?” Prestwick shot back, and then, seeing the frown on the prime minister’s face and realizing the enormous offense of his insult, hastily added, “Would any of us, really?”

Churchill reached over and tapped his cigar on an ashtray. “You don’t have any friends, do you, Prestwick?”

“Plenty, sir, in every department.”

“Those are colleagues, Prestwick, acquaintances.” Churchill sat back in his chair and looked at him. “I’m talking about those individuals with whom you spend your leisure. You don’t have any of those in your life, do you?”

Prestwick felt cornered and didn’t like it. He always felt uncomfortable whenever he considered his personal relationships, or lack thereof, and wondered what the prime minister was driving at. “No, sir.”

“You were married once, too. What happened?”

“She left me.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It was because of my work,” Prestwick put in hastily, feeling he had to provide some sort of excuse. “She couldn’t come to grips with my devotion to scholarship.”

“The same scholarship the academic community could do without?”

Prestwick thought Churchill’s cruelty deserved a response. But it eluded him, and he was forced to face the cold truth that he had squandered the better part of his life on dubious research and lost the only woman he ever loved.

Churchill said, “We can’t afford to have any of our lonely masterminds wandering about in vulnerable conditions.”

“Vulnerable? I’m afraid I don’t understand, sir.”

“I think you do.” Churchill produced a thick envelope and pushed it across the desk.

Prestwick picked up the envelope and opened it. It was stuffed with American hundred-dollar bills. “There must be several thousand dollars in here, sir.”

“Just enough to cover your gambling losses,” said Churchill, giving him a knowing look.

Utterly humiliated, Prestwick pocketed the cash. Desperately, he tried to recover his dignity in the face of all this unpleasantness. “I can explain, sir.”

Churchill held up his hand to inform him that no explanation was necessary. “That young actress, by the way, is one of Hoover’s,” he added. “She has more than enough secrets to pry loose from the hearts of private citizens without your wasting her time. Or compromising our secrets to the FBI.”

Prestwick swallowed hard. “I won’t, sir.”

“Good,” replied Churchill, and he repeated the point of their little conversation lest it be lost on either of them. “It is paramount that the Nazis believe we’re about to invade Greece, Prestwick. You’ll do whatever it takes to convince them. Understand? Or else, for you, this war is over.”
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Or else, for you, this war is over. As far as Prestwick was concerned, harsher words were never spoken. Churchill’s warning was unmistakable, and it made an indelible impression. Suddenly, Prestwick felt old and used up, crumbling inside like the yellowed pages of some old, dusty, and forgotten book. “This war is my life, sir.”

“Then you’ll do everything in your power to make sure Andros succeeds in his mission.”

As Churchill spoke, the bookcase behind him opened to reveal a secret exit. Two American Secret Service agents were waiting to escort the prime minister.
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