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To the love of my life.

To my mad and beautiful and soulful Sicilian.

Marcella, Sciatu miu.


Peter got up and ran to the tomb. Bending over, he saw the strips of linen lying by themselves, and he went away, wondering to himself what had happened.

LUKE 24:12



PART 1




CHAPTER 1

Rome, Italy—The Vatican

February 2014

Father Parenti had a problem with swearing, and this morning in the Vatican’s sanctum sanctorum of sacred books was no different.

“Porco diavolo!” he muttered to himself, cursing the devil. Then he furtively looked around to see if anyone was within earshot.

The little Catholic priest had fallen onto the ancient floorboards and knocked himself near unconscious when a makeshift shelf he’d napped on collapsed under his weight. A stabbing pain that ran from the small of his back to the base of his neck was so intense that he struggled to breathe. He lay amid a sprawled heap of priceless books. Once his perch had tumbled, three massive rows of shelves in line with it had fallen like dominoes and spilled forth an even greater avalanche of tomes that now lay in the aisle between the stacks. He was in agony, half-buried by splintered shelving and mounds of medieval volumes, some with pages irreparably torn. A musty smell, freed from hundreds of newly awakened texts that had been undisturbed for centuries, wafted into the surrounding corridors.

“Porco diavolo!” he swore again as he gasped for breath and attempted to get up.

“Porco diavolo?” A voice boomed the question from behind a bookcase that still stood thirty feet from the wreckage. “This is the end of it! The end of it, Father Parenti! The second time this year!”

Parenti looked up from the cold library floor toward the wraithlike figure in priest’s vestments that glared down at him in disgust. He closed his eyes and prayed for a miracle, knowing there was going to be real trouble this time. Of all the librarians to stumble upon this disaster, it just had to be the prefect himself.

Six feet five inches tall and all of 140 pounds, Father Antonio Barsanti had been a Brother of the Charitable Order for forty-two years and prefect of the Vatican’s library for ten of those. But the attitude he displayed toward his flock of beleaguered researchers had proven to be anything but charitable, Parenti thought.

“I think I’ve hurt something. I’m sure it’s my spine,” he groaned, desperate to gain sympathy from the dark silhouette that towered above him.

“Rise up, gobbo,” the prefect demanded as he leaned in only inches from Parenti’s nose. The smell of his cheap cologne and a trace of Communion wine on his breath enveloped them both, and Parenti could only cringe.

He could tell by Barsanti’s choice of words that his punishment was sure to exceed the crime. He was, indeed, il padre gobbo—the hunchback priest. But this was the first time the prefect had hurled the epithet that had been only whispered by others since Parenti left the seminary years ago. He cast his gaze slightly over the prefect’s shoulder and focused his eyes on a distant square of brilliant light for inspiration. It was one of the magnificent stained-glass windows near the library’s ceiling, one he had studied a thousand times before. The glass bore the image of the Third Station of the Cross, that of Jesus falling for the first time as he ascended Calvary toward crucifixion. Parenti considered for a moment the similarity to his own predicament and began to gather his strength.

He turned his head defiantly from the prefect and flailed his arms to free himself from the mountain of books. Parenti could tell that Barsanti watched in amusement as he struggled in vain to wriggle off the books that surrounded his misshapen back. He was like an overturned tortoise, stuck on his shell. After several futile attempts, he was yanked by his throat and felt himself being elevated from the back of his nooselike collar and pulled into a kneeling position by the prefect’s sinewy hands. He knew what was coming next and dared not look up. He had been warned about naps on the job before, and his swearing only doubled the trouble.

“You will gather several archivists to help repair this, Parenti. You will personally inspect every shelf. Every book. Every page!” Barsanti said, his voice chilly and imperious. “And when you are done, you will meet me in Cardinal Ponti’s study for reprisal. You will beg for forgiveness, gobbo. It will not be granted. And before evening vespers, the Papal Palace will be only a memory to you.”

Parenti raised his head and watched in terrified silence as the lanky priest turned and slowly faded into the dark distance. Then Parenti slumped to the floor, quietly considered his predicament, and cursed his luck. Rubbing the remnants of sleep from his eyes, he looked around him. What a beautiful, miserable prison, he thought. At least I will finally be rid of it.

Flanked at its entrance by the pope’s colorfully festooned Swiss Guard, the Vatican Library held more than fifty miles of shelves, stacked in narrow rows thirty feet high, that he navigated like a mouse in a maze. From floor to ceiling, they formed an endless, twisting puzzle filled with priceless knowledge beneath a canopy of splendid frescoes that rivaled those in the nearby Sistine Chapel.

Parenti would often roam the stacks on lonely research errands and crane his deformed neck as best he could toward the glorious heights, sometimes losing his way in the labyrinth below the biblical scenes that peered down at him from above. Of the many divine spectacles painted resplendently across the ceiling from wall to wall, he had chosen three favorites. There was the terrible sight of Joseph, thrown by his family into the hands of the Ishmaelites. He had the audacity to dream and was sold into slavery by his brothers for twenty pieces of silver. In this, the dwarflike priest saw his past. There was also Daniel’s miraculous taming of the lions. He stood arms akimbo as they bowed before him. In this, Parenti hoped to see his future. But the one that delighted him most, the creation of Eve, was nearly lost in the shadows of the northern corner of the ceiling. Fresh from Adam’s rib, Eve stood naked before him with a wanton expression on her face that had the power to transfix the wayward priest for hours.

Here, in the massive library built for the Court of Rome five centuries before, he had wasted away. Accessible only via an obscure winding staircase that led to its home in the Tower of Winds, it was a comfortless place. For eight long years, Parenti had been an apprentice archivist, an indentured servant, buried in endless research tasks for clerics, cardinals, and religious scholars he would likely never meet. By his estimation, his present backlog of assignments would take more than a year to complete. He was surrounded by his silent companions: more than five million books and a half million manuscripts bought, borrowed, and even stolen by the Church for its collection over a span of a thousand years. In the adjacent secret archives, countless more papal manuscripts were stored under lock and key. They were off-limits to all except those personally granted special access by the pontiff himself. The archives towered above him like ancient sentries of knowledge and contained a collection, indeed the collection, of some of the rarest documents known, and unknown, to man.

There were nearly nine hundred priests fortunate enough to work in the Vatican, but only a select few earned the privilege of working among this extraordinary collection. The library’s holdings had made it a center of the revival of classical culture that became the Renaissance. Hundreds of thousands of priceless originals and first printings were there. Among them, the entire collection of pristine-condition Greek and Latin classics, ancient Roman, and Chinese manuscripts rarely seen in the modern day; the earliest known versions of the Gospels ever discovered, dating to within a century of the life of Jesus; and the entire collection of the Gnostic “Lost Gospels,” including the Gospel of Judas ordered burned by Bishop Irenaeus in AD 191.

There were also the more “modern” texts. All the known edicts of the emperor Genghis Khan; the manuscripts from the trials of the Knights Templar in 1308; every record in existence from the Spanish Inquisition; the documents of the excommunication of Martin Luther in 1521; a letter from Mary, Queen of Scots, addressed to Pope Sixtus, written the night before she was beheaded; the love letters of Henry VIII, along with the papers that annulled his marriage to Catherine of Aragon; hundreds of rare letters that contained Michelangelo’s writings and drawings known only to the Vatican; and a collection of unknown writings by Voltaire. More recently, enormous, locked cabinets had been installed to house voluminous records of the Holocaust that included exchanges of letters between Pope Pius XI and Adolf Hitler himself.

Given that his crooked stoop placed him at only four feet eight inches tall, Parenti knew there was little justification for his assignment by Cardinal Ponti to the cavernous Papal Library filled with such magnificent works. Between his height and crippled form, he could barely reach his fingers above the fourth of the twenty ornately hand-carved shelves that seemed to approach the heavens. Balancing safely on the hundreds of ancient wooden ladders that stretched to the ceiling required fervent prayer. His fear of heights made every laborious trip for a book in the upper regions of the shelves a torturous endeavor. Often, when on a particularly difficult retrieval assignment for a book in the higher reaches, he would nervously wobble and cling to the ladder for hours, warily ascending and descending the rungs and cursing every frightening inch of the perilous heights.

His imprisonment in the library had been determined when he made the terrible mistake of boasting to the cardinal that he had an appreciation for books. He bragged that as a child in various orphanages in Sicily, he had even taught himself to read. Within a day of his rhetorical strut, he had been placed under the stewardship of Prefect Barsanti. Parenti knew with certainty there were others in the Vatican court with far better qualifications to serve in an archivist role. It was obviously a job for only the most studious of priests. But while no one of authority had ever confessed it, he was certain that His Eminence had made the assignment for another, unspoken reason. A secret library, far from the public spaces of the Vatican where only a handful could venture, was as good a place as any to hide the spectacle of a decrepit, hunchbacked priest. Here was a crypt where he could live out the remainder of his years as entombed as the ancient books around him.

This was not the life he had imagined. Born the seventh son of a seventh son, Parenti’s family—and the entire Sicilian village of Nicolosi, nestled on Mount Etna, where he was born—had near mythological expectations of him. According to ancient belief, such a son was to be endowed with supernatural powers of healing and the gift of prophecy. Tragically, what no one could foresee for the Parenti child at the age of six was the onset of a severe form of Scheuermann’s kyphosis, a pathological curvature of the spine. One of the cruelest deformities, his spinal hump stemmed from a rigidity of the thoracic vertebrae causing a severe bowing of his upper back. It was so disfiguring that the simple act of breathing was often painful. Before the age of eight, the handsome boy, once the source of great promise for Nunzio and Maria Parenti, found himself branded il gobbo—“the hunchback”—of the rural mountainous village. His destitute parents had been warned by a local priest that the deformity of their seventh son was a sign of disfavor from God. Others deemed it a curse on the entire village.

By the time Parenti was ten, his persecution had become unbearable. Shunned by others and often pelted with stones like a stray dog on the treacherous walk home from school, he was forced to end his education. The only kindness he could remember from this sad time had come from a young girl his age named Pepina. A neighbor from down the street, she had taken pity on the boy and often stole away with him to a nearby meadow to recount what had been taught in school each day. There, they would spend hours reciting poetry and practicing storytelling until the sun would cruelly set. When her parents discovered the friendship, an eruption normally reserved for the ancient Etna volcano spewed forth.

For the young Luca Parenti, it was off to the first of several dismal orphanages scattered across the rural island. They would raise him until a monastery in Palermo mercifully took him in at the age of eighteen. These had been lonely times for the disfigured boy, with painful memories so haunting that he would never return to see the family who had abandoned him or the kind Pepina again. While the Church, and eventually the Vatican, had provided refuge to the crippled priest for years, the menial tasks he was often relegated to had created a lifetime of boredom, trouble, and even mishaps like the debacle he had just created.

•  •  •

Near exhaustion from the repair work, Parenti glanced at the handful of volumes that remained to be stacked. It had taken a team of resentful librarians seven hours of heavy lifting to replace the broken shelving and return the books to precise order. They left together, having chatted about their evening plans while Parenti glumly finished the work in his customary solitude. Each time he bent over to retrieve a book, he craned his head upward. As he did, pain coursed through his spine like molten lava. The scene that stared down on him from above offered no solace. The sole fresco from which he routinely averted his gaze, it pictured the fabled battle for heaven. Frightened by the sight of the war between God’s angels and Lucifer’s fallen “Watchers,” he increased his pace. He was desperate to be finished with the ordeal.

He contorted his back to reach a book containing the voluminous writings of Pope Alexander VI. Then he noticed a small, triangular-shaped protrusion under the base of a bookcase. It appeared to be the corner of an errant book that had slid under a bottom shelf during the calamity. He reached his fingers into the sliver of space between the floor and the shelf and gently pulled on the tome. It wouldn’t budge. He leaned over once more and tugged at the volume impatiently. Again, it would not move.

“Porco diavolo!” he said. His eyes instantly darted up and down the aisle to check for others who might be lurking nearby.

Wherever the book had come from, he thought, it was safe to say it had not simply fallen there when the accident occurred. That was impossible, given how tightly it was wedged beneath the shelf. He dropped to his knees and craned his neck as best his crooked spine would allow and peered into the crevice, where he presumed the book could have been lodged for centuries. He was deeply weary in both body and spirit and decided the easiest solution would be to shove the book back into its centuries-old resting place. What do I care? Soon, I am to be humiliated before His Eminence and exiled to a remote parish in Hungary or Albania to serve out my years. Let that tyrant Barsanti deal with it another day. He pushed with all his might, but the book would not budge.

Defeated, he rose from his knees to gather the other books to be shelved. Then he hesitated and bent over the volume once more. He closed his eyes and examined the cover again, this time with just the touch of his childlike fingers. What his years in the Papal Library had taught him with certainty was that the stubborn book did not belong anywhere near this section of texts. It had the feel of a truly ancient book—indeed, a much older codex. Stranger, it was missing the protective vellum that covered nearly every volume in the library.

He sat down once more and braced his feet against the bottom of the bookcase. He strained to arch his pitiful back and pulled on both sides of the book as hard as he could. To his amazement, the volume finally broke free with a loud snap. He clung to it fiercely and was propelled backward until his head slammed squarely against a shelf behind him.

“Porco diavolo!” he cried out from the sharp pain. This time he didn’t care if the pope himself could hear him from the Papal Apartments nearby.

After he paused for several seconds to let the dizziness fade, he sat up and steadied himself. A bump the width of his thumb had already grown on the back of his head. He ignored the pain and grasped the rescued codex to stare at its cover. Truly ancient, he thought. As he held it up and turned it from side to side to examine it in the dim light, he was surprised when a tattered cloth fluttered from the book and fell directly into his lap. He picked it up and studied it carefully.

The size of a kerchief, it was spotted and worn and had been folded several times over and pressed between the pages of the codex. When Parenti turned the fabric over, his eyes grew wide with amazement. The sublime, frontal image of a face, beaten and bruised but seemingly tranquil, appeared in stark relief against the fragile cloth. His heart jumped and then began to race at the sight. If there was even the slightest possibility the cloth, which looked to be as old as the codex itself, was what he suspected it might be, his fortune was sure to change for the better. He had the potential to change his miserable life, but he had to hide and protect his find no matter the cost. He looked about to ensure no one was watching, carefully folded his fragile prize into squares, and slipped it into his vestment pocket; he could study it later, safe from the prying eyes of others.

As he turned his attention back to the book, he could see that a worn leather cord with a tassel crudely bound its cover together. The crumbled edges of the pages opposite the delicate binding were familiar to him. Definitely papyrus, he thought, which dated the work to the third century AD at the latest.

Curious, he ran his fingers across the smooth, titleless cover that appeared to be ancient animal skin. He paused, took a long breath, and wondered what rare work he held. Then he removed the leather fastener tied to the binding and opened the book that would change the world forever.



CHAPTER 2

Washington, DC

March 2014

Jon Bondurant surveyed the bright, sunlit auditorium. Only two weeks into spring semester at Georgetown University and already one-third of the worn, wooden seats in the theater-style classroom in Smith Hall were empty. The herd’s thinned, he thought. He hadn’t lectured before a college class in years, but he could tell the deadline for “drop/add”—when wavering students had to opt in or out of the class for a grade—was near. Father Pat Cleary, an old colleague from Princeton sitting in the back of the room, had been after him for months to guest lecture for his popular course on world religions at the prestigious school, and Bondurant had finally acquiesced. The priest, a courageous Jesuit, insisted his students hear from all viewpoints, including those opposite his own.

Cleary had just introduced him as the “most misguided but influential atheist” he knew, and Bondurant smiled at the backhanded compliment. He gazed out the giant Palladian windows facing the Potomac River, which wound its way through Washington, DC, and watched the slowly moving stream of people trickle down M Street and through the narrow cobblestone lanes of the quaint village of Georgetown below. The crowded streets were filled with students ducking into noisy pubs on a warm Friday afternoon, a few of them no doubt Cleary’s missing students getting an early start on the weekend.

From his vantage point, he could also see that he had a real problem. For some reason, his battered Jaguar, parked several blocks down the hill on the corner of 31st Street, had begun to draw a small crowd. He quickly checked his jeans pockets and realized his car keys were nowhere to be found. He sighed and squinted in the direction of the commotion. Bystanders peered into his car window and then doubled over laughing at what they saw. He had done it again. He had locked his car with the keys in it and with the engine still on. He had been late for the lecture already, and it was clear the car would either run out of gas or overheat before he could return.

He cursed his luck, turned his attention from the debacle, and sized up the class. Little had changed in the higher echelons of academia since his much-publicized firing from Princeton years before. A few of the undergrads before him might have real promise in the field of cultural anthropology, but they had a long way to go. The confident ones would challenge his authority with irreverent questions. He enjoyed the challenges and preferred those students over the ones simply marking a requirement off their schedule. The third group comprised earnest students he considered to be on the bubble. Like a long line of their predecessors, they would study for an insane number of hours, achieve respectable grades, and enter prestigious graduate schools up and down the East Coast. There, he was certain they would blow through even more of their parents’ money before they discovered they weren’t cut out for anthropology after all. Some things never changed, he mused.

Yet right in the center was one of the reasons he’d accepted Cleary’s invitation to appear. Sometimes one showed, sometimes not. This one was acceptable enough, a thin blonde who wore a tight denim miniskirt. Her long, shapely legs aimed at him at eye level, like a double-barreled shotgun, from the fifth row up. He had no clue who she was, but it didn’t matter. He could see she had already eyed him. Tonight, like many other nights, it was not a matter of what he would do to fight the emptiness he felt, but with whom.

Although he was forty years old, he still attracted his share of female adulation. Physically, it all worked. Just over six feet tall, he had inherited his father’s lean frame. An NCAA swimmer and diver at Stanford, he had square, broad shoulders and traces of the distinctive Latin look passed down from his striking Argentine mother, now long since gone. His thick, graying black hair and blue eyes, along with the pronounced chiseling of his brow and high-set cheekbones, created an appealing collision of masculine and feminine features capable of drawing stares like the one he was getting from the fifth row. From a distance, he was a catch. Up close, when a woman tried to get to know him better, was another story. He looked up from the notes on his desk at the students scattered before him and broke the silence.

“Father Cleary tells me you have ventured into the topic of religious relics. Congratulations. Let’s begin, shall we?” He circled around in front of the desk.

He spoke with an unmistakable tone of authority in his voice, one that commanded their attention. “Whether we’re dealing with the ancient Zoroastrians or modern, misguided Christians, like many gathered here today,” he said in a low voice so as to send a few students snickering “the faiths are all the same.” He took a seat behind the worn desk and rocked back and forth on the rear two legs of the chair. “And let’s not forget the Islamic, Jewish, Buddhist, and Hindi. The propensity for religions worldwide to claim authenticity for their ancient relics as having miraculous qualities, as something more than mere symbols of their faith, runs rampant through the ages.

“These relics,” he continued, “served a useful purpose for Christianity in particular. In medieval Europe, they were big business. This was an era of superstition, when the practice of magic and miracle-related relics were commonplace. The world was flooded with ‘bogus bones.’ It was a time when the Black Death had descended on the continent. The Church was preoccupied. It did virtually nothing to stem the flood of false icons. Christians, often to save themselves, made pilgrimages to the shrines of holy people where relics were on display. That meant not only the promise of the forgiveness of sin for the pilgrims but also vital commerce for burgeoning cities. Indeed, relics nourished the faithful and filled the coffers. But in the end, they were then what they are today—merely props for the ignorant.”

Father Cleary, seated in the back, wore an amused sort of smile on his face but kept silent.

But for a student in the third row, it was apparently too much.

“Don’t you think calling them ‘props’ is a bit much?” he shot out. “Epstein’s study on religious relics found their use prevalent across the world’s most popular religions. How can a billion Buddhists worshipping the healing ashes of their Masters all be wrong?”

“Well, if it’s numbers we’re counting,” Bondurant responded with an exaggerated drawl, “I have my money on the Christians and the bones of their saints. They outnumber your Buddhists by two to one, my friend.”

Bondurant continued. “Would it surprise you to know that the world’s poorest countries are also the most religious? A vast number of the billions of people we’re talking about, whether they’re the two billion Christians, the one and a half billion believers of Islam, or the billion Buddhists you’ve defended, are functionally illiterate. Can they all be right? They live and die believing in diametrically opposite beliefs, in a world of many gods, conflicting dogmas, and disparate conceptions of the afterlife. They are as susceptible to the mythology of artifacts and rituals of faith today as their ancestors were a thousand years ago.”

A brunette wearing mirrored aviator glasses and a red beret looked up from her iPad for the first time that afternoon.

“Dr. Bondurant, given we are dealing with the divine, which is beyond man’s understanding, maybe even yours,” she said as she smiled, “are you willing to concede, even as an atheist, that at least some of the relics held forth by the world’s religions may have unexplained healing attributes and have actually helped the blind man see or the crippled man walk? History is full of witnesses to miracles.”

“Spoken like a true Christian,” Bondurant said. “You are Christian, correct?”

“Since birth.”

“All right, then,” he pushed back. “Since you asked, let’s zero in on Christianity for a few minutes, and when we’re done, you tell me if the blind man sees.”

Two Lands’ End catalog–worthy preppies ceased their texting and looked up with interest.

“How many here are familiar with the Veil of Veronica?” Bondurant asked as he scanned the room.

Only two hands rose.

He pointed to the one of the two who had braved sitting in the front row. “You’re it. What’s your name?”

“Tom Kelso,” the student said somewhat sheepishly. “I think it has something to do with the Crucifixion of Christ. There’s something about a veil given to Jesus. I believe it’s depicted on one of the Stations of the Cross.”

“Close, Mr. Kelso.” Bondurant rose from his chair, walked around to the front of his desk, and sat on it.

The blonde in the miniskirt quietly snapped a photo of him with her phone and nervously looked away. If she thought he hadn’t noticed, she was wrong. And that’s when he knew for sure he had found another hapless victim. Sleep with her for two, three nights running, he figured. Give her nothing to latch on to. Then ignore her for days until she got the message. He knew there would be some guilt from how he’d treat her, as there had been with the others, but there wasn’t a chance she would ever get to know him. How could she? he thought. He was still a mystery to himself. He refocused his mind on the lecture.

“The Veil of Veronica, also known as the Sudarium or the Volto Santo, meaning ‘Holy Face,’ is a Catholic relic, a cloth that is said to bear the actual likeness of the face of Jesus Christ. This makes it, boys and girls, a first-class relic, an item directly associated with Jesus’s life. Also first class would be a physical part of a saint, such as a bone or a strand of hair.”

He turned to his laptop computer, which rested on the stool in front of him.

“I need one of you next to the windows to pull the shades and kill the lights,” he said.

As the fluorescent lights overhead went dark, an image of what appeared to be a crude painting of a bearded face on a small cloth appeared on the large screen behind him.

“This is a first-class relic?” one student asked as he leaned toward the screen. “No fair. It’s just a painting on a napkin.”

“Painting or not,” Bondurant admonished as he pointed to the image, “this cloth—the ‘Veil of Veronica’—is said to have touched the face of Jesus Christ. In fact, its appearance is said to be, by miracle, the actual image of Jesus’s face. And as far as relics go, you don’t get more first class than that.”

“Well,” another student suggested, “if this is first class, whatever comes in as second or third is definitely suspect.”

“In the second-class relic category,” Bondurant said, pressing forward, “is something—anything—owned by or associated with a saint, like a shirt, a crucifix, a book, or, interestingly, instruments of torture used against a martyr. The latest estimates put the number of saints at between twenty and thirty thousand, so imagine the number of second-class relics that are claimed to be associated with them. Third-class—well, they are absurd. You don’t want to hear about them.”

“Might as well,” the blonde in the denim miniskirt called out confidently.

“Okay,” he said. “Welcome. Did you drive to class today?”

“Yes,” she replied, worried she was going to get more than she bargained for by chiming in.

“Throw me your car keys.”

Reaching into her purse, she flung them forward. He held them aloft for the class to see.

“If these keys, or even the—it’s a Porsche, is it?” he asked.

“It is,” she said.

“Well, if these keys or the Porsche she apparently drives ever come in contact with the veil you see here—let’s say she ran it over—or if they ever touch the bone of a saint, they would be considered a third-class relic.”

“How about you? You seem old enough to have lived with the saints,” another said. “Wouldn’t that make you a third-class relic, Dr. Bondurant?”

The room tittered.

“Astute. Now back to the veil,” he said. Having secured his ride home, he slid her keys onto the desk behind him and prepared to turn toward the screen again. She crossed her legs, threw him a ready look, and smiled.

“According to Church legend,” he said, “Saint Veronica approached Jesus during the Passion, the agony of bearing the Cross up Mount Calvary. Miraculously, when she wiped clean the face of Christ with her veil, this image of the savior’s face was left indelibly on the cloth. A miracle!

“Now,” he continued, pointing again to the bold image on the screen, “it has been believed for twenty centuries that this veil has the power to cure blindness, quench thirst, and, like Christ, raise the dead. Since the fourteenth century, the veil has been one of the most venerated relics of the Church, has it not, Father Cleary?”

“To this day, my misguided friend,” the priest replied.

“Who here has ever been to Jerusalem?” Bondurant asked.

No hands went up.

“Well, I recommend it. Among the hundreds of souvenir booths you will wade through on Via Dolorosa—the ‘Way of Grief,’ where hawkers sell crucifixes and other Passion tchotchkes—you will find a small church known as the Chapel of the Holy Face. That is the supposed site of the miracle that brought us the image of Jesus Christ’s face on Veronica’s Veil.

“The New Testament is exhaustive on the Passion of Christ and his bearing of the Cross up Calvary, and yet there is not a single mention of Veronica’s Veil in any of the Gospels,” Bondurant said. “And then the veil is lost to history for over a thousand years, until it miraculously appears somewhere in the twelfth or thirteenth centuries in St. Peter’s in Rome.

“Here the plot thickens,” he said, and grinned.

“In the year 1600, the veil mysteriously disappears. Then, like the loaves and fishes of the Gospels, a multitude of veils appear out of thin air,” he said as he rubbed his hands together. “Another miracle, one presumes? Today, there are at least six Veronica’s Veils, all claiming to be the original. All of these veils are venerated by the Church as miraculous originals. And each of them bears an entirely different image of Jesus’s face.”

He advanced the slides . . . click . . . click . . . click . . . click . . . click . . . to reveal several more images of Christ’s face on cloth, each cruder than the one before, and all radically different.

“They can be found in chapels and monasteries spread across the European continent. From St. Peter’s in Rome—”

Click.

“—to the Hofburg Palace in Vienna—”

Click.

“—to the Monastery of the Holy Face in Spain. The last time the Church allowed an inspection of one of the veils was over a hundred years ago, and the report of the image seen on the veil fell somewhat short of miraculous. To quote from the summary of the report: ‘Two brown spots on faded material connected to each other.’ Looks like a Rorschach test, doesn’t it?”

Kelso in the front row interrupted.

“Are there any documented miracles tied to the veils?” he asked with a trace of hope in his voice.

“Documented scientifically? None,” Bondurant replied. “Not a one. Now, someone ask me about the True Cross.”

“Is this a trick question?” a bearded hiker type with a ponytail offered from the back.

“That depends on your point of view,” Bondurant replied.

“Okay, I’ll bite. What about the True Cross?” the hiker asked.

“It’s false,” Bondurant deadpanned.

Click.

A small piece of wood and a broken piece of a stone tablet next to it appeared on the screen.

“Of course, we are talking about the cross upon which Jesus Christ was supposedly crucified,” Bondurant said. “Found by Saint Helena, mother of Constantine the Great, who traveled to Palestine during the fourth century in search of relics. Pieces of the True Cross can now be found preserved in literally hundreds of churches across Europe. This particular piece, along with a piece of tablet that has half of INRI—meaning ‘Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews’—inscribed on it, can be found in the ancient Basilica of Santa Croce in Rome.”

“Why is this so far-fetched?” a pretty redhead with glasses to match asked from the side.

“Well, like I said, there are so many churches that claim to possess a piece of the True Cross that during the Middle Ages, the famous theologian John Calvin estimated that if all these pieces of wood claiming to be from the Cross were gathered together, one could build an entire ship. My recollection from the story of the Gospels is that it was Jesus Christ your savior alone, admittedly with some help from Simon of Cyrene along the way, who carried the Cross up Calvary.

“Now, good Catholics,” he asked, his cynicism on display for all to see, “what is this?”

Click.

A rusty, twisted spike appeared on the screen.

“It’s obviously an old nail of some kind,” someone replied from the back.

“Not just any nail,” Bondurant protested. “This is reportedly one of the three or four nails the Church believes was used in the Crucifixion of Jesus. It rests in that same basilica in Rome along with a piece of the True Cross. Having supposedly pierced the body of Jesus, you won’t find a relic more first class than this.”

“So what’s the problem?” a student with a deep Boston accent asked.

“The problem,” Bondurant said, “is that at last count there are thirty or more of these Holy Nails on display in churches from Venice to Nuremberg to Prague. My recollection of the Gospels is that while Jesus was said to be a carpenter, the Roman soldiers did not help him build a house up on Calvary. They say they nailed him to a cross.”

Bondurant punched quickly now through his slides in staccato fashion.

Click.

“Here we have one of several dozen Crowns of Thorns placed upon the head of Jesus before the Crucifixion,” he said. “Your reading of the New Testament will reveal that there was only one such crown. It is one of the most venerated relics in the history of Christianity. Despite enormous scientific effort, none of the many in existence have ever been authenticated.”

Click.

“Here we have the Iron Crown of Lombardy and the Bridle of Constantine, said to be made from yet more Holy Nails from the Crucifixion.”

Click.

“Here we supposedly have the Holy Lance, the spear used to pierce the side of Jesus when he was on the Cross to ensure that he was dead.”

Click.

“Here we have the supposed Holy Sponge, the one described in the Bible as having been dipped in vinegar and offered to Jesus on the Cross. How many of you have kept a sponge around for more than a few months?”

Click.

“Not to beat a dead horse, but here we have the supposed Column of Flagellation,” he said, “the post Jesus was strapped to during the Flagellation, his torture. This is kept in the Basilica of St. Praxedes in Rome.”

Click.

“Now here before us come the supposed Gifts of the Magi to baby Jesus, on display at St. Paul’s Monastery on Mount Athos in Greece.”

Click.

“These are the supposed clothes of the baby Jesus in Dubrovnik’s Cathedral in Croatia.”

Click.

“And this unrecognizable object is”—he paused and winced—“well, a number of churches in Europe have claimed at one time or another to possess—at the same time, mind you—the Holy Prepuce: the foreskin from Jesus’s circumcision.”

The blonde put down her soda and leaned forward in her seat. “Oh, for God’s sake,” she moaned.

“For God’s sake, indeed,” Bondurant whispered.

“Which brings us to the most remarkable and controversial religious relic in the history of mankind.” He moved to stand directly beside the screen for effect.

Click.

“The Holy Shroud,” he said with false reverence.

An outline of a body stared down from the screen and glowed in the dim light like a phantom. It was the startling, lifelike, and sublime image purported to be of the body of Jesus Christ, the son of God. Some of the students shifted uncomfortably in their seats.

“For those of you who are wondering whether this will be covered on the midterm,” he said, “Father Cleary tells me the answer’s yes.”

The sound of laptops and notebooks opening filled the room. Every student leaned in and peered at the screen.

“What you are looking at is a negative image of a photograph of the Shroud of Turin—the Sindon—taken in 1898 by amateur photographer Secondo Pia. ‘Sindon’ is a word derived from the New Testament. It refers to a fine linen cloth used to wrap the dead. Since the fourteenth century, it’s been more commonly known as a shroud. The shroud before you is the most studied and controversial religious artifact in the world,” Bondurant said, this time with real reverence. “In fact, the study of this relic alone has gained so much attention in the last century that a branch of science—sindonology—has been named for it.”

He continued. “According to believers, the Shroud is the burial cloth that was wrapped around the body of Jesus of Nazareth as he was laid to rest in his tomb. It is referenced in all four Gospels—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.

“Look closely,” he said. “The remarkable image you see in the midsection of the linen cloth, at center, is purported to be the face of the Son of God. While the Catholic Church has never officially accepted or rejected the Shroud as the actual burial cloth of Christ, numerous popes have taken its authenticity for granted. In 1958, Pope Pius XII gave his blessing to the image of the face shown here as that of Jesus Christ. You will find this face engraved on medals and jewelry throughout the Christian world. Some of you may wear it now. For over four hundred years, this burial shroud has been kept in the Royal Chapel of the Cathedral of St. John the Baptist in Turin. Millions of visitors, including Pope John Paul II and your Pope Augustine, have made pilgrimages to Turin to see firsthand what their predecessors deemed to be the true image of the face of Jesus Christ.”

“Dr. Bondurant,” said Kelso from the front row, “I’m sure at this point you are going to explain why you believe it’s a forgery. But I have to say that the image, the face shown here, looks a lot like Christ.”

“Yes,” Bondurant said. “Your own preconceived notion of Christ. That’s exactly what the medieval artist who forged it wanted you to believe. But believe me when I tell you there are no definitive records in existence referencing the Shroud before the fourteenth century. None. Today, there are seven different churches spread from Italy to France, all which claim to have a piece of the Shroud.

“Now,” he said as he paced back and forth, “how is that possible? I could not put it better than Calvin, the French theologian, a favorite of Father Cleary’s whom I’m sure you will study. In his Treatise on Relics in 1543, he said, and I quote: ‘How is it possible that those sacred historians, who carefully related all the miracles that took place at Christ’s death, should have omitted to mention one so remarkable as the likeness of the body of our Lord remaining on its wrapping sheet?’

“Calvin also wrote,” Bondurant continued, “that anyone who peddled the Shroud as being authentic should be ‘convicted of falsehood and deceit.’ ”

He moved back toward his chair quietly, folded his arms, and gazed out at the students sitting in rapt attention as they studied the glowing ghostlike image.

A full minute went by before the silence was broken. The student with the beret removed it, tossed her hair back, and spoke.

“Dr. Bondurant, this looks as real as it gets,” she said. “Like it was painted by an angel or something.”

“Yes,” he responded. “I have to confess that it does. What is its true origin? We know that it was first put on display in the small French village of Lirey in the year 1356. Some claim it is actually the work of Leonardo da Vinci. That would make it a masterpiece, wouldn’t it?”

“You mean to say this could be a painting?” a student asked.

“Possibly,” he responded. “Some historians also say that it is the work of a talented but admitted forger and murderer. Church documents from the year 1390 tell us that a memo was written from Bishop Pierre d’Arcis to Antipope Clement VII proclaiming that the Shroud was a forgery and that the artist had confessed.”

“What do you believe?” Kelso asked.

“For me,” Bondurant responded dryly, “it’s not a matter of belief. It’s not a matter of faith. Or better put, I guess you could say I put my faith where it belongs—in science. You may know me as an author, but my first love is science. I know that over thirty years ago, a team of experts was allowed to examine the Shroud up close. They were able to take with them small samples of linen cut from the Shroud. And the radiocarbon dating tests they performed on those samples stated conclusively that the Shroud’s fabrication lies somewhere between the years 1260 and 1390.”

“That’s too bad,” a student noted. “It is just magnificent.”

“Yes,” Bondurant replied as he stared intently into the image of the face that beamed down on him. “A magnificent fake.”



CHAPTER 3

Rome, Italy—The Vatican

March 2014

Domenika Jozef spoke with her usual confidence but with precisely the amount of measured respect required of a senior adviser in disagreement with the pope.

“Holy Father, I believe this is a grave mistake,” she said as she tried to mask her frustration. She folded her hands on the table and stared up at the massive crystal chandeliers in the pontiff’s spectacular study. Every wall was adorned with priceless paintings as old as the Renaissance itself. She tried to ignore the icy stare of the red-cassocked cardinal beside the Holy Father.

“Ms. Jozef, as was explained to you earlier this morning,” Cardinal Ponti interrupted brusquely, “His Holiness has reached a decision on this matter, and the time has come to—”

“Your Eminence, I realize that as secretary to His Holiness, your view carries great weight,” she interrupted. “But when this advice was proffered to the Holy Father following your meeting of the cardinals last week, there was not a single adviser present who has experience in public relations. I have advised the Vatican on policy matters of extraordinary sensitivity to the media for several years now and have never—”

“Ms. Jozef!” Cardinal Ponti’s voice elevated in volume even more quickly than he rose from the ornate golden chair he had been sitting in. “Your guidance on this matter has been appreciated, but the Holy Father has spoken,” he said with a certain finality. “Meus Deus, is mulier exertus meus patientia!”

My God, this woman tries my patience, Domenika quickly translated in silence. Obviously Ponti had forgotten she was fluent in eight languages, including Latin and ancient Aramaic.

Pope Augustine sighed heavily and closed his weary eyes for a moment. He clasped his large, aging hands together, revealing the famous golden Fisherman’s Ring, which signified his succession from Saint Peter, founder of the Church and a fisherman by trade. The pope leaned forward slowly and rested against the massive antique mahogany table that appeared to be as old as Rome itself.

“Domenika,” he said as his rich voice filled the resplendent room, “this is not a decision that I have made lightly. I have considered the question for several days and have given the matter much prayer. This path is unconventional, I confess. But I believe the gift brought to us by the grace of God in the heroic hands of Padre Parenti must be handled this way.”

Domenika detected from Father Parenti’s expression that the priest could not believe his ears. She watched as the little priest glued his eyes to the gilded portraits of previous pontiffs that surrounded them in order to avoid the furious bulging eyes of Father Barsanti. The prefect, afflicted with Graves’ disease, which produced his bug-like eyes, could barely contain his disgust at Parenti’s good fortune. He had cringed when the Holy Father mentioned the little priest by name.

The pope grasped the ancient codex on the table in front of him, locked eyes with Parenti, and held the codex to his heart.

“There has never been a gift of greater salvation for so many,” he proclaimed, making the sign of the cross with the book he now held with outstretched arms. “But first, the world must be readied.”

It was not an exaggeration, Domenika thought. It would always be a mystery why the codex had been discovered by the pitiful priest. If not for his accident, it could have rested in obscurity for centuries. Still, she had to wonder if the hand of God was in his find. It was too random and too astonishing that out of all the obscure books in the library not touched by human hands in hundreds of years, this one was discovered. Miraculous, she thought.

In the eyes of Vatican experts, the contents of the book itself were more valuable than any holy relic ever discovered. The title of the sixty-four pages of delicate papyrus in ancient Greek text was etched in gold leaf with the mind-numbing words Revelation of the Shroud. Domenika had been assured it was the only book of its kind in existence. Dated to the year AD 49, its contents had been translated from Greek and studied meticulously by the pope’s most trusted historians since its discovery by Parenti weeks earlier. After their intense examination, there was no question the book the pontiff held before them proved beyond all doubt the authenticity of the burial cloth, the Holy Shroud of Jesus Christ. With the Shroud’s legitimacy now confirmed through the Revelation of the Shroud, a remarkable text and the first of its kind, the famous burial cloth in Turin took its place as the earliest and most credible historical evidence in existence detailing the last, tortured hours of Jesus Christ.

“Every precious page of this document, every word set forth here, provides all believers with a renewed foundation of faith, a bridge between the spiritual and the worldly greater than mankind has ever known,” the pope pronounced, his aged hands visibly shaking as he held the book before them.

The Shroud of Turin, the burial cloth referenced by the Gospel of Mark, had been revered by previous popes and the faithful as the most sacred of relics since it was first discovered and gifted to the Catholic Church in the late fourteenth century. It had been kept under constant guard in the Royal Chapel of the Cathedral of St. John the Baptist in Turin, Italy, for over six hundred years. Although derided as a fake by scientific experts and nonbelievers for decades, it had served as a source of inspiration to countless Christians for centuries. A simple herringbone twill cloth that measured fourteen feet three inches long by three feet seven inches wide, it revealed from top to bottom a faint, mysteriously lifelike image of a naked man bearing the markings of a body that had suffered a brutal death. Indeed, not just any death but a crucifixion that involved the precise torture and agony—the Passion—experienced by Jesus of Nazareth as documented in the Scriptures. The Shroud was said to be true evidence of the ultimate sacrifice of God’s Son sent to absolve the sin of all men, and a reminder of the eventual death and resurrection of mankind.

The purported documentation of the authenticity of Jesus’s burial cloth as contained in the Revelation of the Shroud was comprehensive and complete. As written, it provided an unmistakable guide to the artifact that had been resting in Turin for centuries. Much of it read like an ancient coroner’s report. There was the revelation that the cloth had first been secreted by Thaddeus Jude to Edessa, one of the first Christian communities established along the Silk Road between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. There were the extensive writings, page after page that described the burial cloth in detail that only the most intrusive inspection of the Shroud itself could reveal. There was the exact match between the text and the actual measurements of the relic’s length and width recorded in the modern day. A detailed description of the markings that appeared on the cloth, from the small cuts surrounding the image’s forehead, presumably formed by a crown of thorns, to the puncture wounds clearly visible on the wrists and feet, revealed the certain signs of a brutal and bloody crucifixion. Remarkably enough, the text also revealed a page of testimony that appeared to be taken directly from Joseph of Arimathea. In the account, he described his meticulous wrapping of the body of Jesus in “large strips of linen cloth” before he laid him to rest in his tomb in Jerusalem.

There were also extraordinary illustrations containing crude but accurate similarities to the markings on the Shroud. Sketches of a body in repose were included with indicators pointing to gouges in the torso. These matched perfectly with the Shroud’s present image that bore the signs of the lancing of Christ’s side when, according to the Bible, a Roman soldier’s spear had been used to hasten his death. References to the numerous wounds across the back and legs of the image were included, denoting the marks associated with a Roman flagrum, a tasseled, whiplike instrument of torture. And dark, vein-like streaks that appeared up and down the image’s arms were illustrated, referencing what looked to be a pattern of blood trickling from punctured wrists.

Importantly, there was also a date, extremely rare for a text of this age: the title page was clearly inscribed at the bottom with the inscription “8 Claudius.” This provided a reference to the ancient Coptic “year of indication” denoting the eighth year of rule of the Roman emperor Claudius, who reigned between AD 41 and AD 54. It placed the writing of the Revelation of the Shroud at precisely AD 49, approximately fifteen years following historical estimates of the death of Jesus Christ.

The sole piece of inquiry that the pope’s experts had yet to resolve in their meticulous examination of the codex was the location of an item that appeared to belong in the tie’pi, the Greek word for “pocket.” Apparently, a small compartment had been carefully sewn into the inside cover of the codex marked only by two words—hagios kalumma, which meant “holy veil.” Yet no such veil was found inside the pouch when the pope’s experts examined it. Domenika had been told that this lost piece of the codex had preoccupied the pope for days. Was it the true “Veronica’s Veil,” the very cloth that had touched the face of Christ, that had been preserved inside the sacred book? She knew that several churches throughout Europe claimed to possess the venerated relic. That was evidence enough to her that the real veil had likely vanished centuries ago.

“Father Parenti, our hero, our discoverer!” the pope exclaimed as he set the codex on the table before them and delicately opened its cover to reveal the empty pocket where the veil likely once rested. The pontiff shook his head.

“I presume you found no other items related to our magnificent codex during your mishap? No other such things?”

Parenti closed his eyes tight and only shook his head to signal an emphatic no.

“Speak up! Speak up!” Barsanti cried out. The prefect quickly stood up. “You are to address the Holy Father with abject veneration!”

Domenika looked down at the little priest, who sat motionless, able only to shake his head in the negative again. All the while, Parenti seemed to fidget with something buried deep inside his pants. The prefect appeared ready to leap across the table to strike and even strip-search the little priest for his insolence, but she could see the pope would have none of it. The pontiff raised his hand to silence the red-faced Barsanti, whose every ounce of blood appeared ready to burst forth from his ballooning eyes.

“Not even a scrap of material of any kind that might have fallen free? And not a clue as to where to find this missing veil?” the pope asked once more.

Parenti took a long, deep breath, one Domenika thought might be his last, given how anxious he appeared to be.

“Not a scrap,” Parenti managed to croak from somewhere deep inside his tiny chest.

Even without the holy veil, the historical and religious significance of Father Parenti’s accidental discovery of the codex were certain to stun the world. The revelation of the text’s existence would reinforce the faith of billions of Christians. Historians would rejoice over the first actual eyewitness account of the life and death of Jesus. Skeptics hung up on the hearsay nature of the Gospels would have to reexamine their bias, and many would convert.

For Domenika, a devout cradle Catholic, the find was monumental. The news of its discovery could be the miracle she needed to obliterate from the public consciousness what had become known inside the walls of the Vatican as The Nightmare. The horrific and public narrative of child sexual abusers among its priestly order had cast a dark and growing shadow over the Catholic Church for a decade. Thousands of criminal and civil suits filed in courtrooms around the world had bankrupted parishes from Los Angeles to Warsaw. Front-page images of priests and bishops in handcuffs continued to tear at the very fabric of the Church, resulting in a near standstill of new vocations and a huge exodus of parishioners. While no revelation, document, relic, or miracle would ever completely eliminate the devastating consequences of the Church’s tolerance and cover-up of pedophilia, a miracle of this nature could at least divert the relentless attention to the issue. She prayed that the story of the discovery and authenticity of the Shroud, and the certain universal adoption of it as the most holy of Christian relics on earth, would provide a real cause for Christian celebration and a sorely needed facelift for the Church and its mission worldwide.

Even the Vatican understood the political implications. It had a long tradition of changing the subject rather than facing hard questions. Unfortunately for the Church, this strategy had lost its potency as the scandal’s depth and scope expanded. Its diminished coffers proved the Church needed a shiny new miracle immediately. Domenika was both devout and professional enough to recognize the opportunity. For her, the past five years of managing damage control for the Vatican over the pedophilia scandal had been heartbreaking. It had shaken her confidence in Church leadership and, after a great deal of soul searching, her own faith as well. Now, with the discovery of the ancient codex, the Church had a once-in-a-thousand-lifetimes opportunity it could ill afford to waste.

Which was why she was so distraught with the Holy Father’s decision to withhold the news of the text’s existence. She had spent the past two weeks devising a worldwide media plan to announce what Pope Augustine had termed the “Glorious Discovery.” Her team of highly vetted, confidential professionals had created a high-impact multimedia campaign unlike any effort the Vatican had planned before. However, the pope had rejected the plan and sided with a special committee of cardinals assembled to pray and consider a “divine way forward.” She was convinced the “divine way forward” could not be more backward.

“Your Holiness, with your permission,” Cardinal Ponti said, “I will summarize our plan for your final blessing.”

The Holy Father folded his hands once more as if in prayer and nodded.

“For the time being, the Revelation of the Shroud will remain a secret. There shall be no announcements,” Ponti said firmly. He glanced coldly at Domenika to prevent any further interruptions. “While there is little question that news of the codex will be released at some time in the future and will provide sustenance to many, the belief of the faithful in Christ’s suffering and resurrection has not required such perfect proof for almost two thousand years. The Shroud’s authenticity has no relationship with the divine inspiration of the words of Jesus Christ and his teachings. It is our faith, and not the secrets of our library, that serves as the backbone of the Church. Is that not correct, Father Parenti?”

Parenti, who had spent the latter half of the meeting contorting in his chair to hide behind the giant silver candelabra between him and Father Barsanti’s glare, sat upright as best he could. “Yes, Your Eminence. It is faith that sustains us all,” he said.

Cardinal Ponti continued. “However, there is an opportunity here to end the debate that has had the Church seemingly at war with science over the Shroud for many years,” he noted. “Now that we know with absolute certainty the Shroud of Turin is a genuine article, the Church will open it once again to the deepest of scientific scrutiny. Its authenticity will be proven. We will invite from around the world a team of scientists, some representing the most credible skeptics on record, to join us in an unprecedented examination of this most holy relic. We have nothing to lose and much to gain. And with certainty, this is our moment for the disbelievers themselves, using all the modern tools at their disposal, to make our case for us.”

The pope beamed and nodded in affirmation.

“Please remind me,” the pontiff said, “who is the scientist-scholar you are suggesting should lead the effort?”

“Dr. Jon Bondurant of the Enlightenment Institute in America, Holy Father,” the cardinal replied. “He is a leading anthropologist and well-known skeptic in the field of sacred relics, precisely what we are after. I am told that he—”

“Excuse me, Your Eminence,” Barsanti interjected in amazement. “Is this not the same man I have had Parenti research at length for you? He has been disgraced, has he not? And he is an avowed atheist counted as an enemy of the Church.”

“All the more reason to use him. Truly use him,” Ponti declared with obvious satisfaction.

Dr. Jon Bondurant. Domenika cringed at the sound of the name. Three years ago she had squared off with him on stage in front of the Cambridge Union Society, the world’s oldest and most prestigious debating club. Much to her consternation, she was a last-minute stand-in for Bishop Robert Dorn. Dorn had fallen ill a day before his much-anticipated debate with Bondurant on the topic of the existence of God. She remembered Bondurant looking at her with disdain across the space between them. They had debated for forty minutes, and while their respective podiums were separated by less than five feet, their positions on God and the origin of the universe were light-years apart.

“You mean to stand there and tell me,” Bondurant had said to her, “that in all the universe—this ever-expanding, limitless universe, with over a billion potentially habitable planets in our tiny Milky Way alone—that this God of yours has chosen us, just us, to watch over? That we are the center of his world?”

“Yes, that’s exactly what I mean,” Domenika replied coolly. “And this evidence you refer to that God has created life on other planets—tell me, Dr. Bondurant, in what book do I find that science has demonstrated this?”

She gripped the podium with both hands as if to steer the argument away from the cosmos and onto friendlier, more theological ground. She envied his relaxed poise, although she suspected it was the result of liquid courage from the four shots of scotch she had watched him down just before they took the stage. If he was a drunk, he was a darn good one, she thought. While she vehemently disagreed with his views, she was reluctantly impressed by his confidence and obvious intelligence, both of which appeared to defy the effects of alcohol.

His clumsy flirtation with her beforehand and the statement he made with his two-day-old beard and casual dress at such a formal affair gave her the impression that he was as much a rogue as a genius, but she also knew looks could be deceiving. She was pleased to have held her own during the scheduled hour-long debate, particularly given that she had had so little time to prepare. Schooled at the Vatican for years by some of the pope’s most senior theologians, she sensed she had the audience with her. It was her God as creative designer rather than Bondurant’s random selection due to the big bang that was winning the day. She expected him to pounce again, and he did.

Bondurant reached into the pockets of his jeans and pulled out a lighter. “I am reminded of our friend Galileo,” he said. “Yes; if I remember correctly—and I do—it was the Church that clung to the belief in the face of all evidence against it that it was the sun that revolved around the earth. Having lost that argument, the Church continues to expect us to swallow the concept that while the sun might not revolve around us, a god does. How ridiculously egotistical of mankind, don’t you think?”

He fumbled around in the pockets of his sport coat and produced a crushed, nearly empty pack of cigarettes. In an instant he had lit one and started to wave it about like a wand as he prepared to continue.

“Excuse me, Dr. Bondurant,” the evening’s surprised debate moderator interrupted from the chair centered on risers behind them. The distinguished, gray-haired gentleman was the dean of Cambridge’s School of Anthropology and looked completely offended. “This hall has a strict nonsmoking policy, and I must ask you to extinguish that.”

“Before or after I extinguish her line of logic?” Bondurant asked. He took a single, deep drag from his cigarette and looked directly into Domenika’s eyes. “Honestly, if you’d only had a mind to match that body,” he said as he covered his microphone and whispered the insult just loud enough for only her to hear. “Why send a girl to do a man’s job?”

“You are a, a—” Domenika stammered, her fury collapsing her words.

“A what, madam?” Bondurant said into the microphone to egg her on.

“A complete fool!” she blurted out. She instantly realized that her gaffe was out of place but reveled in the fact that the audience behind her let out a supportive gasp. Some even began to applaud. Bondurant broke into a broad smile.

•  •  •

She shuddered as she remembered the embarrassing but winning moment, one she had tried to forget for years. It was only the pontiff’s declaration that brought her back to the present.

“Then it shall be,” he said as he rose slowly from his chair to signal an end to the meeting.

“Curse him,” Barsanti muttered under his breath purposefully loud enough for Domenika to hear as he rose to leave. She could tell he was referring to Parenti, who had hastily departed but obviously gained the favor of the pope.

God help us, Domenika thought as she considered the prospect of working with Jon Bondurant. God help us all.



CHAPTER 4

Mumbai, India

April 2014

Dr. Ravi Sehgal slid into his sleek leather chair in the darkened television studio, his back to a collage of digital monitors that displayed news feeds from scenes around the world. Sehgal, now forty-five years old and always dressed impeccably, was slight of build, with a dark complexion and jet-black hair. He was also one of those fortunate few who had a boyish face that made him appear ten years younger than his age.
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