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          For God has chosen him of all your tribes to stand and serve with the name of God, he and his sons forever.




          – DEUTERONOMY 18:5
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    BROOKLYN, 1967




    ‘Today you come with me, Aaron,’ Mordecai Cohen whispered, motioning for his son to stand. He gestured at the arched opening of a corridor leading behind the altar.




    The thirteen-year-old’s gangly limbs froze. Glancing back over his shoulder, Aaron saw the last of the women coming down from the balcony and funneling out the synagogue’s front door. A hand tugged at his arm.




    ‘Come,’ his father repeated. ‘There’s nothing to fear, I assure you.’




    ‘I’m not afraid,’ Aaron lied.




    Mordecai splayed his hand between his son’s shoulder blades and urged him up the main aisle of the sanctuary. ‘This is a very special day for you, Aaron.’




    ‘You are bringing me inside?’




    ‘That’s right. Grandfather has asked to speak with you.’




    Aaron slid his trembling hands into the pockets of his black trousers.




    For as long as he could remember, following Saturday’s Shabbat services, the ritual had always been the same. Father would send Aaron’s mother and four sisters home to prepare the fish and meats for the traditional Sabbath meal shalosh seudot, and then he’d disappear into a locked room situated behind the main altar. Meanwhile, Aaron would wait in the sanctuary and climb the steps to the balcony, even daringly approach the magnificent walnut cabinet, the Aron Ha-Kodesh, that housed the Torah scrolls and run his fingers along the cabinet’s intricate rosette carvings, stroke the smooth parokhet draped over its doors. An hour later, Father would emerge from the room and they’d discuss the Torah readings during their walk home.




    But today, Aaron found himself being guided around the altar’s elevated pulpit, or bema, and entering a previously forbidden corridor that was long and painted with shadows. Deep in the darkness, a formidable oak door with a heavy brass dead bolt secured the synagogue’s most secret place.




    Never had Father spoken of what lay beyond this door.




    Never had Aaron asked why.




    Mordecai placed a hand on the knob, hesitated, and turned to his son. ‘Ready?’




    Aaron looked up at him. At this moment, Father appeared much younger than before, his graying beard and earlocks darkened by the shadows, the hard creases round his blue-green eyes seemingly smoothed away. And his expression was one that Aaron would never forget: pride and solidarity intermingled with trepidation. They were two men about to embark on a journey.




    ‘Ready,’ Aaron tremulously replied, the thumping in his chest so fierce it resonated in his ears.




    Mordecai rapped twice with his knuckles, then turned the doorknob. He eased the door open and held out his hand. ‘Inside, son.’




    The sweet smell of incense rushed into Aaron’s nostrils as he stepped over the threshold. The space that lay beyond the door was more mystifying than he’d ever imagined.




    The room was cubical and humble in size. A sunbeam lanced the haze through a single arched window set high in the rear wall. Beneath the window, Aaron’s grandfather knelt in front of a second Aron Ha-Kodesh even more magnificent than the one in the sanctuary. Bluish smoke wisped heavenward from a golden censer set before it.




    Grandfather bobbed in prayer, a white prayer shawl called a tallit katan draped over his stooped shoulders, its tzitzit tassels swaying with his incantations.




    Silently, Aaron swept his curious gaze around the room and studied an impressive collection of framed oil paintings that covered the wall to his left. Each depicted a scene from the Torah – a storyboard of images, from Moses and the Israelites to the Tabernacle and the lost temple. The wall to his right was dedicated to tall bookshelves packed tight with volumes, spines embossed in Hebrew. Was this a place meant to store sacred texts and vessels – a genizah? Aaron tried to imagine what his father had been doing in here every Saturday. Praying? Studying?




    The old man eased off the kneeler, then took a few moments to tenderly fold the prayer shawl and tuck it away in one of the scroll cabinet’s drawers. When he finally turned to them, Aaron straightened and directed his gaze to his grandfather’s amazing aquamarine eyes, which brought tranquility to an otherwise fearsome façade. The family resemblance was unmistakable, to the point where Aaron felt he was looking at his own future visage. Beneath his prayer cap, or kippah, Grandfather’s earlocks curled in tight twists around his ears to a flowing gray beard.




    ‘Shabbat shalom,’ Grandfather greeted them.




    ‘Shabbat shalom,’ Aaron replied.




    ‘Hands out of your pockets, my boy,’ he instructed Aaron.




    Blushing, Aaron liberated his hands and let them fall to his sides.




    ‘Better,’ Grandfather said approvingly, stepping closer. ‘We cover the tops of our heads to show humility to God as He watches over us,’ he said, placing his hand on Aaron’s kippah, ‘but we praise Him with our hands. So be sure He can see them.’ Pointing up, Grandfather winked – a small gesture that put Aaron more at ease. ‘Mordecai,’ he said, addressing the boy’s father without taking his eyes off Aaron, ‘I ask if Mr. Aaron Cohen and I might have some time alone.’




    ‘Certainly,’ Mordecai replied.




    Aaron watched his father leave the room, the door closing quietly behind him. The role-switching made the boy feel special, and when he glanced back at Grandfather, he could tell the old man intended it to do so. The electric silence was pierced by a fire truck screaming down Coney Island Avenue. Aaron’s eyes darted toward the window as the siren quickly faded.




    ‘Now, Aaron,’ Grandfather began, drawing his attention back from the street noise. ‘When I was a young boy – the same age as you are now – my father brought me to see my grandfather so that I could be told about my family’s legacy. First, do you understand what I mean by “legacy”?’




    They remained standing, and it wasn’t until then that Aaron realized the room lacked any chairs. Aaron nodded, though it wasn’t too clear to him what his grandfather really meant.




    ‘It is through our children that we leave behind or pass forward, if you will, our family history – and more precisely, its genealogy. Something you’ll learn much more about in the coming years. And through each of us, God transfers His gift across generations.’




    ‘You mean . . . babies?’ Now Aaron feared this was a prelude to a discussion on puberty. After all, he’d only read from the Torah during his bar mitzvah a week earlier. Though Jewish law now considered him a man, he had yet to feel like one.




    This made Grandfather chuckle. ‘Not exactly. Though we can find God’s gift inside our progeny.’




    Aaron blushed, fighting the compulsion to put his hands in his pockets again. Grandfather’s expression suddenly turned severe.




    ‘You see, Aaron, there is something very unique about our ancestors. Something quite different than most families. In fact, it can be traced back thousands of years to a man who shares your honorable name. You see him there in the white robe?’ He pointed to one of the framed scenes on the wall and the boy’s curious eyes followed.




    The painting depicted events from Exodus; it showed a bearded man in a white robe and ceremonial headdress sacrificing a young lamb on a magnificent golden altar. Aaron was momentarily transfixed by the blood gushing forth from the animal’s slit neck.




    ‘Your great ancestor Aaron was a very blessed man. You know him from the Torah, yes?’




    Knowing his Saturday discussions with Father had paid off, he said in a proud tone, ‘The first high priest of the Hebrews, the kohen gadol . . . from the tribe of Levi.’




    Grandfather paced over to admire the painting, hands behind his back. ‘That’s right. And Aaron had a very special brother whom his parents had given away to protect him.’




    ‘Moshe,’ Aaron confidently replied. Moses.




    Pride showed in Grandfather’s eyes as he nodded and encouraged the boy to elaborate.




    ‘In Egypt’ – Aaron’s voice trembled slightly – ‘Pharaoh had commanded the killing of all newborn Israelite males. So Moses’s mother placed him in a basket and floated him down the river Nile. Moses was found by Pharaoh’s daughter when she went to bathe in the river. She adopted him.’




    ‘And raised him in Pharaoh’s court,’ Grandfather added. ‘Very good. As you know, Moses and Aaron were later reunited. Almost thirty-three hundred years ago, God sent Moses to free his brother, his family, and his people from bondage. The Israelites escaped the Egyptian army’ – he pointed to the painting showing Moses with his sacred staff set low to release the seas onto the soldiers and chariots – ‘and fought for forty years to conquer the tribal lands promised to them by God. Moses was the first true messiah. The founder of a new nation. Legacy meant everything to Moses.’




    ‘And we’re his family?’




    ‘Thirty-three centuries later, Levite blood flows in my veins, your father’s veins . . .’




    ‘And mine?’




    ‘That’s right.’




    Aaron was speechless.




    ‘Your legacy, Aaron, is a priestly legacy we desperately need to preserve.’ He held up his left hand, clenched it into a fist, and shook it to emphasize the importance of his message. ‘But our bloodline hasn’t remained pure, as God intended. Centuries have corrupted us.’




    ‘The Diaspora?’




    Grandfather nodded. ‘And other things too,’ he said in a low tone, and paused. ‘Some of our ancestors have not been mindful of God’s plan. But one day, very soon, I am certain, we will make the bloodline pure again. And when that happens, a new covenant will be made between God and our people. After much tragedy . . .’ He stammered as he thought mournfully about his over one million brethren who’d suffered – most fatally – alongside him in Auschwitz. ‘Israel is struggling to be a nation once more – to reclaim its lost lands. The tribes are still scattered. Much turmoil remains . . . an unclear future that only God knows.’




    Only days earlier, Aaron’s father had told him that Israel’s air force had bombed Egyptian airfields to preempt a strike. Now Egyptian, Jordanian, and Syrian troops were amassing around Israel’s borders. Father had not stopped praying since it all began.




    ‘A nation, I’m afraid, that still does not abide by God’s covenant,’ the old man lamented, casting his eyes to the floor. ‘Only when the bloodline is restored can the covenant be restored. Then Israel will truly rise up like a phoenix.’




    ‘But how will it be restored?’




    Grandfather smiled once more. ‘You’re not ready for that yet, my ambitious grandson. But soon, when the time is right, you’ll learn the secrets entrusted to my father, me, my son’ – reaching out, he gently pressed two fingers over the boy’s pounding heart – ‘and you. In the meantime, there is much you will need to learn,’ he said, sweeping his hand across the brimming bookcases. ‘You will come here with your father every Saturday following service. From now on, it will be the three of us.’




    Aaron grinned.




    ‘Three generations,’ he said, patting the boy’s cheek. A thought suddenly came to him. ‘Ah,’ he said, holding up a finger. ‘Which means there is something I must give to you.’




    Aaron watched as Grandfather paced to the scroll cabinet, slid open its smallest drawer, and rummaged through the contents. Finding what he was looking for, he held it tight in his hand, closed the drawer, and made his way back.




    As he stared at the old man’s closed fist, Aaron’s face glowed with anticipation.




    ‘For many, many centuries, our family has used a symbol to represent our ancestors. See here . . .’




    Grandfather turned over his hand and opened his fingers to reveal a round object resembling a silver dollar. When Aaron pressed closer to examine its details, he realized it wasn’t a coin at all.




    ‘Tell me what you see on this talisman.’




    It was the strangest symbol. Certainly nothing that looked Judaic. In fact, the occultist images seemed to go against Jewish teachings concerning iconography. ‘A fish . . . wrapped around’ – his brow crinkled – ‘a fork?’




    ‘Yes, but not a fish, a dolphin. And not exactly a fork, but a trident.’ Seeing the boy’s muddled expression, he sternly said, ‘You are never to speak about anything that you are taught in this room unless it is to someone who possesses this same talisman. And you must promise that you will never show this to anyone else. Not even your best friend in the yeshiva. Do you understand?’




    ‘I understand, Grandfather.’




    ‘Yasher koach.’ And the boy would certainly need strong will, thought Grandfather. The world was fast changing. Snatching the boy’s left hand, he placed the talisman in Aaron’s palm and wrapped the boy’s fingers around it. ‘Protect this.’ He clasped both hands around Aaron’s fist.




    The cold metal disk pressed hard into Aaron’s sweaty palm, sending a shiver up his arm.




    ‘Because from this moment forward,’ Grandfather warned him, ‘you will dedicate your life to preserving everything this symbol stands for.’
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    ROME, ITALY


    PRESENT DAY




    A flock of pigeons took flight as Father James Martin moved swiftly around Caligula’s obelisk, which rose up from the center of Piazza San Pietro like a colossal dagger against the steel-gray sky. Its mid-September shadow would normally have let him know that it was just past five o’clock. But for the third consecutive day, the sun remained hidden behind a shroud of lifeless clouds. Glancing over at St. Peter’s Basilica, he saw the faithful pilgrims queued for the last tour. Even a typhoon couldn’t scare them away, he thought.




    He pulled his raincoat tighter to fight off a damp chill. He’d need to move quickly to beat the imminent downpour.




    Near the end of Via della Conciliazione, he heard a voice calling to him over the sounds of the traffic.




    ‘Padre Martin?’




    Stopping, Martin turned. A man waved to him, splashing through the shallow puddles in quick strides. Of medium height and build, he was ordinary looking – clean-shaven with dark hair and unreadable dark eyes. ‘Si?’ Martin replied.




    ‘Sorry to bother you on your way home,’ he said, planting himself at arm’s length.




    A laminated Vatican ID badge was prominently displayed on the lapel of his raincoat, just below his white priest collar. The unfamiliar face was forgettable. Italian? Lebanese? Maybe thirty-something, or perhaps a youthful fifty, Martin guessed. ‘Have we met?’




    The man shook his head. ‘Not yet.’




    ‘What can I do for you, Father . . . ?’




    ‘Fabrizio Orlando.’ He extended his right hand.




    Italian. When Martin reciprocated, he noticed that the priest’s skin was rough. Unusual for a cleric. Perhaps the man had spent time as a missionary? The Lord’s call doesn’t place everyone behind a desk, Martin reminded himself.




    ‘I’ve just been appointed to the secretariat’s office.’




    Why hadn’t he been notified? ‘I see. Welcome to Vatican City.’




    ‘Grazie. Mind if I walk with you for a minute?’




    Suspicion showed in Martin’s eyes. ‘Not at all.’




    The two men proceeded down the sidewalk past the cafés and souvenir shops.




    ‘I was told you’d been Cardinal Antonio Santelli’s secretary?’




    ‘That’s right.’ Martin’s gait quickened and the man kept pace beside him.




    ‘Very unfortunate, His Eminence’s death. A deep loss for the Holy See.’ He tightened his lips in a show of solemnity. ‘He was a visionary.’ As they approached Piazza Pia’s busy thoroughfare, his pitch rose to compete with the bus and scooter traffic. ‘Many had said he would be the Holy Father’s successor.’




    ‘Yes, well . . .’ Attempting to echo the priest’s fond words, Martin stalled, knowing that his own remembrances wouldn’t be nearly as complimentary. The fact remained that regardless of Santelli’s unsullied public image as having been a last great defender of Catholic dogma, the late cardinal had been merciless to his subordinates – a bulldog. Martin chose to bow his head in prayer.




    ‘May God rest his soul,’ Orlando said loudly as a whining Vespa sped past.




    At the busy intersection, they remained silent to negotiate the crosswalk.




    Martin resumed the conversation as he led the way down the cobbled walkway in front of Castel Sant’Angelo’s outer rampart. ‘So how can I assist you, Father?’




    The priest’s chin tipped up. ‘Yes, about business then.’ A momentary stare down at the roiling Tiber helped him collect his thoughts. ‘The secretariat has retained my services to assist in ongoing inquiries concerning the death of Dr. Giovanni Bersei.’




    Martin stiffened. ‘I see.’




    They angled onto Ponte Sant’Angelo.




    The man went on to convey what his fact-finding mission had yielded thus far. Back in June, Italian anthropologist Giovanni Bersei had been commissioned by Cardinal Santelli to assist in a highly secretive project inside the Vatican. Only days later, Bersei had been found dead in the catacombs beneath Villa Torlonia. An elderly docent was also found dead on the premises and a routine autopsy showed he had been injected with heart-arresting toxins. Roman authorities had investigated the foul play. Santelli, too, Orlando conspiratorially reminded him, had succumbed to heart failure only a day later, though the Holy See had refused an autopsy.




    By the time the Italian had finished, he’d trailed Martin to within a block of his apartment building.




    There was no doubt Orlando was well informed. But Martin wasn’t looking to rehash the exhaustive questioning he’d endured in the weeks that followed the cardinal’s death. ‘I trust you have been informed that the carabinieri have completed their investigations?’




    The man’s lips pulled tight. ‘Mine is an internal investigation,’ he repeated.




    Approaching the narrow alley that was the shortcut to his apartment building, Martin stopped. ‘I don’t mean to be rude, but I think it would be best for us to speak about this during business hours. After I’ve obtained permission from the secretariat’s office.’




    Orlando forced a placated smile. ‘I understand.’




    ‘A pleasure to meet you, Father Orlando.’ Martin nodded.




    ‘Likewise.’




    Martin stuffed his hands into his pockets and turned down the alley. As he was about to pass a stocky deliveryman unloading produce boxes from an idling van, he heard the priest calling after him again, quick footsteps tapping along the ancient cobblestones.




    ‘Father.’




    Stopping in his tracks, Martin’s shoulders slumped. Before he could turn to address Orlando, the anxious priest had circled in front of him.




    ‘If I could just have another moment.’




    ‘What is it?’




    Later, Martin would recall no answer. Just the priest’s eyes turning cold, slipping back to the sidewalk, then up to the windows overlooking the alleyway, and finally over Martin’s shoulder to the deliveryman.




    Without warning, two strong hands grabbed at Martin’s coat, yanking hard, forcing his body into an uncontrolled spin, directly toward the van’s open cargo hold.




    What in God’s name?!




    A sharp blow to the knees forced him down onto the cold metal floor. ‘Aiuto!’ he screamed out to anyone who might hear. ‘Aiu—’
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    The deliveryman responded instantly, crowding into the van and clamping his enormous hand over Martin’s mouth and nose. Orlando jumped in right behind him and slid shut the side door. Martin barely glimpsed the bald scalp and jagged profile of a third accomplice slumped low in the driver’s seat.




    The transmission ground into gear. The van lurched forward, thumping its way over the cobblestones.




    Martin’s terrified eyes met the deliveryman’s disturbingly calm gaze. As he struggled for breath, the smell of leeks and basil invaded his nostrils. The deliveryman straddled him and grabbed him in a powerful hold that demanded complete submission.




    ‘I let go, we talk. You fight or scream, he shoots you.’ His free hand pointed toward the man crouched near the windowless rear doors gripping a black handgun trained on Martin’s head.




    Desperation flooded Martin’s gaze as he moved his head up and down. The deliveryman eased off and sat across from him with his thick arms crossed over a propped-up knee.




    Martin almost retched as he gasped for air.




    ‘Sit up, Father,’ Orlando instructed him, motioning with the gun.




    After a few steady breaths, Martin eased himself up against the metal sidewall and threw down his hands as the van slowed abruptly and made a right turn. The thumping cobblestones gave way to smooth pavement. ‘What do you want?’




    ‘We have questions for you. Details concerning Bersei’s death.’




    ‘I told you . . . I’ve answered all the carabinieri’s questions. I—’




    ‘Only hours before he went into the catacomb,’ the Italian said, overriding him, ‘Bersei had contacted the carabinieri . . .’




    The imposter’s accent had changed to something completely different, suggesting he wasn’t from Italy. And the detached manner in which the man referred to the Italian authorities suggested to Martin that he wasn’t one of them either.




    ‘He left a message for a Detective Perardi, stating that he had information concerning a Roman link to an artifact stolen from Jerusalem. And only days later, that artifact was miraculously returned to Israel in a shipping crate originating out of Rome.’




    ‘The . . .’ Martin’s brow crinkled. ‘The stone box? Is that what you’re referring to?’ He remembered seeing the news reports on CNN International.




    ‘The ossuary,’ the imposter corrected. ‘The bone box.’




    Bone box? The van made another turn and rocked Martin sideways as it sharply accelerated, then settled into a cruising speed. Where were they taking him? Confused and frustrated, Martin shook his head and said, ‘What does this have to do with me?’




    ‘Patience, Father. Dr. Bersei was murdered in that catacomb. And multiple eyewitnesses saw a suspicious man leaving Villa Torlonia shortly thereafter.’




    ‘So why don’t you find him?’




    The deliveryman leaned forward and brandished a massive fist that made Martin flinch. Orlando held up a hand for the man to stand down. The muscles in the deliveryman’s jaws clenched as he slunk back to a sitting position.




    ‘We did find him, Father Martin – in the Italian countryside with a bullet in his head.’




    Martin cringed.




    He dipped into his breast pocket, pulled out a photo, and handed it to Martin. ‘Recognize him?’




    The face in the color photo – set against the stainless steel of a gurney – was ghost white, the eyes murky with death. Above the right ear, the skull was blown apart – a ragged mess of purple flesh and bone. Yet the features were unmistakable. Martin’s reaction signaled he’d indeed met the deceased. When he looked up, he could tell that the gunman was pleased by this.




    The gunman snatched the picture back and gave it a glance. ‘Israeli authorities also believe this man was involved in a heist that took place at Jerusalem’s Temple Mount in June.’




    Martin couldn’t recall hearing this in any news report.




    He slipped the photo back into his pocket. ‘Many innocent people died because of this man. Soldiers. Police. Now, please. I want you to think very hard and tell me his name, please.’




    Unlike that of the imposter waving a gun in his face, the mercenary’s first impression had been lasting. And Martin wasn’t about to cover for him. After all, the man’s only link to the Vatican was the late Cardinal Santelli. ‘Salvatore Conte.’




    The deliveryman pulled a notepad and pen from his pocket, verified the spelling, and jotted down the name.




    Salvatore Conte. Orlando regarded the picture once more to match the name with the face. ‘Now let me connect the dots for you, Father. Salvatore Conte stole that ossuary from the Temple Mount and brought it to Rome. He was involved in the death of Giovanni Bersei, who, at that time, was commissioned for a project inside Vatican City. The study of a yet undetermined artifact, as coincidence would have it. A project of which the Vatican denies all knowledge.’




    Martin stared at the floor. How could Orlando know these things? Following Santelli’s death, the secretariat’s office had collected the cardinal’s computer, files, and personal effects. He could only guess that any sensitive information had been destroyed or locked away in the Secret Archive. As far as the Italian authorities were concerned, the Vatican had never seen or heard of Salvatore Conte, and Dr. Bersei had merely consulted on restoration work taking place inside the Vatican Museums’ Pio Christian Museum.




    ‘Look at me, Father,’ Orlando insisted.




    The priest complied.




    ‘Bersei was found broken to pieces at the bottom of a pit, Salvatore Conte assassinated in the Italian wine country. All within days of Conte’s theft in Jerusalem. Leads one to think that the Vatican is the common thread. Like many times in the past, the Vatican, with its – how would you say? – infallible influences, has persuaded the carabinieri to disregard these matters. We, however, cannot be bought.’




    ‘Who are you?’ Martin asked again.




    The gunman merely gave a smug smile before resuming the interrogation. ‘Much of these formalities are of no concern to us. There is one matter, however, that is of grave concern. So I have only one simple request to make of you, Father.’




    He swallowed hard. ‘What is it?’




    Orlando leaned close, saying in a low voice, ‘The ossuary was returned empty. I need you to tell me what happened to its contents.’




    ‘Contents?’




    He shook his head, cocked the Glock’s trigger, and pressed the barrel against Martin’s forehead.




    The priest’s eyes snapped closed as his face reflexively turned sideways. The cold steel bit his skin. ‘I don’t . . . don’t know what you’re talking about!’




    ‘The bones, Father Martin. That ossuary contained a skeleton. Where are the bones?’ He pressed the gun barrel harder against the priest’s temple.




    At first, Martin was dumbfounded. Bones? The idea that these men had abducted him for such a thing seemed preposterous. The gun rocked his head back against the van’s wall, sending crushing pain through his skull.




    ‘Father Martin!’ the man spat. ‘I don’t think you’re listening to me! Dr. Bersei was a forensic anthropologist. Forensic anthropologists don’t study paintings or sculptures. They study bones.’




    ‘I don’t know! I swear!’




    Holding the gun in place, the man reached into his pocket again to produce a second photo. ‘I want you to look at this very closely,’ he said, holding it out for the priest.




    As he trembled, Martin’s eyes went wide when he saw the family in the portrait – a handsome couple, early forties, a young boy and his slightly older sister.




    ‘The most efficient path to truth comes from the blood of loved ones. Your sister is very beautiful. Her daughter looks very much like her, though the boy is his father’s son.’




    ‘God save you,’ Martin contemptuously replied.




    ‘Insurance, Father,’ he said. ‘Help us and I assure you that their lives will be spared. Now, once again . . . Where are the bones?’




    A sour taste came into the priest’s mouth, and his limbs quaked uncontrollably. ‘I’m telling you the truth. I don’t know!’




    A pause as the gunman studied the priest’s eyes and body language.




    ‘Then tell me who does.’




    Martin’s brain went into hyperdrive as he recalled the events. At Cardinal Santelli’s behest, he’d indeed arranged Dr. Bersei’s June visit to the Vatican Museums to examine and authenticate an ‘important acquisition.’ Confidentiality agreements had been signed too. But Santelli had never disclosed to Martin what the artifact was. This ossuary, perhaps? Bones? Another scientist had been summoned as well. An American geneticist – though her name now escaped him.




    Nonetheless, there was one man who he was certain had the answers these men were seeking. And with frightened eyes glued to the picture, Martin gave them his name.
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    QUMRAN, ISRAEL




    Stepping out from beneath the blue origami canopy that sheltered the team’s provisions, Amit Mizrachi’s glum gaze shot halfway up the sheer sandstone cliff to a lanky twenty-year-old Israeli harnessed to a rappelling line. Dangling directly beside the student was a boxlike device on wheels that resembled a high-tech lawn mower.




    ‘Anything?’ Amit yelled, his deep baritone echoing along the chasm.




    The student planted his feet on a craggy outcropping and pushed himself closer to the ground-penetrating radar unit. Pressing his face close to its LCD, he paused for a three-count to inspect the radargram. Zero undulation in the line pattern. ‘Nothing yet.’




    Amit had grown somewhat accustomed to this response, yet he couldn’t help but curse under his breath. He made a futile attempt at swatting away the tiny desert flies swarming about his face.




    ‘Keep going to the bottom?’ the student called down.




    Going to the bottom. Just like Amit’s career if something meaningful wasn’t soon found. With excavations at Qumran approaching the two-year mark, the team’s findings thus far were unremarkable: broken clay shards from Hasmonean oil lamps and amphorae, clichéd Roman and Herodian coins, a first-century grave site with male skeletal remains that replicated earlier discoveries found nearby.




    ‘Go to the bottom,’ he instructed. ‘Then take a break before you move to the next column. And stay hydrated. You won’t be much good to me if you get heatstroke.’




    The kid snatched the water bottle from his utility belt and held it up in a mock toast.




    ‘Mazel tov,’ he grumbled. ‘Now get moving.’




    The burly, goateed Israeli pulled off his aviator sunglasses and used a handkerchief to blot the sweat from his brow. Even in September, the Judean Desert’s dry heat was unrelenting and could easily drive a man mad. But Amit wasn’t going to let Qumran beat him. After all, patience and resolve were paramount for any archaeologist worth his chisel and brush.




    The project’s benefactors, on the other hand, followed a much different clock. Their purse strings were drawing tighter by the month.




    As he watched the student holster the water bottle, then lower the GPR unit two meters for the next scan, he felt a sudden compulsion to swap places with him. Maybe the rookie was missing something, misinterpreting the radargrams. But Amit’s forty-two-year-old oversize frame didn’t take well to rock climbing – particularly the harness, which crushed his manhood in unspeakable ways. No doubt those of slight stature were best suited to archaeology. So Amit approached things the pragmatic way: delegate, delegate, delegate.




    Glaring at the cliff – the wily seductress who’d stolen away his want or need for anything else – he grumbled, ‘Come on. Give it up. Something.’ This project had single-handedly accounted for his most recent marital casualty – Amit’s second wife, Sarah. At least this time there weren’t kids being played like pawns.




    A second later, he heard someone screaming from a distance. ‘Professor! Professor!’




    He turned around and spotted a lithe form moving through the gulch with athletic agility – the most recent addition to his team, Ariel. When she reached him, she planted herself close.




    ‘Everything all right?’




    Ariel used an index finger to push back her glasses, which had slid down her sweaty nose, and reported between heaving breaths, ‘In the tunnel . . . we . . . the radar is picking up something . . . behind a wall . . .’




    ‘Okay, let’s slow it down,’ he said soothingly. New interns were prone to overreacting at the slightest blip on the radar, and no one was greener than nineteen-year-old Ariel. ‘What exactly did you see?’ He fought to keep his frustrated tone on an even keel.




    ‘The hyperbolic deflections . . . they were deep.’




    Reading a radargram was more art than science. One had to be careful with interpretation. ‘How deep?’




    ‘Deep.’




    Amit squared his shoulders and his barrel chest puffed out against his drenched T-shirt. The creases on his overly tanned cheeks deepened as he considered this. Don’t get too excited, he told himself. It’s probably nothing. Though radar was quite effective in penetrating dry sandstone, subterranean scans were temperamental due to excessive moisture that choked the UHF/UVF radio waves. A deep deflection suggested a considerable hollow in the earth.




    She sucked in more air and went on. ‘And this wall – it’s not stone . . . well, not exactly. We began to clear away the clay—’




    ‘You what?’




    ‘I know, I know.’ She raised her palms up as if to tame a lion. ‘We were going to come get you, but we needed to be sure about – Anyway, we found something. Bricks.’




    A rush of cold ran up his spine. ‘Show me. Now.’




    These days, when Amit pushed his body to anything beyond a light trot, he felt like a rhinoceros on a treadmill. But as he trailed close behind Ariel, there was a fluidity in his stride that he hadn’t felt since he was dodging hostile gunfire in Gaza over twenty years earlier. As seren, or company commander, he could easily have pursued a military career with the Israel Defense Forces, but by then he’d had enough of Israel’s gummy politics concerning the occupied Palestinian territories. So Amit set his sights on a much different pursuit at Tel Aviv University that swapped a Ph.D. in biblical archaeology for his three-olive-branched epaulets.




    A hundred yards from the tent, Ariel led him through a ravine, into a cool wash of shade. Ahead, the crevasse narrowed and dipped over the cliff where winter flash floods would rage down to the sapphire-blue Dead Sea. Just over the rise, she stopped at the foot of a tall ladder propped at an angle against the vertical rock.




    Catching his breath, Amit glanced at the cave opening – a good four meters up.




    His mind rewound four weeks, when the GPR registered this subsurface anomaly buried behind what amounted to almost two meters of rubble, clay, and silt. It had taken ten days to clear it all out; every ounce of soil was thoroughly screen-sifted for the slightest commingled artifacts. Nothing found. What lay beyond, however, wasn’t a cave per se, but a tunnel that rose sharply into the cliff’s belly.




    Ariel went up the ladder first – an effortless ascent. At the top, she pulled herself into the darkened opening.




    Drawing breath, Amit clutched the sides of the ladder with his meaty paws. His heartbeat quickened. Keeping his eyes on the opening, he started cautiously upward, the aluminum rungs groaning. Feeling suddenly vulnerable – it happened any time his feet left earth – he fought the urge to look down. Keep moving. Eyes on the prize.




    At the top, he clawed the opening’s stone rim and heaved himself up and in.




    ‘Show me.’




    ‘It’s far in . . . at the end, actually,’ she said, waving for him to follow. Snatching a flashlight off the floor, she flicked it on, then made her way up the tight passage in short steps.




    Amit trailed close behind her, bending slightly at the waist to avoid the low ceiling while twisting his torso to prevent jamming his broad shoulders in the narrow channel. Within seconds, what little sunlight penetrated the tunnel had dissipated. The subterranean air chilled his damp neck and the redolence of minerals stirred up into his nose – what he liked to call ‘Bible smell.’




    A few meters up the grade, the glow from work lights pierced the darkness. Amit could hear echoing voices and the dry sound of gravel being scooped into buckets. He detected a swish swish swish – a brush dusting stone. ‘Stop what you’re doing!’ His scream rippled along the tunnel.




    The outburst made Ariel flinch and hit her head on the ceiling. She stopped, cupped her hand over the tender spot, then checked it under the light. Only dirt.




    ‘It’ll only be a bruise,’ Amit said, noting the lack of blood on her hand.




    Shaking her head, Ariel proceeded upward. The sounds of work had stopped, but the mumbling had just begun, mixed with some giggles.




    The tunnel reached its high point and flattened out, yielding to a wide hollow. Amit straightened with half a meter to spare overhead. Immediately his eyes found the cleared section in the chamber’s rear, a square meter, he guessed, crisply lit by two pole lights. Three more eager students stood in silence around the spot, buckets and tools at their feet, looking like they’d just been called to the principal’s office.




    Huffing, he made his way closer. He fumed, ‘I can’t tell you again how critical it is to—’ But the words were lost as his eyes took in the remarkable sight set before him. Moving forward and dropping to his knees, he pressed his face close to a neat patchwork of angular bricks the students had mindfully exposed. His heart seemed to skip a beat. Early on, Amit had given Mother Nature full credit for this chamber, since its interior surfaces displayed no telltale scarring from tools. Now that hypothesis had to be completely discounted. ‘Oh my,’ he gasped.
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    A radargram was a far cry from a Polaroid. But as Amit studied the wild undulations in the GPR’s frequency patterns, he concurred with young Ariel. These deflections were definitely deep. He rolled the scanner away from the bricks and patted his fingers against his lips in rapid motion.




    ‘What do you think, Professor?’ Ariel finally said.




    Mind racing, Amit stared at the brickwork a few seconds before answering. ‘This wall isn’t very dense. Probably less than half a meter.’ For scale, he propped a ruler and a chisel against the bricks, then proceeded to snap some digitals with his trusty Nikon. After twice reviewing the images on the camera’s display, he was pleased. He turned to Ariel and said, ‘I need a detailed diagram of this space, with laser measurements all around.’




    ‘I can do it,’ she confidently replied.




    ‘I know you can.’ The kid not only had a knack for academia, but she was an excellent artist. Extremely useful for field study and precisely why she’d been handpicked to join his team. ‘Take some video too. Use plenty of light.’




    Beaming, Ariel nodded in fast motion.




    Then he addressed the others. ‘The rest of you start tagging the bricks. Then we’ll see what they were looking to hide.’




    ‘They,’ the students immediately understood, were the Essenes – the reclusive Jewish sect that had inhabited these hills for two centuries beginning in the second century B.C.E., until their mass genocide by the Romans in 68 C.E. Their primary settlement was set along the shore of the Dead Sea, a cluster of crude clay brick dwellings that included sleeping quarters, a refectory, and ritual bathing pits called mikvahs. But the site’s dominant building had been a long hall furnished with drafting tables – a scriptorium where multiple copies of the Hebrew Bible, the Tanakh, as well as a plethora of apocryphal texts, had been fastidiously transcribed. The Essenes had been the scribes, librarians, and custodians of the Dead Sea Scrolls.




    ‘Think we’ll find scrolls, Professor?’




    Irritated by the ask-it-and-kiss-your-fortunes-good-bye query, Amit turned to the nineteen-year-old Galilean named Eli, who was all nose and ears beneath a tight knit of black curls topped off by a brightly embroidered kippah. A spasm rippled Amit’s lower left eyelid as he agitatedly replied, ‘Anything’s possible.’




    An hour later, when Amit nudged free the brick pin-tagged ‘C027,’ he saw a black space open up behind the wall’s final layer. Grinning ear to ear, he carefully handed the block to the Galilean kid, who used it to start a new column in the ordered matrix of bricks laid neatly on the chamber floor.




    Amit held a tape measure along the top of the recess. The radargram had been right on the shekels. ‘Half a meter.’




    ‘Exciting stuff,’ Eli said, rubbing his hands together and crouching to peek through the hole.




    ‘You getting all this?’




    ‘Every brick,’ he assured Amit as he grabbed his clipboard and wrote ‘C027’ on the inventory sheet.




    Grabbing a flashlight, Amit shone the beam through the gap, moving it side to side, up and down. The light clung to two meters of tight walls and ceiling – another passage? – before being swallowed by a much larger void. A second chamber? His knees popped as he stood. ‘Let’s get the rest of this cleared away,’ he instructed the interns.
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    After another two hours, under Amit’s close supervision, the ancient wall had been completely dismantled.




    He reclaimed his kneeling spot.




    ‘Let’s have a look.’ Crouching, he shone the flashlight into the rocky gullet while trying not to inhale the stagnant air spilling out of the breach. Just beyond the opening, he studied the angular passage and ran his fingers over its scooped chisel hashes. Definitely quarried. A tap on his shoulder made him turn. It was Ariel, holding out a silver-cased Zippo lighter.




    ‘ To check for oxygen,’ she explained.




    ‘Right,’ Amit said, taking it from her. She’d obviously noticed that he’d left his fancy digital oxygen sensor back at the tent. So the crude method would have to suffice. Flicking the top open with a small ting, he lit it up. The tang of butane filled his nostrils as he extended the Zippo into the passage. The robust flame held steady. All clear. ‘Here goes.’




    Crawling through the short passage, flashlight in his left hand, Zippo in his right, Amit hesitated when he quickly reached the end. A large void opened up in front of him.




    Craning his neck, he swung the light in wide arcs through the black soup. The light melted deep into the space – a sizable angular chamber hewn from the mountain’s innards.




    Confusion came fast. The space seemed to be empty. But there was lots of Bible smell here.




    Working his way inside, Amit stood and rolled his neck. Though the Zippo’s quivering taper suggested questionable air quality, he wasn’t about to vacate the chamber. He hadn’t felt this exhilarated in years. Pulling in shallow breaths, he paced the level floor and examined the symmetrical walls and ceiling – a ten-meter cube, he guesstimated, every surface blank. Why would the Essenes brick up an empty cubicle?




    ‘Speak to me,’ he muttered.




    On cue, his Doc Martens scuffed across an uneven surface in the center of the floor – a variation so slight he could easily have dismissed it. Then the ground seemed to shift slightly beneath his weight. He dipped the flashlight onto the spot and eased onto his knees. Flicking the Zippo shut, he slid it into his shirt pocket. He trailed his fingers through a dust layer blanketing the floor and detected a ridge. Pressing his face close to the floor, he gently blew away the dust to reveal a tight seam that cut a hard angle. He repeated the process until he’d uncovered a sizable rectangle cut into the floor.




    A stone slab?




    He tried working his meaty fingers into the seam. Nothing. Snapping to his feet, he paced to the passage opening, crouched down, and called to Ariel. ‘Bring in the tools . . . a pry bar too. And let’s get some lights in here. Quickly!’




    ‘I’m on it,’ she called back.




    Once the interns funneled in with the gear, Amit had them set up battery-operated pole lights around the chamber’s center. He momentarily mused on their lit faces, their untamed excitement. It brought back pleasant memories of his first student excavation at Masada.




    Working a pry bar into the seam, Amit instructed Eli to mirror the action on the slab’s opposite side. He could see that the gangly kid was a bundle of nerves. ‘On three,’ he said. Eli nodded. ‘One . . . two . . .’




    The first attempt was sloppy but managed to unseat the slab. The second pinched Amit’s fingers when he prematurely slipped them beneath the stone – hard enough to take some skin and elicit what he considered a rather girlish yelp. A third tandem try levered the stone up enough for Ariel to wedge a pry bar into the opening, enabling Amit to fully grip the thing and drag it off to the side.




    Catching his breath, Amit knelt along the edge, where carved steps dropped down into the hollow they’d uncovered. ‘Now we’re getting somewhere.’




    Ariel immediately handed over his flashlight. Then the video camera was back in her hand and she started humming the theme to the Indiana Jones movies. ‘Da da da-dah, da da dah . . .’




    The other students laughed, and Amit allowed himself a chuckle too as he clicked on the light and aimed it down the steps. He counted twelve treads cascading to a stone floor. ‘All right. Let me get a look down there, see what we’ve got.’ These were the moments that defined the quest, he thought. He stood, dropped his left foot onto the first carved tread, and began his steady descent.




    It was another tight fit for the Israeli as he folded and tucked himself against the hewn walls, the light playing shadow dances along the chisel-scarred rock.




    When Roman legions had swarmed over Qumran, they’d torched the village and slaughtered its inhabitants. Though there’d been little warning, the Essenes had managed to stash their most vital scrolls in these desert hills – a time capsule to preserve their heritage. But none of Qumran’s caves contained excavated rooms like this one. And why so purposely sealed away? What could the Essenes have been doing here? he wondered.




    Adrenaline pumped through him as he negotiated the last three steps and touched down onto the floor. He deliberately closed his eyes for a three-count as he brought the light to waist level. Then he opened them.




    What he saw made him gasp.
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    BELFAST, NORTHERN IRELAND




    It had been nearly three months since Father Patrick Donovan had taken a sabbatical from the Vatican and returned to his childhood neighborhood in Belfast. Yet not a day passed that he didn’t think about the events leading up to his hasty departure.




    And it was no wonder why.




    Back in June he’d presented to the Vatican secretary of state, Cardinal Antonio Santelli, an authentic first-century codex containing eyewitness testament to Christ’s ministry, crucifixion, and secret burial beneath Jerusalem’s Temple Mount. To preempt the discovery of Christ’s mortal remains by Israeli engineers who were set to study the Mount’s structural integrity, the cardinal had employed a master thief named Salvatore Conte to forcefully extract the relic. Conte and his mercenary team had succeeded, but only after engaging in a sloppy firefight that left thirteen Israeli soldiers and police dead.




    Conte had safely brought the procurement to Vatican City, where Donovan had arranged for its confidential authentication by two prominent scientists: Italian forensic anthropologist Dr. Giovanni Bersei and American geneticist Dr. Charlotte Hennesey.




    The scientists’ findings had been astounding.




    Upon the project’s completion, Cardinal Santelli ordered Conte to eliminate any trace of the relics, and those who’d studied it. Conte cleverly murdered Dr. Bersei in a Roman catacomb, but Dr. Hennesey managed to flee Vatican City before he could get to her. When Donovan had accompanied the killer to the Italian countryside on a mission to destroy the ossuary, the bones, and relics, Conte had made it known that Charlotte was to be marked for death in the United States. After a nasty struggle with fists and guns, however, Donovan had managed to put an end to Conte first.




    Yes, with all that had happened, he was glad to be home.




    There was a certain comfort here: a familiar damp chill to the air, the quilted gray clouds that washed away the lush peaks of Cavehill, the steely swells of the river Lagan.




    But his homecoming had been bittersweet.




    Following the Irish Republican Army’s voluntary disarmament in 2005, Donovan had been told, the last of his old schoolmates had uprooted their families to seek better opportunities in cities like Dublin, London, and New York. He’d also learned that in 2001, his best friend, Sean, had been imprisoned in Lisburn’s HMP Maghaberry for stabbing to death a prominent Protestant businessman during the Troubles – a fate Donovan himself had barely escaped when he was just a young man.




    Donovan had moved in with his ailing eighty-one-year-old father, James, in the rebuilt two-bedroom redbrick row house off Crumlin Road standing on the footprint of his childhood home, which had been burned to the ground by rioting Unionists in 1969.




    Most days were spent watching over the old man’s quaint luncheonette on Donegall Street, aptly named Donovan’s. As a young boy, Donovan had spent many hours in the store making change at the register, refreshing coffee, buttering rolls, sorting the newspapers, and restocking the refrigerated cases. So the routine brought a sense of comfort and familiarity.




    However, it’d also been here where a smooth-talking patron named Michael had exploited fifteen-year-old Patrick Donovan’s naïveté and recruited him as an errand boy for the IRA. Prior to Donovan’s entering the seminary at eighteen, Da had considered renaming the establishment Donovan and Son. But like Abraham himself, Da couldn’t have been more pleased to lose his son to serve the Lord, especially after learning how Michael had so dangerously manipulated his only child.




    It had taken a solid month for Donovan to get back up to speed: to learn how to run credit cards through the machine, work the new coffeemakers, and deal with the latest generation of vendors. The first two weeks, Da sat behind the counter coaching him, wearing a continuous smile beneath the rubber tubes running down from his nostrils to a portable oxygen tank. Then Da’s condition abruptly worsened to the point that he was homebound. So Donovan would tend the store during the day and spend quiet nights sipping whiskey and playing cards with him, making some small talk about politics and the day’s happenings at the store.




    Never had the events that transpired in Vatican City been discussed. Donovan simply explained that he needed some time to sort things out.




    In mid-August, the old man lost his decade-long battle with emphysema. The service at Holy Cross Church had drawn a few neighbors, some old acquaintances, and dozens of store patrons. On that day, Donovan buried his father at Milltown Cemetery in a reserved plot alongside his loving wife, Claire, who had passed on ten years earlier.




    So it seemed that here Donovan’s recent past had been buried as well.




    Until today.




    The store was empty when the two men arrived just before noon, each claiming a stool at the end of the counter, close to the door.




    Donovan folded the Eire Post and made his way over to greet them. He could tell immediately they weren’t locals. Tourists, most likely. One was of medium height and build, the second tall and broad.




    ‘Dia duit,’ he said in Gaelic, followed up quickly with, ‘Top o’ the morn’.’ Though twelve years with the Vatican had suppressed his brogue, Belfast had slackened his tongue. ‘Coffee, lads?’




    ‘That would be wonderful,’ the smaller one said.




    ‘Coming right up.’ Donovan grabbed two mugs and set them on the counter. As he retrieved the coffeepot from the burner, the pair removed their rain-dampened overcoats in tandem. Turning back to them, he immediately noticed that each wore a black shirt with a white square covering the collar button. Priests.




    As he filled the mugs, Donovan tried to place the smaller man’s plain face, but conjured no recollection. The accent, too, certainly wasn’t local. ‘Cream, sugar?’




    ‘No, thank you, Patrick.’




    The taller priest simply shook his head.




    ‘Sláinte,’ Donovan said with a friendly nod and another glance at the man’s priest collar. ‘Forgive me, but’ – he backed up a few steps to return the pot to the burner – ‘have we met?’




    ‘No,’ the smaller one said. He sipped the coffee, steam wafting over his dark eyes. ‘But we come on behalf of the Holy See.’ Orlando made his introductions, referring to his colleague as ‘Father Piotr Kwiatkowski.’
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