

            
                        
            




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.






[image: image]





For Caroline, Vivian, and Camille








PROLOGUE

LIMASSOL, CYPRUS 
APRIL 1292




Looking out from the eastern parapet of Kolossi Citadel’s square tower, Jacques DeMolay gazed across the open expanse of the Mediterranean, his white mantle and thick auburn beard fluttering against a warm breeze. For a knight nearing fifty, his regal features–long nose, penetrating grey eyes, firm brow, and sculpted cheekbones–were surprisingly youthful. His cropped hair was thick and peppered with grey.

Though he couldn’t actually see the shores of the Holy Land, he swore he could smell the perfume of its sweet eucalyptus trees.

It had been almost a year since Acre, the last major Crusader stronghold in the eastern Kingdom of Jerusalem, had fallen to the Egyptian Mamluk’s. The siege lasted six bloody weeks, until the then Grand Master, Guillaume DeBeaujeu, had thrown down his sword and retreated from the citadel wall to the rebukes of his men. DeBeaujeu had responded: ‘Je ne m’enfuit pas…Je suis mort.’–‘I’m not running away. I am dead.’ Raising up his bloody arm, he had shown them the arrow plunged deep into his side. Then he had fallen, never to rise again.

Now, DeMolay wondered if DeBeaujeu’s death had foretold the fate of the very Order itself.

‘Monsieur,’ a French voice called over to him.

He turned toward the young scribe standing by the steps. ‘Oui?’

‘He is ready to speak with you,’ he announced.

DeMolay nodded and followed the boy down into the belly of the castle, the chainmail body armour worn beneath his mantle jingling as he descended the stone steps. He was led into a vaulted stone chamber where the new Grand Master, a haggard Tibald DeGaudin, lay in a bed positioned at its centre. The fetid air reeked of physical neglect.

DeMolay tried to not focus on DeGaudin’s bony hands, covered with open sores. His face was equally appalling–ghastly white with yellow eyes bulging from sunken sockets. ‘How are you feeling?’ The attempt at being cordial sounded forced.

‘As well as I look.’ He contemplated the blood-red pattée cross that decorated DeMolay’s mantle, just above his heart.

‘Why am I here?’ Regardless of the Grand Master’s unfortunate condition, he was first and foremost DeMolay’s rival.

‘To discuss what will happen when I am gone.’ DeGaudin’s voice was scratchy. ‘There are things you need to know.’

‘I know only that you refuse to gather a new army to take back what we have lost,’ replied DeMolay defiantly.

‘Come now, Jacques. This again? The pope is dead and with him, any hope of another crusade. Even you can admit that without the support of Rome, we have no chance of survival.’

‘I will not accept that.’

Pope Nicholas IV, Catholicism’s first Franciscan pope and an advocate of the Knights Templar, had tried in vain to garner support for another crusade. He had held synods attempting to unite the Templars with the Knights of St John. He had raised funding to equip twenty ships, even sending emissaries as far as China to foster military alliances. Only days earlier, the sixty-four-year-old pope had died abruptly from natural causes in Rome.

‘Many in Rome claim that Nicholas’s death was no accident.’ DeGaudin’s tone was conspiratorial.

DeMolay’s face tightened. ‘What?’

‘The pope’s devotion to the Church was undeniable,’ he continued. ‘But he made many enemies, particularly in France.’ The Grand Master raised a faltering hand. ‘As you know, King Philip has been taking drastic measures to fund his military campaigns. Arresting Jews in order to seize their assets. He’s levied a tax of fifty per cent on French clergy. Pope Nicholas protested these things.’

‘Surely you are not saying that Philip had him killed?’

The Grand Master shielded a cough with his sleeve. When he pulled it away, spots of blood dotted the fabric. ‘Just know that Philip’s ambition is to control Rome. The Church has a much bigger problem to contend with. Jerusalem will have to wait.’

For a long moment, DeMolay was silent. His gaze shifted back to DeGaudin. ‘You know what lies beneath Solomon’s Temple. How can you ignore such things?’

‘We are only men, Jacques. What lies there, only God himself protects. You would be a fool to think that we have done anything to change that.’

‘What makes you so certain?’

DeGaudin managed a thin smile. ‘Need I remind you that for centuries before we arrived in Jerusalem, many others had also fought to protect those secrets? We have only played a small role in this legacy, but I am certain that we are not to be the last.’ He paused. ‘I know your intentions. Your will is strong. The men listen to you. And when I am gone, you will no doubt try to have your way.’

‘Is that not our duty? Is that not why we swore an oath to God?’

‘Perhaps. But maybe what we have hidden all these years needs to be revealed.’

DeMolay drew close to the Grand Master’s haggard face. ‘Such revelations would destroy everything we know!’

‘And in its place, something better may emerge.’ DeGaudin’s voice dropped to a whisper. ‘Have faith, my friend. Put down your sword.’

‘Never.’
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JERUSALEM 
PRESENT DAY




Salvatore Conte never questioned his clients’ motives. His many missions had taught him how to remain calm and keep focused. But tonight was different. Tonight he felt uneasy.

The eight men moved through the ancient streets. Entirely clothed in black, each was armed with lightweight Heckler & Koch XM8 carbines equipped with 100-round magazines and grenade launchers. Padding along the cobblestone in soft boots, every man scanned his surroundings with infrared night-vision goggles. History loomed all around them.

With an abrupt hand signal to hold position, Conte paced ahead.

He knew that his team was just as apprehensive. Though Jerusalem’s name meant ‘City of Peace’, this place defined turmoil. Each silent road was bringing them closer to its divided heart.

The men had travelled separately from a handful of European countries, convening two days earlier at an apartment leased in a quiet part of the Jewish Quarter overlooking Battei Makhase Square, their accommodation booked under one of Conte’s numerous aliases, ‘Daniel Marrone’.

On arrival Conte had played tourist to familiarize himself with the web of alleyways and winding streets surrounding the thirty-five-acre rectangular monument in the centre of the fortified Old City–a massive complex of bulwarks and retaining walls standing thirty-two metres high that resembled a colossal monolith laid flat upon Mount Moriah’s steep ridge. Easily the world’s most contested parcel of real estate, the Islamic Haram esh-Sharif, or ‘Noble Sanctuary’, was more familiar by another name–Temple Mount.

As the cover of buildings gave way to the towering western wall, he motioned two men forward. The wall-mounted floodlights cast long shadows. Conte’s men would blend easily into the dark pockets, but then so could the Israeli Defense Force soldiers.

The endless dispute between Jews and Palestinians had made this the most heavily guarded city in the world. However, Conte knew that the IDF was rife with conscripts–teenage boys whose sole purpose was to fulfil three-year service requirements and no match for his hardened team.

He peered ahead, his night-vision goggles transforming the shadows to eerie green. The area was clear except for two soldiers loitering fifty metres away. They were armed with M-16s, donning standard-issue olive green fatigues, bulletproof vests, and black berets. Both men were smoking Time Lite cigarettes, Israel’s most popular–and, to Conte, most offensive–brand.

Glancing over to their intended entry point at Moors’ Gate, an elevated gateway on the platform’s western wall, Conte quickly surmised there was no way to gain access to the Temple Mount without being detected.

Shifting his fingers along the barrel, he flicked the XM8 to single-shot mode and mounted the rifle on his left shoulder. He targeted the first green ghost with the red laser, aiming for the head, using the glowing butt of the dangling cigarette as a guide. Though the XM8’s titanium rounds were capable of piercing the soldier’s Kevlar vest, Conte found no sport–let alone certainty–in body shots.

One shot. One kill.

His index finger gently squeezed.

There was a muffled retort, slight recoil, and he saw the target buckle at the knees.

The scope shifted to the remaining man.

Before the second IDF soldier had begun to comprehend what was happening, Conte had fired again, the round penetrating the man’s face and cartwheeling through the brain.

He watched him collapse and paused. Silence.

It never ceased to amaze him just how token the expression ‘defence’ really was–offering little more than a word to make people feel secure. And though his native country had a laughable military competence, in his own way, he felt he had become its equalizer.

Another abrupt hand signal ushered his men onto the sloping walkway approaching Moors’ Gate. To his left, he glimpsed the Western Wall Plaza nestled along the embankment’s base. Yesterday he had marvelled at the Orthodox Jews–men separated from women by a curtained partition–who gathered here to mourn the ancient temple they believed had once graced this holy place. On his right lay a small valley littered with excavated foundations–Jerusalem’s oldest ruins.

A substantial iron gate sealed with a deadbolt denied access to the platform. In less than fifteen seconds the lock had been picked and his team funnelled through the tunnelled entrance, fanning out across the broad esplanade beyond.

Slipping past the stout El-Aqsa Mosque abutting Temple Mount’s southern wall, Conte turned his gaze to the esplanade’s centre where just over tall cypress trees, a second and much grander mosque stood on an elevated platform, its gilded cupola illuminated like a halo against the night sky. The Dome of the Rock–embodiment of Islam’s claim over the Holy Land.

Conte led the team to the esplanade’s south-east corner where a wide opening accommodated a modern staircase, cascading downward. He splayed the fingers of his gloved right hand and four men disappeared below the surface. Then he signalled the remaining two men to hunker down in the nearby tree shadows to secure a perimeter.

The air in the passage became moist the further the men descended, then abruptly cold, giving off a mossy aroma. Once they had assembled at the base of the steps, rifle-mounted halogen lights were switched on. Crisp, luminous beams bisected the darkness to reveal a cavernous, vaulted space with arched stanchions laid out on neat avenues.

Conte remembered reading that twelfth-century Crusaders had used this subterranean room as a horse stable. The Muslims, its latest occupants, had recently converted it into a mosque, but the Islamic décor did little to mask its uncanny resemblance to a subway station.

Running his light along the room’s eastern wall, he was pleased to spot the two brown canvas bags his local contact had promised. ‘Gretner,’ he addressed the thirty-five-year-old explosives expert from Vienna. ‘Those are for you.’

The Austrian retrieved them.

Slinging his carbine over his shoulder, Conte took a folded paper from his pocket and switched on a penlight. The map showed the exact location of what they’d been charged to procure–he didn’t favour references to ‘stealing’–the term demeaned his professionalism. He aimed the penlight along the wall.

‘Should be just ahead.’ Conte’s English was surprisingly good. To keep communications consistent and less suspicious to local Israelis, he had insisted that the team converse only in English.

Securing the penlight between his teeth, he used a free hand to unclip the Stanley Tru-Laser electronic measuring device from his belt and punched a button on its keypad. A small LCD came to life, activating a thin red laser that cut deep into the darkness. Conte began to move forward, his team trailing closely behind.

He continued diagonally through the chamber, weaving between the thick columns. Deep into the space Conte abruptly stopped, verified the measurements on the LCD and swung the laser till it found the mosque’s southern wall. Then he turned to face the northern wall, the gut of the Temple Mount.

‘What we’re looking for should be just behind there.’
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Salvatore Conte rapped a gloved hand on the wall’s limestone brickwork. ‘What do you think?’

Setting down the canvas bags, Klaus Gretner unclipped a portable ultrasound device from his belt and held it over the wall to gauge density. Seconds later the result appeared on the unit’s display. ‘About half a metre.’

From the first bag, Conte pulled a sizeable handheld coring drill–the Flex BHI 822 VR model he’d specified–the chuck already fitted with an eighty-two millimetre diamond drum-bit. Glinting beneath his penlight, it looked like it had just come out of its box. He passed it to Gretner. ‘You should have no problem dry-cutting it with that. Plenty of outlets along the wall there,’ he said, pointing. ‘The extension cord and adaptor are in the bag. How many cores you going with?’

‘The stone’s soft. Six should do it.’

From the second bag, Conte took out the first brick of C-4 and began moulding the grey putty-like explosive into cylinders while the Austrian drilled into the wall’s mortar seams.

Ten minutes later, six neat cores were packed and plugged with remote detonating caps.

Wiping down the drill, Gretner discarded the Flex by the wall. Then he and Conte took cover with the others behind the columns, covering their faces with respirators. Using a handheld transmitter, Gretner triggered a coordinated detonation.

The ear-numbing blast was immediately followed by a rush of debris and billowing dust.

After pulling away some more loose bricks to widen the blast hole, Conte climbed through the gaping opening, followed by the others.

They found themselves inside another chamber, its details obscured by the clouds of dust. Stout stone pillars could be made out supporting the low ceiling. Even with respirators, the air was thin and difficult to inhale, tinged with the lingering fumes of cyclotrimethylene, which smelled like motor oil.

This place had obviously been sealed for a long, long time, Conte thought and for a brief moment he wondered how his client could have possibly known it even existed. He turned sharply to the man next to him. ‘Give me some light.’

Moving forward into the gloom, the lights played across a row of ten rectangular forms resting on the floor against the chamber’s side wall. Each was about two-thirds of a metre in length, cream-coloured, and slightly tapered from top to bottom.

Perusing the inventory Conte paused over one at the end of the row, kneeling down to get a better look. Choosing the correct one was much easier than he’d have thought. Unlike all the others, this was covered in ornate, etched designs. Tipping his head to view the left side of the box, he compared the distinctive carved symbol to the image on a photocopy he pulled from his pocket. A perfect match.

‘This is it,’ he announced to the others, pocketing the papers. ‘Let’s keep moving.’ Though they were deep beneath the Temple Mount, Conte knew that the sound of the explosions would have been heard beyond the outer walls.

Gretner stepped forward. ‘Looks heavy.’

‘Should be about thirty-three kilos.’ Somehow, his client knew that as well. Rising up, he stepped aside.

Slinging his XM8, Gretner laid a web of nylon strapping on the floor. He and another man lifted the box onto the webbing, hoisting it off the floor.

‘Let’s get out of here.’ Conte waved the team forward.

They worked their way through the blast hole and back into the mosque. Before ascending the staircase Conte collected their respirators, stuffing them into his bag.

Emerging onto the esplanade, Conte scanned the area intently and verified that his two sentries remained posted securely in the shadows. He signalled to them and both men sprinted ahead.

The rest of the team assembled on the esplanade.

Moments later, when the sentries’ silhouettes swept across the opening of Moors’ Gate, they were instantly forced back by automatic gunfire emanating from the plaza below.

A pocket of quiet.

Distant screams, then more shots.

Motioning for the others to remain, Conte ran over to the gate, dropping onto his elbows as he neared the opening. Peering out he saw Israeli soldiers and police swarming into the vicinity, blocking the walkways down by the Western Wall Plaza. Someone must have either found the two dead IDF soldiers or heard the detonation.

The Israelis were hunkered down, waiting for them to make a move. Other entrances provided access to Temple Mount and Conte rapidly considered a revised exit strategy, but he was certain the IDF would be sending reinforcements to those gates as well. It wouldn’t be long before they scaled the platform.

He knew that using the rented van parked in the Kidron Valley was no longer an option. Turning back from the gateway, he signalled for the sentries to follow him back to the group.

As he ran by the El-Aqsa Mosque, Conte grabbed the encrypted radio transmitter from his belt. ‘Come in Alpha One. Over.’

Nothing but static.

He moved away from the interfering mosque wall.

‘Alpha One?’

Through the haze a choppy voice was just audible.

Conte cut in with the transmitter button. ‘If you can hear me, we’ve got a change of plan. We’re under fire.’ Raising his voice, he carefully articulated his next command. ‘Pick us up on the south-east corner of the Temple Mount esplanade, beside the El-Aqsa Mosque. Over.’

A pause.

More static.

‘Roger. On my way,’ a faint voice crackled back. ‘Over.’

Conte concealed his relief. Just over the jagged mountain range to the south he detected a dark shadow against the night sky.

The chopper was approaching rapidly.

He clicked his XM8 to fully automatic, activating the grenade launcher and the others did the same. Fearing they might inflict damage on this sacred place, he knew that the Israelis would be reluctant to fire heavily on them. But his team wouldn’t be nearly as accommodating.

‘We’ll need to take those guys down to clear the area,’ Conte commanded. On his signal, the mercenaries rushed toward the gate in neat formation, carbines drawn.

The chopping sound of rotor blades now had the Israeli’s attention, many gazing skywards at the black shadow gliding low and fast toward Temple Mount.

From their shadowed position high up on the retaining wall, Conte and his men sprayed the soldiers with a curtain of firepower. Within seconds, eight had fallen. Others were scurrying for cover in the open plaza below, while reinforcements spilled into the area from the network of narrow streets feeding in from the Jewish and Muslim Quarters.

The Israeli air force Black Hawk suddenly rose over the embankment’s south-east corner, its profile decked out in desert camouflage temporarily confusing the IDF soldiers with its familiar markings. But Conte could also see a group of men manoeuvring to better positions along the embankment’s southwest corner. Immediately to his right, Doug Wilkinson, the assassin from Manchester, England, suddenly recoiled, clutching his upper arm, dropping his XM8.

Sliding his finger to the carbine’s second trigger, Conte centred his sights on the cluster of soldiers below and fired. The grenade rocketed off its rifle mount streaming an arc of smoke and orange sparks until it exploded, hurling fragments of stone into the air. Other grenades followed with a fiery barrage of exploding stone and shrapnel that forced the Israelis back in chaos.

The rotor blades were close behind the team now, throwing up a dust storm. The Black Hawk bounced down on the platform, coming to rest beside the El-Aqsa Mosque.

‘Go now!’ he yelled, waving the team toward the chopper. ‘Get the cargo on board!’

Retreating from the gate, Conte spotted yet more IDF soldiers between the cypress trees on the opposite side of the Temple Mount, quickly closing in on the vicinity surrounding the Dome of the Rock platform.

It was going to be close, he thought.

The box was rapidly stowed in the chopper and then his men clambered aboard. He ducked under the rotor blades, jumping inside.

Under heavy gunfire, the Black Hawk lifted off the platform and tore away from Temple Mount. Hugging the Ha-Ela Valley floor, it swept across the barren expanse of the Negev Desert, heading south-west. The chopper’s low flight path was well beneath radar range, but even at higher altitudes its state-of-the-art cloaking technology would render it virtually untraceable.

Within minutes the lights of the Palestinian settlements along the Gaza Strip came into view. Then Gaza’s beaches rapidly gave way to the dark expanse of the Mediterranean.

Eighty kilometres off Israel’s coast, a custom-built twenty-metre Hinckley motor yacht had been anchored at precise coordinates programmed into the flight console. The pilot manoeuvred the Black Hawk over the yacht’s aft deck, easing down to hover in the hold position.

The box was carefully lowered to the Hinckley’s crew, then one by one the team rappelled down the line. Wilkinson tucked his wounded arm tightly to his side as Conte clipped him to the line. All things considered, the wound was relatively minor. When Wilkinson had made it on deck, Conte went next.

Setting the autopilot controls to hover, Conte’s pilot evacuated the cockpit, stepping over the two dead Israeli pilots who earlier that evening had set out from Sde Dov airbase on a routine surveillance mission along the Egyptian border, blissfully unaware of their heavily armed replacement hidden in the rear.

With cargo and passengers secured, the Hinckley’s engines fired up and the craft moved off, slowly gathering speed. Conte loaded another grenade and found the chopper fifty metres away. A split second later the latest state-of-the-art in American military technology ripped apart, lighting up the night sky in a flaming ball.

The yacht accelerated to its cruising speed of twenty-two knots and headed north-west across the Mediterranean’s choppy waters.

There would be no more fighting that night. As Conte had anticipated, the Israelis had been totally unprepared for an orchestrated stealth attack. But the messy confrontation and high death toll meant his fee just went up.
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THREE DAYS LATER
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TEL AVIV




As the El Al captain announced the flight’s final descent into Ben Gurion International, Razak bin Ahmed bin al-Tahini gazed out of his window to watch the Mediterranean yielding to a desert landscape set against an azure sky.

Yesterday, he had received a disturbing phone call. No details had been provided, merely an urgent request from the Waqf–the Muslim council that acted as the Temple Mount overseers–summoning him to Jerusalem for assistance in a sensitive matter.

‘Sir,’ a soft voice called to him.

He turned from the window to find a young flight attendant dressed in a navy suit and white blouse. Razak’s eyes were drawn to the El Al insignia pin on her lapel–a winged Star of David. ‘El Al’ was Hebrew for ‘skyward’. Yet another reminder that here, Israel controlled more than just the land.

‘Please bring your seat to the upright position,’ she politely requested. ‘We’ll be landing in a few minutes.’

Raised in the Syrian capital of Damascus, Razak was the oldest of eight siblings. Growing up in a close-knit family, he frequently helped his mother shoulder household responsibilities since his father was an ambassador for the Syrian embassy and travelled endlessly. With his father’s help, he had begun his political career as a liaison between rival Sunni and Shiite factions in Syria, then throughout the Arab region. After studying politics in London, he’d returned to the Middle East, where the scope of his duties had broadened to include diplomatic missions to the UN, and liaising between Arab and European business partners.

For almost a decade now, Razak had been intimately involved in Islam’s most problematic issues, becoming a reluctant–yet increasingly influential–political figure. Faced with its maligned association to radical fanaticism and terrorist acts, and the neck-breaking onslaught of globalization, the sanctity of Islam in the modern world was increasingly difficult to preserve. And though Razak’s aspiration in accepting his role was to focus on the religious aspects of Islam, he had quickly learned that its political components were inseparable.

And at forty-five, his responsibilities were showing. Premature grey streaks had sprouted from his temples, spreading through thick black hair, and a permanent heaviness showed under his dark, solemn eyes. Of medium height and build, Razak wasn’t one to turn heads, though in many circles, his knack for diplomacy was sure to leave a lasting impression.

Substantial personal sacrifice had quickly transformed his youthful idealism into tempered cynicism. He constantly reminded himself of the wise words his father once told him when he was just a young boy: ‘The world is a very complicated thing, Razak, something which is not easily understood. But surviving out there’–he had pointed somewhere far out into the distance–‘means never compromising your spirit, because no man or place can take that from you. It is Allah’s most precious gift to you…and what you do with it is your gift to Him.’

As the Boeing 767 touched down, Razak’s thoughts shifted to the mysterious altercation in Jerusalem’s Old City three days earlier. The worldwide media was circulating reports about a violent exchange that had taken place at Temple Mount on Friday. Though the nature of the altercation was still highly speculative, all accounts confirmed that thirteen Israeli Defense Force soldiers had been killed by an as-yet unknown enemy.

Razak knew it was no coincidence that his services were now required here.

As he retrieved his suitcase from the baggage claim carousel inside the terminal, his watch alarm beeped. He had programmed it to ring five times a day, and in five differing tones.

Two thirty.

After stopping in the men’s room to ritually wash his face, hands, and neck, he found a clean spot along the concourse and set his bag down. Re-examining his watch, he referenced a miniature digital readout data-fed by a global positioning microchip. A small arrow shifted on the face pointing him in the direction of Mecca.

Raising his hands up, he declared ‘Allah Akbar’ twice, then crossed his hands over his chest and began one of the quintet of daily prayers compulsory in Islamic faith.

‘I bear witness that there is no God but Allah,’ he softly muttered, easing down on his knees then bowing in submission. In prayer he found a solitude that silenced the noise around him, reconciling the compromises he was asked to make in the name of Islam.

Deep in meditation, he blocked out the group of Western tourists scrutinizing him. To many in the modern world, devout adherence to prayer was a foreign concept. It didn’t surprise him that the sight of an Arab man in a business suit kneeling in submission to an invisible presence so easily captured the curiosity of most non-Muslims. But Razak had long ago accepted the fact that piety was not always convenient or comfortable.

When he had finished, he stood and buttoned the top button of his brown suit jacket.

Two Israeli soldiers watched scornfully as he made his way through the exit, staring at his rolling suitcase as if it contained plutonium. To Razak, it was indicative of a much broader tension that defined this place and he ignored them.

Outside the international terminal he was greeted by a Waqf representative–a tall young man with dark features who led him to a white Mercedes 500.

‘Assalaamu ‘alaykum.’

‘Wa ‘alaykum assalaam,’ Razak replied. ‘Is your family well, Akil?’

‘Thank you, yes. An honour to have you back, sir.’

Akil took his bag and opened the rear door. Razak dipped into the air-conditioned interior, and the young Arab took his place behind the wheel.

‘We should be in Jerusalem in under an hour.’

 

Approaching the towering ancient limestone block wall that wrapped around Old Jerusalem, the driver turned into a parking lot and reclaimed his reserved spot. They would have to make it the rest of the way on foot since the Old City, with its prohibitively narrow streets, was off-limits to most vehicular traffic.

Outside the Jaffa Gate, Razak and the driver were queued into a long line by heavily armed IDF guards. Nearer the opening, they were subjected to a thorough body pat down while Razak’s bag was inspected and passed through a portable scanner. Then came an exhaustive verification of their credentials. Finally, they took turns being funnelled through a metal detector, all the while being monitored by a set of surveillance cameras mounted high up on a nearby pole.

‘Worse than ever,’ Akil remarked to Razak, relieving him of his luggage. ‘Pretty soon we’ll be locked out all together.’

They went through a narrow, L-shaped tunnel–a design from centuries earlier meant to slow marauding attackers–and emerged into the busy Christian Quarter. Climbing the sloped cobblestone walkways into the Muslim Quarter, Razak breathed in the complex aromas of the nearby Souk–fresh bread, spicy meat, tamarind, charcoal, and mint. It took them fifteen minutes to reach the high staircase on Via Dolorosa that climbed up to the Temple Mount’s elevated northern gate. There, a second security check was required by the IDF, though not nearly as intrusive as the first.

As Akil led him across Temple Mount’s expansive esplanade, Razak could hear the raucous cries of protestors down near the Western Wall Plaza. He didn’t need to see them to know that Jerusalem’s district police and reinforcements from the IDF would be there in large numbers, holding the crowds at bay. Focusing on the spectacular mountainous panorama afforded by the Temple Mount’s high vantage point, he tried to block out the distressing sounds.

‘Where will we be meeting?’ Razak asked.

‘Second floor of the Dome of Learning building.’

Taking his bag, Razak thanked Akil, leaving him at a freestanding archway and headed toward a squat, two-storey building situated between the sacred Dome of the Rock and El-Aqsa Mosques.

Entering the northern door, he climbed a flight of stairs and strode down a narrow corridor to a private room where he could already hear the voices of the Waqf officials awaiting him.

Inside, nine Arab men–middle-aged and older–were convened around a heavy teak table. Some wore traditional kaffiyeh head wraps and business suits; others had opted for turbans and colourful tunics. When Razak entered, the room fell into a hush.

At the head of the table, a tall bearded Arab wearing a white headdress stood and raised a hand in greeting.

Making his way over to him, Razak raised his own. ‘Assalaamu ‘alaykum.’

‘Wa ‘alaykum assalaam,’ the man responded with a smile. Farouq bin Alim Abd al-Rahmaan al-Jamir had presence. Though his real age was unknown, most would correctly place him in his mid-sixties. Lucid grey eyes revealed the burden of many secrets, but showed little of the man within. A thick scar ran across his left cheek and he wore it proudly as a reminder of his days on the battlefield. His teeth were unnaturally symmetrical and white, obviously replacements.

Ever since Muslims regained control of the Temple Mount in the thirteenth century, the Waqf had managed this sacred shrine and a ‘Keeper’ had been appointed as its supreme overseer. That responsibility, entrusting all matters concerning the sanctity of the site, now lay with Farouq.

As they took their seats Farouq reacquainted Razak with the men around the table then quickly got to the matter at hand.

‘I make no apology for summoning you here on such short notice.’ Farouq stared round the table, while tapping a ballpoint pen against the polished teak surface. ‘You all know about the incident last Friday.’

A male servant bent to pour Razak a cup of spicy Arabian coffee–qahwa.

‘Enormously troubling.’ Farouq continued. ‘Sometime in the late evening, a group of men broke into the Marwani Mosque. They used explosives to access a hidden room behind the rear wall.’

The fact that the crime had occurred on a Friday, when Muslims from all over Jerusalem would gather on Temple Mount for prayer, was particularly troublesome to Razak. Perhaps the perpetrators meant to strike fear into the Muslim community. He settled into his chair, trying to compute the audacity it would take to desecrate such a sacred site. ‘For what purpose?’ He sipped his coffee slowly, letting the smell of cardamom fill his nostrils.

‘It seems they have stolen an artefact.’

‘What kind of artefact?’ Razak preferred forthright answers.

‘We’ll get to that later,’ Farouq said dismissively.

Not for the first time Razak wished the Keeper didn’t play his cards so close to his chest. ‘Professional job then?’

‘It appears so.’

‘Did the explosions damage the mosque?’

‘Luckily, no. We immediately contacted a structural engineer. So far it seems the damage is contained to the wall.’

Razak frowned. ‘Any idea who could have done this?’

Farouq shook his head.

‘It was the Israelis I tell you!’ one of the elders burst out, quivering with rage, his lower lip dramatically curled.

All heads turned to the old man. His eyes shifted away and he eased himself back into his seat.

‘That is not certain,’ Farouq firmly cut in. ‘Though it’s true that eyewitnesses reported an Israeli Black Hawk was used to transport the thieves.’

‘What?’ Razak was stupefied.

Farouq nodded. ‘It landed in the esplanade outside the El-Aqsa Mosque and took them away.’

‘But isn’t that restricted airspace?’

‘Absolutely.’

Though he wouldn’t admit it, Razak was impressed that anyone could pull off such an operation, especially in Jerusalem. ‘How?’

‘We don’t have details.’ Farouq’s pen resumed its tapping. ‘All we know is that the helicopter was spotted over Gaza minutes after the theft. We’re awaiting a full report from the IDF. But let’s not forget that thirteen Israelis were killed during the attack and many more injured,’ Farouq reminded the assemblage. ‘Policemen and IDF soldiers. To assume Israelis were responsible…For now that wouldn’t seem to make sense.’

Another elder spoke up. ‘This situation’s very complicated. Clearly this theft has occurred within our jurisdiction. However, that so many IDF soldiers were killed does matter greatly.’ He spread his hands and paused. ‘The Israelis have agreed to keep this quiet, but ask that we cooperate in sharing all information uncovered through our internal investigations.’

Razak fingered his cup and looked up. ‘I’m assuming the police have already begun preliminary investigations?’

‘Of course,’ Farouq interjected. ‘They arrived minutes after the episode occurred. Problem is they’ve yet to present any definitive evidence. We suspect important facts are being withheld. That’s why we’ve summoned you. Confrontation seems inevitable.’

‘If only–‘ Razak began.

‘Time’s limited,’ another Waqf member with a thick head of silver hair overrode him. ‘Both sides are concerned it won’t be long before the media starts drawing its own conclusions. And we all know what that will lead to.’ His grave eyes circled the table to draw support. ‘Razak, you know how fragile our role is here in Jerusalem. You see what’s happening outside on the streets. Our people rely on us to protect this place.’ He stuck out an index finger and tapped it on the table twice. ‘There’s no knowing how they’ll react. Unlike most of us,’ he eyed the first outspoken elder, still purple from rage, ‘they will assume the Israelis are responsible.’

Farouq came in again. ‘You can well imagine that Hamas and Hezbollah are both anxious to lambaste the Jews for this.’ His face darkened. ‘They’re asking for our support implicating the Israelis to further Palestinian liberation.’

The situation was far worse than Razak had imagined. Tensions were already running high between the Israelis and Palestinians. Both Hamas and Hezbollah had garnered much support over the past few years in their efforts to outwardly oppose Israeli occupation and this incident would surely bolster their political agenda. Razak tried to not think about even more drastic consequences that were likely to occur. The Waqf was now stuck in the middle of a very precarious political situation–one that felt impossibly fragile to Razak. ‘So what do you wish of me?’ he asked, looking round the table.

‘Determine who stole the relic,’ replied the soft-toned elder. ‘We need to know who committed this act so justice can be served. Our people deserve an explanation as to why such a sacred place has been so maliciously violated.’

In the ensuing silence Razak could hear the taunting, muffled sounds of protestors through the window, like voices from the grave. ‘I’ll do whatever’s necessary,’ he assured them. ‘First I’ll need to see where this happened.’

Farouq rose to his feet. ‘I’ll take you there now.’
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Charlotte Hennesey was battling the unforgiving eight-hour time difference, and three espressos earlier that morning hadn’t helped to settle her.

As instructed, she was waiting in her guest suite until summoned. Unlike the limousine and first-class service that had whisked her from Phoenix to Rome, her accommodation at the Vatican City’s Domus Sanctae Marthae residence hall was austere. White walls, simple oak furniture, twin bed and nightstand, though she did have her own bathroom and a small refrigerator.

Seated at the sun-filled window, she gazed out over the tiled roofs of Rome’s western sprawl. Having finished her novel on the plane—Anne Tyler’s Saint Maybe–she’d now had to settle for the English edition of L’Osservatore Romano, reading it from cover to cover. Sighing, she set the paper down and looked over at the nightstand’s digital alarm clock–3:18.

She was anxious to get to work, but wondered what purpose an American geneticist could possibly serve here. As the head of research and development at BioMapping Solutions, Charlotte typically made off-site visits to pharmaceutical and biotech companies looking to apply the latest discoveries in the human genome to their research.

It was her boss, BMS founder Evan Aldrich, who had taken the call almost two weeks ago from a Vatican cleric named Father Patrick Donovan. Having heard the priest’s compelling proposal, Aldrich had volunteered her services for a highly secretive project. Few things could divert Evan Aldrich from his work, especially when the request required him to hand over his best researcher.

Clearly this was one of them.

At thirty-two, Charlotte was a lithe five-nine with striking emerald green eyes and a smooth, healthily tanned face framed by shoulder length curls of chestnut hair. With a rare balance of intellect and charm, she’d become her company’s chosen spokesperson for an industry typified by grey scientists. Human genetics was often misunderstood and always controversial. With BMS aggressively promoting its latest gene-mapping technology, the right public image was important.

Recently she had added media appearances to her arsenal of talents–talk shows and news programmes. Aldrich had told her that the Vatican priest mentioned seeing one of her most recent interviews concerning the reconstruction of maternal lineage through mapping mitochondrial DNA, prompting his request for her services.

Now that her time was split between research and public relations, she wondered exactly what role she’d be asked to play here. After all, the conservative papacy was surely not one of her biggest supporters.

Her thoughts drifted back to Evan Aldrich.

Aldrich had abruptly shifted career ten years ago, abandoning his secure tenure as a Harvard professor of genetic science to enter the uncertain world of business. And he had handled the switch brilliantly. Not for the first time, Charlotte mused about what made Evan tick. Not money, though when BMS eventually went public he would make a great deal of it. What really drove the man was his sense of purpose, his belief that the work they did and the choices they made really mattered. It was his passion and genuine charisma that first attracted her to him. The fact that she thought he looked like a movie star didn’t hurt either.

Almost a year ago, she and Evan had begun dating, both very cautious about the potential work-related conflicts such a relationship might bring about. But if there could exist a natural fit between two people, Charlotte had certainly found it–like the inevitable laws of physics she found herself hopelessly drawn to him. Only four months ago, things between them seemed perfect.

Then fate decided to intervene.

A routine blood test taken during her annual physical detected abnormally high protein levels in her blood. Further testing followed that included a painful bone biopsy. Finally came the devastating diagnosis: multiple myeloma.

Bone cancer.

At first, she was angry. After all, she was practically a vegetarian, rarely drank, and exercised like a fiend. It just didn’t make sense, especially because at the time, she felt perfectly fine.

That wasn’t the case now. Just a week earlier, she began taking Melphalan–her first round of low-dose chemotherapy. Now she felt like she was battling a permanent hangover, complete with intermittent waves of nausea.

She didn’t have the heart to tell Evan. Not yet, at least. He had already been talking about a more permanent future, even kids. None of that seemed possible now and it crushed her. Over the past few weeks, she had grown more despondent. In all fairness to him, she needed to be absolutely certain that she would be among the ten per cent who actually beat this disease before she could commit to anything more serious.

A discreet knock pulled Charlotte from her thoughts.

Reaching the door in four strides, she opened it to see a bespectacled bald man barely her height, dressed in a black suit and shirt. His complexion was smooth and pale. Maybe in his late forties or early fifties, she guessed. Her eyes were immediately drawn to the white priest collar.

‘Good afternoon, Dr Hennesey. I’m Father Patrick Donovan.’ His English was flavoured with an Irish brogue. Smiling pleasantly, he extended a thin hand.

My Vatican admirer, she thought. ‘A pleasure to meet you, Father.’

‘I so much appreciate your patience. I apologize for the delay. Shall we go?’

‘Yes, of course.’









5.

TEMPLE MOUNT




Deep beneath Temple Mount, Razak and Farouq stood amidst the rubble-strewn floor of the Marwani Mosque. As the Keeper had indicated, the damage to the site had been considerable, yet contained. Pole-mounted spotlights had been erected to illuminate a gaping hole in the rear wall about a metre-and-a-half in diameter. On seeing it, Razak felt his stomach twist into a knot.

The first time he had seen this place was in the late 1990s. Back then, rubble and debris had completely filled the space, floor to ceiling. But that was before the Israeli government had allowed the Waqf to initiate excavation and restoration. In exchange, Jewish archaeologists had been permitted to excavate the Western Wall tunnel–an underground passage far beneath the buildings of the Muslim Quarter, connecting the southern Western Wall Plaza to the Via Dolorosa on the embankment’s north-west corner. As usual it was a compromise that wasn’t without bloodshed. Riots had broken out between Palestinians and Israelis opposing the excavations, resulting in the deaths of over seventy soldiers and civilians, including Razak’s closest friend, Ghalib, who vehemently opposed Israeli digging beneath his home that abutted the Temple Mount’s western retaining wall.

Some Muslims had clung to the belief that a demon called the Jin had deliberately filled this underground room with rubble to deter entrance. And now that its restoration was nearing completion, Razak couldn’t help but feel a malevolent presence still lurked here in the shadows.

Approaching the aperture, he ran his fingers along its jagged edge, feeling a gummy residue. He peered into the secret chamber beyond where the rubble was minimal.

Farouq appeared beside him holding a piece of masonry and handed it to Razak. ‘See this?’ He indicated a smooth arc that ran along one edge of the brick. ‘The Israelis found a drill the thieves left behind, used to make cores that were then packed with explosive.’

Razak examined the brick. ‘How could explosives be smuggled into the heart of Jerusalem, past all the checkpoints?’

‘Explosives and guns. These people were smart.’ Farouq leaned through the hole and peered into the chamber. ‘I didn’t want to mention it in front of the others, but this seems to suggest that someone on the inside helped them. Perhaps the Jews did have something to do with this.’

Razak wasn’t so sure. ‘You said the police have already seen this?’

‘The police and the IDF’s intelligence people studied it for two solid days following the theft.’

Their thoroughness didn’t surprise Razak.

‘We’ve been awaiting a full report,’ Farouq added. ‘It has yet to come.’

Both men climbed through the hole into the space beyond.

Additional pole lights illuminated the inner chamber clearly carved from Mount Moriah’s soft limestone bedrock with thick stone pillars supporting its rocky ceiling. The walls were bare of any ornamentation. Here the stagnant air still smelled of explosives.

Razak turned to face the Keeper. ‘Did you know about this chamber before?’

‘Absolutely not. Our excavations were contained within the mosque itself. Any unauthorized digging would have been strictly forbidden.’

Farouq’s gaze was steady, but Razak was well aware that, when it came to excavations, the Waqf had taken some liberties in the past.

Against the east wall, Razak detected a line of nine compact stone boxes, each etched in a language that looked like Hebrew. He moved closer. At one end, a rectangular depression in the earth suggested a tenth box had been removed and he moved closer.

Unexpectedly, a voice broke in from the other side of the blast hole. ‘Gentlemen. Can I have a moment?’

Razak and Farouq whirled round to find a plain-looking middle-aged man peering through the aperture. His face was pale and streaked by sunburn, topped off by a nest of unruly brown hair.

‘Sorry, do you speak English?’ The stranger had a refined English accent.

‘We do.’ Razak rapidly approached the hole.

‘Marvellous.’ The stranger smiled. ‘That’ll make things easier. My Arabic’s a little ropey.’

Farouq elbowed Razak aside. ‘Who are you?’

‘My name is Barton.’ He moved forward through the opening. ‘Graham Barton, I—’

Farouq threw oversized hands in the air. ‘You dare come in here? This is a sacred place!’

Barton stopped in his tracks, looking like he had just stepped on a landmine. ‘I’m sorry. But if you’ll just let me—’

‘Who let you in?’ Razak moved past Farouq to shield the chamber.

‘I was sent by the Israeli Police Commissioner, to assist you.’ He pulled out a letter on police department stationery.

‘An Englishman!’ Farouq was gesticulating wildly. ‘They send an Englishman to assist us. You see where that got us in the past!’

From the extensive time Barton had spent on projects in Israel, he was painfully aware that here the English were still best known for their botched colonization efforts in the early 1900s–a debacle that only served to deepen Palestinian resentment toward the West. He grinned tightly.

‘Need I remind you,’ Farouq warned, ‘that non-Muslims are banned here?’

‘My religious affinities aren’t so easily defined,’ Barton scowled. There was a time when he regularly attended Anglican services at Holy Trinity Church near his Kensington home in London. But that was a long time ago. Now he considered himself a more secular believer who shunned the establishment, but still sought a better understanding of his belief that there was indeed something bigger than himself in this miraculous universe. That search had yet to exclude elements of most faiths, including Islam, which he regarded highly.

‘So what is your purpose here?’ Razak demanded.

‘I work with the Israeli Antiquities Authority,’ Barton persisted. He was already feeling that accepting this job had been a very bad idea. The guppy was now in the piranha tank. ‘Ancient Holy Land antiquities are my speciality.’ Biblical antiquities was more like it, he thought. But mentioning that to this pair didn’t seem smart. ‘I’m well regarded in my field.’ Renowned, in fact, he thought. Trained at Oxford University, head curator of antiquities for the Museum of London, and a résumé that read like a novella–not to mention the countless archaeological digs he’d managed in and around Jerusalem and his regular pieces in Biblical Archaeology Review. And just prior to the theft, the IAA had commissioned Graham Barton with a generous stipend to oversee a massive digitizing campaign that would catalogue the entirety of its priceless collections throughout Israel’s museums. Wisely, he chose not to elaborate on those details.

Farouq was dismissive. ‘Credentials do not impress me.’

‘Right. But I can save you a lot of time,’ Barton added, dodging the Keeper’s outright hostility. ‘Besides, the IDF and Israeli police have retained my services. I’ve been told you’re committed to full cooperation in order to determine what happened here. I have a letter of introduction.’ His tone was more assertive now.

Farouq’s eyes met Razak’s, registering displeasure for the Israelis’ sneaky tactics.

‘I was informed that the incident here possibly involved an ancient relic.’ Barton was trying to peer over Razak’s shoulder.

The two Muslims were still grappling with what was happening.

‘The thieves must have had very precise information,’ Barton forged on, ‘to know the exact whereabouts of a room so well hidden beneath Temple Mount. Wouldn’t you agree?’

‘A moment, please.’ Farouq raised a finger and motioned to the archaeologist to move back through the blast hole.

Sighing, Barton retreated into the mosque. The tricky politics of this place exasperated him.

Razak watched him go. ‘Strange. I wonder if they—’

‘An outrage!’ Farouq’s face was close.

Razak’s voice sunk to a whisper. ‘Did the Israelis mention this to you?’

‘Not at all. And I will not permit this.’

Razak drew a deep breath. He didn’t like the idea of allowing this Barton–apparently a delegate from the Jewish authorities–to intervene in such a sensitive investigation. After all, the Israeli police and the IDF had already spent two days inspecting the crime scene without apparent results. Now they were sending in an outsider? Perhaps Barton would not simply replicate the investigation. There was no telling what their motives could be. However, time wasn’t on Razak’s side and his knowledge of archaeology and antiquities was limited at best.

Farouq drew even closer. ‘What are you thinking?’

‘We don’t have much time. Since Barton claims to be an expert…’

‘Yes…’

‘Well, it’s obvious the Israelis already know what happened here. Perhaps he can give us information. Something to start with. It’s in everyone’s interests to resolve this quickly.’

Farouq stared at the floor. ‘Razak. Trust requires merit. Every man needs to prove his character. You are a virtuous man. But not everyone’s like you. You and I–we trust each other. But with this Barton we have to be very careful.’ He marked the point with a raised finger.

Razak raised an eyebrow. ‘Of course, but do we really have a choice?’

Farouq returned Razak’s gaze. Finally, the creases in his brow softened. ‘You could be right,’ he relented, sighing dramatically. ‘I just wish he wasn’t an Englishman.’ The Keeper forced a smile. ‘Take his letter and check his credentials with the police. Proceed how you see fit. I’m leaving.’

Back out in the mosque, Razak took the letter and instructed the Englishman to wait for him to return, then walked Farouq to the stairs.

‘Keep a close eye on him,’ Farouq reminded Razak, leering back at Barton.

Taking off his suit jacket, Razak asked Farouq if he wouldn’t mind taking it back to his office. He watched as the Keeper disappeared into the sunlight above.

After rolling up his sleeves, Razak pulled out his cell phone and punched in the number for the Israeli police commissioner who had signed the letter. Two transfers later he was put on hold and subjected to a banal Israeli pop song. Watching Barton pace in small circles in the Marwani Mosque, he shifted back and forth on his feet, holding the phone at arm’s length, trying his best to tune out the song’s headache-inducing techno beat. A minute later, there were two distinct clicks followed by a ring.

A strong, nasal voice came on. ‘Major Topol speaking.’

Razak did his best to filter out the Arabic undertones from his near-perfect English. ‘My name is Razak bin Ahmed bin al-Tahini. I’ve been commissioned by the Waqf to oversee the investigation at the Temple Mount.’

‘Been expecting your call,’ Topol said between sips of burned coffee from a paper cup, clearly unimpressed. ‘I take it you’ve met Mr Barton?’

Razak was thrown by the man’s directness. ‘Yes, I have.’

‘He’s good…used him before. Very objective.’

Razak refrained from comment. ‘I must inform you that his presence wasn’t well received. We understand the need for your department’s intervention, but Mr Barton entered the mosque without authorization.’

‘Apologies for not notifying you sooner,’ Topol replied, stifling a yawn. ‘But Graham Barton has been authorized to act on our behalf. It’s all in the letter he’s carrying. I’m sure you’ll understand that the nature of this crime requires us to play an equal role in the investigation.’

‘But he’s an archaeologist, not an investigator,’ Razak challenged. ‘Israeli police have already analysed the crime scene.’

‘Sure, our people have been there,’ Topol admitted, ‘but this crime seems to centre on a missing artefact. We’re the police. Stolen cars, burglaries, murders, we understand. We don’t know about artefacts. So we felt the investigation could benefit from Barton’s knowledge of archaeology.’

Razak said nothing. It was routine for him to choose silence over confrontation. When negotiating, the opposition often blurted out significant information just to fill the silence. The pause allowed him to consider Topol’s argument. For the most part it seemed sensible.

The policeman lowered his voice and spoke conspiratorially. ‘I think we’ll both need to put aside our differences, so that justice can be served.’

‘My colleagues and I share your concern. Can we trust all information will remain confidential until our investigation is complete?’

‘You have my word on that. We’re looking for a quick, peaceful resolution here. Rumours are spreading like wildfire. We could soon have a much bigger problem on our hands.’

‘I understand.’

‘Good luck to you.’

The line went dead.

Razak returned to where the Englishman stood near the blast hole, hands folded behind his back, whistling and admiring the Marwani Mosque’s impressive interior. Barton turned to him. ‘Everything okay?’

He nodded and offered his hand. ‘Welcome, Mr Barton. My name is Razak.’
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At the end of the dimly lit corridor Charlotte Hennesey and Father Donovan descended two flights of switchback steps and emerged into the Domus’s modern lobby. They strode across the expanse of white marble tile, passed a bronze bust of Pope John Paul II, and exited the building into bright afternoon sunshine.

Charlotte was accustomed to the dry desert heat of Phoenix. Rome’s heat came with oppressive humidity. And then there was the Vatican’s strict dress code–arms, legs, and shoulders had to be covered at all times. No shorts or sleeveless tops. It was like high school–no tube tops or halters. For the next few days it would be khaki pants and long-sleeved blouses with uncomfortably high thread counts. Back home, she typically ended her day lying poolside in the backyard of her Spanish-style ranch, sporting a bikini. At least, when she was feeling up to it. It was quite evident that wouldn’t be happening here.

‘I’m sure you’re curious as to why you’ve been asked to come here,’ Father Donovan said.

‘The thought had crossed my mind,’ she politely replied.

‘The Vatican is proficient in theology and faith,’ he explained. ‘However, you won’t be shocked to hear that in the field of natural sciences, there are some obvious deficiencies in our capabilities.’ He offered a self-deprecating smile.

‘That’s perfectly understandable.’ The priest had a gentle spirit, she thought. His Irish accent was calming and she noticed that he gesticulated often, the by-product of years behind a pulpit.

They strolled past Piazza Santa Marta, circling the rear walkways along the apse of the basilica. Charlotte marvelled at its marble and stained-glass exterior.

‘Take me for instance,’ he offered. ‘Prefetto di Bibloteca Apostolica Vaticana…a fancy way of saying head curator of the Vatican Library. My expertise is books and Church history. I must confess that I know little about your field. But when I saw you on television, I was convinced that you could really help me with a project I’ve been asked to undertake.’

‘If you don’t mind me saying so, I’m surprised my field intrigues anyone in Vatican City.’

‘Indeed, many within these walls would have reservations about the intentions of genetic research. I, however, like to keep a more open mind.’

‘That’s good to know,’ she said, smiling. ‘So what exactly is it that I’ll be studying?’

The priest didn’t respond right away, allowing a pair of strolling clerics to pass a comfortable distance before quietly saying, ‘A relic.’ He considered enlarging on the idea, but decided against it. ‘It’s best to see it with your own eyes.’

Heading north on Viale del Giardino Quadrato, they crossed through the lush greenery of the Vatican Gardens, passing the Casina of Pius IV, the lavish sixteenth-century neoclassical papal summerhouse.

The straight pathway ran behind the massive Vatican Museum. Charlotte remembered reading that the Vatican’s extensive art collection was housed there, within the former palace of Renaissance-era popes. It was also the place where countless visitors from around the world came to marvel at the city’s most famous exhibit–the Sistine Chapel–its walls covered in narrative frescoes; its ceiling painted by Michelangelo.

She could tell Father Donovan wasn’t yet ready to divulge any more. Though she wanted to enquire why the librarian was handling the study of relics, she decided to change the subject. ‘This place is enchanting,’ she said, gazing at the flowers, ornate fountains, and fantastic Renaissance architecture. ‘It’s like a fairytale. Do you actually live here?’

‘Oh yes,’ he said.

‘What’s it like?’

The priest looked up at her, grinning. ‘The Vatican is its own world. Everything I need is right within these walls. It’s kind of like a college campus, I guess.’

‘Really?’

He held up both hands. ‘Without the night life, of course,’ he said with a laugh. ‘Though I must admit, we do have our own equivalents to fraternities.’

They were just approaching the museum’s service entrance. Even at a leisurely pace, in less than ten minutes they had walked about six hundred metres–almost the entire width of the country.
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Razak led the Englishman over to the blast hole, motioning him through the aperture.

Stepping inside, Barton’s analytical gaze immediately swept the chamber.

Coming in behind him, Razak remained standing near the opening, uneasy with the gloomy, subterranean atmosphere.

Energized, Barton didn’t hesitate to start airing his thoughts. ‘In the late first century BCE, King Herod the Great employed master architects from Rome and Egypt to design the Temple Mount. It was a huge undertaking that required the construction of an enormous platform that incorporated solid bedrock at the northern end’–he gestured behind him–‘and expanded south, using vast retaining walls where Mount Moriah’s bedrock slopes down.’ He swivelled round, pointing in the opposite direction. ‘That’s why the southern end of the platform can easily accommodate vaulted rooms, like the space that is now the Marwani Mosque. And archaeologists have long theorized that other similar spaces existed beneath the Mount.’
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