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  Prologue


  Villa Orsini, Venice, Italy, 1238 AD


  The cries and moans grew louder, more anguished and more recognizably human as Friar James crept closer to the chapel. Only the lateness of the hour and the thickness of the walls prevented the terrible sounds from being heard by the rest of the household. The candlelight reflecting off the damp walls of the corridor cast flickering shadows that mimicked the darkness of Friar James’s growing fear and his wavering courage.


  Surely, he tried to reassure himself, surely preserving the most sacred relic in all Christendom from the abuse of power, from mere temporal concerns, was worth any sacrifice. Wasn’t that what the Inquisitor had so carefully and forcefully explained? Exactly what that sacrifice entailed and who was fated to make it had been left unsaid.


  What Friar James did not know was that theft of a holy relic, the betrayal of a king, and breaking solemn vows were to be the least of it.


  Tightening his already desperate grip on the coarse cotton sack which carried the carefully crafted forgery that had come all the way from the Holy Land, he continued on, praying silently to the Savior for strength—and forgiveness.


  He reached the chapel door, prayed again, pushed open the door and gasped, the bile rising in his throat. The sight that confronted him could only be equaled in some dark corner of hell. Lying on the floor, in a still-spreading pool of his own blood, was the writhing, twitching body of Count Vittorio Orsini. His clothes had been torn from his body, and his body—especially the face, head, and chest—looked as though it had been…shredded! He was nearly beyond recognition. Shards of flesh hung off what had been the Count’s face, revealing the bones underneath, as if he were a skeleton in the making. Other bits of flesh clung bloodily to his garments. His chest, near the area of his heart seemed to have been dug at, as if he had been trying to pull something out. The pain must have been unimaginable.


  On the floor next to body lay the sacred relic.


  Fighting his fear and revulsion, Friar James entered the chapel and removed the fake relic from his sack. On the altar above Count Orsini’s wrecked body was a highly polished, beautifully carved, gold-embellished wooden box. He placed the fake relic into the box and closed it. Crossing himself and praying again for forgiveness, he picked up the genuine relic and placed it in his sack. Then, stepping carefully over the now lifeless body of Count Orsini, Friar James disappeared into the night.


  Chapter 1


  Hopkinton, New Hampshire


  Sister Anne Marie Reilly, age 35, was laid to rest at Gate of Heaven Cemetery on a glorious morning in late July, a day on which the transcendent beauty of earth, sun and sky combined to pay homage to a life well—if too briefly—lived.


  More than one hundred mourners passed by her simple wooden casket, each pausing to place a single red rose on its lid and to remember Sister Anne Marie lovingly in his or her own way. First were her parents, Desmond and Eileen Reilly, who still struggled to believe that Annie’s death from cancer was somehow a part of God’s divine plan. They were followed by her three older brothers. Teddy, the eldest, was a financial analyst in Boston. With him was his wife, Celeste, who had liked Annie as a person, but who simply could not fathom the idea of a religious vocation that required a vow of chastity and, worst of all, a vow of poverty. Teddy and Celeste had no children.


  Next was Annie’s brother Mike, the Chief of Police in Hopkinton, his Italian-American wife, Angelina, and their three children—the beautiful, dark-eyed Victoria, aged twelve; the fair, patrician-looking Giancarlo, aged ten; and the rowdy, rambunctious Antonio, aged seven. They had been their Aunt Annie’s favorites, and the feeling had been mutual, the bond precious. This was their first experience of death.


  Last in the family was Annie’s brother, Timmy—Father Tim—the pastor of Saint Claire’s Parish in nearby Henniker. It was Father Tim who had offered the funeral Mass and had administered Annie the Last Rites.


  The family was followed by Annie’s fellow Dominican Sisters, who remembered her piety, her kindness, and her always cheerful demeanor. Her students at Mount Saint Dominic University remembered her as a challenging, yet supportive teacher and a brilliant scholar. Finally, there came assorted citizens and inhabitants of Hopkinton and Henniker and nearby Concord whose lives Annie had somehow touched and brightened. Everyone remembered her beauty and grace, her almost child-like sense of wonder and delight in God’s universe.


  Nick Renna—who stood alone, apart from the other mourners—remembered the feel of her naked in his arms. He remembered her flavors and fragrances, cinnamon and lemon, and the golden warmth of her love. He remembered how, when he was with her, he was a better person and the world was a better place.


  Most of all, he remembered the day fifteen years earlier, when she broke his heart.


  They were in the living room of the Reilly family home. Nick stood there in his Army uniform, recently returned from Operation Desert Storm, wounded now in a way he could never have imagined.


  “The convent! You’re entering the goddamn convent? Jesus Christ, Annie, what are you saying? What about me? What about all the things we talked about? You know, things like marriage and kids and being together forever? I love you. I thought you loved me. Hell, I know you love me. How can you do this?”


  She had answered, “I do love you, Nicky. I will always love you. It’s just…just that I believe in my heart this is what I was meant to do—what Iwant to do with my life. Nicky, please, please try to understand.”


  He hadn’t understood then, in her living room, and he didn’t understand now, at her gravesite.


  They had seen each other from time to time over the years, mostly at academic functions, for both had become professors of History—Sister Anne Marie at Mount Saint Dominic University and Nick at Henniker College. When they encountered each other professionally, their interactions were brief, polite, and agonizing for both.


  Four days earlier, summoned by Annie’s Mother Superior and informed of the seriousness of Annie’s condition, Nick visited her at Concord Memorial Hospital. He had paused in the doorway of her semi-private room on the oncology floor, shocked and appalled at her condition. Asleep and unaware of his presence, she was so pale, so fragile-looking, ravaged both by the cancer that was so virulently and ferociously devouring her cells, and by the chemotherapy that had failed to stop it. She was painfully thin and virtually hairless—her scalp, her eyebrows, her eyelashes. She had been reduced to her elemental self. And yet, somehow, despite all that, she was beautiful.


  He felt a sword pierce his heart, and he silently cursed and raged against her supposedly loving God for having done this to her.


  Then, Annie had awakened. Her still-brilliantly blue eyes widened when she saw him, and she smiled. “Nicky! I knew you’d come!”


  He moved to her bedside and grasped her hand. “Annie…Oh God, Annie.” Unable to stop himself, he wept bitterly. It was she who comforted him.


  Touching his face lovingly, she told him, “Don’t cry for me, Nicky. I’m not sad, I’m not scared, I’m not in pain.”


  He looked into her eyes and saw that it was true. She smiled and said, “I’m actually kind of curious, Nicky. We even talked about this. Remember what Saint Paul says? ‘The eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, nor has it entered into the heart of man what things God has stored for those who love Him.’ Soon, I’ll know, I’ll know those things! Isn’t that wonderful?”


  There was no wonder in him, only anger and despair. She sensed this and in a way both playful and profound, she said, “Nicky, when I’m in heaven, you’ll have a friend in high places—a friend who will forever love you and forever watch over you.” He did not believe it, but if it comforted her, he would accept it.


  They talked then of their past, of the years they were together. Nick stayed for several hours, during which Annie nodded off from time to time. He remained, holding her hand, caressing her face. Toward evening, she awoke with a start from one of her naps and took a surprisingly powerful grip of his hand. She looked at him with a fierce intensity and made her enigmatic last request.


  “Nicky, you must do something for me. Promise, promise me you’ll do it!”


  “I promise.”


  “My research, my search. You must finish the search. Promise me, as you love me.”


  “I promise, as I love you.”


  She was clearly growing weaker, and her words were becoming harder to understand. Still, she fought on. “One thing…most, most important.” And then, she told him what it was, but he was not sure he had heard her correctly. What she said was either, “You must beware the crown of thorns,” or “You must w-wear the crown of thorns.”


  Not even beginning to imagine what she meant or what the difference might be, he agreed. Nick kissed her forehead lightly and, smiling, she slept. He returned home, planning to come back the following day.


  At 6:00 AM the next morning, Nick received a telephone call from Sister Kathryn Lombardy, President of Mount Saint Dominic University and Annie’s Mother Superior. She explained that after receiving the Last Rites and Holy Communion from Father Tim, Annie had died peacefully during the night.


  Standing now in the shadows near her grave, his heart bitter with loss and dreams unrealized, Nick looked upwards to where, when he was a child, God was supposed to live—a God who had stolen her once, and now had stolen her again. “Fuck you,” he said. He turned to go.


  “Professor Renna, one moment please.”


  Surprised at the use of his academic title, Nick saw a tall, attractive middle-aged woman walking towards him. She was wearing a conservatively, yet elegantly tailored navy blue suit over a starched white shirt. She wore no make-up and her only adornment was a silver crucifix and chain, worn like a necklace on the front of her shirt. She was carrying a well-used brown leather brief case, which seemed to be nearly bursting at its seams.


  She said to Nick, “I apologize for our having to meet like this, Professor Renna. I’m Sister Kathryn. I was the one who called you. I am aware, of course, of your scholarly reputation, but I am also aware of how much Sister Anne Marie cared for you. You have my condolences.”


  Nick was in no mood for perfunctory pleasantries, especially from a member of the clergy. “Don’t bother, Sister. It’s obvious that Sister Anne Marie didn’t care enough for me to spend her life with me. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to go.” He started to leave when the chill in her voice stopped him.


  “And apparently, you don’t care enough for her to honor a deathbed promise.”


  Enraged, he said, “Who the hell do you think you are? That crucifix buys you nothing with me. Nothing! And what could you possibly know about any promise?”


  Sister Kathryn did not blink; she merely held up the briefcase. “This is Sister Anne Marie’s research. She told me you were to have it, that you had promised to continue it. Now, I’m not completely familiar with her work, but what she did explain to me was quite remarkable, possibly momentous. In any case, it now belongs to you. If I can help in any way—for Sister Anne Marie’s sake—you have only to call me.”


  Then, she said, “Professor Renna, these are not the easiest circumstances for any of us. But I must add a personal observation. God surely loves you, and for reasons unknown to me, Sister Anne Marie loved you. But frankly, from what I’ve seen of you, I’m not impressed. Now, you can take it or leave it, but this research is yours. What you do with it is on your conscience. Assuming you still have one.” She dropped the briefcase at his feet and without another look, she left.


  His face red, his ego bruised, and feeling very much like the total ass he had just shown himself to be, Nick Renna picked up the briefcase and went home.


  



  Montreal, Canada


  Raymond Pelletier sat in the plush conference room at the world headquarters of the Crucible Foundation and addressed his remarks to the speaker phone in front of him.


  “It’s good to hear from you, sir. I’m here with Ms. Levesque and Gregory. The information from our contact at Concord Memorial Hospital has been confirmed, sir. Sister Anne Marie Reilly passed away four days ago. Cancer. She was buried yesterday.”


  The voice on the phone responded, “That’s unfortunate. More importantly, it’s inconvenient. What about her research?”


  Pelletier nodded to Ms. Levesque, who opened a manila folder in front of her and answered, “Sir, we’ve learned that the nun’s research is being taken over by a Professor Nicholas Renna, from Henniker College, at her request. He’s also an historian and has a first class reputation, although he’s not a medievalist. Evidently, he’s some sort of trusted friend of the family. We don’t know yet what his feelings are towards the subject, but he gives no indication of having the slightest interest in anything that smacks of religion or religious practices. As a result, there’s no telling how vigorously he’ll pursue the research, assuming he accepts our offer.”


  The voice on the phone was hard. “Let me be very clear on this, everyone. His Eminence and I feel it is imperative that the research be continued and that it is successful. The opportunity, if real, advances our cause exponentially. I want you to find out all you can about this Professor Renna. Is he capable? Does he have any axe to grind in this matter? And, most important, I want to know how to control him. Pelletier?”


  “Yes, sir?”


  “I want you to handle this, personally. Do what you must, but get it done.”


  “Absolutely, sir.”


  The voice on the phone continued. “Now, this Swiss writer with whom the nun was in contact, this Vogel fellow, might he be a problem?”


  Pelletier answered, “Vogel does have some scholarly credentials, even though he’s made millions compromising them. His current work is unlikely to touch upon our area of interest, although there’s no telling where his blundering may lead. The Americans have an expression for it, sir. They call it ‘pissing into the wind.’”


  “A vulgar expression, Mr. Pelletier, like the Americans themselves, although the metaphor may be apt. In any case, since we don’t know what or how much the nun shared with him, we’ll opt for prudence. The moment it looks like he’s becoming a problem, deal with him. Let Gregory see to it.”


  Hearing this, Gregory smiled. “I’ll be ready, sir.”


  “Indeed, you always are, Gregory. Now, I’ll be off to Rome tomorrow to meet with His Eminence. Our moment is fast-arriving. Even though the Pontiff is an old man and can’t have all that much longer, I am of the opinion that it is in our interest to advance matters, especially now. This dead nun’s brainstorm, if it’s true and if we can place it in the hands of His Eminence, will not only alter the direction of the entire Church, it will place His Eminence on the Throne of Saint Peter. There is no room for failure or weakness. You must make it happen. His Eminence, God, and I will be watching.”


  ~


  Nick Renna fell in love with Annie Reilly on the first day of school in seventh grade. She was one of the new kids at Saint Elizabeth Ann Seton Middle School, and she was seated directly in front of him. He stared at the back of her head, enthralled. He had never before seen hair that was actually the color of sunshine.


  Suddenly, just before class started, she turned around to face him, and he found himself staring into the bluest eyes he had ever seen. She gave him a huge smile, stuck out her hand, and introduced herself.


  “Hi! I’m Annie Reilly. You’re not the type of kid who puts girls’ pig tails in inkwells, are you? You look too intelligent for that stuff.”


  Schools in New Hampshire had not had inkwells in seventy-five years, and Annie Reilly did not wear pigtails. It mattered little. Nick was instantly smitten and so was Annie, though it would be years before they acknowledged it to each other. From then on, they were inseparable—Reilly and Renna, Renna and Reilly—best friends, buddies, confidants, oblivious of gender. They went everywhere together. But they were also very different.


  Blonde, blue-eyed Annie was generous, gregarious, and invariably cheerful. She could light up a room just by standing in the doorway. In coloring and in temperament, Nick was darker—dark hair, dark lashes, and eyes that once been described by Annie as being the color of tree moss. He was also reticent, somewhat aloof, and given to occasional volcanic outbursts of temper. Both were superior students who took academics seriously. They were competitive, hardworking, and actually enjoyed intellectual challenge. They were also gifted athletes.


  As different as Nick and Annie were temperamentally, their home lives were equally different. Nick was an only child. His father was an influential cardiologist, his mother the editor of a regional magazine, New Hampshire Country Living. Both sets of Nick’s grandparents had emigrated from Italy; however, while his parents could speak and understand Italian, as could Nick, they did not show much interest in keeping their heritage or their traditions alive. Nick always thought this a loss.


  The Rennas lived a very comfortable life. They dined out frequently at their country club, where Dr. Renna played golf and gin rummy and sipped single malt scotch. Mrs. Renna was a member of the ladies 9-holers group and was secretary of the social committee. They skied in the winter and had a cabin on a nearby New Hampshire lake. The family was not especially religious and attended Mass together only on Christmas and Easter. Nevertheless they insisted that Nick go to Catholic schools—at least until he graduated from high school. Then, it was assumed, he would attend his father’s alma mater, Dartmouth College. The Renna family got along well with each other, but was not particularly close and certainly not demonstrative.


  The Reillys, on the other hand, were noisy, bickering, demonstrative, loyal and loving to a fault. Desmond Reilly, Annie’s dad, was a proud Irishman who owned and operated a modestly successful heating and air conditioning business. Each night on the way home from work, he stopped by Merrigan’s Tavern, where he enjoyed a pint of Guinness and shot of Jameson’s Irish Whisky before heading home to dinner.


  Eileen Reilly was a loving wife, doting mother, and an energetic, if not especially efficient housekeeper, who sang and whistled her way through the day. Her voice was haunting and lovely, with the lilting sounds of her native County Kerry still very much in evidence.


  Mrs. Reilly was also an exceptionally devout woman, who faithfully attended Mass every Sunday; she also attended Mass on every Holy Day of Obligation, every First Friday, and on the feast day of those saints for whom she had a special affection or need. She would cheerfully drag along whoever happened to be in her path. Although it was catch-as-catch-can with her husband and sons Michael and Ted, Annie and Tim were somehow always available to go along. Indeed, they looked forward to it.


  It was during the spring of their senior year in high school when Nick’s and Annie’s relationship changed—or, more accurately, came to fruition. Though each had had dates with a number of other people, neither had experienced that first great love—or even a significant crush. They actually had conversations about this, since they were quite open and candid with each other, as best friends usually are. They agreed that, unlike many of their friends, they were in no great rush to find someone, and if and when it happened, it happened. They had no idea, at least Nick did not, that it had happened long ago and would soon manifest itself with the most remarkable consequences.


  One Sunday in May of their senior year, Nick and Annie attended nine o’clock Mass and, as was their custom, had breakfast at the Hopkinton Diner. They sat in their regular booth and Lily, their regular waitress, brought them their menus.


  Lily winked at Annie and asked, “So, what’ll it be today, kids?”


  This, too, never changed. Nick would frown and mutter and agonize over the menu, then invariably ask for an English muffin, a side of Canadian bacon and coffee. Annie would nod her head and say, “Hmmm, interesting choice, Nicky,” after which she’d order the Lumberjack Special or some other gargantuan breakfast which could feed a family of four.


  While they waited for their order, Annie said, “I love going to Mass. You always learn something new or see something beautiful.”


  Nick, who was usually bored during Mass and remained attentive only to avoid being scolded by Annie, couldn’t help himself. He said, “How is it new, Annie? It’s been the same since practically forever. The readings are always from the same old sources, and they never change except from season to season. Maybe, maybe, the homilies are different, if the priest actually writes one and doesn’t take the easy way out and swipe it from some instant homily collection. But nothing else is different. So what do you see that’s so interesting?”


  Annie crumpled a paper napkin and tossed it at him. “You’re just being difficult. You know what I mean.”


  “I don’t, Annie, honest. Give me an example, what was beautiful this week?”


  Annie thought for a moment and then said, “The biker guy and his little daughter.”


  Nick laughed out loud. “The biker guy was beautiful? Jesus, Annie, the guy looked like a walking tattoo parlor. He probably had a switchblade in his boot and brass knuckles in his pocket.”


  “It’s not what he looked like, you dope. It’s what he did. You always miss this stuff. Sometimes it really worries me.”


  Nick looked blank. ”What? What did he do?”


  Annie then related how, when she saw the biker guy come into church carrying his baby daughter, he looked so incongruous.


  “Here he was, this bearded, hulking, tattooed, fearsome looking guy wearing dirty jeans, a black leather jacket, and a red bandana, and he was holding this sweet little two-year old baby girl.


  “But the beautiful thing, Nicky, the beautiful thing was what he did. Just as I was wondering what kind of a father a tough-looking guy like that could possibly make for a little girl, I saw him genuflect and then go over to the holy water font. He dipped his finger in the water and very gently made the sign of the cross on the baby’s forehead. Then he kissed her. And she just beamed up at him like he was the most wonderful, most handsome person in the world.


  “He dipped his finger again, made the sign of the cross on his own forehead and found a seat up front, where the baby could see and hear better. It was wonderful! It was God telling us there’s great beauty to be found in the most unlikely places, and God telling me not to make premature judgments. Don’t you see?”


  Nick did not see. Oh, it made a kind of sense, after Annie explained it. But he would never have arrived at such an insight himself. And that, perhaps, was some kind of judgment on him. Their food arrived and Nick used the time to let the awkward moment pass.


  In an attempt to change the subject, Nick asked, “So, who are you going to the Prom with?”


  “I may not go,” Annie answered, launching into a ferocious attack on her scrambled eggs, home fries, pancakes, and Virginia ham.


  Nick was thunderstruck. It simply was not possible.


  “How can you not go? You’re Miss Popularity, Miss High School! Jesus, Annie, it won’t be a Prom without you. You have to go.”


  Then, a horrible thought struck him. It was inconceivable. “You mean no one’s asked you? That’s crazy!”


  Which, of course, it was. It was also not true. The fact was that Annie had received—and had turned down—a sizeable number of invitations. She avoided a direct lie, however, by answering, “You don’t see me rushing out to buy a gown, do you?”


  God, Nick thought. She must be so disappointed; her feelings must be so hurt. It was unthinkable: Annie Reilly not at the Senior Prom? He couldn’t let it happen.


  “Look,” he blurted, “I haven’t been all that interested in going. But would you…why don’t you go with me? I mean, you know, we could go together. No big deal or anything. We’d just have a good time. You and me. What do you say?”


  “Yes.” It had been her plan all along.


  Prom night was a revelation. Mr. and Mrs. Reilly seemed delighted that it was Nick who was escorting Annie, and they took roll after roll of pictures.


  Mr. Reilly said, “Nicky, my boy, you are a handsome devil, I must say. I hardly recognize you in that outfit. I don’t know whether to order dinner from you or ask you to dance. Stand over there now, lad, and put your arm around Annie. Not too tight, son, she’ll not run away. Okay, everyone, smile! Very good. Now Eileen, you stand between Nick and Annie, that’s it! Smile!”


  Annie looked astonishing. She wore her hair like she always did, as if it were liquid gold framing her face. But she had added touches of make-up around her eyes and even some glossy lipstick. She smelled like Annie, but somehow, intoxicatingly more so. Her gown was a deep burgundy strapless that showed off her willowy figure in ways Nick had never before seen or imagined. He couldn’t stop looking at her.


  Mr. Reilly patted him on the shoulder and whispered, “Put your eyes back in your head, lad, or you’ll never be able to drive the car. Off you go, now, you two. Have fun, God bless!”


  They danced, they table-hopped, they laughed with their friends. The band was terrific, and even the food tasted good. Most of all, though, Nick never wanted to leave the dance floor, especially the slow dances, so good did it feel to hold Annie in his arms, to have her body pressed against his. He was sure she felt it, too. When she held his hand under the table, it was almost an acceptable substitute.


  The evening was enchanted, but Annie had more surprises in store for him. It was the tradition at Saint Elizabeth Ann Seton High School for the seniors to pull an all-nighter after the Prom and, after a diner breakfast, change clothes and head to Hampton Beach, the tiny sliver of New Hampshire coastline that fronts the Atlantic. Annie, however, had other ideas.


  “Let’s start our own tradition. Let’s pack up some picnic stuff and go up to the lake, instead.” The lake was Lake Sunapee, twenty-five miles northwest of Hopkinton, where Nick’s family had a vacation cabin. Nick, never the most sociable guy in school, agreed that it was a wonderful idea.


  Nick picked up Annie at 6:00 AM on a beautiful, sunny morning. They stopped along the way at an early morning deli and bought coffee and croissants to eat in the car, along with Sloppy Joe sandwiches, cilantro-laced macaroni salad, baby dill pickles, extra crunchy potato chips, and iced tea. They also picked up a pint of Rocky Road ice cream to go with the fudge brownies Mrs. Reilly had baked for them the night before.


  Annie said, “This is going to be a feast, Nicky. And I’m the girl to do it justice.”


  “Annie, I have no doubt,” he answered.


  The Renna family cabin was located off a dirt road along an undeveloped stretch of the lake. It sat in a small cove, surrounded by pine trees and boulders, and was pristine and private. The cabin had two bedrooms on the first floor, as well as a kitchen, breakfast area, and a small laundry room with a washer and dryer. There was also a modest-sized sitting room with a stone fireplace. A wooden ladder led up to a cozy sleeping loft with a large bay window affording a beautiful view of the lake. The sitting room opened out onto a screened-in porch. Outside, there was a large deck, with steps leading down to a curling, moss-covered path which arrived at a small dock and the lake itself.


  “This place is so great,” Annie said.


  “I’m going to live here someday,” Nick said, with great seriousness.


  “Want a roommate?” she asked, smiling. Nick blushed.


  As Annie put the food in the refrigerator she called out, “Hey, Nicky, there’s a bottle of champagne in here.”


  “It must be left over from Memorial Day weekend,” Nick told her. “We can have it with lunch.”


  Annie laughed. “Sloppy Joes, fudge brownies and champagne! You really know the way to a girl’s heart.”


  They changed into their swim suits and despite the near frigid water temperatures in June, they went for a swim. Then they fished off the dock for a while, catching and releasing mostly perch, some bluegill, and one tiny smallmouth bass. Annie did not mind baiting the hooks with worms, but she was not crazy about taking the fish off the hook.


  “Are you sure they can’t feel this? You promise they’ll be all right?”


  “Yes, I’m sure, and yes I promise. We can come back later in the summer and catch the same fish again. They won’t even resent us for it.”


  They took the canoe out and paddled around for more than an hour. Annie paddled energetically in the bow, while Nick sat in the stern, occasionally steering, but mostly content to marvel at the graceful flexing of the muscles in Annie’s back and shoulders. Suddenly, the sky began to darken and huge thunderclouds started to form over the southern end of the lake.


  “Whoa,” Nick said. “Look at those thunderheads. We’d better head back.”


  They were about fifty yards from the dock when big drops started to hit them, followed by a huge clap of thunder. Then the whole sky opened up and the rain came gushing down on them in torrents. Laughing and screaming, they pulled the canoe from the water and ran back into the cabin, thoroughly drenched.


  Nick told Annie, “You can dry off in the guest bedroom. Bring me your swimsuit, and I’ll toss it into the dryer with mine, so we don’t have to put them on wet when it stops. It can’t rain this hard for very long.”


  Nick went to the other bedroom, took off his suit and wrapped a towel around his waist. When he returned to the laundry room, Annie was already there—swimsuit in hand, a towel wrapped around her. Her two-piece bathing suit had surely been more revealing, but standing there, the towel clinging to her and nothing on beneath, her hair still damp and her eyes shining with a glow he’d never seen before, it occurred to Nick that he had never seen anything so beautiful. He felt the world tilt, and there seemed not enough air in the room.


  He took Annie’s swimsuit and tossed it into the dryer along with his. “So,” he said, his voice sounding strange in his ears, “What would you like to do? Are you hungry? Should we, you know… have the sandwiches and open the champagne or something?”


  Annie looked in his eyes and said, “Or something.”


  There was no mistaking her meaning. “Oh, Annie, are you sure? Really sure?”


  She kissed him lightly on the lips. “Yes, Nicky. Yes, yes.” Then she dropped the towel and kissed him again. Up in the loft, their lovemaking was at first shy and tentative. But as they touched and tasted and talked to each other about the wonder of what was happening to them, they became more eager, more exploratory. And their world was forever changed.


  Later, they wolfed down their Sloppy Joe sandwiches and drank champagne from water glasses. Nick said, “Hey, Annie, we’re having a ‘Naked Lunch.’”


  Annie paused, her sandwich halfway to her mouth. “Nicky, you made a joke! It’s even a literary one! I would have bet that the only Burroughs you knew was Edgar Rice. William S. is not exactly your type of writer. Boy, when you get loosened up, you go all the way.”


  She laughed delightedly, and Nick wondered how many times in life you can experience a moment of such beauty. And he knew—every moment he spent with Annie.


  Nick was fearful about one thing, however. Knowing how religious Annie was, he felt compelled to ask, “Annie, how are you? I mean, how do you feel? Do you feel, you know, guilty or anything?”


  Annie took a bite of her sandwich, washed it down with a swallow of champagne, politely stifled a tiny burp and said, “Are you crazy? I feel wonderful!”


  Her face took on that look of “Annie-intensity” that he knew so well, and then—her blue eyes looking deeply into his—she said, “Love isn’t wrong, Nicky. It’s God’s gift, a gift meant to be shared. When you love, it’s like you bring some of God into your own heart. And now that I think about it, I’m sure God always wanted us to be together. We’re a match made in heaven.”


  His innate skepticism getting the best of him, Nick teased, “I think God may have a little more on his mind than you and me, Annie.”


  “Don’t be dense, Nicky. Think about it. I mean, why was I put in Sister Elizabeth Thomas’s class that day in seventh grade? And why did I end up sitting in front of you?”


  “It was the alphabet, Annie. Reilly, then Renna.”


  “No, you dope. I could just as easily have been in Sister Mary James’s class. But no, there I was. With you, of all people! It was meant to be. We’re a match made in heaven. I know it.” She happily went back to attacking her sandwich.


  Nick, realizing that there was no arguing with this logic, simply said. “Well, whatever the case, it was the best thing that ever happened to me.”


  “It sure is,” she answered. Then she wiped her mouth, beamed at him and said, “So, are you ready for more? The brownies can wait. I’ll race you up the loft.” With that, she took off laughing across the room and scampered up the ladder. Seeing her innocent beauty and hearing her laughter, Nick began to think that perhaps there really was a God, after all.


  Up in the loft, he pulled her close, and they cuddled some more. Annie curled up around him like a contented cat. He could almost hear her purring.


  Sometime later, Annie, who had seemed to be drifting off to sleep, suddenly sat up, took his hand and placed it over her heart. “Nicky,” she said, with an intensity that startled him, “I’m so happy, and I love you so much. But I want you to know, if anything, anything ever comes between us, I will love you—and only you—forever.”


  He drew her back down to him and said, “I love you, Annie. And nothing will ever come between us, I promise.” And their loving began again.


  Chapter 2


  Lake Sunapee, New Hampshire


  At 8:00 AM on a sunny summer morning, Assistant Professor of Psychology Rachel Sternberg was hovering in that fuzzy area between sleep and wakefulness, when she heard a car pull into the driveway of the cabin. She slipped out bed and padded naked over to the window, moved the curtain and peaked out. A silver, late model Mercedes Benz was parked in the driveway, the two male occupants just sitting there.


  “Shit,” she muttered and climbed back into bed.


  She moved across to the other side of the bed and pressed her generous breasts into Nick Renna’s back, then trailed a hand along his spine, down his buttocks and between his legs. She grasped him gently and said, “Wake up, Nick. You’re wanted.”


  Nick Renna groaned and pulled a pillow over his head. “Jesus, Rachel. Again? You’ll kill me.”


  “I hardly think so. But it’s not me who wants you, at least not yet. It’s those two men in the driveway.”


  “What? God damn…”


  Nick climbed into a pair of jeans and stumbled out the front door, still zipping and buttoning as he went. Over his shoulder he said, “You’d better make some coffee, Rachel. Bedtime is probably over.”


  The two men exited the Mercedes as Nick held up a hand and called out, “Hold on here guys. Whatever you want, I’m not interested. So, please, just back out of my driveway, and go someplace for breakfast. Spiro’s Drive-In is just down the road. Tell Spiro I sent you. Try the Greek omelet.” He started back to the cabin.


  The man who climbed out from the passenger side spoke first. He was about fifty, with expensively cut salt and pepper hair, a trim build, and elegantly dressed in a charcoal gray suit with a crisp white shirt and deep maroon tie. On his lapel over his heart he wore a gold cross encircled by what appeared to be a crown of thorns.


  “Ah, Professor Renna! Clearly we’ve caught you at an inopportune time. Please, though, let me introduce myself.” He withdrew a sterling silver business card holder from his breast pocket, extracted a card and handed it to Nick. “I’m Raymond Pelletier. This is my associate, Gregory.”


  Gregory stepped out of the car, and Nick saw that he was as elegantly dressed as Pelletier, but was twenty years younger, with a shaved head and built like an NFL linebacker. It was not clear whether Gregory was his first name or last name; what was clear was that he radiated an instant and intense dislike for Nick.


  Nick looked down at the embossed business card, which bore the cross and crown logo and said simply, “Crucible Foundation. Raymond F. Pelletier, Esq. Director of Funding.”


  “Mr. Pelletier, I don’t have any idea what you want with me and, frankly, whatever it is, I have no interest in it. So if you’ll kindly excuse me and get the hell out of my driveway, I have to get on with some very important work.”


  Suddenly, there was an explosion of laughter from the cabin. Everyone turned to see Rachel standing at the window, still naked, trying to cover herself with the curtain.


  Pelletier simply raised an amused eyebrow, but Gregory’s face turned crimson and he quickly, almost violently turned his back to her.


  Pelletier said, “Yes, well we’d certainly hate to keep you from anything so important. Perhaps you’d care to join us for a drink this afternoon—”


  Nick interrupted, “I have no intention—”


  And Pelletier interrupted back, “The matter concerns Sister Anne Marie Reilly’s research into a certain, possibly priceless relic whose recovery could have monumental implications. Specifically, the Crucible Foundation would like to discuss your availability to complete that research. With a generous stipend, of course.”


  Nick was caught off guard. Since receiving the briefcase from Sister Kathryn, he hadn’t gotten around to examining its contents. Thus, he was totally unaware of both the significance of the research and Crucible’s interest.


  Seeing the bemused look on Nick’s face, Pelletier continued, “We’re staying at the Henniker Hill Inn, near the college. My understanding is that they have a charming bar. I believe five o’clock would be convenient, would it not, Professor Renna?”


  A thoroughly disconcerted Nick simply nodded.


  “Fine. Well then, let’s be off, Gregory, and leave the Professor to his…work.” They climbed back into the big Mercedes and left Nick in the driveway wondering what the hell was going on.


  As Nick entered the cabin, Rachel handed him a cup of hot coffee. “What was that all about?” She was now wearing one of Nick’s t-shirts, which covered only about half of her shapely bottom. Rachel was thirty-six years old, stood five feet five inches tall, with long dark hair, dark eyes, and a voluptuous figure that drew the attention of most men and quite a few women—both of whom she pursued and enjoyed with equal enthusiasm.


  Nick told her, “It’s something called the Crucible Foundation. Ever heard of it?” Nick handed her the business card.


  “Classy card. But no, I have no idea who they are. Nick, two guys pull up in the driveway early in the morning at this out of the way place…clearly, they have some kind of agenda. Pardon my bluntness, but what the fuck is going on here? And what do they want with you?”


  Nick sipped his coffee, walked over to a cupboard from which he extracted a bottle of cognac and poured a generous amount into his cup. “It has to do with some historical research that…that a nun at Mount Saint Dominic University was doing. Crucible was funding it. She died before it was completed.”


  Rachel said, “Oh, right. I saw something about that in the paper. Sister Angela or Agnes or—”


  “Anne Marie. Sister Anne Marie Reilly,” Nick corrected.


  “Whatever.”


  Nick took another sip of his cognac-laced coffee and stared out the cabin window toward the lake. “Evidently, her research is important to them. And they’re hot on having me finish it.”


  “Are you going to do it?”


  “Yes. I’ll meet them for drinks and find out exactly what it entails.”


  “Why, for God’s sake? What does that nun or her research have to do with you?”


  For a moment, Nick was lost in a private memory. Then, he said, “I made a promise. I intend to keep it.”


  Rachel sighed audibly. She was getting the very unpleasant feeling that she was being left out of something significant. It was not a feeling she liked. But it was a too familiar feeling with Nick.


  Rachel said, “Nick, we have to talk.”


  He turned to face her and smiled wryly. “Rachel, all my life, whenever a woman spoke those words to me, it was always bad news. So if you’re going to tell me that it’s time for us to go our separate ways, then that’s how it is. We always said the time would come. And when it did, there’d be no recriminations, no regrets. We’d just move on. It’s all right, Rachel.”


  “Well it is—and it isn’t.”


  “Now, I’m confused.”


  “Nick, how long have we known each other?”


  “Ten months.”


  “And how long have we been lovers?”


  “Seven months. But what—”


  “In all that time, you’ve been wonderful. You’re brilliant, you make me laugh, and you’re a generous and skillful lover. Plus, you are not the slightest bit interested in my, shall we say, ‘equal opportunity sexuality’. It doesn’t repulse you, neither does it titillate you. You simply accept me.”


  “Hooray for me. Where is this going, Rachel?”


  “Nick, this is hard for me to say, but in all my relationships—whether with men or women—I’ve always been the center of attention, the focal point. Perhaps I need that, perhaps I can’t function any other way. In any case, that’s the way it’s always been. Except when I’m with you.”


  Her face took on a softer, more vulnerable look; the poised, aggressive, feminist psychologist no longer in evidence. “Nick, with you, I feel like I’m always on the outside looking in. I feel like I’m always chasing something, something about you or inside you, something distant and remote that lips or fingertips can never reach. Certainly mine can’t.” She paused, then added, “It’s not a feeling I want to deal with, Nick.”


  Nick added more cognac to his coffee. “Look, Rachel, I don’t know what the hell to tell you. We always knew—”


  “And then there are the dreams, Nick. How many nights you have them, I have no idea. But I can tell what they do to you—torture you during the night and leave you exhausted in the morning. And your scars, on your back and your thigh, what’s that all about? Nick, there’s a part of you I don’t understand…that you may not understand. It’s a little scary.”


  The buried images of the past suddenly came forth—Mogadishu, Jimmy Grifasi carrying Troy Johnson over his shoulders, Nick leading the way through the rubble, rounds ricocheting all around them. Then, the girl—God these fucking Somalis were beautiful -- the girl, maybe fourteen, simply strolls up, smiling innocently, smiling so that Renna thought, What can she want? What can it mean? Nick is frozen. Suddenly, Grifasi’s stomach erupts, and his intestines come spilling out of the front of his fatigue shirt. He screams, “Oh God, Renna. Fire! Fire! She’s killing me!”


  And she continues to smile as she fires round after round from the AK-47 into Grifasi’s guts. Nick finally reacts and fires. The girl’s face and chest and stomach explode in a splash of crimson gore as twenty rounds from his M-16 tear into her. Oh, God, oh, God, how many more can I possibly kill? Nick then turns to Johnson and Grifasi—he can only carry one of them. He has to choose…


  Shaking his head to chase away the horrible, familiar images, he answered sharply, “God damn it, Rachel, that’s none of your fucking business!”


  She took his face in her hands and said, gently, “Let me finish, Nick. Please. It’s not so easy for me, either. The truth is I think we should no longer be lovers. That part of our relationship is over. But I don’t want to lose you. The world—okay, fuck it, my world—would be terribly empty without you. So, I guess what I’m saying is, let me be your friend, a very, very special friend.”


  His anger replaced by a feeling of relief, Nick answered, “Okay, if that’s what you want, then friends it is.” He smiled and added, “But Rachel, for the sake of our new friendship, maybe you should change into something more modest than that skimpy t-shirt. If you get my drift.”


  Rachel hesitated for a moment, then pulled the t-shirt over her head and dropped it on the floor. Naked, ripe and ready, she said, “Oh hell, Nick. How about one more for the road?”


  ~


  Nick took a running dive off the dock and started to swim the mile and a half across the lake. The cold water both stimulated and soothed him. He swam with strong, steady strokes, clearing his head of everything but the physical sensation of gliding powerfully through the water. When he reached the far shore, he spun around and kicked up his speed, racing through the last two hundred yards. Exhausted but energized, he climbed out of the water and went inside to shower and shave.


  A half hour later, he was in his small study, a large mug of coffee nearby, spreading out the contents of Annie’s brief case and trying to make sense of the bizarre conglomeration of hand written notes, faxes, photocopies, floppy disks, e-mail, personal correspondence, maps and travel brochures. The first thing that caught his eye was a letter from the Crucible Foundation. It read in part:


  
    
      Dear Sr. Anne Marie:


      We are intrigued by your recent hypothesis. If proven correct, it may well be monumental in its import and impact. Accordingly, we fully encourage your changing the focus of your research and pursuing these new insights to the utmost. Toward that end, we are increasing your grant award from $10,000 to $25,000, effective immediately. Of course, we expect to be kept fully informed of your progress.

    

  


  It was signed by Raymond Pelletier. Fully intrigued himself, now, Nick read on. After two and a half hours, and several more mugs of coffee, Nick realized that Annie had indeed been pursuing something extraordinary—the actual whereabouts of Christ’s Crown of Thorns. Jesus, no wonder Crucible is so interested.


  Her research had not started out that way, however. The initial intent had been to write a straightforward history of the founding by Saint Dominic in 1216 AD of the Order of Preachers, commonly known as Dominicans. As he read Annie’s early notes, Nick learned that Dominic was a Spaniard, but established his headquarters in Prouille, France. The Order grew amazingly quickly and achieved tremendous prominence and influence. Major monasteries were quickly founded in Toulouse, Paris, Madrid, Rome and Bologna, and preaching friars were sent throughout Europe, to Asia and even Africa.


  By the time Pope Gregory IX ascended to the throne of Saint Peter in 1227, their ranks comprised teachers and doctors, ascetics and mystics, including such canonical and theological luminaries as Saint Raymond of Penyafort, Saint Albertus Magnus and Saint Thomas Aquinas.


  The Order of Preachers’ sphere of influence spanned both the sacred and the secular, with many of them becoming popes, cardinals, bishops, legates, diplomats, and ambassadors. The Order also actively, indeed passionately, fought heresy, schism, and paganism. They also took the lead role in carrying out the Papal Inquisition begun in the 1230s, which had especially brutal, enduring consequences.


  But what seemed to draw Annie’s attention most was how quickly the Order developed political and monarchic connections, and how deeply entrenched they became. Foremost among these connections was the relationship with Louis IX of France, later canonized as Saint Louis.


  It was while tracing the Order’s relationship with Louis that the focus of Annie’s research shifted dramatically, for it was here that she went from writing strictly an historical text to undertaking an historical search for the Crown of Thorns.


  Nick was aware, of course, of the story of Christ’s crowning with thorns from gospel accounts. He learned from Annie’s notes, however, that there is surprisingly little history or scholarship surrounding it after that.


  Not mentioned for hundreds of years following the Crucifixion, the Crown was supposed to have been discovered in Jerusalem in 326 AD, by Saint Helena, mother of Constantine, at the time of her discovery of the true cross—which was considered the more important discovery and was itself a subject of controversy. Annie’s notes indicated that the Crown’s existence had subsequently been confirmed from time to time by various individuals, such as Saint Paulinus of Nola in 409 AD and by the Roman monk and writer, Cassiodorus in 570. The Crown of Thorns was supposedly still being venerated at the church of Mt. Sion in Jerusalem in 870. But then, for political reasons and reasons of safety, it was said to have been transferred to Constantinople in 1063.


  The event in the Crown’s history that Annie had zeroed in on, however, was its resurfacing in 1238 AD. In an effort to raise money for his tottering empire, Baldwin II, the last Latin emperor of Constantinople, sold the Crown and some other relics to his wealthy and pious relative, none other than Louis IX of France. According to Annie’s research, at the time of its purchase by Louis, the Crown was actually in the hands of Venetian bankers, as collateral for a loan to Baldwin.


  Annie’s notes stressed particularly that Louis had sent two trusted Dominican Friars, Friar James of Paris and Friar Andrew of Longjumeau, to Venice to pick up the Crown and return with it to Paris. Louis, however, met them at the Monastery of Sens with a full entourage and continued on to Paris, where he soon set about building the famous cathedral of Sainte Chappelle in order to house the Crown. Upon the destruction of Sainte Chappelle during the French Revolution, the Crown (now devoid of thorns) was transferred to the Cathedral of Notre Dame, where it supposedly resides to this day. Annie’s attention, however, remained focused on Venice.


  It was while researching the events in Venice that Annie had come to suspect that something significant had occurred there, for her notes took off in several odd directions. Nick found notes on old Venetian families, along with the details of an especially gruesome murder of a Venetian Count. Also cited were several historical accounts of the diplomatic journeys throughout Europe and as far as Asia of Friar Andrew of Longjumeau. But, after Venice, no mention was ever made again of Friar James of Paris.


  Another section of Annie’s research, its relevance also unknown to Nick, included notes on the Church’s position on relics and miracles, the Shroud of Turin, notes on the apparition of the Blessed Virgin Mary at Fatima and Lourdes, stories of modern saints and the iniquities of medieval inquisitors.


  Annie’s notes seemed to culminate in a list of names followed by a series of questions typed on a sheet of paper, all heavily underlined. Count Orsini, Venice: Was he murdered for the Crown? Victor Vogel, Geneva: Is there traffic in relics? Monsignor Bruno Della Vecchia, the Vatican: If recovered, how important is it? To whom? Friar James of Paris: What happened in Venice? Why did he disappear? Where did he go?


  Nick sensed that for Annie, the answers to these questions were at the heart of the mystery. But why, out of all the questions she could ask, why had she focused on these questions? He followed this with another, more personal thought, What the hell does any of this have to do with me? What did she mean—‘wear-beware the Crown of Thorns’?


  As confusing and enigmatic as Annie’s notes seemed, Nick knew she was too good a scholar to chase flights of fancy. The bottom line was that she had become convinced that the Crown of Thorns currently residing in Notre Dame was a fake. That conviction was at the heart of everything. But what had led her there?


  And that’s when it came to him: the negative question. Annie had asked the negative question. And that had made all the difference.


  Nick swallowed the last dregs of his now cold and bitter coffee and glanced at his watch—it was almost noon. Having become fully engaged with and committed to Annie’s project, Nick knew he would be heading into areas he knew little about. He was not a medievalist, and he had little acquaintance with ecclesiastical matters, which he suspected would begin to play an increasingly important role in his search. He needed some help.


  A warm, pleasant voice answered Nick’s call. “Saint Claire’s Parish. How may I help you?”


  “This is Professor Nicholas Renna. Is Father Tim available, please?”


  In a few moments, a gruff but friendly and well-known voice answered. “Nicky, you unregenerate little heathen, how are you? It’s about time you called.”


  Father Tim Reilly, the pastor of Saint Claire’s, had been Annie’s favorite brother. Years earlier, he’d also been a two way starter on the Holy Cross football team (tight end and middle linebacker). He was a ruddy faced, red-haired giant who had five inches and about seventy-five pounds on Nick, toward whom Father Tim had always felt a brotherly warmth.


  “Timmy, I’m well. How are you? And the folks?”


  “They’re still hurting, Nicky, like all of us. You as much as anyone, I suspect. Your visit meant so much to them, God help them. So, tell me, what’s on your mind?”


  “Have you had lunch?” Nick asked.


  “Are you buying?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then I haven’t had lunch. Albert’s in half an hour?”


  “I’ll see you there.”


  Albert’s Fine Food and Spirits was a block up from the center of Henniker, across Main Street from the administration building of Henniker College. Albert’s occupied an old, three-storey clapboard building on the left bank of the Contoocook River. Although it threatened one day to slide into the Contoocook, Albert’s boasted a relatively upscale dining room (jackets required on weekends), a mid-level pub section (shirts and shoes required, usually), and porch seating outside on a deck overlooking the Contoocook (if you fell in, it was your own damn fault).


  Albert Grimaldi, a stocky, curmudgeonly man who was the owner-proprietor, smiled hugely when Nick and Father Tim walked in. “Ah! The priest and the prof! To what do I owe this pleasure? You guys have been scarce of late.”


  Father Tim said, “Albert, we are in need of sustenance—and a little privacy. How about a table on the deck?”


  “You got it. Pick one while I get your menus.” He started to walk away, then stopped. “Say, Padre, about Sister Anne Marie, I…I —”


  “I know Albert. And thank you for attending her service. It meant a lot to us.”


  Albert nodded. “I always had a lot of respect for her, Padre. She was just a little bit of a thing, but God bless her, that kid could eat.”


  Nick and Father Tim seated themselves outside at a shaded table, and Albert returned with their menus. “Gentlemen, how about an adult beverage prior to lunch? What would you like?”


  Father Tim answered, “Albert, what I would like is to hear your confession and grant you absolution. We can move to the end of the bar. It’s quiet and it’ll take no time at all.”


  Albert shook his head wearily. “Padre, how long you been pastor at Saint Claire’s?”


  “Eleven years.”


  “And how long you been trying to hear my confession?”


  “Eleven years.”


  “So, if I ain’t gone along with it in eleven years, why do you keep trying?”


  “Albert, any man who mixes a drink and pours a beer as well as you do deserves salvation. I’ll persist and endure. In the meantime, I’ll have a pint of Harp.”


  Turning to Nick, Albert said, “I don’t know how you put up with it. The guy’s relentless. What’ll it be, Prof, the usual? Shrimp cocktail, extra shrimp, and a pint of Guinness?”


  Nick answered, “Albert, you’re the best.”


  Father Tim, having turned his attention to the menu, said, “Reassure me, Nicky. You are buying, correct?”


  Nick nodded, “I am indeed.”


  Father Tim smiled broadly. “In that case, Albert, I’ll also have a shrimp cocktail, followed by a house salad with blue cheese dressing, and the bacon cheeseburger platter with an order of onion rings.”
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