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			And it came to pass, that at midnight the Lord smote all the firstborn in the land of Egypt, from the firstborn of Pharaoh that sat on his throne unto the firstborn of the captive that was in the dungeon; and all the firstborn of cattle. 

			Exodus 12:29
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			Sunrise crept across the red tile rooftops, washing away the blues and grays that had hidden Rome during the night. From the terrace of his apartment on Via Gregoriana near the top of the Spanish Steps, Tom Stewart watched as the city started to come to life. Shops opening. Bread deliveries being made. People beginning their workday. He imagined that the rhythms of this eternal city remained unchanged for two thousand years. The bells chimed six in the tower of the Trinità dei Monti, the church at the head of the Spanish Steps, and the sounds were echoed by church bells across the city.

			In the distance, Tom saw the majestic dome of St. Peter’s. It dominated the skyline, casting a shadow over the remnants of the ancient empire. It had become the symbol of Rome to the world and the center of faith for tens of millions of believers. Tom’s sense of awe in seeing the basilica remained as inspiring and humbling as it had the first time he saw it as a student more than twenty years ago.

			Tom was a trustee of the American Academy in Rome, a scholarly organization, located on the Janiculum, the highest of Rome’s hills. Each year, the twenty-five American archaeologists, artists, architects, writers, musicians, and scholars who had won its coveted Rome Prize spent time in its palatial residence, free to pursue their various fields of study. As a trustee, Tom spent every other summer there to attend administrative meetings. On this particular June trip, Tom was also busy editing the most recent draft of his new textbook on forensic archaeology.

			Tom was well liked by his fellow trustees. Bright but not overly bookish, with an ironic sense of humor and an easygoing manner, he was a popular professor at New York University. A former competitive swimmer, he kept in shape by swimming nearly every day. He had dark brown hair, almost black, and a strong, classic face which some said made him look like the Roman emperors or statesmen pictured on busts carved by great Roman sculptors. He spoke Italian with a decidedly American accent, having taught himself the language over the years. Aside from New York, Rome was his favorite city, the perfect mix of ancient and modern.

			This morning Tom was going to the Palatine Hill in the Roman Forum. Doc Brown, a professor of archaeology, a member of the Academy, and an old friend, invited him to observe the excavation of an underground passage discovered last year. If Doc’s theory was correct, it could lead to the rooms of Emperor Nero’s fabled imperial palace, called the Domus Aurea, or the Golden House. If he was right, it would be a find of historic proportions. Tom was excited for the opportunity that promised to be the crowning glory of his friend’s career.

			He took his apartment building’s ornate elevator to the ground floor and passed through the genteelly run-down lobby. He had been lucky to find this apartment in such a desirable part of the city. Not only was it reasonable, but, despite its shabby appearance, it was run well. It even had Wi-Fi.

			He headed into the Piazza Trinità dei Monti, in front of the Hassler Hotel, to hail a cab.

			“Buongiorno,” Tom said to the taxi driver as he pulled up abruptly. “Il foro Romano, per favore, vicino al Colosseo el’arco di Costantino.”

			“Sì, signore.”

			The taxi lurched forward and sped down the hill, along the Via del Corso, a street full of shops and eateries, into the Piazza Venezia.

			Part of Rome’s magic for Tom was that its many layers of past, present, and future were all jumbled together. Standing high on the hill overlooking the piazza was the monument to Victor Emmanuel II, ridiculed for years as resembling a white wedding cake, yet important for honoring the first king of a united Italy in 1861. Behind the monument lay the Roman Forum, once the center of the Roman Republic and later the Roman Empire. On the same square, in the Renaissance Palazzo Venezia, Mussolini had had his headquarters.In the ancient palazzo, a photographer was busy shooting an impossibly thin model for some chic fashion magazine.

			The taxi stopped near the Arch of Constantine. Tom leaned forward, paid his fare, got out and checked his watch: 6:35 a.m. Right on time. He looked around at the deserted area on the edge of the Roman Forum. He spotted an iron fence with a gate, behind which he could see the familiar signs of an archaeological excavation. It took him back to his own experience of being on an excavation in Arizona.

			The Academy’s “dig” was located on the Palatine Hill, one of Rome’s fabled seven hills. As Tom passed through the gate, he saw wheelbarrows, picks, shovels, and brushes of various sizes; wooden tables and plastic tubs filled with water for processing pottery; and a number of sifters, containers with bottoms made of wire screen to filter dirt removed from the dig. It felt good to be on a site again, he thought. It had been a while.

			Dr. Robert Brown gave him a welcoming wave. Brown was the senior archaeologist at the American Academy and highly admired in his profession. Despite his imposing reputation, everyone called him by his nickname, “Doc,” which gave him the informality he preferred. Doc was slight in stature, probably—Tom guessed—no more than five-feet, six inches, wiry, with an aesthetic face that reminded Tom of a portrait of a saint found in mosaics on some floor in a Romanesque monastery. Doc talked quickly and with passion. His students at Bryn Mawr College loved him. His specialty was late imperial Rome, and he was bristling with anticipation to get started.

			“You made it,” Doc said, shaking Tom’s hand.

			“Wouldn’t miss it. Nice day for a dig.”

			“Great day. Let me show you around. We’re almost ready to start.”

			At the trustees’ meeting of the American Academy at its New York office last November, Doc had briefed everyone about his amazing discovery of the ancient underground passage during his excavation the year before. Upon hearing Doc’s enthusiastic presentation, the trustees and patrons had agreed to provide most of the funding for this year’s dig. With the green light from the trustees and most of the money raised, Doc’s proposal went out to dozens of foundations. No one was willing, and Doc despaired that his project might not go forward. Then, in a surprise development, Belagri, a global agribusiness, took an interest and provided the balance of the funds needed.

			Excavations in the Roman Forum were permitted to only a few qualified groups, the American Academy being one. Upon seeing Brown’s report, the Ministry of Italian Cultural Properties and Activities had approved the excavation, anticipating a historic find, and was following the events closely.

			The Forum was still empty because the Roman authorities kept the tourists out until after nine in the morning. Once in, the tourists swarmed over most of the Forum with their cameras and their picnic lunches. Fortunately for those doing excavations, the iron gates and fence kept the tourists out.

			“Our plan today is to enter the underground passage at the end of the mosaic floor, once we’ve cleared away the surface debris. If you don’t mind doing some crawling, you can join us,” Doc said to Tom. “That’s if you’re up to it.”

			“Count me in,” Tom replied enthusiastically. Twenty-two young men and women, dressed in T-shirts, coveralls, and work shoes were gathered around, already engaged in their tasks. Doc’s crew included mostly American college students who paid for the privilege of participating in this archaeological dig as part of their coursework.

			“Here, let me introduce you to my team. Actually, I think you know Eric Bowen,” Doc said, as he gestured in the direction of the closest of the workers.

			Eric looked up from one of the laser surveying instruments that he and another student were adjusting.

			“Yes. How’ve you been, Eric?”

			“Good to see you again, Dr. Stewart.”

			“Please call me Tom. How’s your father?”

			“Okay . . . Tom. He’s fine. He’s supposed to visit next month.”

			“Give him my regards. I’ll see him in September at the trustees’ meeting.”

			Tom looked at the instrument Eric was holding.

			“Is that your total station?”

			“Yes,” said Eric, with an assurance that Tom found amusing. “Totally digital. We can download the data to model building equipment.”

			“They’re getting more sophisticated every year.”

			“Can’t work without high tech these days,” Doc added. With that, he escorted Tom to a number of locations where he met individuals in charge of drawing the frescoes that had been discovered, others who were marble and stone experts, and the site historian, Bill Erickson, a doctoral candidate at Yale.

			Doc stopped near the site. “The underground passageway—just fifteen feet away from here—may lead us to rooms of Nero’s palace that have been lost for two thousand years. His palace was a gigantic complex. It covered three of Rome’s seven hills, three hundred acres in all. Nero built furiously after the fire in 64 that devastated Rome, and he didn’t stop building until his suicide four years later. But all his work was buried or built over by the emperors who followed.

			“We believe that much of Nero’s complex lies unexplored—just waiting for us at the end of the passageway.”

			“What did the superintendency do to protect the underground passageway from ‘visitors’ over the winter?” Tom asked Doc.

			Doc replied, “They installed a security cover after we finished our campaign last year and removed it just prior to our starting up again.”

			Tom watched as the team worked diligently under Doc’s direction. It took a good couple of hours to remove the remaining pile of rubble around a large, flat segment of the ancient mosaic floor. Then, they broke for coffee. Tom was surprised to see an attractive Italian woman working alongside the rest of Brown’s team.

			“Alexandra Cellini, a graduate student at the University of Rome,” Doc said, noticing Tom’s interest. “She signed on with the team to learn American archaeology techniques. She goes by Alex, and her English is flawless.”

			“What’s her specialty?”

			“Ancient European history, but archaeology is of special interest to her. She’s bright and a whiz on the computer. Her mother’s American and her father was an Italian diplomat of some kind. Pretty well connected. She’s been a real asset to the team.”

			At this point, Doc spotted a man who had entered through the gate in the iron fence and was walking toward him. Doc’s face reddened slightly, and he said to Tom, “I may be stooping to a new low.”

			“How’s that?” Tom asked.

			“Here comes the press. My main sponsor of the excavation suggested that I get some publicity. It may help with future funding. So, I invited a reporter I met from the International Herald Tribune—one of those modern reporters who also takes his own pictures. There’s a chance we’ll be making history today.”

			“I believe you’ll be making history,” Tom replied. “That’s not what I call stooping to a new low.”

			Doc relaxed. “I know, I know. I’m uneasy about seeking publicity just to raise money.”

			“Don’t worry,” Tom replied. “Think of it as helping the Academy and your students.”

			“Right,” Doc said.

			The reporter joined them. Doc shook his hand, saying, “Jim. Jim Ruchet, I’d like you to meet a trustee of the American Academy, Tom Stewart. He’s a famous forensic archaeologist from New York and is in Rome for the summer working on a book he’s writing.”

			Ruchet, looking jaunty, was wearing a loose-fitting Hawaiian shirt and white khaki trousers. He had a small digital camera in his hand and sported a wide smile. Tom thought that Ruchet looked more like a photographer than a reporter. Ruchet shook Tom’s hand. “Glad to meet you. Are you ready for history?”

			Tom replied, “You bet.”

			Doc said to Tom, “Jim made a name for himself for being Marilyn Monroe’s photographer.”

			“That chapter is long over,” Ruchet said. “I became more interested in writing than pure picture taking.”

			For the next five minutes or so, Doc briefed Ruchet, giving him the names of the members of his team and their roles. Ruchet recorded Doc’s conversation. After Ruchet had been filled in, Doc said, “Jim, we’re ready. Before I drop down into the passageway,” Doc nodded toward the opening of the passageway about fifteen feet away, “do you want to get a shot?”

			“How long do you think you’ll be in the passage?” Jim asked.

			“I don’t have a clue,” replied Doc. “One, two, maybe three hours. Depends on what we find.”

			“Uh-oh,” Ruchet said. “My editor thought I’d be here for a half hour, and I have to be at the American ambassador’s residence in another forty-five minutes. The U.S. secretary of state is in Rome. If you don’t mind, let’s take several shots now. Admittedly they’re ‘before’ rather than ‘after,’ but the text can cover your results even if the photograph doesn’t.”

			Ruchet walked to the passageway entrance. “Doc, stand at the edge, explain something to Tom—that’s your name, isn’t it? Tom, go shake hands with Doc. Smile, both of you. Doc, make it look like you’ve just found hidden treasure.”

			“But I haven’t,” complained Doc. “Not yet, anyway.”

			“C’mon,” replied Ruchet, “this is a publicity shot. For the newspapers. Stop thinking about it too much.”

			Doc and Tom stood near the passage entrance, smiled and shook hands. Jim took a number of quick shots, then made a discreet exit.

			Doc placed his fingers in his mouth and whistled. “Listen up!” The entire team stopped talking and gathered around him. “We’re ready to lift the entry stone and drop down into the passageway. Take your positions. I’ll go first. Eric, you’re behind me. Greg Bator will be at the entry, and he’ll keep you all informed with everything he hears from us over our two-way radios.”

			The anticipation in the group was electric. Two of the strongest workers carefully levered the large flat stone with crowbars. Slowly, the stone, which was about four feet in diameter, yielded and was moved away from the edge of the hole it had covered. Everyone took turns looking down into the dark space.

			Doc dropped into the passageway, and then Eric followed him. As a precaution, they had two-way radios and ropes tied around their waists that fed out as they moved into the tunnel. There was always the risk that the age and unknown state of the passageway could give them trouble. Both Doc and Eric also had oxygen sensors and were wearing helmets equipped with lights. Kneeling by the entrance, Greg began to pass along Doc’s and Eric’s comments as they called in. The rest of the crew watched eagerly, gathered in a circle around the entrance to the passageway.

			After a few minutes, Eric radioed to Greg, who repeated for everyone else to hear that Eric and Doc had come upon some kind of wall that blocked their way. Fifteen minutes later, Greg reported that Eric and Doc had managed to dismantle enough of the crumbling stone so that they could slip around it and advance further into the passageway.

			“They’re in! The passageway seems clear,” Greg called out to the group.

			Then there was silence.

			Greg waited a few minutes, then called Eric. No response.

			He tried again. Nothing.

			“Maybe they’re busy with a major find,” Tom said, knowing Doc could get so wrapped up in his work that he forgot everything else.

			“But, they’re not moving. The tie ropes went slack,” Greg said.

			“Give them a tug,” Tom suggested.

			Greg pulled on the ropes, got resistance which meant that the ropes were still tied to the two archaeologists, but they didn’t pull back to signal everything was fine.

			Something was wrong.

			“How stable is the passageway?” Tom asked Greg.

			“We’ve no way of knowing. Our instruments couldn’t penetrate that far.”

			Tom called down into the tunnel several times. Silence.

			“We’ve got to get someone down there. If there was a cave-in, they might be in trouble.”

			“I’ll go,” Greg said, hooking a lead line to his belt and grabbing a flashlight. “I’ll let you know what’s down there.” He handed Tom the radio.

			“Take a mask,” Tom said. “The dust might be intense.”

			Greg nodded, put on the mask offered by another team member, and jumped down into the tunnel.

			Every minute Greg was gone was agony for the crew. The tautness of his lead line was a good sign. Greg was still moving forward. Then, suddenly, it went slack. Everyone was paralyzed with fear.

			“Greg, what’s happening?” Tom radioed in.

			Silence.

			A few minutes later, they heard scrambling. Greg appeared at the opening. Tom gave him a hand to help him up.

			Ripping off the mask, Greg gasped, “They’re not moving. They’re just lying there. I tried to . . .”

			“Calm down. Tell us what you saw.”

			Greg was breathing hard. “It was dark and narrow. I called to them as I went through the tunnel. I saw a light. The tunnel got bigger. I kept calling. Then, I saw them. They were on the floor in a large room. I shouted. I shone the light on their faces. They were covered with some kind of . . . green moss. Their eyes were wide open like they had seen something horrible.”

			“And? What else?”

			Greg stared up. “They’re dead.”
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			Tom had to think fast. “We need to get an ambulance.”

			“Dr. Stewart, I can call the Carabinieri,” Alex Cellini offered, taking out her cell phone.

			“Good,” Tom responded immediately, glad that the Italian military police would be here soon. But a few thoughts began to gnaw at Tom. Why had this tragedy happened? Was there any physical danger to the Academy’s team? He was now the senior person from the American Academy present—he had to call the director, deal with the police, protect the Academy’s reputation. And what else? Would he have to deal with the press? From the pleasant pastime of watching an archaeological dig in the famous Roman Forum, he was suddenly at the center of some very unpleasant action.

			Alex nodded and punched in the emergency number. She spoke to the operator, then turned to Tom. “Help’s coming. I told them we need a doctor and ambulance.”

			“We have to go after them,” Greg said, still visibly shaken by the horror of the scene he had come upon.

			“No,” Tom replied quickly and firmly. “It could be extremely dangerous to go down there. We can’t help them. It’s better to wait for medical help.”

			Within moments, they heard the wail of the Carabinieri siren. The flashing blue lights of a squad car appeared at the Arch of Constantine, followed by an ambulance two minutes later.

			Two police officers stepped out of the squad car and asked their questions in Italian. Alex answered them and then translated for Tom. “They want to know who’s in charge, and what happened. I told them that you’re a trustee of the American Academy and the senior person here.”

			Tom gave the carabinieri the highlights of what had happened with some help from Alex. The EMT crew from the ambulance attended to Greg. His body was trembling as he relived the quick deaths and the mysterious green mold. The officers found nothing wrong with Greg, however, and asked him if the men might have died from a cave-in.

			“Their bodies,” he said, “were lying there, free of any debris.”

			The carabinieri put up a cordon around the area, making certain that the perimeter around the dig was sealed off.

			“We have to retrieve the bodies,” the senior officer said. “Since we don’t know what caused their deaths, we’ve got to take precautions. I’ve requested our Squadra di Hazmat unit. They’ll collect the two bodies and get them to our labs. This excavation will be sealed until further notice.”

			Tom realized that the situation was now in the carabinieri’s hands. He took a moment and called Caroline Sibelius, director of the American Academy, and filled her in.

			“Doc and Eric dead? I can’t believe it. What happened?”

			“It’s unclear. The police are removing the bodies to do an autopsy.”

			Caroline was silent. “Well, it’ll be all over the news tomorrow, then. I’ll contact the families. Please ask our group to come back to the Academy as soon as they can. Call me the moment you know more.”

			“Will do.”

			“I’ll stay to translate,” Alex offered as the other students collected their things and headed back to the Academy. The ambulance also left while the two carabinieri remained with Tom and Alex.

			“I can’t tell you how helpful you’ve been to me,” Tom said to Alex.

			“I really haven’t done much—just calling the police,” she replied. “What happened to Doc and Eric is overwhelming me—I’ve got no answers for this.”

			Tom saw that she had tears in her eyes and put his hand on her shoulder. In a quiet voice he said, “I’ve no answers either, but we’ll find them.”

			Alex looked at Tom, and he looked back at her. Neither said anything further.

			About thirty minutes later, a dark blue Land Rover Defender with a white roof and Carabinieri red stripe along the side, followed by a Mercedes Unimog 3000-5000 mobile lab, pulled up to the gate where Tom and Alex were waiting. An official in full uniform stepped down from the Rover and walked over to them.

			“Dr. Stewart?”

			“Yes, I’m Dr. Tom Stewart.”

			“I’m Lieutenant Giovanni Gabrielli from the Italian Environmental Protection Command,” he said in English, extending his hand. “My sympathies for the loss of your colleagues. We’re here to assess the situation.” Two men emerged from the Unimog, tethered to the vehicle with long lines feeding them oxygen. The lines unspooled as they walked. The men were garbed in full white hazmat suits and gloves. The police officers directed them to the passageway at the site. Gabrielli, Tom, and Alex followed close behind.

			“These men are equipped with a video data line so that we’ll be able to see exactly what’s in the tunnel. We can observe it on this mobile monitor,” Gabrielli said, pointing to a small flat screen set up on a cart near the opening.

			They watched as the men descended into the passageway with their flashlights at the ready. As they walked through the tunnel, they reported back to Gabrielli over the data line that they unspooled as they walked. As the two men came to the end of the passage, Tom could see on the video screen an opening into a large space, which had shiny walls.

			The bodies were contorted as if something had caused them incredible pain before they died. There was nothing natural about the position of their bodies. They look broken, like rag dolls tossed against a stone wall. Tom was puzzled by a bright green substance, like pollen, on Doc’s and Eric’s hands. But he was struck by what he could see of their faces—looks of agony. It was sickening to imagine that Doc and Eric had suffered excruciating deaths. In the background of the video, Tom saw the dim remnants of something else. At first he thought they were mounds of rags, but as the camera moved closer, he saw that they were human skeletons clothed in what appeared to be lab coats.

			Gabrielli then spoke to his two men in the underground chamber, ordering them to carry each of the bodies back through the passageway. On the video monitor, Tom and Alex could watch as the two officers enclosed each of the bodies in a black plastic bag, which was zippered closed. Making two trips, the men brought the bodies of Doc and Eric to the Unimog.

			“We’ll conduct an autopsy on the bodies and will be in touch with the American Academy as soon as we have the results. I’d like to schedule a call with you and the director of the Academy for tomorrow morning, perhaps at 10 a.m. Now, please accompany me to our examining station. We’ll need a full report about what happened. After that, we’ll take you wherever you wish.”

			As they left the American Academy’s excavation site, Tom noticed that a crowd of tourists and reporters had gathered outside the gate. Caroline was right about the news. Tom grimaced.

			Gabrielli must have noticed Tom’s expression. “Sensational stories are difficult to contain. Deaths in the Roman Forum will be big news—international news.”

			“Can’t be helped, I suppose.”

			“We’ll of course not give out any information until we know what happened. But you should be prepared to be contacted by the reporters.”

			“I’ll leave that to the Academy director.”

			The interview at the station did not take long. There wasn’t much to tell. It all had happened so quickly.

			A police car drove them to Via Angelo Masina and the main building of the American Academy. The car stopped and idled. Tom got out and turned to Alex.

			“Thanks for your help today.”

			“Not a problem. Please let me know if there’s anything else I can do.” She took out a business card from her purse and scribbled on it. “Here’s my cell number. Call me anytime.”

			“Thanks. I’ll do that. Get home safely.”

			She gave the driver instructions. “Ciao, Tom.”

			“Ciao.”

			Tom walked up to the front gate of the American Academy. Norm Robertson, the guard, stepped out of his gate station.

			“Sorry about what happened, Dr. Stewart.”

			“Thanks, Norm. I’m here to meet with—”

			“Go right in. The director’s expecting you. She said for you to meet her in the courtyard.”

			Tom climbed the front steps, walked through the vestibule to the courtyard. Its walls were covered with flowering vines filling the evening air with the scent of jasmine. Tables lined the outer edge of the courtyard under the alcove of the building.

			The Academy fellows and residents, including Doc’s archaeological team, had already finished supper and left. Tom waved at Caroline and John Connor, Caroline’s predecessor as director of the Academy, and joined them at their table under an arch. Caroline Sibelius was a highly regarded art historian, and was now on sabbatical from Duke University in order to serve as director here. She was an expert on gothic architecture in Italy. Connor was the world’s expert on Francesco Borromini, a highly influential late-Renaissance architect. He was also on sabbatical in Rome from his professorship at Columbia University.

			“Tom,” Caroline said warmly, “how are you? You’ve been through so much. Please sit down. Would you like a coffee or cappuccino or something to eat?”

			“I’m not particularly hungry, but I’d like a cappuccino.” 

			Caroline called one of the waiters over and asked that Tom be brought food and drink. Then she said, “I still can’t believe that Doc and Eric are dead.”

			Tom recounted his arrival at the excavation early in the morning, taking Caroline and John through all the incidents, including the mysterious underground chamber where Doc and Eric were found.

			The waiter brought the cappuccino and a small plate of fruit, cheese, and bread.

			“Grazie.”

			“I had no idea this excavation was so dangerous. Doc seemed to indicate that it was fairly routine,” Caroline said.

			Tom sipped his cappuccino. “Yes, it should have gone off without a hitch. But I’m concerned about some of the bizarre elements that came to light.”

			“You mentioned a large room with shiny walls and skeletons?”

			“Yes. Not what you’d expect to find in an ancient Roman palace.”

			“Also, from what you’ve described,” John added, “Doc and Eric seemed to have died quickly and horribly without any warning at all.”

			“I’ve never heard anything like it,” Caroline said. “As for the Academy community, they know only the bare facts of what’s happened. I’d like to keep it that way until we know more.”

			“Agreed. Although the media will probably be pestering you,” Tom said.

			Caroline nodded. “I’ve already gotten calls, and Lieutenant Gabrielli’s office telephoned to arrange a phone meeting tomorrow morning. I’d like you to attend if you can.”

			“Sure thing.”

			“Well, something leaked out,” Connor said, breaking off a small cluster of grapes. “I had an odd telephone conversation this afternoon with Tim O’Boyle.”

			“Who’s that?” Tom asked.

			“The former chief archivist of the Vatican libraries. He’s a retired priest. We’ve become friends since we both spend time at the Vatican doing research.

			“Father O’Boyle expressed his sympathy at what happened in the Forum—just how he knew about it so quickly, I have no idea. He discreetly began to ask questions about what actually had happened, and how much detail we have. And, he asked about you, your connection to the Academy, your profession. Very polite, but probing. Finally, he asked the oddest of questions.”

			“What did he say?” Tom asked, startled by a perfect stranger’s interest in his life. What could this unwelcome intrusion mean?

			“O’Boyle said, ‘Is this Stewart person a wholly ethical person? Is he totally trustworthy?’ Just like that. Ethical, trustworthy—in my opinion, very odd questions. Out of order, really.”

			“I agree,” Tom said. “How did you answer—if I may be so bold?”

			“I told him ‘very ethical, very trustworthy.’ O’Boyle definitely had something on his mind, though I certainly did not know what it was. ‘One final question,’ he said. ‘Is Stewart a man of action?’”

			“How in the world did you reply to that?” Tom asked.

			“I said that you were courageous and had walked through the chaos, destruction, and danger of 9/11 helping to identify human remains to give families of lost ones some closure. Wouldn’t that serve as a proxy for ‘action’?”

			“Thank you, John,” Tom said. “I’m honored by your answers.”

			“Well, here’s the unusual part. Just before dinner tonight, he called back, somewhat nervously, to ask that I consider our prior conversation ‘off the record.’ Just not ‘off the record,’ but totally off the record.”

			“That’s off the wall,” replied Tom. “What’s O’Boyle like?”

			“Quite a likable guy,” John replied, “with a wry sense of Irish humor. A serious scholar. Often, you’ll find him in the Mithraic Temple in the third level of San Clemente Church.”

			“Mithraic Temple?”

			“O’Boyle’s an expert on this clandestine group—mostly Roman soldiers who kept their secret rites to themselves. He loves to sit on the stone bench in the anteroom, imagining, he says, he can hear the soldiers praying.”

			“John,” said Tom, “that was two thousand years ago.”

			“I know, I know.” He laughed. “In Rome, we all have our pet fetishes. His is harmless, and his research is well regarded. I’ve never heard him so anxious to understand the essence of someone’s character, nor back away from this line of questioning so abruptly. I’d even say he seemed uneasy or afraid of something. I still don’t get what he meant by ‘man of action.’”

			Caroline had been half-listening since she was preoccupied with the Academy’s new problems, stemming from the tragedy in the Roman Forum.

			“Tragic news travels fast, especially over the Internet,” Caroline said. “I’ve received a few calls and e-mails from Doc’s colleagues in Rome. Apparently, it’s been on TV as well.”

			“How did the families take the news?”

			“As you’d expect. They were devastated. Eric’s parents will be on the evening plane to Rome to take him home. Doc had no immediate family, except for a sister living in California. She asked me to arrange to have him sent to a funeral home in her area. Of course, the Academy will pay all the expenses.”

			“Are you planning to have a memorial service for Doc and Eric in Rome?” Tom asked.

			“Yes, I’ve been thinking about that.”

			“What about their personal items?”

			“Greg Bator is collecting Eric’s. Doc’s are still up in his room here.”

			“Doc was a good friend. I’d be happy to help with that,” Tom said.

			“Thanks. I expect there isn’t too much.”

			“It’s been long day.” Tom stood. “I think I’ll head back to my apartment.”

			“Just ask Norm to call you a taxi,” Caroline said. “You’re sure you’re okay?”

			“I’m fine. Just a little shaken. See you tomorrow. ”

			The taxi pulled up to the front door of his apartment building on Via Gregoriana. As Tom let himself in the front door of the building, he was too tired to notice a man standing in the shadows across the street. When the outside door closed and Tom was inside, the man spoke quietly into his cell phone and then walked down the street, disappearing into the night.

		

	
		
				3

		

		
			After showering the next morning, Tom dressed, then let himself out onto the terrace, the best feature of his apartment. From the terrace, covered with planters filled with red geraniums blooming like crazy, he could see all of Rome stretch out before him. The thought struck him—the ghastly events of yesterday—they changed everything. The news would be in the papers, too. He walked down the nine flights and into the street. It was a three-minute walk to the Hotel de la Ville, where he knew he could buy the morning’s International Herald Tribune and have breakfast.

			The Hotel de la Ville was full of tourists, but he had no problem getting a table. After ordering, he glanced at the main headlines on the first page. Good, he thought, no mention of the incident. Then, below the fold, in the lower right-hand side of the front page, there was a photograph of him in the Roman Forum shaking hands with Doc. The headline read: mysterious deaths at the roman forum. The opening paragraph said:

			Two archaeologists from the American Academy in Rome were killed yesterday while exploring an underground passageway on the Palatine Hill. The Roman Superintendent of Cultural Affairs stated that the roof of the passageway collapsed, and the cave-in resulted in the deaths of the two men. One of the archaeologists killed, Dr. Robert Brown of Bryn Mawr College in the city of Philadelphia in the United States of America, was heading the excavation sponsored by the American Academy in Rome. There had been hopes that the passageway might lead to new finds in the vast, mostly still buried, Golden House of Emperor Nero. The number two archaeologist, who also died, was Eric Bowen, a graduate student at Yale University in New Haven, Connecticut.

			Professor Thomas Stewart, a trustee of the American Academy in Rome and a professor of forensic archaeology at New York University, was the senior Academy official present and was questioned by the Carabinieri. Dr. Stewart is pictured with Dr. Brown just before the latter dropped down into the passageway and perished. A spokesperson for the American Academy in Rome said there would be an official statement once the investigation was finished. The underground passageway and the American Academy’s excavation itself have been officially closed until further notice.

			The article went on but had no further information of consequence.

			Cave-in? Tom thought. There was no evidence of a cave-in. Tom felt troubled. What could the reason be for covering up the truth of what had happened yesterday in the Forum?

			More important, Tom was disturbed by the fact that the article had included his name and, even more, his photograph. He knew that if the Italian authorities were intent on hiding the truth of the cave-in, any reporter investigating the matter would be calling him to get more information simply because he had been identified in the article as having been there. He hoped that Caroline would handle the aftermath of this tragic event. After he’d finished breakfast, he hailed a cab in front of the Hassler Hotel and was back at the Academy in time for Gabrielli’s phone call.

			Lucia, Caroline’s assistant, showed Tom into Caroline’s office. “Thanks for coming, Tom,” Caroline said. “Gabrielli’s secretary telephoned to confirm that he’ll call at 10 a.m. They asked for us to let them sort through Doc’s belongings as part of the investigation. I told them I’d take the request under advisement.”

			Caroline continued. “Tom, have you given any more thought to what was going on yesterday with Doc’s and Eric’s deaths? Eric’s parents and Doc’s sister will surely be asking, and they probably won’t buy the official explanation.”

			“I’ve been thinking that the arrival of an Italian Hazmat team points to some kind of chemical substance—likely a dangerous one—that caused their deaths, not a collapse of the roof of the passageway,” Tom replied.

			A look of concern flashed across her face.

			The telephone buzzed. “Lieutenant Gabrielli,” Lucia announced.

			“I’ll put it on the conference phone,” Caroline said.

			“Ciao, Lieutenant Gabrielli, I’m Caroline Sibelius, director of the American Academy, and I have Dr. Tom Stewart with me. We’re at your disposal.”

			“Thank you. I’m sure you have seen the newspapers this morning?”

			“Yes, but as I understand it, there was no collapse of the passageway,” Caroline said.

			“We had to adjust the story for the media because the deaths involve details we don’t want widely known.”

			“Can you please be more specific?” Caroline asked.

			“I’d like to, but I cannot.”

			Tom broke in. “Two of our friends and colleagues died yesterday. We need to know the reason why.”

			“I’m sorry, but the results of the autopsies must be kept confidential until the investigation is completed. Dr. Stefano Pulesi, senior director of the Laboratory for Communicable Substances, will be handling this stage of the investigation.”

			“What does this tragic event have to do with communicable substances? I thought this was a routine police investigation.”

			“Again, it’s a matter of some . . . sensitivity. I’m sure Dr. Pulesi will be able to explain more.”

			“Does this mean that our Academy excavation will be suspended?” Caroline interjected.

			“Yes, Signora. I’m afraid so. The passage will be sealed until further notice. We have posted guards there to prevent any curiosity seekers.”

			“Is there any danger to anyone who was there yesterday?” Tom asked.

			“There’s no danger. We’d like your help, however.”

			“How can we help?”

			“We’d like to interview the members of the team present at the dig yesterday, including you, Dr. Stewart.”

			“I’ve already told the police what happened,” Tom said.

			“Yes, but perhaps there is some small fact you’ll recall that will give us a lead. It’s all part of the procedure.”

			“Understood. When can we pick up Doc’s and Eric’s remains?” Caroline asked. “Their families would like to make funeral arrangements.”

			Gabrielli was silent for a moment. “I’m afraid that we had to arrange for the cremation of the bodies due to the nature of the situation. The ashes will be available later today.”

			“Cremated? On whose authority?”

			“By order of the Italian Security Agency.”

			“With all due respect, Lieutenant Gabrielli, this is entirely unacceptable. The families expect to take possession of the bodies and will be in Rome later today. I must contact the American Embassy.”

			“Your embassy has already been informed. I’m sorry, but there was no other way. Dr. Pulesi will be in touch concerning the interviews.”

			“Under the circumstances,” Caroline said, “I’m afraid we need to contact our attorneys before we can cooperate further.”

			“That is unfortunate. It will only delay matters.”

			“Good day, sir.” Caroline hung up.

			Caroline and Tom looked at each other in astonishment. Tom offered, “First the cover story, now this. It doesn’t add up.”

			“It’s a mess any way you look at it. I’ll need to tell the rest of the group not to speak with this Pulesi or any other official until they hear from me. The families will be furious about the cremations.”

			Tom stood. “I better get started on Doc’s things.”

			“First door on your left, third floor—it’s Room 272,” she said, as she picked up the phone.

			* * *

			Doc’s apartment was a one-bedroom apartment with a generous living room and a separate kitchen, which had windows looking over the central courtyard of the main building. When he opened the front door, Tom looked around. Sunlight streamed in the windows, and he could easily see the two giant cypress trees in the courtyard. The other two matching cypresses had become diseased and were replaced by attractive slim younger trees, whose size better suited the space.

			What faced Tom was clutter. Clothes, papers, artifacts—all were a jumble on the desk at the window. Nothing out of the ordinary, Tom thought to himself. Doc was always a bit disorganized. Tom went over to the desk. There were several books on Nero’s Golden House, including one with extensive diagrams of one author’s speculation of how the palace rooms had been configured before they were destroyed or buried by the emperors who succeeded Nero. Doc had marked a few diagrams, putting question marks on Post-its. Doc seemed to be looking for something specific. Tom also saw some work papers concerning the dig in the Roman Forum, letters from Doc’s sister, from colleagues at Bryn Mawr, a restaurant receipt.

			Then, a single piece of paper caught Tom’s attention. The paper was a work order dated September 17, 1943, from an Italian construction company for some work in the cryptoporticus at the American Academy in Rome. The name of the Swiss Institute was stamped on the paper, and countersigned by Lily Ross Taylor. There was an approval stamp with the initials “PF” next to that. Tom recognized Lily Ross Taylor’s name and knew she had been one of the Academy’s earliest female fellows, the first woman director of the American Academy and a classicist from Bryn Mawr College. Why would Doc have this old work order? Tom wondered.

			Tom put the paper in his pocket and went about sorting everything into piles to be packed later and sent to Doc’s sister. After about an hour, he returned to Caroline’s office.

			“Did you find anything interesting in Doc’s room?” Caroline asked.

			He showed the old work order to Caroline. “Strange. Doc and I were just talking about Lily Ross Taylor last week. She was quite a personality. We have a file on her in the library, and he must have found it there.”

			“I’d like to go through her file. That work order seems a little out of the ordinary even for Doc.”

			“Marina will help you find it. I’m waiting for callbacks from the American Embassy and the Academy attorney. Let’s meet for lunch later.”

			“Works for me. You know—I never expected to be using the Academy library for finding out about World War II Swiss work orders. My editor will have a hard time believing this when I miss my deadline with my new book.”

			Caroline replied, “Join the crowd. My book schedule is five years overdue—my job as director is more like being a hotel keeper than a resident scholar: unexpected guests, broken water pipes, international crises.”

			“Okay, I get it. See you for lunch. Will you have Lucia tell me where and when?”

			Caroline nodded and picked up her telephone.

			The main reading room of the Academy library was a haven for scholars. It was something from another era. The vault in the main reading room, painted off-white, soared high overhead, and the tables and shelves were dark Italian walnut. With its open stacks and welcoming design, and the large bronze candelabra in the center of the room, it reminded Tom of the library from his college days at Columbia University.

			Marina Calzona, the Academy’s librarian, was a somewhat portly middle-aged woman who wore her glasses on a necklace. She smiled when she saw Tom. For his part, Tom couldn’t help returning the smile.

			“Dr. Stewart, how nice to see you. I’m so sorry about what happened to Professor Brown and Eric.”

			“Yes, it was a real tragedy. A great loss to us all.”

			“What can I do for you?”

			“I’m looking for information about one of the former fellows, Dr. Lily Ross Taylor.”

			“Of course,” she replied. “I have it right here. I hadn’t filed it after Professor Brown returned it a few days ago. He said he might want to look at it again. Poor man.” She crossed herself. “So young. May he rest in peace.”

			Marina retrieved the bulging file and put it on the counter. “There’s an open desk there on the right. Just bring the file back when you are finished.”

			“Thanks for your help.”

			Tom took the file to the small desk and began to look through it. There was a list of Lily Ross Taylor’s publications, her awards, and public references to her scholarship and historical role in the Academy. Standard stuff, Tom thought. There were a few photographs in the file. Ross had worn her hair in a crew cut and dressed in mannish clothes. He could picture her, a feisty and controversial figure at Bryn Mawr, a conservative women’s college at the time. Then, he found a small brown envelope wrapped loosely with a string. Someone must have opened it and had done a poor job of retying it.

			Tom found two letters inside, one dated August 1, 1943, and the other dated September 26, 1943. The first was a carbon copy from Lily to her sister in Bryn Mawr. Tom glanced quickly through it:

			Rome is exceedingly interesting. Today, Sunday, August 1, there was a solar eclipse, with the moon covering the sun, darkening the Eternal City. The newspapers were trying to tie this event to everything else that has been happening. Speaking of events, two days ago, American bombers attacked Rome, aiming to destroy the rail yards of the main train station, the Termini. Some of the bombs went astray and five hundred Romans were killed and many more were wounded. The Church of San Lorenzo, where the Pope’s predecessor is buried, was damaged. Pius XII hurried there where he prayed, offered money and sympathy. When he left, his long white coat was covered with blood. I don’t know what to think. Of course, with the Allies landing in Sicily and American bombers over Rome—that’s all good news. But innocent people getting killed upsets me.

			Then, last week, on July 24th, Mussolini was voted out of office and a constitutional monarchy with a democratic parliament replaced him. This is wonderful news. But, now everyone expects the Germans to invade Italy.

			Rome, as you can see, is in turmoil. I’m safe at the Swiss Institute—with the American Academy closed, I’ve got nothing official to do, so I spend my days in the Swiss library.

			There is one unusual thing. Two days ago, on July 30, a cardinal and a priest from the Vatican—all at the official request of Pius XII—visited the Swiss Institute and the American Academy. They arrived and were greeted with as much fanfare as the dour Swiss know how to do—which isn’t much. It seems they really wanted to visit the grounds of the American Academy, so I took them around. They were very secretive, so I have nothing to report, except the oddity of their visit.

			If I were superstitious, I’d wonder about the moon blocking the sun and the coincidence of the cardinal’s visit. But I’m not superstitious.

			Love to you and your family,

			Lily

			What had the cardinal and his colleague wanted at the Academy? No higher-ups in the Church had ever visited the American Academy to Tom’s knowledge. Nor had top Italian politicos, except one famous visit by Mussolini, captured on a Pathé News clip, when the music fellows played “Turkey in the Straw” in his honor.

			In the September 26 letter, Lily’s sister’s anxiety for Lily’s safety was evident. She closes by pleading with Lily to get out while she could. “I know you feel great loyalty to the Academy, and I know how stubborn you are, but please do yourself and us all a favor and get out of that country, now. Our papers are filled with reports of the Nazi occupation of Rome two weeks ago and rumors of what they’ll do. I hate to think. ”

			Tom saw nothing in the correspondence that mentioned construction work or the PF, but why would she talk to her sister about this anyway? However, what was unusual was the date of her letter. About the time she signed the work order—it was very close to Germans taking control of Rome. Was there a connection?

			Tom had to admit that, so far, he saw only a few dangling pieces of information, but nothing that gave him enough to tie a story together. It was, he thought, like most archaeological puzzles: a jumble of many bits of evidence. He’d have to lay them out on a table and wait until an inspiration happened. In this case, he sensed there were more pieces to discover before he could draw any conclusions.

			After about an hour or so, Tom felt a tap on his shoulder and looked up to find Marina standing there. “Signora Sibelius asked that you join her at Lo Scarpone’s for lunch. She’ll meet you there in fifteen minutes. Do you know where it is?”

			“Thanks, Marina. I do know where it is.” He closed the file and handed it to her. “Thanks again for your help.”

			Caroline waived to Tom from her table on the terrace of Scarpone’s, a small local restaurant a few blocks from the Academy. After he was seated and they had ordered, Tom asked, “Did you find out anything from the embassy?”

			“The undersecretary was very polite, but all I could get was more political double talk. Eric’s family will be landing in a few hours, so I couldn’t leave word for them, and, frankly, I don’t have much to tell them. I hope you were more successful checking out Doc’s room.”

			“Not really. There were two letters; one, dated in August 1943 from Lily to her sister in Bryn Mawr and one from Lily’s sister to her in September 1943.”

			“That was an increasingly dangerous time in Rome.”

			“How could she be at the Academy after Italy and Germany declared war on us?”

			“When it looked like Italy would join Germany in declaring war on the United States, just after Pearl Harbor, the director of the Swiss Institute contacted the Academy to offer to take over the Academy property, to prevent the Italian Fascists from confiscating it. I believe Lily was instrumental in promoting this idea at the time.”

			“I assume the Academy’s board jumped such a generous offer.”

			“On the contrary—the trustees in New York never made a decision. They suspected that the Swiss offer was just a power play to get our land and building. They never sanctioned the move. Once war was declared on the United States, the Swiss didn’t wait for an official invitation—as the Americans moved out, the Swiss came in, uninvited, taking charge and protecting the Academy. Lily insisted on staying to watch over things. For the next couple of years, she was safe so long as Swiss neutrality was honored by the Germans and the Italians. In late 1943, Mussolini was deposed and Germany invaded Italy—then she knew she had to get out of Italy. She escaped by getting on a merchant freighter, which took her to England. From there she was put on a U.S. Air Force plane for the States. It’s all in her official report in the records back in New York.”

			“It doesn’t explain Doc’s interest in her or what the work order for the American Academy’s cryptoporticus with approvals by the Swiss Institute and ‘PF’ mean,” Tom said.

			Caroline shrugged. “Maybe it has something to do with his research for the dig in the Roman Forum. Lily was his mentor at Bryn Mawr, you know, and perhaps she mentioned it to him.”

			“Yes, I remember now. He took her position after she retired. It still seems a bit odd.”

			Caroline nodded. “The cryptoporticus of the Academy’s Main Building contains the lower section of the library and, besides that, there was only a vast storage area. Until our recent renovations, people rarely went down there.”

			The waiter brought their meal, and they began to eat.

			“By the way, Lucia said that a number of reporters have called to see if they can interview you.”

			“I expected that. I’d prefer not to be involved.”

			“Lucia will run interference for you, but all this attention isn’t good for the Academy. We operate in Rome on the goodwill of the Italian government so we have to be careful. The embassy reminded me of that as well.”

			Caroline looked at her watch. “I expect Eric’s parents have landed and are probably on their way to the Academy right now. I need to get back.” She signaled the waiter for the check. “The memorial service for Doc is tomorrow at four in the afternoon at the Protestant Cemetery. You’ve been there before, haven’t you?”

			“Several times—a beautiful place. Of course I’ll be there,” Tom said.

			As they walked back to the Academy, Tom asked, “Do you know the director of the Swiss Institute?”

			“Reasonably well,” she replied, “Georges Lundell. Quiet guy. Good scholar. Oddly enough, he loves to polka. Why do you ask?”

			“Call me crazy, but this work order has me intrigued, and I’d like to read their records of the time.”

			“I’d be happy to call him to set up a meeting for you when I get back to my office. Lucia will let you know.”

			“Thanks. Good luck today, with Eric’s family.”

		

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
MOSES
VIRUS





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/Infinity_symbol_fmt.jpeg





