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Praise forTHE MALACHI COVENANT



“A LABYRINTH of mystery, with some pedal-to-the-metal pacing. Put this one on your keeper shelf.”

—STEVE BERRY

New York Times Bestselling Author of The Atlas Maneuver

“I COULD not put The Malachi Covenant down. A fast-paced race against the clock with an intricate plot and engaging characters. The story twists around treasured artifacts, questions about the church and belief, and the motives of a Russian oligarch. Do yourself a favour and try The Malachi Covenant now.”

—DAVID LEADBEATER

Author of The Vatican Secret

“A FAST PACED, thought-provoking thrill ride of a book. The Malachi Covenant has it all, a fascinating plot, historical depth, and pacing that kept me up at night to see what would happen next and how it would all end. Highly recommended.”

—YVETTE MANESSIS CORPORON

International Bestselling Author of When the Cypress Whispers
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A TROPARION OF SAINT NICHOLAS


You were revealed to your flock as a measure of faith.

You were the image of humility and a teacher of self-control.

Because of your humble life, heaven was opened to you.

Because of your poverty, spiritual riches were granted to you.

O holy Bishop Nicholas, we cry out to you:

Pray to Christ our God that our souls may be saved.





To our dearest Mimi, whose grace and love of life inspired us every day.






PROLOGUE

Aegean Sea [image: ] AD 1087

ONLY GOD could see them through this nightmare.

Captain Dimas and his crew used the last remnants of sunlight to secure their equipment below deck as their hapless cog ship teetered in the swelling waves of the Aegean. Dimas had ridden through many storms in his life, but he’d never seen a fortress of clouds smother the sky faster than those approaching his boat. As the winds bore down on them from the north, his four sailors raced about, preparing the ship for impact. Dimas had little hope anything would survive the squall’s wrath. In the next few minutes, they’d likely join many of their comrades at the bottom of the sea.

Pope Victor III had personally selected Dimas for this sacred mission. The captain felt the disappointment of his country and his Church staring at him in the form of the approaching black wall of doom. He clutched the good luck coin his wife and five-year-old son had given him.

“Goodbye, my loves,” he said as a frigid whisper of a breeze presaged the first surge. He then called out, “Secure yourselves, men!”

The temperature plummeted, and seconds later a frantic gust hurled pellets of water against his face, blinding him.

“Avere fede!” Dimas shouted. “Avere fede! Nothing is impossible with faith in the Lord.”

A powerful blast of water knocked Dimas off his feet as the sea churned and twisted itself upside down. The captain tried to right himself, but he recoiled when a bolt of lightning cracked the sky in half, illuminating a second wall of water just before it crashed over the side planks.

“God, in your mercy, please save us,” he muttered as the second battering ram was followed by another mountainous wave. “God, in your mercy, please save us.”

For ten minutes of relentless fury, Dimas could only clutch his lucky coin and pray to himself.

And then, the squall passed.

Dimas rose to his feet, stunned to find his boat upright and bobbing back and forth in the calmed but still-choppy waters. The tempest had doled out its misery in a single manic blast, then raced off to the Peloponnese Peninsula, anxious to spread its misery elsewhere. Dimas spotted three of his men untying themselves from the mast of the ship, but the fourth was nowhere to be seen. Seconds later, Adriano pushed open the deck hatch and emerged from the hold.

“Capitano,” Adriano yelled with his arm extended. “Dio è buono. Dio è buono.”

The crew from Bari praised God for their good fortune, then scurried about to inspect the damage to their decimated vessel. A divine act had saved the mast and all the sailors, which convinced Dimas that his crew had been spared for a reason. But there was no time to waste.

“Let’s get this ship moving!” Dimas yelled.

“Sissignore, capitano,” the sailors replied in unison.

Dimas smiled and looked to the heavens with gratitude. He dug into his drenched trouser pocket and found that his lucky coin had survived the ordeal as well. He would indeed see his beloved wife and child again. And just as the pope had ordered, Dimas and his crew would soon recover the relics of their beloved Saint Nicholas from the infidels hiding them on the Lycian coast.
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CHAPTER 1

Bari, Italy [image: ] 2018

MAGGIE SHEPHERD pulled her shoulder-length brown hair into a ponytail, then pushed at the wrinkles encamped on her forehead, wondering if it was time to give Botox a try. She rarely worried about her appearance before heading off to work, but for some reason this morning felt different. Maybe it was anxiety over her passage to the wrong side of thirty-five, but Maggie noticed she’d lost the effervescent glow of a young woman, instead developing a slight trace of gray in her hairline and a puffiness to her eyes. She wondered if her childhood friends back in Vermont would even recognize her now.

This morning, however, wasn’t the time to worry about her personal style or recent birthday. Maggie blocked out the gnawing sense that she needed to course correct her life, and instead focused on taking pride in the advancement of her career. The extraction of the relic from Saint Nicholas’s crypt was a project every archeological team in Europe had vied for, but only one––hers, led by Professor Sizel Bruscoli, the head of the Institute of Forensic Medicine and Archeology at the University of Bari Medical School––had won the prize.

This project had a far more important purpose than rescuing a deteriorating bone from its ancient resting place. The Vatican had commissioned this work to extract a relic that could be used as the centerpiece of the pope’s upcoming historic pilgrimage to Moscow, a trip over one thousand years in the making.

Maggie normally preferred riding her bicycle to work, but she had too much equipment to lug to the job site in a backpack. Plus, winter weather had arrived in Bari several days earlier, and the chill in the air was equal motivation to grab a taxi. A harrowing twenty-minute cab ride later, Maggie arrived at her destination, the Basilica di San Nicola, the final resting place of the holy icon who’d eventually become known as Santa Claus, Sinterklaas, Father Christmas, Ded Moroz, Christkindl, and many other beloved characters around the world. One of the many tour busses in the area blocked close access to the church, forcing Maggie’s driver to slow down and pull over a short distance away. From there, she headed out on foot, lugging a large black duffle bag in her right hand.

As she neared the entrance, Maggie spotted a young mother trying to manage a precocious child and take pictures at the same time.

“Posso aiutare?” Maggie asked.

“Sì, sì, signora,” the woman replied with a harried grin. “Grazie.”

After she set down her bag, Maggie accepted the woman’s phone and positioned her subjects directly in front of the portion of the structure called the Torre del Catapano. Maggie focused the camera’s lens to capture both the Catapano and its companion, the Torre delle Milizia, in the frame. The twin bell towers of the church were decorated with holiday garland around their belfries, which made for an iconic photo op, especially with the backdrop of the tumbling waves of the Adriatic in the distance.

“Pronta?” Maggie asked just as she felt a tap on her shoulder.

“Come along,” Bruscoli said. He grabbed Maggie’s bag and began fidgeting in place.

Maggie often wondered how Bruscoli kept any weight on his wiry frame, given his frenetic energy. “Un secondo,” she replied. Maggie snapped the photo, handed the phone back to its owner, and scurried behind her gray-haired mentor toward the front door of the church.

“You’d pick up every stray cat in Bari if I let you,” Bruscoli said as they walked.

Maggie chuckled, remembering the time she’d given the Bruscoli family, over Sizel’s strong objection, a Persian cat as a gift. The same Persian cat that now cuddled in the professor’s lap every time she went by their home.

Although she’d been inside the basilica several times, Maggie remained fascinated by the rich architecture of the centuries-old building. From the hand-carved, Corinthian-style columns supporting soaring transverse arches to the precious mosaic flooring in the presbytery, there was so much rich detail to see and explore in the church. As usual, Maggie eyes were drawn overhead to the frescoes painted on the ceiling depicting Saint Nicholas’s life.

“Benvenuto,” Bishop Mario Colombo called out to his two visitors. The leader of the Bari diocese, whom Maggie had come to recognize as the foremost expert on Saint Nicholas in the world, was the point man for the Vatican on its retrieval project. Maggie and Bruscoli shook hands with the bishop, who then looked toward the ceiling while turning toward her. “I noticed you were studying the frescoes,” he said.

“I discover something new about them every time I come in here,” she replied.

“Which is your favorite?”

“I think the scene that shows Nicholas slapping Arius for spouting blasphemy.” She pointed with her free hand.

“Ah,” Colombo replied with a widening grin. “Certainly, the most famous…”

“We better get going,” Bruscoli interrupted.

Maggie winked at Colombo, attempting to soften the impact of Bruscoli’s brusque personality.

“Of course,” Bishop Colombo responded, undeterred by Bruscoli’s comment. He turned to Maggie and whispered, “We can discuss later.”

The bishop led Maggie and Bruscoli toward a winding staircase at the west end of the sanctuary, flanked at the top by two uniformed security guards, apparently keeping tourists and churchgoers from interrupting the work about to start below. Maggie stepped carefully on to the first of a series of weathered stone block treads that transported visitors from street level down to the holy crypt of Saint Nicholas. She imagined the time it had taken laborers to cut and smooth the fieldstone used to build this oversized stairway and marveled how their efforts had been rewarded by the longevity of their creation.

The skin on Maggie’s arms tingled under her shirt and sweater as she descended the stairs behind Bishop Colombo. Although today’s procedure was only about obtaining a single specimen, her work would continue long after. Professor Bruscoli, whom most usually called Dr. Bruscoli, had promised she’d oversee the fuller extraction of Saint Nicholas’s remains, a follow-up to this important but largely ceremonial first step. While the rib bone identified for today’s extraction would be delivered to the Vatican in three days, the larger project would be Maggie’s life for much of the coming year. She would have the opportunity to lead the reconstruction of the bones from the tomb of Saint Nicholas. It was an attention-grabbing assignment that might vault an obscure archeologist working as an assistant at the University of Bari Medical School into an independent and more lucrative career.

Maggie and Dr. Bruscoli were greeted at the base of the stairway by the aroma of rose-scented incense, as well as four additional security guards; the rector of the Basilica, Luigi Palermo; and two Dominican friars. The men stood outside the protective metal structure that separated the shrine of Saint Nicholas from the external pews set up for visitors. One of the friars held a container about the size of a shoebox. Covered with gold, silver, gemstones, and enamel, this holy instrument would be used to store the relic once it had been treated, fully studied, and determined stable enough to be transported back to the Vatican.

Maggie took a quick look around at the barrel-vaulted ceiling and marble columns of the crypt. In the center of this shrine to Saint Nicholas was a stone altar about five feet high and cored out in the middle, covered by white linen and adorned with candlelit sanctuary lamps suspended by gold chains. The tomb was buried beneath the magnificent altar. Maggie could see where some elements of the crypt had been recently restored, but in many instances the limestone walls and the carved iconography that covered them contained figures that dated back to the time of its original construction in 1087. However, because of Bruscoli’s impatience during their previous trips in preparation for today’s work, she’d never had the opportunity to examine her surroundings in any detail. Maggie looked forward to doing so once her boss had relinquished his lead on the project.

“Pronto?” Bruscoli asked as he stepped in front of the altar.

“Sì,” the group responded in unison.

Bruscoli turned toward the men huddled in the sanctuary behind him and lowered his head. Maggie knew her agnostic leader was merely placating his devout audience with a silent prayer, but he did it with such conviction that she was sure no one could tell the difference. The moment reminded Maggie that her only real quarrels with Bruscoli over the years had come because of their arguments over faith. Specifically, his lack of it. Maggie had tried many times to convince her mentor that the whole practice of archeology was grounded on some level in faith, but he’d hear none of it, fearing that it would somehow lead to false conclusions and evaluations in their work. She glanced over at the praying Bruscoli and smiled, then bowed her head, just as millions of Christian faithful had done in this room over the many centuries since a small group of Italian sailors had stolen Saint Nicholas’s remains and delivered them to Bari.

Once he’d finished, Bruscoli pulled on a pair of latex gloves. Maggie opened her bag of tools and laid out several instruments on the floor next to her. She then watched Bruscoli kneel before the altar, turn on a small lamp, and twist and turn his body inside the vaulted space directly above the subsurface tomb. Once situated, Bruscoli handed her the coverings from two holes he’d previously drilled into the stone floor. He groaned a bit, leaving Maggie wondering whether working in the constricted area might be causing him to suffer another of the headaches that had plagued him over the past few weeks.

“Sir?” Maggie asked.

“Sì, sì,” Bruscoli responded. He reached back for the laparoscopic camera she’d brought for him to insert inside one of the openings in the slab. Maggie also handed him a small monitor that connected to the probe to reflect images back from inside the tomb.

Bruscoli worked with the camera for about fifteen minutes before he contorted himself back out of the archway and turned to his small crowd with the slightest of smiles. “All seems in order,” he stated. “There are many good specimens to choose from, but I’m going to stick with the rib bone we identified earlier.”

Maggie tried to remain calm, but her hands trembled with excitement.

“Il manna, professore,” cried one of the friars from behind Bruscoli. “Il manna!”

Maggie raised her eyebrows. Bruscoli had told her he hoped to avoid the sideshow of extracting the manna, the alleged holy moisture, from the tomb. Bruscoli’s Catholic overseers, however, showed no signs of letting him off the hook.

“Dio mio,” Bruscoli muttered in a barely audible voice. He held out his hand for a different set of devices that would allow him to perform the task.

The manna exuding from the bones of Saint Nicholas had long been recognized as a supernatural phenomenon by many in the Church, and the two monks dropped to their knees as Bruscoli began the tedious process of threading a long, narrow tube down one of the openings in the stone floor. This wasn’t a new procedure to Maggie; she’d been present earlier in the year when the rector of the basilica, under the watchful eye of Bishop Colombo and the Archbishop of Bari-Bitonto, had performed the same ritual. She’d celebrated with Church officials that day as part of what they called the Festival of the Translation.

Even then, Maggie’s training told her the liquid was nothing more than water creeping into the tomb from the nearby Adriatic, that stories of its healing powers were more Shroud of Turin–type hype than real. Maggie had read a few less-than-credible accounts involving cures resulting from use of the manna, but seeing the monks’ reaction to the extraction reminded her of just how jaded she’d become working for a full-blown skeptic. These men of conviction represented the other side of the faith-and-reason debate that had warred within her since she’d taken her job at the university.

Bruscoli connected a crystal vial to the end of the long tube he’d dropped to the bottom of the tomb and waited as a motorized suction created the lift needed to extract the liquid from its reservoir. Within minutes, the holy vessel was full. Bruscoli handed the vial to Maggie, who in turn gave it to Bishop Colombo, who held it over his head and joined in a Gregorian chant with the two friars:


Asperges me, Domine,

Hyssopo et mundabor,

Lavabis me,

Et super nivem dealbabor,

Miserere mei, Deus,

Secundum magnam misericordiam tuam,

Glory to the Father and the Son,

And to the Holy Spirit,

As it was in the beginning,

Now and always,

And forever and ever,

Amen.



Once the chanting quieted, Maggie turned back toward her mentor as he once again squirmed his way below the altar and reinserted the camera into position. A short time later, Bruscoli motioned with his left hand for her to come closer. “The rib bone seems to be glowing down there,” he said under his breath. “Pazzo. It’s got to be reflecting off my camera.”

Maggie handed him the laparoscopic forceps, a set of miniature tweezers attached to a long needle and held her breath as he manipulated the instrument down the second hole. Bruscoli was hurried in most things he did, but his work here was slow and meticulous.

“Got it,” he mumbled in a barely audible voice.

As Bruscoli maneuvered his forceps for fifteen sweat-filled minutes, Maggie stood ready to apply the calcium hydroxide solution in the sterile container she’d brought to keep the seventeen-hundred-year-old bone fragment from decomposing. This was the essence of her archeological life. Working in a faraway place with a bunch of old men, crouching in a dark, uncomfortable space, all for the hope of that one magical moment when a fragment of the past could be brought into the light.

Suddenly, the archway flashed like a flare had gone off.

“Oh, my God!” Bruscoli called out. His body twitched and shuddered, and his forceps clanked to the floor.

Maggie lunged at her boss’s legs, but she couldn’t get a good hold on them because they were spasming. She grabbed Bruscoli’s belt and pulled at him, but when his body barely moved, she realized his arm had somehow become stuck. Frantic, Maggie spun toward the room for help, but Bruscoli’s legs kicked again, and he yelled out, “Help me!” Maggie reached back toward her colleague, but his body had already gone limp, slumped on the ground in a lifeless heap.






CHAPTER 2

Lake Como, Italy

NIKOLAI TODOROV sipped on a Stolichnaya vodka and stared down at the jagged shores of Lake Como. The tranquil waters nestled amidst the snow-crested peaks of Northern Italy were his favorite destination in the world, and he’d decided to stay here until the cancer finished ravaging his system. The cool breezes rising up from the lake danced through the tops of the cypress and laurel trees surrounding his elevated deck, cooling his feverish body. He took another sip of his vodka before eyeing the stack of files sitting on the table next to him. The majority of them were reports about available artifacts from around the world, all of which were now useless. There was no longer any need for him to acquire more of these precious antiquities. His health situation assured him that washing money would soon be someone else’s problem to manage.

“Signore,” one of his assistants whispered from behind.

“What is it?”

“A delivery from Rome just arrived.”

“Must be Popov,” Todorov whispered under his breath. He took a step to his left, bracing himself on the railing of his deck, before plopping down in the chair next to him. “Give it to me,” he said.

Todorov labored to slice through the large envelope with his letter opener. Another routine act that his illness had almost deprived him of the ability to accomplish. “God’s will,” he said, looking at his shaky hand. “Some God.”

Among the enclosed documents, Todorov discovered several newspaper articles, a stack of photos, and a short letter from his old colleague, Malachi Popov, whom he’d summoned to do a job several days earlier. He read the handwritten note.


Nikolai,

Your intelligence was accurate. The relic will be held at the University of Bari Medical School for examination for several days before it’s transported to Vatican City. They say it’s a rib bone from Saint Nicholas himself. I’ve included a number of photos of the site and some articles I’ve clipped from the Bari paper about the extraction. I believe this is everything you asked me to do. Can I expect payment to be wired tomorrow?

Your comrade,

Malachi



Todorov folded the letter and stuffed it into one of the pockets in his terry cloth robe, which sagged over his emaciated body. He scanned the newspaper articles and photos Popov had included in the envelope and found the information exactly as he’d expected. Todorov thought his old associate’s decision to leave his crew years earlier a mistake, but he’d always considered the man reliable. And for Popov’s sake, that had better still be the case.

Todorov had set the wheels in motion for his plan a week earlier, but he hadn’t decided to pull the trigger until this very moment. “Those bastards deserve it,” he muttered to himself. “Why the hell not?” He rang the bell on the table next to him and yelled, “Valery!”

A muscular man with a crew cut and a lightning bolt of a scar on his cheek raced to his side. “Da, ser?”

“Get Malachi Popov here first thing in the morning. And I want you to pick up the Snegovik brothers as well. They’re all in Rome. Ivan will get you the addresses.” Todorov hacked like his vocal cords were being split by an ax before continuing. “And don’t mention this to Lidiya. Not a word. Understood?”

“Da.”

“I want you and Rada to go with the pilots. Make sure my daughter is out for the day when you bring Popov and the Snegoviks here. Now go.”

Valery hustled out of the room as Todorov leaned back in his chair. He stared down at the picture Popov had taken of the entrance to the University of Bari Medical School building and snickered. This would be one of the easiest jobs he’d ever handed out. Hell, even a sixty-one-year-old man dying of cancer could pull this one off. What did it matter that Popov didn’t know he was the one about to get the assignment?






CHAPTER 3

Bari

BY THE TIME MAGGIE had finally returned to the basilica, darkness had already set in for the evening. Waiting for her in the crypt was one of the monks she’d met earlier in the day, who had apparently stood guard over the relic the entire time she’d been attending to Bruscoli at the hospital. From Maggie’s vantage point, the sterile container she’d placed the relic in before she’d hurried away hadn’t moved a fraction of an inch since she’d left.

“Grazie, Padre,” Maggie said to the man.

“And your friend?” he asked in English.

Maggie nodded, acknowledging her appreciation for his use of her native language. “He’s still unconscious in the ER at the hospital. I’m sure we’ll know more soon.”

“Can I help you get the relic to your lab?”

“No, no, I’ll be fine. I have a car outside. Thank you for waiting here for me. I’m very grateful.”

The monk shook his head. “We’re in the presence of God,” he replied. “It was my honor.”

Thirty minutes later, Maggie switched on the lights to her lab inside the medical school building and pulled the container out of her backpack. She’d seen a flash of light before Bruscoli had fainted, and she was anxious to see if there was anything unusual about the specimen. To her dismay, the rib bone, while in remarkable condition, looked little different than the hundreds of others she’d examined in her career. As tired as she was, that was all the impetus Maggie needed to cut off her examination for the night. But her training with Dr. Bruscoli suggested she should do more. Maggie went ahead and took photographs, recorded a few measurements, and then carried the relic in its container to the storage closet in the back of the lab. There, she opened the largest of the two safes on the middle rack and locked up her prize.



Emma, Sizel Bruscoli’s wife, welcomed Maggie with open arms when she arrived at the Casa di Cura Santa Maria hospital the next morning. Emma had become a surrogate mother to Maggie, a real presence who’d helped her overcome the difficult transition when she’d moved to Bari. While Sizel had kept Maggie busy at work, Emma had spent time with her new friend shopping, cooking, and chatting on the phone. Maggie missed her mother and father who still lived back on the family farm in Vermont, and she worried about them constantly, but she’d grown to rely on Emma’s company in her daily life.

Maggie spent the day comforting Emma and distracting her with stories about the current events dominating the headlines. They laughed a bit, almost cried once, and eventually retreated to their corners and started reading. Maggie only took a short break to freshen up at her apartment, but then rejoined Emma at the patient’s bedside.

Maggie kept a close eye on Bruscoli while his wife nodded off. Suddenly, she noticed a slight movement in his hand. A flutter of an eyelash and several rapid blinks followed. Maggie nudged Emma on the arm. Soon one of Sizel’s eyes fully opened, then the other, and the toes on his right foot wiggled under the covers. She could tell the blinking monitors and tubes running everywhere had startled the awakening patient.

“Emma,” Bruscoli whispered.

“Sizel,” a revived Emma cried. “Grazie, Signore.”

“Emma, mi tesoro,” Bruscoli mumbled while gingerly turning his head to meet a wave of tears streaming down his wife’s cheeks.

Emma embraced her husband while the groggy patient struggled to wriggle his arm free from under the bedsheets.

“My love,” he said, “please tell me what’s going on. I can’t remember a thing. Where am I? How did I get here?”

After a long squeeze, Emma eased away. “Thank God you’re back,” she said.

Bruscoli must have noticed Maggie standing behind his wife. He reached out to her with a wobbly hand. Seconds later, Maggie and Emma were forced out of the way by two bug-eyed nurses who rushed into the room and started barking instructions. The two women proceeded to poke and prod Bruscoli for several minutes before finally stopping to breathe.

“I still don’t know what’s going on,” a bewildered Bruscoli said. “Can you help me?”

“Doctor Introna is on the way,” one of the nurses explained as she made a notation on her clipboard. “Please stay still until he gets here. But good news, your vitals are all stable.”

The speaking nurse scuttled out of the room, but the quieter one stayed behind with a look of wonder on her face. She helped Bruscoli scooch up in bed.

Emma turned toward Maggie with praying hands, then forced her way back to her husband’s bedside and kissed him on the cheek. “We thought you’d never wake up,” she said. “I’m in shock. I think the nurses are as well.”

There was a rap on the door, and an angular man wearing a white coat and a solemn expression entered. He carried a Dictaphone in his right hand, which he dropped into his pocket. “My miracle man has arisen,” the doctor announced as he glided to his patient’s side and grabbed his wrist.

“Miracle?” Bruscoli replied, turning his head.

“Yes, a miracle indeed,” answered the physician. “You’re in the Casa di Cura Santa Maria hospital. An ambulance brought you here from the basilica.”

Emma reached out and put her arm around Maggie’s shoulder and puller her in closer. “He’s the neurosurgeon Sizel’s been seeing,” she whispered.

Maggie turned to Emma. “Neurosurgeon?”

“Raol Introna. I’ll explain in a minute.”

“Did I have a stroke?” Bruscoli asked.

“Hold on for a second.” Introna pulled out a penlight and inspected Bruscoli’s pupils. He then uncovered the patient’s leg and poked it with a sharp instrument. “Can you feel this?” he asked.

“Ouch.” Bruscoli winced. “Yes.”

The doctor completed testing his patient’s extremities before taking a deep breath and exhaling. “When you came into the hospital,” he started, “you were unconscious.” Introna shook his head. “That was over twenty-four hours ago.”

Bruscoli contorted his face. “You mean I’ve been unconscious for over a day?”

“Thirty hours, to be exact.”

“Oh, my God.”

“I’m sorry,” Introna said while glancing toward Emma, “but may I continue speaking with this young lady present?”

“Yes, yes,” Emma replied, “Maggie’s like family to us. Please go ahead.”

Maggie thought she’d hardly been treated like family if she’d never been told Bruscoli was consulting with a neurosurgeon.

“Very well.” Introna straightened his back. “Dr. Bruscoli, we believed your fainting and resulting coma was caused by bleeding in your cerebellum, triggered by the meningioma we’ve been monitoring in your brain for the past month.”

Maggie gasped and grabbed Emma’s arm.

Emma turned to her with a comforting smile. “Sorry,” she whispered, “but meningiomas are benign and he didn’t want to worry you.”

“The first few hours you were here,” Introna continued, “we had to focus on relieving the pressure on your brain and repairing the broken blood vessels that had generated the bleeding. The blood loss caused you to faint when working in that crypt, and we originally believed you’d suffered a stroke. Surgery on the tumor was out of the question, however, until you were stable and out of your coma. That was when we performed your first MRI.”

“First?” Bruscoli asked. “Was there a problem in reading it?’

“Far from it,” Introna answered. He gave Bruscoli a reassuring pat. “In fact, we were all in shock because your films suggested your tumor had disappeared.”

“Huh? What? I don’t understand.” Bruscoli squirmed under his sheets.

“Yes, what are you saying, Doctor?” Emma followed up.

“We put Dr. Bruscoli through another MRI this morning to confirm our readings and have been studying it ever since.”

“And?”

The doctor reached down and held his patient’s arm. “Remember what I said about a miracle?” Introna raised his eyebrows. “The MRI this morning was unmistakably clear: your tumor is completely gone. There’s no trace of it at all.”






CHAPTER 4

Lake Como

MALACHI POPOV had not expected a summons from Todorov. A telephone call from one of the billionaire’s men had alerted him that he was to arrive at the private airport by 8:00 a.m. the next morning, which had left him scrambling the previous night to find someone to stay with his wheelchair-bound mother. For a fleeting moment, Popov had considered passing on the invitation, but he realized that his future well-being, and that of his mother, might be compromised if he said no to the one-time “Butcher of Moscow.” He was fortunate a volunteer from the church had bailed him out at the last minute.

Popov, two brothers named Egor and Boris Snegovik, and a couple of guards arrived at Todorov’s Lake Como property after a short flight dominated by an eerie silence. Popov wasn’t a talkative man, but the sneering brothers made no effort to converse with him at all, instead avoiding eye contact whenever he looked their way. The siblings were similar in height and build, both a head taller than him and meth-head thin, but Egor had spiky bright red hair and Boris’s was jet black. The two men weren’t young, probably in their mid-forties, but they both dressed like teenage punkers who’d forgotten to update their wardrobes. Boris was the more tattooed of the two, although they both had ink liberally spread across all their exposed skin. The presence of these two concerned Popov. They didn’t look like they were coming along to help him collect payment for the surveillance work he’d done for Todorov.

“Follow me,” the head guard, Valery, instructed after the group unloaded under a stucco-and-stone porte cochere in front of Todorov’s two-story mansion. Their driver, a brawny man named Rada, positioned himself behind his guests.

Popov followed Valery’s direction but took a moment to glance across the sprawling grounds that appeared to go on forever before fixing his gaze on the massive windmill palms and cypress trees that lined the concrete perimeter wall. Popov marveled that a hustler he’d once helped smuggle personal computers and cigarettes into the black market in Moscow had become one of the wealthiest men in the world.

Popov and the Snegoviks trailed Valery through the front door of the house to a barrel-arched entryway with a patterned marble floor and a huge painting of a blonde adolescent female on the wall. Popov recognized the image of Todorov’s daughter, Lidiya. The precocious look on the child’s face brought back a cascade of memories from his time with her, a window in his life when Popov had felt something resembling fatherly instinct for the young girl. He’d often wondered about Lidiya over the past decades, and he was still curious how she’d made her way in the world given her notorious father. From there, Popov and his cohorts walked down a short corridor that unexpectedly opened into a huge domed room with a coffered ceiling. Lighted displays of ancient urns, statuary, and jewel-encrusted crucifixes lined the walls. Popov slowed to examine one of the specimens, but Rada pushed him forward.

“Keep going,” the driver-turned-guard instructed.

They moved down another hallway, which ultimately spilled onto Todorov’s back porch overlooking Lake Como. Popov gasped when he spotted what was left of his former boss leaning against the railing of the deck, a rolling walker by his side. Todorov turned to his arriving group, stabilizing himself on a handrail, while he took a hit of his cigarette. Popov had understood Todorov was ill, but he had no idea the man stood on death’s door. The patient was completely bald, his clothes hung off him like they were three sizes too big, and his skeletal face looked like a ghoulish mask.

“Comrade,” Popov bellowed, opening his arms for an embrace.

“Over there,” Todorov replied, pointing toward a table and chairs on the opposite side of the deck. He waited until the men sat before he spoke again. “Malachi,” he said in a gravelly, nicotine-scarred voice, “you’ve gotten fat. And that beard.”

Popov had gained some weight over the years––maybe all that Todorov had lost––and he’d let his whitish facial hair go, but this was hardly the greeting he expected from a one-time confidante he hadn’t seen in almost two decades. Popov chose not to respond, however, because Todorov’s cranky attitude suggested he’d be better off bypassing any personal back and forth. After sitting down, Popov watched Todorov’s excruciating journey shuffling behind his walker, aided by Valery and Rada, toward the head of the table.

“What have you been doing all of these years besides eating?” Todorov asked after he eased into his chair. “Are you still protecting people from getting their computers stolen?”

Popov didn’t have to glance down at his black pants and white long-sleeved shirt to understand Todorov’s taunt. “Da,” he acknowledged, “this is my uniform.” It was no surprise that his former boss was questioning why he’d chosen such a pedestrian life over staying within the powerful Todorov organization.

Todorov grunted and waved his hand. “As you can see, I have no time to waste. I received your package yesterday, and it appears everything is in order.” He coughed to clear his throat. “I brought you here to go over the rest of the work I want you to do.”

“What do you mean?” Popov objected. “I agreed to do the surveillance assignment, but that was supposed to be it.”

Todorov shook his head. “Well, I changed my mind. There’s more I need done.”

The Snegovik brothers stayed quiet, but Popov could feel their eyes boring into him.

“I’ve been out of this business too long,” Popov complained. “Why can’t you get some of your other troops to take over?”

“Shut your damn mouth and I’ll tell you why.”

Popov felt the cold reality in Todorov’s glare, and he recognized there would be no arguing the point, especially if he wanted to make it back to Rome in one piece.

“You’re going to steal the relic they just extracted from Saint Nicholas’s tomb. As you described in your letter, it’s being held in a lab in that hospital you photographed.” Todorov looked over at the Snegoviks. “These boys here are going to help you. They’ve served me well in the past. Egor’s a marksman, and Boris has a way with explosives.”

“Use them for the job then. Why me?” Popov asked.

Todorov chuckled. “It’s not because of your expertise. That’s for damn sure.” The shriveled-up man seemed to be enjoying twisting his old friend around in knots. “Listen, it’s personal with me and the Vatican. That’s all you need to know.” He paused and coughed. “And I chose you for one reason and one reason only: Pessimo Tempismo. Your old friend’s company is in charge of guarding the relic, and Tempismo is covering the night shift at the Bari Medical School. I know you two were close when you worked together, and I need you to convince him to make this job easy. You’ll have plenty of money to pay him off; otherwise, we’ll have to find another way to get his attention. If Tempismo does what we ask, no one will know the relic’s been stolen, and he’ll have a pile of cash to take care of his family. Do you understand?”

Popov felt trapped with nowhere to turn. A rat in a cage. It was clear that Todorov was two steps ahead of him and had fully researched the project before engaging him. And Todorov’s intel was accurate. Tempismo was in fact an old friend, a coworker he’d known professionally for many years, one he’d intermittently kept in touch with since leaving the Phersei Security Agency eighteen months earlier. The last thing Popov wanted to do, however, was to draw his former colleague into his mess.

“And by the way,” Todorov added, “if you get this done, you won’t have to worry about the unpaid rent for your mother’s place anymore.”

Popov reluctantly nodded, knowing full well that Todorov’s comment was as much a threat as it was encouragement.

Todorov held up his hand. “Your orders are to move on this immediately, but remember, my name will never be uttered in connection with any aspect of your work.” He took a long drag from a cigarette, and his lungs crackled and wheezed like they were coming apart. “You need to get busy tomorrow. The relic is scheduled to be moved in a couple of days.”

“I hear you,” Popov said with a long face. His stomach was turned upside down, but he didn’t know what else to do but go along.

“Good. Then I’m done. Valery will fetch Ivan, and he’ll handle the arrangements. Boris and Egor will report to you.” Todorov paused as Valery helped him up from his chair. “One other thing,” he added. “There will be no leaks from this operation—I don’t tolerate mistakes. And in case you run into Lidiya while you’re in Lake Como, she’s to know nothing about what you’re doing.”

Popov nodded, the shared history between himself and Todorov’s precious daughter bubbling up in his memory.

Todorov made no attempt to say goodbye as Valery assisted him back inside the house. The guard returned a few minutes later with a short, bespectacled man in a bow tie.

“Privet,” the diminutive man said. “My name’s Ivan Menedzher.”

Popov shook hands with Ivan and then sat back down.

“From this point on,” Todorov’s associate started, “I’m your only contact regarding this operation. And I want all our communications to be in English.”

“Fine.” Popov could speak English as well as the next guy, but he wondered why Ivan preferred it over their native Russian.

“You will be paid with cryptocurrency.” Ivan handed him a stuffed envelope. “Here’s cash for your expenses and the necessary information on the wallet application that holds your first crypto payment. You can secure it any way you want from there. Your next payment will be transferred when the mission’s complete, and the balance once the relic is delivered to me.”

Popov didn’t know much about cryptocurrency, but he wasn’t going to argue the point at this time. He turned to the Snegoviks, and they smirked as if to say, Move on with it.

“How do I reach you going forward?” Popov asked.

“That will not be an issue,” Ivan replied. “I think we’re done here. Valery and Rada will take you to your hotel now. Good luck, gentlemen.”






CHAPTER 5

Bari

THE STREETS BUZZED with activity as Maggie navigated her Vitus bicycle around the circular Piazza Giulio Cesare in front of the University of Bari Medical School and past the statue of Padre Pio. The cold air seeped through her clothing, but she’d learned how to insulate her body for bike riding and the brisk morning was more invigorating than chilly. She hadn’t returned to her office since placing the relic into the storage room safe, but now that Bruscoli was recovering she was ready to get back to work.

Maggie locked her bicycle to the bike rack where she parked every workday, secured her backpack, and removed her down jacket as she hustled to the private employees’ entrance of the building. Two armed guards waited for her when she stepped inside the doors.

Maggie flashed her access card to the officers. Dr. Bruscoli had warned her about some extra security measures the Vatican had required while the relic was being held in his lab, but two officers seemed a bit overdone.

“Thank you, ma’am. I’m going to run this wand over you, so please remove any metal from your pockets.”

Maggie didn’t like enduring this unnecessary exercise but followed the guard’s directions. Once she cleared the area, she headed up the elevator to her third-floor office suite and lab. Her coworker Lizzy Paul, an American medical school student, was stationed at the reception desk when Maggie walked inside.

“Buongiorno,” Lizzy said, raising her eyes.

“A lot of security just to protect some old bone,” Maggie cracked.

“That’s not all of it.” Lizzy threw her head toward the back doorway. “There’s a man from Rome waiting for you inside. He’s got some important title, but I can’t remember how to pronounce it all. And there’s a guard in a weird outfit with him as well.”

Maggie held up her hands. “I’ll go talk to him. Thanks for holding down the fort yesterday.”

“Sure.” The young student smiled. “How’s Dr. Bruscoli?”

“Much better,” Maggie answered while cupping her hands. “They’re keeping him a while longer to run more tests, but he’s in good spirits. It was scary while he was in the coma, but he seems to be through the worst of it now. I’m not sure we’re going to see him down here for a while, though.”

“That sounds better than I expected.”

“Yes, overall, very good. OK, let me go see what this man from Rome wants. Talk to you in a few.”

Maggie proceeded through a door at the back of the room to a corridor that led to the office area and lab where she spent most of her time during the workday. She swiped her ID through a card reader on the interior wall and the last door buzzed open.

Once inside, Maggie was confronted by a man in a black suit with a clerical collar and a chained crucifix around his neck. Next to him was a tall, straight-backed guard wearing a black beret and a blue-and-yellow-striped uniform with flared legs that narrowed and tucked into his boots. Both of her visitors were a head taller than most of the men Maggie had met while in Italy. The priest reached out with his right hand and said, “Jacob Isaacs. I’m from the Vatican.”

Maggie tentatively shook the imposing man’s hand. “Maggie Shepherd. Why are you waiting back here? I was told to expect extra security, but there’s no reason for you to be in our private space.”

“I’m very sorry for any confusion. I should have shown you my credentials when you walked in. My official title is Promotore di Giustizia for the Congregation for the Doctrine of Faith, but you can just think of me as the pope’s lawyer. And to answer your question, I thought this would be the best place for us to have a private conversation when you arrived. As you may have heard, whatever happened back at the basilica during the extraction caused a little uproar with the bishop and the friars who were with you that day.”

“Is the Swiss Guard really necessary?”

“Benito travels with me everywhere.”

“I have to admit, I’m taken aback by all of this.” Maggie spread her arms to capture the breadth of the picture before her. “Has Dean Tradimento approved what you’re doing?”

“Yes, he has,” Isaacs replied with an edge to his voice. “You do understand that the Vatican is in charge of this project.”

“Wait a minute. That’s not what I was told. Dr. Bruscoli was supposed to make the calls on our work. And with him gone, that means I do.”

“No need to get excited, Ms. Shepherd,” Isaacs responded. “I realize you may not know the conditions of the Vatican’s contract with the university. Perhaps I can help you with that.”

Maggie crossed her arms and stared at her antagonist, unsure of her next move. “I hope,” Maggie said, “that what you’re telling me isn’t buried in the fine print of those non-disclosure agreements you made us sign.”

“Not exactly, but it is all related. Why don’t we go into your office, and I can explain a little more.”






CHAPTER 6

Rome

IT WAS AROUND 6:00 a.m. when Popov rolled out of bed to start his normal morning routine. He’d flown to Rome on Todorov’s jet the prior afternoon so he could make arrangements for his mother’s care before heading off to Bari to execute the job. While riding home, he’d realized how grateful he was for the state-of-the-art security system, complete with cameras, he’d installed in his apartment. Even at high altitude, the plane’s Wi-Fi had given him good visibility into his mother’s room, which had allowed him to see the older caregiver nodding off next to his sleeping mother. Yes, he trusted all the church volunteers, but it had become obvious over the last year that some of the agency workers he’d hired were less committed than others. Feeding and cleaning a woman who couldn’t care for herself was difficult work, and Popov’s camera system had given him the ability to keep an eye on those assisting in the apartment. It was after the camera had alerted him to one too many scary incidents that Popov had decided to quit his job so he could personally care for his declining mother.

Popov walked into his kitchen, grabbed several eggs out of the refrigerator, and set them on the counter. He flicked on his coffeemaker and placed two pieces of wheat bread into the toaster. Since he’d moved his mother to Rome a couple of year ago, this had been his daily practice. Lokhaveda Popov could only mumble now that dementia had overtaken her, but Malachi still thought his hand-prepared breakfasts brought a smile to her face each morning. Her occasional grunt of a “thank you” told him as much.
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