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Prologue

Africa

Anno Domini 507




FATHER THERON MORAKIS squinted at the blue, blue sky and the great golden sun that rained heat down on him. Sweat ran down Theron’s face, mixing with the grime to make trickles of mud. The front of his brown habit was stained with more sweat—and with blood. It didn’t seem right, that the sun should dare to shine on such a day, in such a place.

A shadow flashed by as a crow flew overhead. Theron trudged over the uneven ground, occasionally stumbling over obstacles he refused to look at. Some of them rolled unpleasantly beneath his feet. The heavy rosary beads and crucifix on his belt banged against his legs, and his toes felt slick inside his boots. It had to be here somewhere. Had to be.

Theron wiped a hand across his forehead, unaware that he left a smear of blood behind. He kept moving forward. Behind him and ahead of him, bodies littered the battlefield. A few twitched or moaned, but most lay still. Dark skin mingled with pale in the piles. Spears and swords stuck out at all angles, and the coppery smell of blood hung heavy on the air. Theron moved among them, his sharp black eyes searching the ground for—

There. A man in a brown robe similar to his own, facedown, impaled by a spear driven through his body and into the ground. The corpse crawled with glittering black flies. Their buzzing made a low, angry roar that pounded Theron’s ears like the sun pounded his head. As Theron knelt beside his fallen comrade, a small part of his mind noticed that none of the nearby corpses bore a single fly. Grief knotted Theron’s heart and thickened his throat.

“Iason,” he whispered, and crossed himself.

Iason didn’t respond. The spear stuck out of his back and pointed at the sky like an accusing finger. Theron wanted to remove it but didn’t know if he possessed the emotional strength. He waved his hand, trying to clear the flies. They rose for only a moment before settling back down. It looked as if Iason wore a living black cloak. He lay on the blood-soaked ground with one hand outstretched as if he were reaching for something. Theron followed the line of his arm. A blocky stone idol sat just beyond Iason’s fingertips. It was squat and square, a winged man with the stylized head of a snarling lion. Its tongue hung out of its mouth in vicious glee. Theron’s heart leaped at the sight and he crossed himself again. Had Iason taken it or had he been trying to retrieve it? In any case, Theron had found it.

The idol grinned up at him. Theron wanted to touch it, pick it up like a baby, and hold it close. The grin bore into Theron’s head, and a gentle whisper wafted by like a soft breeze. Theron gazed at the idol with both fear and longing. He became aware that he had an erection, hard and throbbing in his loins. The sun continued to pound hard heat down on him.

Still kneeling, Theron reached for the idol. There was a flash of movement, and a hard, pale hand clamped his wrist. Theron let out a yelp of surprise and…guilt? He tried to pull free, but the grip was too strong. Iason now raised his head and looked up at Theron with pleading, pain-filled eyes as blue as the perfect sky above them. Theron swallowed.

“Iason,” he said. “Everything will be fine. Be at peace.”

Iason’s mouth moved, but no sound came out. Theron got the impression Iason was trying to warn him about something. He looked around sharply, but there was no one nearby except the corpses. Flies crawled in and out of Iason’s mouth. He wasn’t trying to speak anymore. It took Theron several moments to realize his friend had died. Theron gently freed his wrist. It seemed as if he should be weeping or performing some sort of service, but he felt no need to do either. His erection still pulsed, long and hard as a spear. Theron looked at the idol again and felt a rush of desire. He picked it up, cradled it against his chest, and got to his feet.

Contentment filled him as he walked toward the hills. He completely ignored the fallen he passed, and didn’t hear the harsh calls of the gathering black birds. The roar of Iason’s flies died away. Theron walked through hot sunlight until he came to a hollow between two hills. A stone staircase led down into the earth. Beside the staircase stood a low house made of rough wood. Theron looked at the stairs, then at the idol. The idol was beautiful, desirable. It felt so right to hold it in his arms. His groin throbbed anew. He couldn’t keep the idol, that he knew. But how could he give up something so wondrous and powerful? The sun caused it pain, wore it away like wind or water. Its true home was under the earth, where it would be hidden and protected. Theron could not keep the idol, true, but neither could he let it come to harm.

He thought a moment, then went inside the rough house that served—had served—as a headquarters for the holy men and their native servants. When he emerged a moment later, he was carrying a rolled sheet of vellum. He carefully made his way down the staircase, idol and vellum in hand. An hour passed. Two. More crows gathered in the battlefield, their sharp beaks seeking the tenderest parts of each corpse.

Theron came back up the staircase with an expression of longing on his face and the vellum in his hand. The idol and his erection had both disappeared. Theron unrolled the thick material and gazed at its contents for a long moment, then rerolled it and trudged wearily away.

Behind him, the sun continued to shine down on the battlefield and the busy crows. They croaked and called to their fellows in harsh voices. One bird flew down from the sky, perched on the sole of a dead soldier’s foot, and pecked experimentally at the tough, callused skin. The soldier’s dead eyes stared down at the ground, his face twisted in a rictus of agony. The crow pecked again at the soldier’s foot, then dropped lower to find something more tender. It landed on the underside of the soldier’s jaw, and by reaching down, the crow found it could reach the soft, sweet eyes. The bird clacked its beak in satisfaction and bent its head to feast.

The soldier’s wrists and ankles were nailed to a wooden cross, and he was hanging upside down from it. Across the battlefield, hundreds more crosses bore hundreds more dead bodies. They marched motionless across the landscape, an army of twisted dead. The crows circled, dipped, and went to work as the figure of Father Theron Morakis disappeared into the distance.








One

Cairo, Egypt

1949


A goat that is loose does not listen to the voice of the shepherd.

—Kenyan proverb






THE BOY SIDLED through the door and took in the bar with a practiced, mercenary glance. Hard lines of light leaking in through the cracks of the straw window shades and snaking across the dusty floor. A scattering of cheap tables and rickety chairs, most of them empty at this time of day. The few customers staring into half-empty glasses. Flies hovering on still, hot air.

The boy’s gaze passed over a young woman who nursed an infant in the corner and came to rest on a white man. The man’s head was down, and his hat covered most of his face. The boy smiled and readjusted the battered bag flung over his shoulder. Inside it, wooden joints clattered like broken teeth. As the boy headed across the bar, he noticed half a dozen empty glasses on the white man’s table next to a haphazard pile of coins. The boy’s footsteps suddenly grew quieter and he handled the bag more carefully so it wouldn’t rattle. Silver gleamed in the dusty light. The boy reached the table and edged a hand out.

The white man slapped his own hand hard over the coins. He didn’t bring his head up. The boy’s only reaction was to smile with crooked teeth and raise his bag. It rattled woodenly again.

“Puppet, sir?” he asked, his English accented but clear enough. “Only ten piastres.”

At this Lankester Merrin raised his head. He wore two days’ growth of beard and a wrinkled khaki shirt with food stains dribbled down the front. His blue eyes were dull with drink, though his square face was impassive.

“Do I look like I play with puppets, son?” he replied.

Undaunted, the boy fished an articulated wooden figurine out of the bag and laid it with a clatter on the table. It was about a foot high, man-shaped, with the head of a jackal. The maker had painted it in crude, bright colors.

“Anubis?” Merrin asked. “Why would I want to buy a marionette done up as a death god?”

“I give you one for five piastres, then,” the boy said. “It’s handmade. Please. My sister—she’s very sick.”

“Your sister,” Merrin said nastily, “is peddling in the next bar over.” He grabbed one of the glasses in front of him, raised it, and saw it was empty. The boy hadn’t moved. “You’re not going to leave me alone, are you?”

“No, sir,” the boy replied, grinning again. “Or you can see my sister. She charges twenty.”

Merrin glanced down at the marionette. The jackal-headed god’s dull eyes stared back at him. One of the strings was looped around the puppet’s hand, making it look like Anubis was carrying a noose—or a garrote. The boy stood on the other side of the table with his shabby sack and ragged clothes, looking earnest as only a street urchin can. What the hell. Ten piastres would probably buy this kid’s family two or three decent meals. Merrin sighed and flicked a coin across the table. The boy snatched it up and fled without another word, leaving Anubis behind.

Merrin pushed the puppet aside and reached for a different glass, one that still had a slosh of scotch at the bottom. He lifted it to drink.

“That’s a bad idea, you know,” said a new voice. “It’s like feeding pigeons.”

Merrin looked up at a tall man—white, older, and dressed in a well-cut linen suit and white hat. His beard was short and silver, his fingers long and elegant. He carried a silver-topped cane tucked under one arm.

“Feeding pigeons?” Merrin echoed, the glass at his lips.

The man gestured at the door where the boy had exited. “Feed one and a hundred more will beg for food—just before they shit on you.”

“Do I know you?” Merrin said, in no mood for company. He was never in the mood for company these days.

The man sat down across from him. The rickety chair creaked alarmingly but didn’t break. “My name is Semelier. I work for a…private collector of rare antiquities. I cabled you last week.”

“Ah yes.” Merrin drained the glass and raised it to the bartender. “I didn’t answer.”

“There’s been a discovery in East Africa,” Semelier said. He had an accent Merrin couldn’t place. “A Christian church circa five hundred A.D.”

The bartender, a slender, elderly man in a filthy apron, brought Merrin a fresh glass of scotch, took Merrin’s money, and flittered back to the bar like a bat fleeing to its cave. The bar was hot, the air was dry, and Merrin sucked down a mouthful of scotch. It burned his tongue, and his stomach begged him not to swallow. He did anyway. He was at the best part of drunk—pleasantly mellow and not too far gone to enjoy it. The smell of scotch was almost enough to overpower the usual Cairo smells of rotten food, animal manure, dust, and body odor.

The Anubis puppet’s pointed jackal nose reminded Merrin of a dog he had owned when he was a boy. What was its name? Shambler? Ambler? Rambler, that was it. He’d been trampled by a coach. Merrin remembered finding the crushed, bloody body near the ditch and not quite understanding what he was seeing. It had been days before he could get the image of scattered brains, blood, and bits of bone out of his head. What a world.

“…hear me? It’s a fifth-century Byzantine church.”

Slowly realizing that Semelier was still speaking, Merrin turned bleary eyes on the man. The archaeologist part of his brain stirred beneath its alcoholic blanket and dredged up a response. “That’s not possible. The Byzantine empire adopted Christianity, but it never got that far south.”

“Nevertheless,” Semelier returned, “there it sits.” He rested both hands on the top of his cane. “The British have financed a dig to uncover this church. We believe a rare object waits inside, a relic the British are happily unaware of. We want you to find it and bring it back to us.”

Merrin roused himself at this. “You think I’m a thief?”

Semelier’s response was to slide a thick brown envelope across the tabletop. “For your trouble.”

“So now I’m a thief and a whore.”

“No. Simply a man who’s lost faith in everything but himself. An interesting position, if you ask me.”

“I didn’t ask.” Merrin slugged down more scotch. It was definitely time to bypass mellow and head straight for dead drunk. “You know nothing about me.”

“Actually, I do,” Semelier said. “An Oxford-educated archaeologist and expert in religious icons. You had a promising career in archaeology, but you chose the Church just before the War. The Church sent you on several digs, most notably ones that had the potential to uncover something of religious significance. Several of your discoveries are on display at the Vatican, and at least one vanished into the Pope’s personal archives without further acknowledgment. You have demonstrated your dedication to both science and the priesthood.” Semelier leaned forward on his cane. “Only…where is that collar now?”

Merrin discovered he was on his feet with no memory of actually standing up. His chair rocked back and forth on the floor behind him. “You can—”

A rolled leather case hit the table with a thump. The case was cracked and worn—clearly old. Merrin guessed seventh or eighth century, though that was positively modern compared to most of the materials he had examined over the years. He looked at Semelier, then back down at the case. That it contained a clue to the artifact Semelier was interested in, Merrin had no doubt. And he couldn’t deny that he wanted to see it.

Merrin remembered rooting through the attic at his grandparents’ farmhouse in Cambridgeshire—it was the same summer his dog had died—and uncovering a packet of papers that turned out to be a journal his great-great-grandmother had started just before she got married. The faint, spidery handwriting offered him a glimpse of true history and awakened a hunger that he had never completely sated. He had also been shocked to read about his ancestor’s colorful and specific comments on her new husband’s considerable prowess in bed. His shock hadn’t prevented him from reading the journals over and over, though. These passages had awakened other hungers, ones which he had also never sated.

The priesthood had helped him feed the first and deny the second, though, come to think of it, he hadn’t felt much hunger for anything lately. Until now. Looking at that rolled case brought the old feelings back, the delicious sense of uncovering something no eye had seen for hundreds of years, of having a direct window into the minds of people who had lived and thought and breathed in centuries now dead.

Ignoring Semelier’s smug expression, Merrin slowly picked up the case, opened it, and gingerly extracted a piece of vellum. It was brown with age and cracking around the edges. Merrin pushed the empty scotch glasses aside and unrolled the vellum flat on the table with careful, practiced fingers. Smells of dust and ancient leather rose into the air.

The baby in the corner wailed. Its cry was like a physical slap in the otherwise quiet bar. The baby’s mother, who looked barely sixteen, tried to comfort the infant, but it continued to cry. Merrin looked down at the vellum. A dark smear of charcoal or a similar substance glared back up at him. It was a rubbing of a square carving or idol with a flat front. The body shape was human, but it had wings on its back and clawed talons on its feet. A fierce, stylized lion’s head, complete with fangs and protruding tongue, snarled up at Merrin, and he found himself oddly reluctant to put a finger anywhere near the creature’s mouth.

“Sumerian,” he said.

“The rubbing was done around the sixth century, yes,” Semelier agreed, “but the original piece is much older.”

A fly crawled across the rubbing. It was joined by a second and a third. The baby continued to cry, despite its mother’s attempts to hush it. Merrin waved his hand to shoo the flies away and wished the baby would shut up. A fourth fly landed when the first three took off. Merrin licked his lips, suddenly wishing the alcohol would stop fuzzing his thought processes. How had a Byzantine church come to exist in East Africa? Who had built it? And why would a Sumerian idol be associated with it? It was a mystery, a puzzle, and Merrin was a man who lived—had lived—for puzzles.

The first step was to find all the pieces. So far he had three: the vellum, the rubbing, and Semelier’s word that the church existed. He had no reason to doubt Semelier, unless there was some strange plot afoot he wasn’t aware of. But Merrin was nobody, an unimportant expatriate drunk living in the armpit of nowhere. The idea that anyone would want to lure him into some strange international conspiracy was ludicrous. The artifact displayed in the rubbing might prove to have great archaeological value, but it was unlikely to be worth much on the antiquities black market. Yet here was Semelier, waving money and an irresistible puzzle under Merrin’s nose to get him involved.

He switched his gaze from the rubbing to Semelier’s face. The older man was still seated. “Why do you think this object is inside a Byzantine church in Africa?”

“Major Dennis Granville in Nairobi is in charge of the dig,” Semelier answered with an enigmatic smile. “He’s been…persuaded to let you join. And he expects your arrival within the month.”

“You’re assuming I’ll say yes,” barked Merrin, aware that only the scotch was preventing him from getting pissed off.

“You already have,” Semelier said.

Semelier’s words reached through the alcohol and touched Merrin’s temper. His face hardened, and he folded his arms in stubborn refusal. He wasn’t going to let this little pissant dictate his life. The Church had done that often enough. Semelier’s eyes flickered uncertainly when he caught Merrin’s expression. The baby finally stopped crying.

“Just who the hell do you think you are, anyway?” Merrin snapped.

“Your benefactor.” He thumped his cane once on the floor as if to bring the conversation back under control. “You know how to use the trains here in Egypt, I assume?”

Merrin nodded. “I do, but I’m not—”

“Good. At dawn tomorrow, you will take the train to Suez. At the port, you will find a ship named the Slow Dreamer. The captain has instructions to take you on board. The Dreamer will take you to Djibouti.”

“I said I’m not—”

“Just south of the city is a small airfield. There you will find an airplane and a pilot waiting for you. He will fly you to Nairobi, where you will meet with Major Granville, who is most eager to meet you. He will direct you to the dig.”

“I’m not going to—” Merrin began, then stopped as the implications of Semelier’s words sank in. “Wait a minute. You’ve been calling it a dig. Are you saying the church is—”

“—buried?” Semelier finished. “Yes. Didn’t I mention that? Though I imagine a fair amount of it has been uncovered by now. Major Granville has requisitioned a great many shovels and pickaxes.”

“Shovels?” Merrin’s eyes went wide. “Pickaxes? Dear God, he might as well use a steam shovel! What about sieves and brushes? Has he requisitioned them, at least?”

“I don’t believe he has.”

“Christ! Who’s overseeing the excavation at the moment?”

“I am not sure. The head archaeologist has…left the project, you see, and the native workers have been instructed to continue digging in his absence. They’re quite efficient, though at the moment they have no archaeologist to direct them. Only a foreman and a site manager.”

Merrin’s blood ran alternately cold and hot. Heavy tools were used only sparingly in such work, and the thought of a bunch of untrained natives swinging pickaxes around potentially valuable artifacts…

The scotch oozed around in his stomach, and he felt nauseated. No matter how he might feel about Semelier, priceless knowledge was possibly being destroyed at this very moment. Swiftly he rolled up the vellum and slid it back into its case. “What was the name of that ship in Suez?”

Semelier repeated the instructions while Merrin gathered up the case and the envelope. His eye fell on the puppet, still lying on the table in a stiff tangle of arms and legs. A fly crawled around the thing’s mouth. Merrin shoved it across the table to Semelier, then turned and wordlessly walked away. When he reached the door, he turned back. “Who exactly do you represent, Mr….” His voice trailed off.

Semelier was gone.








Two

Nairobi, British East Africa


Two guests cannot be entertained satisfactorily at the same time.

—Kenyan proverb






FATHER WILLIAM FRANCIS snapped the curtain aside and found a camel. It was staring placidly through the window and chewing something that made it slobber green-brown goo. The priest jumped back with a startled gasp. The camel made a rude noise and poked its nose through the lower half of the window into the room. Saliva plopped onto the dark wooden floor.

Behind Father Francis, Major Dennis Granville roared with laughter. “I think he’s looking for a baptism, Father.”

“I think he’s offering to baptize me,” Will said, and backed away. Not knowing what else to do, he added, “Shoo!”

Granville laughed again. “You’ll have to do better than that, Father.”

Will glared at the camel. The camel gave him a look that dared him to come closer. Will remained stubbornly out of reach. Camels, he knew all too well, were as unpredictable as they were smelly. They bit, spat, kicked, and trod on your feet. And that was when they were in a good mood.

From just outside the window came a shout and the solid thwack of a stout stick striking heavy fur. The camel shot Will a reproachful look, pulled out of the window, and strolled unhurriedly away. A young man with dark skin and eyes pursued it, yelling over his shoulder, “I am sorry, Father!”

Only in Africa.

Shaking his head, Will approached the window again and, avoiding the little puddle of camel saliva, peered outside. A white stone path connected the front yard with the red earth street. A line of camels paraded with awkward solemnity past, joined most recently by their stray compatriot. Beyond them stretched a hilly green plain dotted with scrubby trees. Two flagpoles in front of the house sported banners that flapped lazily in the warm breeze—the British flag and the British coat of arms. The latter indicated this was a government building. A small convoy of British military vehicles passed the camels. Beasts and lorries each ignored the other. The priest sighed; unfortunately, the same thing couldn’t always be said about the English and their African colonial subjects.

Coming up the street in the opposite direction was a man dressed in dusty brown field kit and carrying a round leather case. He had brown hair, a broad build, and a tight, unhappy posture. Handsome enough, though that wasn’t supposed to matter. Will, however, had enough experience as a priest to know that good looks opened more doors. God might look at your heart, he mused wryly, but people looked at your face.

“Here he comes,” Will said.

Granville stopped chuckling and approached the window for a look. “Looks ordinary enough.”

“He’s not,” Will replied, offended. “He has one of the finest archaeological minds, or did. Before the War.” Everyone always said it that way—“the War,” pronounced with the capital W made clear. “The War wasn’t kind to him.”

“It wasn’t kind to any of us, Father,” the major said dismissively. “We scar over and carry on.”

“With God’s help,” Will added.

Granville snorted, then paced back to the wall, on which hung a local map of Kenya. Overhead, a ceiling fan lazily stirred the humid air. Granville’s office was paneled in dark wood, with pale woven mats on the floor. A series of glass-fronted cases displayed dozens of butterflies, all neatly pinned and labeled, their colorful wings spread like dead rainbows on white mounting boards. On the floor sat a cage made of mosquito netting stretched over a wooden frame. The bottom of the cage was covered with grass, leaves, and flowers. Several live butterflies clung to the mesh, their colorful wings opening and closing with slow patience.

Granville reached behind his desk and came up with what looked like a large briefcase. With a grunt he set it on a stand and opened it. Buckled inside with leather straps were traveling flasks of gin, vermouth, scotch, and whiskey. Metal and glass clinked. Still at the window, Will watched Lankester Merrin wander down the white path and take a careful seat on the front steps of the government building. He opened the leather case, unrolled some sort of scroll, and studied it. Will found himself saying a small prayer for him.

Once Granville finished pouring his drink, he set it aside and opened a drawer. From it he took a glass jar, a paper bag of cotton balls, and a bottle marked Ether. He turned to the butterfly cage, opened it, and used a tiny mesh net to scoop out one of the larger insects. It had bright blue wings.

“Corporal!” he boomed. “Send in Lankester Merrin!”

 

Merrin sat on the front steps of the government building. He started to pray that the wait wouldn’t be long, then stopped himself. The wait would be however long it was, and his prayers would make no difference.

Merrin hated waiting, hated inactivity, and the trip south from Cairo had been a weeklong exercise in both. It hadn’t helped that a Muslim had captained the Dreamer, meaning no alcohol was allowed on the ship. No drink to fog Merrin’s mind and no work to occupy it. It was during those times that the dreams came. Merrin hadn’t had a decent night’s sleep since he’d left Cairo.

Now he was here in Nairobi, bone tired, covered with road dust, and staring down at Semelier’s rubbing. The lion’s eyes stared back at him with sly, malicious glee. A fly crawled across its face, and abruptly Merrin couldn’t stand to look at it anymore. It belonged in a museum, in any case. He rerolled it and thrust it back into the case.

Impatience pulled at him. If Major Granville was so eager to have Merrin on this dig, why was the man keeping him waiting? Merrin drummed his fingers on his knees and tapped his feet in a restless rhythm. His heavy boots made a marching sound on the white path that led up to government building steps, and abruptly Merrin was surrounded by the sound of jackboots stomping across cobblestones. He stopped tapping.

A company of British troops marched past him up the road leading into town. Their sergeant major yelled orders above the sounds of their steady footsteps. Sweat darkened their brown uniforms and glistened on their faces beneath the heavy golden sun.

“Look lively, you mangy lot!” shouted the sergeant major. “Double time now! Left, right, left, right!”

The soldiers sped up. One soldier, caught off guard by the order, faltered and threw the man behind him out of step. Both stumbled, then recovered.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing, Private?” screamed the sergeant without breaking stride. “Hast du denn Urlaub? Einen Feiertag? Gehen wir in der Stadt vielleicht einkaufen?”

A hot wind blew up the street and dust motes pelted Merrin’s face and neck. Except that it felt like cold, misty rain. The sergeant continued to yell in German as the soldiers’ black boots marched steadily down the stony street between tall, narrow houses. Merrin rocked back and forth on the steps, caught between memory and reality.

A hand came down on his shoulder. Merrin started violently and twisted like a cat. A Nazi soldier stood behind him. Then the world shifted, and the Nazi snapped into the form of a young British corporal. Major Granville’s corporal.

“Mr. Merrin,” the man said. “The major will see you, sir.”

Merrin forced himself to breathe. “Thank you.”

The corporal ushered Merrin into Major Granville’s office. The major sat behind his desk like a baron in a fortress. Merrin tucked the leather case under his arm and felt his stomach grow tight with tension. “Baron” was the perfect word. Granville ran this district of Kenya like a fiefdom, dividing up coffee farms and tea groves among his countrymen like a lord handing down inheritances, with no regard that the natives had owned them first.

Despite the fact that it had lost millions of pounds in the early days, England had never lost interest in colonizing Africa. In 1890, it reached a final agreement with Germany, giving the Kaiser control over what would one day become Tanzania while England took over a section farther northwest and renamed it Kenya. The natives who already occupied the territories in question were not consulted. Territorial lines were drawn without regard to local custom, and in more than one case, entire villages were split in half.

The Imperial British East Africa Company tried to run the new colony and failed miserably, losing millions and forcing the British government to take over in 1895. To bring the natives under control, the new governor pitted rival groups against each other, setting the drought-and famine-ridden Masai against their wealthier neighbors in a classic divide-and-conquer tactic. Families and villages were shattered by tribal warfare, and the colonial government eagerly snapped up the pieces.

None of this had been accepted easily by the native tribes. Not a year went by that some group or other didn’t try to shake off British shackles. But the British were better armed and better organized and they always smashed rebellions flat. Merrin, however, was already wondering how much longer this could go on. The tribes were starting to see through the divide-and-conquer trick, and the wind whispered rumors of dark-skinned Africans setting aside tribal differences to fight the hated white-skinned British.

The hated white-skinned British, in this particular case, was Major Granville. From the native perspective, he lived in luxury, with steady electricity, fine clothes, and fine food. His men collected stiff taxes and high rents. When people couldn’t pay, Granville conscripted them into the British army as servants and cooks. He seized land and crops, leaving the former owners starving and destitute. And when they came to him to beg for food, he slammed them into service contracts that stole their freedom. It made Merrin’s blood boil to see it. Merrin, however, had learned the hard way that resistance against such people was fruitless, even dangerous. It was easier to hide in the world of scholarship and archaeology.

Beside the major stood a younger man wearing a Roman collar. The other priest had a slender build and a narrow face topped by thick brown hair. Merrin didn’t recognize him. What was going on here?

“Father Merrin,” the strange priest said, offering a hand. “I’m Father Will Francis.”

Merrin felt a little nonplused, but gave a warm handshake that left dry dust on the other man’s palm. “Nice to meet you.”

“And this is Major Granville, of course.”

Merrin gave a curt nod. “Major.”

“Your cable couldn’t have come at a better time, sir. Glad to see you’ve arrived safely. Drink?” Granville held up a glass, and Merrin noticed there was a large blue butterfly in a jar on the man’s desk. A wet cotton ball lay in the bottom of the jar, and Merrin caught a faint whiff of ether. The smell put him off the idea of a drink. The butterfly inside beat its wings against the glass like a panicked fairy.

“No, thank you, Major.”

“As you like,” Granville said, and handed the glass to Francis, who accepted it with a startled look. The motion was reflected in the glass of the butterfly cases, and Merrin automatically looked to them. Granville noticed.

“Beautiful, aren’t they?” he said.

“Very,” Merrin replied. “I didn’t know you were a lepidopterist.”

Granville raised gray eyebrows. “You know the correct term. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised.” He raised his glass at the collection. The butterflies sat perfectly motionless behind their panes of glass, in stark contrast to their struggling brother. “I’ve picked up a few new ones in my tour here.”

Merrin leaned closer to examine one specimen. Bright orange wings, wide black stripes. The label below it read: CALLIORATIS MILLARI: SOUTH AFRICA. Merrin caught his breath.

“A South African tiger moth,” he said. “They haven’t been seen in South Africa for over twenty-five years.”

“I know,” the major said, looking pleased. “I captured one of the last living specimens. Extraordinary, isn’t it?”

“Truly,” Merrin murmured, though it came out as a growl. The blue butterfly’s movements grew weaker.

“It’s a hobby from my school days.” Granville took a long sip of whiskey. “It does wonders for the nerves. You should try it sometime.”

“I have a hobby,” Merrin said.

“Archaeology?” Francis said. He was holding his glass by the rim as if he thought it might explode. “That’s hardly a hobby for someone like you.”

“For someone like me,” Merrin replied, “that’s all it can be. What can you tell me about this dig?”

Granville nodded. “The location is a remote area of the Turkana region called Derati. A garrison of my men discovered the structure while on maneuvers there several months ago. When the powers that be realized its importance, a dig was organized.”

“What powers that be?” Merrin asked, though deep down he already knew the answer.

“Rome,” Father Francis put in. “The building is clearly a church, and the Vatican wants it dealt with properly.”

“Even though it’s a church where no church should be,” Merrin said.

“Especially because it’s a church where no church should be,” Francis asserted.

“So who is funding the dig?” Merrin asked.

“It’s a joint venture,” Granville replied, “between the Vatican and the Crown.”

“Really?” Merrin said, eyebrows raised. “I didn’t know the British government had that kind of relationship with the Vatican.”

“We don’t—officially,” Granville said. “Officially all the money comes from the Vatican by way of Cardinal Jenkins here in Nairobi. The Crown, however, has made a great many supplies available to the dig. Unofficially.”

“So tell me, do you have any theories on who might have built this church?” Francis said a little too eagerly. He reminded Merrin of a puppy trying to behave itself in the presence of an older, more dignified dog.

“Not until I see it,” he said. “But surely the Vatican has a record of its creation.”

Francis shook his head. “I’m afraid not. We’re as much in the dark about it as you are.”

“How do you know it’s a Christian church and not some other structure?” Merrin suggested. “A pre-Christian temple, for example?”

“Enough of it has been exposed to tell us otherwise,” Francis said. He was still holding the whiskey glass. “It’s clearly Christian Byzantine. No question.”

“It still shouldn’t be there,” Merrin mused aloud, becoming more intrigued despite his attempts to remain aloof. “Christian missionaries didn’t arrive in this part of Africa until fairly recently, and there has been no major Catholic presence until this past decade. The Church—capital C—certainly hasn’t been around long enough to leave an archaeological record.”

The butterfly dropped to the bottom of the jar and went completely still. Granville tapped the lid, but it didn’t respond. “Our thinking exactly. I was very glad to receive the wire saying you were volunteering to take over the dig. We were at a bit of a loss—qualified archaeologists aren’t easy to come by in this part of the world. Cardinal Jenkins wanted the dig to continue, and it has, but without proper supervision.”

Granville’s words brought another pang to Merrin’s stomach. He was seized with the urge to run out the door and straight down to the dig site before more damage could be done. “Have you been to the site, Father Francis?” he asked instead.

“No,” Francis replied. “I’ve only read the reports.”

“Then what is your capacity here?”

“Him?” Granville looked up from the dead butterfly, surprised. “Well, for one thing he’s quite an admirer of yours, and he asked—”

Francis set his untouched whiskey on Granville’s desk. “I’m about to begin missionary work in the Turkana district, Father Merrin.” He cleared his throat. “This is a little awkward. Cardinal Jenkins is somewhat…concerned about an exploration of this significance being conducted by a priest on…on sabbatical. The cardinal wants a Church representative on site at the dig.”

“Oh?” Merrin said, liking the situation less and less. “In what capacity?”

“Just as an observer for the Church,” Francis said hurriedly. “In addition to my missionary work. I need to make sure that any holy relics are treated properly.”

“The Church doesn’t trust me to do it?” Merrin asked. “No, don’t answer that, Father. I know what the Vatican thinks of me.”

“They think you’re the best archaeologist ever to complete seminary,” Francis said stoutly. “I have to say it’s a pleasure to meet you, Father Merrin. I’ve read all your work.”

“It’s Mister Merrin.”

The reply made Francis falter. “Of course. Er…I was especially impressed with your treatise on the Roman rituals. Tell me, have you heard the rumors of their revision?”

“I’m afraid I’m no longer privy to those discussions, Father.” Merrin leaned one hand on Granville’s desk. “But surely you didn’t come all this way to discuss archaic Catholic rituals.”

Francis gave a small laugh. “No. I was actually headed to Kenya to begin missionary work when Rome learned of the discovery. As I said, they’ve asked me to make sure the site’s religious aspects are given proper consideration.”

“Are you an archaeologist, Father Francis?”

“I…have my degree,” Francis said evasively.

“How many digs have you been on?”

“Two. One in Jerusalem and one in Egypt.”

“When you were a seminary student?”

“…Yes.”

“How many digs have you overseen?”

Francis hesitated. “Technically, none. Though I was second assistant on the Jerusalem dig.”

Merrin narrowed his eyes. Experience had taught him that “observers” usually tried to poke their noses into parts of the dig where they only made trouble, and it was obvious that this boy barely knew one end of a trowel from the other. One mistake could destroy priceless information forever. Even experts made their fair share of errors, and they knew what they were doing. Putting an inexperienced digger in charge of a major find was like handing a Ming vase to a toddler. Will Francis seemed nice enough, but who knew what the man would be like when they got to the site?

Granville, meanwhile, unscrewed the jar lid and eased the blue butterfly out onto his desk. From a drawer he took a mounting board and a box of pins. Merrin’s stomach turned. He didn’t want to watch what was coming next.

“I suppose we should get on our way, then,” Merrin said. “The sooner, the better.”

“Of course,” Granville agreed, not looking up from the butterfly. “Chuma, your foreman, is waiting out back with a lorry. When you get to Derati, you’ll want to talk to Trenton Jefferies. He was the only white man working at the dig when the previous chief archaeologist left, and I asked him to keep an eye on things until we could find a replacement.”

“And where do I find this Mr. Jefferies?” Merrin asked.

“From what I hear tell, if he’s not at the dig, he holes up in the local bar. Good luck, and keep me apprised.”

Merrin thanked the major and left, with Francis trailing after him like a lost duckling.
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