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      There was a chill in the winter air, but fires still burned south of the city and smoke drifted over the spires of the Vatican as Martin Klein walked by the River Tiber in the dawn. Italian public services were so under-funded that municipalities allowed the burning of rubbish, perhaps hoping that the noxious fumes drifting over government buildings in Rome would spur action. But all it did was cast the city in an eerie haze.

      Crimson and burnt orange from the fires bled into the clouds, so the holy city seemed aflame. Some read it as an omen heralding divine judgment, others a reflection of the pyres of hell. All Martin saw was the sublime accomplishment of man’s architectural genius, threatened by humanity’s equally accomplished methods of destruction.

      He was alert to the sound of the city waking as he headed west along a street of graded cobblestones. The putt-putt of scooters, the blaring horn of a taxi as it navigated the claustrophobic streets, the barking of local dogs protecting their territory.

      Most of the shops were still shuttered with shaded windows overlooking the street, but as Martin passed a panetteria, the sound of clanging echoed from inside. As the baker pulled out the loaves for the day, the scent of fresh bread and the sweet notes of vanilla cannoli wafted out into the street. Martin couldn’t resist. He slowed and searched his pockets for spare euros. Finding a note, he ducked into the bakery and bought a warm cornetto, fresh from the oven. He munched the flakey pastry as he walked on toward the Vatican, enjoying the sweetness in his mouth. It would be ample fuel for his morning’s search.

      Martin was on loan to the Vatican from ARKANE, the Arcane Religious Knowledge And Numinous Experience Institute, which specialized in solving religious and supernatural mysteries around the world. He was the Head Librarian and Archivist, but this impressive title did not encompass his ability to find patterns in digital chaos or help ARKANE agents find clues during their global missions.

      A senior cardinal had requested Martin’s help to create an AI-enhanced search engine that would use natural language processing to automatically tag and catalogue the ever-growing Vatican archive. It had been scanned over the last decade — millions of crumbling pages turned into bits and bytes to make it easier to find hidden scraps of knowledge lost for centuries.

      But it turned out that scanning made it even harder to find anything.

      While the aged librarians had known where to physically locate long-forgotten tomes, and obscure academics had deciphered faded labels in the miles of stacks, now a rule-based search algorithm directed the curious to their answer — but only those skilled enough at asking the right questions could find what they were looking for. Martin’s job was to figure out a way to make it easier for human minds to work with the computers, to turn the priests of Vatican City into AI-assisted researchers, to bridge the gap between machine and man. He would create threads of crimson light through a labyrinth of words and enable new understanding from old knowledge.

      Martin reached the entrance and passed through the extensive security at the door of the Vatican Apostolic Archive, formerly known as the Secret Archive. The previous title proved to be catnip for conspiracy theorists and the new, more mundane epithet kept them at bay — although its secrets remained just as potent.

      Martin wound his way through the twisting corridors lined with stacks of shelving, piled high with books and manuscripts and rolls of vellum. Others might have stopped to examine some obscure text to see where serendipity might lead in this storehouse of buried wisdom, but Martin was blessed with extreme focus. It went along with his brilliance at mathematics and coding, his difficulty in fathoming people’s behavior, and his dislike of being touched. Some labelled and medicalized such personality traits, but Martin chose to believe that everyone was on some spectrum or another. As long as he proved useful to ARKANE, he was happy.

      His temporary desk was at the back of a tiny storeroom where he could work uninterrupted, his fingers flashing over the keyboard as he roamed the vast digital landscape. The Vatican scanning project had initially set him up in their open plan area, but Martin couldn’t work with all those people, all that noise, all those interruptions. It was better here in the quiet, with only his three enormous screens to focus on.

      He sat down, flexed his fingers, rolled his shoulders, and dived back into the emerging algorithm.

      There was an alchemy in the dance between human and machine. Martin thought of it as a dance because it was ever-moving, ever-changing, ever-responsive to the new stimuli he provided. The powerful artificial intelligence engine would be nothing without Martin directing it. It had no purpose of its own, no will to discover, no need to work. But once he instigated the dance, it would follow, then leap ahead into something unexpected, before Martin took it in another direction. Working together, they would discover something new. The process was addictive in its creativity.

      A half smile flashed across his face as the machine found a commonality between a medieval treatise and a postmodernist essay on liberation theology, a link no human mind would have discovered since the documents originated half a world apart and in two different languages. Martin was training the algorithm to find such relationships across time and space, language and format, and even encouraged the machine to examine heresies long repressed.

      He had started with a copy of the code he created at ARKANE to synthesize their vast knowledge base, a system he had worked on for years since being recruited from the University of Cambridge with a Doctorate in Computer Science and Archaeology. He had been at the job for years now and while delight was almost a daily occurrence as he drove the AI to new heights, it took a lot to surprise him.

      But even Martin was surprised by what he found later that day in the Vatican online archive.

      It was a scanned copy of a papal bull, Militia Dei, Soldiers of God, issued in 1145 by Pope Eugene III, allowing the Knights Templar to take tithes and burial fees. It also decreed that the Templars should bury their dead in their own cemeteries. The paper was crumbling, the handwriting faded, the Latin barely readable in spindly letters, although the pope’s signature and seal were clear enough.

      This bull, along with certain others, had been the basis of Templar wealth in medieval times — and the bull in itself was not unusual. Popes had issued such edicts since at least the eleventh century. But whoever processed this document had scanned another alongside it in the same batch, and it was the second document that made Martin’s eyes widen as the AI engine translated it from Latin.

      This kind of mistake was not unusual in archival projects. Scanning could only be done by hand and much of it was completed by enthusiastic students, lay brothers and sisters, and other temporary staff. Although most began their task with a keen attitude, determined to abide by the correct procedures for handling such documents, the work quickly became repetitive and tedious. It was no intellectually romantic job where the curious could stop and revel in their proximity to history, and there was no time to read every document.

      Each page had to be placed carefully on a glass screen and scanned or photographed.

      Hour after hour.

      Day after day.

      While millions more pages lay waiting to be processed in boxes and files and books and stacks and corridors and buildings across the world of the Catholic Church. It was enough to make any archivist lose focus and accidentally scan two pages together. This extra document must have lain near the papal bull in the day’s papers and should have been scanned separately. And yet it was here, and it hinted at something quite unusual.

      Martin leaned closer to the screen and read every word of the document, then reread it while checking the Latin against a separate translation engine open on another screen.

      It was correct. There was no doubt of its meaning and yet, he could scarce believe what it suggested.

      Martin might once have merely reported this anomaly to the Vatican Head Archivist and left it at that, proceeding with his job with no further thought of the mystery.

      But in the last few years, he had joined agents Jake Timber and Morgan Sierra on several missions, and Martin found himself tapping into a vein of curiosity that ran deep within those who found their home at ARKANE. There were mysteries in the world buried under lies obscured by history, all designed to hide from humanity the truth that there was more to the world than could be seen on the surface.

      Martin frowned and tilted his head to one side as he considered his options. It seemed sensible to confirm the truth before taking any further action. He needed to see the original document.

      He pushed back his chair, its legs scraping on the stone floor, and as he mentally re-entered the physical world, Martin realized the day had passed in a blur. The sounds of the main archive room were quieter now, as the team had mostly left already.

      Martin walked through and approached Bishop Giovanni Sandri, who headed up the archiving project and often sat at his mahogany desk until late into the night. He was thickset, with a bulbous red nose and broken veins around his cheeks, a priest who looked his age indeed, perhaps sent down here to serve out his final years. His blue eyes brightened as Martin approached.

      “Have you found something of interest, my son? You so rarely join us. It must be fascinating indeed.”

      Martin bobbed up and down on the balls of his feet, running his fingers through his shock of blonde hair, spikier than usual since he hadn’t cut it in a while. “I need to see the original papal bull, Militia Dei. Where is it?”

      Bishop Sandri chuckled, and Martin presumed it was something to do with his abrupt manner, but he had given up trying to understand the niceties of polite human interaction. Better to do his job so well that people forgot anything but his excellence.

      The bishop opened a large ring binder on his desk and sifted through the pages, peering down at the handwritten scrawl through reading glasses as he ran a finger down the side of the page.

      Martin tapped his foot on the floor as he tried to control his impatience. It was hard to believe that this digital project was still managed on paper.

      After a minute, the bishop looked up. “It was scanned two weeks ago. The original will be back in the temperature-controlled vault. Section 27C in the sub-basement under the sculpture gallery.”

      Martin tilted his head to one side as he accessed the location in his mental model of the labyrinthine Vatican corridors. “What about anything scanned at the same time? Would that be archived in the same place?”

      The bishop nodded. “Yes, I should think so. At this point, we’re racing against time to scan the older material before it crumbles to dust. The impact of climate change on the original archives was never considered.” He shook his head and sighed. “We’re all running out of time, Martin.”

      But Martin was already half out the door and down the corridor, the bishop’s words muted by the stone that had witnessed time passing with each generation.

      Martin left the archive workrooms and headed up and out across a stone plaza, surrounded by cloisters. Low hedges bordered gardens of herbs and aromatics, used by the Vatican chefs and those who might once have been called apothecaries. It was dusk and the scent of rosemary and sage filled the air. Swifts darted high above, spiraling in the gathering dark as they devoured insects on the wing.

      Martin entered another corridor and strode along to the sculpture gallery with its strange combination of classical poses and ecclesiastical art. The Vatican walked a tightrope between venerating the beauty of the human physical form and hiding it away for fear of what dangerous emotions it might arouse. This gallery was one of many places where statues were placed when they fell on the wrong side of the line.

      He hurried down the spiral staircase into the vaults beneath, some of which were supposedly temperature controlled. But this warren of rooms was part of an ancient electrical system that took more than its fair share of power, and often the lights flickered on and off. Martin suspected that the temperature was merely controlled by nature of it being underground.

      He found his way to Section 27C, pulled on a pair of white cotton gloves, and searched the stacks for the papal bull and its unusual literary companion.

      Eventually he found a drawer with the papal bull pressed between glass to keep it flat. It was written on papyrus; the material yellowed with age. Despite its unprepossessing appearance, Martin found it a pleasing piece of history — but not what he was looking for.

      He searched in the drawers on either side, carefully lifting out old pages and sifting through manuscript fragments

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/soldiers-of-god-large-ebook.jpg
NY TIMES & US4 TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

SOLDIERS






OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/curl-up-press-logo.jpg





