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FACTS:

THE VATICAN APOSTOLIC ARCHIVES, FORMERLY KNOWN AS THE VATICAN SECRET ARCHIVE, CONTAIN COUNTLESS RELIGIOUS RELICS FROM ANCIENT TIMES THAT HAVE BEEN KEPT HIDDEN FROM THE WORLD.

DESPITE BEING OPEN TO A FEW SCHOLARS AND RESEARCHERS, THEIR ACCESS IS EXTREMELY LIMITED, AND THE VATICAN APOSTOLIC ARCHIVES REMAINS CLOSED TO THE PUBLIC.

THE GOSPEL OF MARK WAS THE FIRST PUBLISHED GOSPEL AND MADE NO MENTION OF THE VIRGIN BIRTH.

THE CONCEPTION AND BIRTH OF JESUS INFRINGED ON THE DYNASTIC LAWS OF WEDLOCK.

JESUS WAS NOT BORN ON DECEMBER 25TH.

BY THE TIME OF JOSEPH’S DEATH IN 23 A.D., THE DISPUTE OVER THE LEGITIMACY OF JESUS’ STATUS IN THE KINGLY LINE OF DAVID HAD NOT BEEN RESOLVED.

FOR GEORGE

YOU RAISED AN INCREDIBLE WOMAN
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PROLOGUE


THE MUSEUM OF THE RELIGIONS OF THE WORLD

S/W CORNER OF ROOSEVELT RD AND S WELLS ST.

CHICAGO, IL. 60607

FRIDAY 4:41 pm
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The symbol of three interlocking triangles stumped Detective Angelo Marquez. It was foreign to him. It vaguely reminded him of the tribal tattoos that men had etched on muscled arms and shoulders. Even more confounding were the numbers at each set of corners.
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THREE BASIC NUMBERS surround a three-sided polygon, but for what purpose? He wondered as he turned the evidence over in his gloved hands and examined the single sheet of paper. The CSI Maxim Nitrile Gloves were designed to provide extra protection against dilute chemicals and oils. The gloves' powder-free material ensured there would be no interference with DNA extraction and analysis.

He studied the symbol in silence, his thick eyebrows furrowed over his deep-set green eyes. Why did I have to land this case? He had been on his way to the station when he received the call from Dispatch. The dispatcher had told him, “The Caller states that he wants to report the theft of an important artifact and insists on having you, Detective Angelo Marquez, respond to the scene at the new museum.”

He arrived within minutes of receiving the call and gazed at the towering structure in awe after passing beneath the Roosevelt Road underpass. Though he had heard about the new museum and all the buzz surrounding its grand opening in a few days, admittedly, he hadn’t tried to see it.

The exterior reminded him of a grand palace with its high walls, fine stonework, and elaborate architecture. It towered over the landscape on a large plot of land south of Roosevelt Road that had gone unused for decades. A stone wall concealed it from view along Clark Street to the east. He had turned into the parking lot on the west side of the building off S Wells Street but couldn’t take his eyes off the magnificent structure. 

The curator had greeted him at the front entrance. A slender man with short-cropped white hair and piercing blue eyes. The large double doors stood open, grand, and ornate, made of wood, and embellished with intricate gold designs and sculptures. They featured an ornamental pattern with sculpted figures depicting the Mother Goddess and a male deity. The curator had led him to the video surveillance room before going to the part of the museum where the theft had been discovered and observed silently as Angelo examined the evidence.

Why did I have to land this case? He asked himself again.

Angelo turned his attention to the new museum's majestic layout. He felt as though he stood in the Sistine Chapel, with its opulence, towering pillars, and frescoes painted on the domed ceiling.

“Is this a museum or a church?” Angelo asked the curator.

“The museum is intended to honor all of the world’s religions. The exhibition for each faith is intended to impart for visitors a sense of how adherents commune with God.” The curator motioned at the statues, frescoes, and stained-glass windows lining the nearby walls. “This exhibition is for the Church of Rome.”

“I see, well, you certainly captured the grandiosity of the Catholic Church, all right.”

“That is what makes this particular theft so troubling,” the curator added, alarmed. “The museum opens to the public on Monday!”

“And you just received the shipment of this artifact today?” Angelo asked. “That’s cutting it pretty close.”

“The timing of its arrival was beyond our control. The shipment was delayed in Customs for over a month!”

“Where was it shipped from?”

The curator said, “It came from Vatican City. It is a relic from the Vatican Private Archives.”

“The Vatican Private Archives?” Angelo’s brow furrowed. “Who shipped it?”

“A priest reached out to me nine weeks ago by phone. He claimed to have had ties to Archbishop Edoardo Mancini.”

“Is that name supposed to mean something?” Angelo asked.

“He is a native of Chicago and one-time president of the Institute for the Works of Religion, commonly known as the Vatican Bank,” said the curator.

“Name doesn’t ring a bell.” Angelo shook his head.

“He held many important positions within the Church throughout his career and returned to the Archdiocese of Chicago before he retired, but his whereabouts have been unknown these past few years.”

“What does this have to do with the relic?” Angelo asked.

“I’m not entirely sure,” replied the curator. “The priest merely said that his link to the archbishop granted him special privileges regarding the donation of priceless works of art to the museum.”

“Did he say anything to you about the relic, provide a description, elucidate its value or purpose?”

“He said it is a relic that has never been revealed to the public, the Catholic Church’s most valuable asset, and would be the museum’s crowning jewel.”

Angelo retrieved a pen and pocket-sized notepad from the inner pocket of his suit jacket and flipped it open. “Did this priest have a name?”

“Yes. It was written on the card we found inside the folded sheet of paper that you’re holding.”

“What card?” Angelo cast him an inquisitive glance.

“Oh, my apologies!” He turned to his assistant, frantic. “Sophia, quick, the card. Where’s the card?”

The stout, middle-aged brunette stepped forward and handed him the card without speaking. She pushed her black, wide-frame glasses against her nose as she backed away. Angelo noted her name, Sophia Matias, on the name tag affixed to her red blazer with black trim over a white blouse and black slacks. Her light brown, curly hair pulled up into a bun.

Angelo nodded at her as he accepted the curator's card. She gave his tall, lean frame in a suit a quick once-over before she lowered her gaze.

The name Father Francesco Pesci was written on the front of a generic business card for the Cathedral of Saint Thomas Aquinas. “The address of this church is in Wheaton,” Angelo held up the card.

“Yes.” The curator nodded in agreement.

“So, why did you insist on my presence specifically?”

“Look at what is written on the back of the card.” The curator pointed.

Call Detective Angelo Marquez

Chicago Police Area 2 District 3

“Well, that explains it.” Angelo nodded and sighed. He glanced around again. His gaze stopped on the camera situated in a corner above them. “That’s the camera that recorded the video footage you showed me upon my arrival, correct?”

“Yes.” The curator nodded again.

“I’ll need a copy of that recording as soon as you can provide it.”

“I’ll have it to you by morning,” said the curator.

“I will also need everyone who touched the package and the contents inside to come to the police department to be fingerprinted.”

“I don’t understand,” said the curator. “Have we committed a crime?”

“Negative. It’s merely procedure for what we call elimination prints.”

The curator and his assistant looked at each other before they cast Angelo a quizzical glance.

“When we analyze the evidence for any clues as to who replaced the relic with these two pieces of paper, your fingerprints and theirs will be apparent. Yours will now be needed to discern from the suspect’s prints.”

“I see.” The curator nodded pensively as he turned to his assistant.

“I’ll set the appointment, and someone from the department will call you with a date and time to come in,” said Angelo. “I’ll send a team to retrieve the packaging and a copy of the recording in the morning, but I’ll take these with me now.” He held up the paper sheet and then slipped the business card into a small plastic Ziploc bag.

“Thank you, detective. Is there anything else?” The curator asked.

“Don’t touch anything,” Angelo said as he headed for the exit. “I’ll show myself out.”
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ANGELO STRODE ACROSS the parking lot toward his black Lexus SUV. The sun beat down from above on the eve of the summer solstice. The breeze from nearby Lake Michigan was a fresh reprieve from the humid Chicago heat.

Angelo climbed into the driver’s seat and closed the door before turning the engine and opening his window. He started up his department-issued Mobile Data Terminal, a Toughbook laptop used by law enforcement officers to search names and license plates while on the road. It sat on a mount in front of his center console. While he waited for it to power up, he reached into the console and retrieved an evidence log notepad. He began to fill in the pertinent information: case number, date, time, and location of incident when the MDT chimed with a notification of an incoming message.

STATEWIDE ALERT

DuPage County Sheriff’s Office has responded 

to a hostage situation at

The Cathedral of Saint Thomas Aquinas in Wheaton, IL. 

DuPage County M.E.R.I.T (Metropolitan Emergency Response and Investigative Team) is currently working in conjunction with the Illinois Homeland Security Advisory Council to manage the situation and ask that all inquiries, including those from the media, be directed to the public relations and media liaison, for updates and details about this incident.

Incident details are as follows:

Suspect: Francesco Pesci

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Angelo muttered to himself as he stared at the name on the monitor. He retrieved the small plastic bag containing the business card that the curator had handed him. His eyes dashed from the monitor to the card and back to the monitor again. Father Francesco Pesci. He thought to himself. “What are the odds?” He continued reading.

Location of Incident: Cathedral of Saint Thomas Aquinas (interior)

Number of hostages: 19 (approx.)

Possible explosive devices are on-scene, and officials are requesting that the general public be kept clear of the area until further notice.

“Looks like I know where I’m spending my Friday night,” Angelo muttered to himself. He selected the GPS app on his vehicle’s dashboard touchscreen and punched in the name of the Cathedral to obtain the address and route from his current location. 

“ETA 45 minutes,” said the voice of his vehicle’s GPS system.

Angelo replaced the evidence log pad in his center console, shifted his vehicle into drive, and followed the route. “Let’s find out why you put me on your trail, Father Francesco Pesci.”
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THE CATHEDRAL OF SAINT THOMAS AQUINAS

DUPAGE COUNTY, IL

FRIDAY 6:16 p.m.
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Ann powered down the computer at her desk as her shift came to an end. After a long day chasing down dead-end leads and typing up reports, she couldn’t wait to pour herself a glass of bourbon when she returned home. A glass of Old Forester 1920 always hit the spot when she needed to unwind while listening to Lee Brice on Spotify.

She stood and pushed in her desk chair when her cell phone began to vibrate on her desk. She lifted it and glanced at the caller ID before answering. “Detective Polites here.”

“Ann, it’s Pat. We need you to come in.” Pat Larson, her commanding officer of DuPage County’s Metropolitan Emergency Response and Investigations Team (MERIT) had chosen her to lead the hostage negotiations team when he selected her amid a number of other well-qualified candidates. Impressed with her distinguished record as a law enforcement officer and her involvement with local charities and activities to strengthen community relationships, he said, “You care about people, and that’s what matters most in this field.”

“What’s going on? Where are you at?” Ann asked as she quickly gathered her car keys, keycard, and glasses.

“Get your gear and start heading to the Cathedral of Saint Thomas Aquinas in Wheaton. Call me when you’re en route, and I’ll get you up to speed.”

“I’m on my way.” Ann ended the call and raced toward the locker room. As a member of the multi-jurisdictional countywide task force dedicated to pooling resources from various law enforcement agencies within the county, Ann knew that being on-call was part of the package.

She changed into her tactical gear, hopped into her unmarked squad car, and turned on her lights and sirens as she called Larson for additional details about the incident. 

“I’m in my squad responding Code 3. What have you got for me?”

“All we have at the moment is that he’s a Vatican priest named Francesco Pesci. He arrived at the newly constructed cathedral about an hour ago and asked to meet with church officials. Once he had them all together, he took them hostage with a small congregation of parishioners who were already in the building.”

“Do we know where they’re located within the building?” Ann asked as she raced southbound towards North Avenue.

“He claims to have them in a windowless chamber inside the cathedral and will execute them if law enforcement initiates a breach.”

“What else do we know about him?”

“Ben Koechling, the dispatcher on loan to us from the Addison Consolidated Dispatch Center, gathered the rest of the information we have on this guy. I’ll have it ready for you upon arrival.” Larson’s voice echoed over her vehicle’s speakers via the car’s Bluetooth connection with her phone.

Aside from having undergone Active Shooter Call-Taking Training under the expert tutelage of renowned retired New York City Police Captain-turned law enforcement training consultant George Deuchar, Ann had also been trained by the FBI in Hostage Negotiations. With over a decade of experience on the force, she was grateful to have never had to face the kind of crisis that would traumatize its victims.

“This is what you trained for,” Ann muttered to herself as she turned westbound and sped down North Avenue. Despite having lowered her visor, she still had to put on her sunglasses due to the sun lingering in the western sky.

“Ann, I’ve got a call coming in from the FBI.”

“I’m ten minutes out.” Ann ended the call.
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ANN PULLED INTO THE far northwest corner of the lot and headed straight for the slew of marked and unmarked law enforcement vehicles. She parked, leaped out of her squad, and headed straight for the Mobile Command Trailer when the suit intercepted her. The tall, statuesque stranger with lean features wore a dark, double-breasted suit that framed his wide shoulders. The emerald tie accentuated his deep-set, green eyes.

“Do you need something?” she asked, irritated.

“I wish to speak with whoever’s in charge,” said the suit.

“And you are?” Ann asked.

The door to the Mobile Command Trailer swung open and an older gentleman wearing a county sheriff’s uniform stepped out. “There you are. Who’s this?”

“I’m Detective Angelo Marquez of Chicago PD Area 2 District 3.” Angelo flashed his badge.

“District 3.” Larson stepped out of the trailer and approached. The trailer door slammed shut behind him. His grey, short-cropped hair matched the color of his eyes. “Why would a Chicago detective have any interest in this incident?”

“I don’t have any interest in this incident, per se. However, I am interested in your hostage-taker,” said Angelo.

Ann and Larson exchanged furtive glances.

“I believe he is the prime suspect in a case I’m working. Your bulletin appeared on my MDT with his name, so here we are.”

Ann checked her watch. I’ve only got a few minutes to review Ben’s findings.

“I’m Deputy Coordinator of Tactical Operations, Pat Larson. What’s the case you’re working?” Larson asked.

Angelo hesitated.

“You’re in our neck of the woods, detective, and we’re on a deadline. Forgive the pun,” Larson added.

“He may be in possession of a priceless artifact that has recently been stolen,” Angelo finally said.

“What artifact and where was it stolen from?” Ann asked.

“I’m not at liberty to say,” Angelo pursed his lips.

“If you want us to help you, detective, we’ll need a little trust from you in return,” said Larson.

“We don’t have time for this right now,” Ann interjected. “I need to review what Ben found on this guy.”

She pushed past Angelo and made for the trailer. “Let him in,” Ann said to Larson as she pulled the door open and climbed inside.

Larson motioned for Angelo to follow them into the mobile command trailer.

“What have you got for me?” Ann approached Ben.

“He said he wouldn’t speak with anyone else and that if you didn’t arrive within the hour...” Ben began as he handed her the folder with the file he compiled on Francesco. “The Reader’s Digest version is that he goes by Father Francesco Pesci, born Francesco Emanuele Pesci in Marino, Italy, just outside of Rome in 1977. Orphaned in 1981. He was adopted by a Vatican official a few months later, but the name of his legal guardian is redacted from the file. He was raised in the Vatican. Enlisted in the Italian Armed Forces when he turned eighteen and served for six years before returning to Rome in 2001. He took his vows and remained in the Vatican until he flew to London three weeks ago before arriving in Chicago yesterday morning.”

“That’s it? That’s all we’ve got on this guy?” Ann sifted through the information.

“The guy’s practically a ghost.” Ben shrugged. “Oh, and it serves to note that he didn’t purchase a return ticket to Europe.”

“Thanks, Ben.” Ann turned to Larson and Angelo. “What do we know about the hostages? Has he made any demands?”

“Other than requesting your presence?” Larson asked.

Ann turned to look at the cathedral on the monitors. “Why did he ask for me?”

“We’ve got snipers on the roofs of adjacent buildings covering every angle. So far, none have spotted him or the hostages. Three teams have already been deployed to inspect the perimeter of the building and hopefully gain access undetected.” Larson stepped over to a workstation and pressed a few keys on the laptop. “He claims to have rigged the place to blow if we make one wrong move.”

“And sending in three teams was the right move?” Ann asked.

“If he’s in a windowless chamber like he claims, then he won’t see them coming.”

“What about the cathedral’s security cameras?” Ann asked.

“We already have that covered.” Ben pointed at the monitors behind her. “Our access to the cathedral’s CCTV allows us to see what he sees.”

“This allows us to move within the security system’s blind spots,” added Larson.

“Why did he ask for me?”

“We were kind of hoping you could shed some light on that,” said Larson.

Ann scanned the paperwork on the suspect again. There had been nothing there to link them to each other. She lifted her eyes off the pages and met Angelo’s gaze. The phone rang, breaking the silence.

“We have set up two different earbuds for you.” Ben pushed a device kit containing cutting-edge wireless technology headsets. This one is synced to the phone line, so it allows you to speak with the caller.

The phone rang again.

“This other one goes into your left ear and allows you to communicate with the units on-scene using our dedicated channel for this incident. This button on the device kit allows you to toggle between each one for speaking, but you can listen to both simultaneously.”

The phone rang a third time.

“Won’t that be confusing?” Ann asked.

“Welcome to the life of a dispatcher.” Ben smiled. “This button allows you to mute the call.”

“Got it.” Ann inserted each of the earbuds accordingly and answered the call mid-ring. “Detective Ann Polites here. Is this Father Francesco Pesci?”

“Detective Polites, thank you for obliging my request. Please, you may refer to me as Francesco.” His voice came over clearly in her ear, a hint of Italian in his accent.

“Okay, Francesco, and you’re welcome. How are the hostages doing? Do they or you need anything?”

“It is thoughtful of you to ask, but if my demands are met in a timely fashion, then their captivity will not last any longer than necessary.”

“What are your demands, Francesco?”

“I want you to find Archbishop Edoardo Mancini.”

“Archbishop Edoardo Mancini,” Ann repeated as she jotted the name down on a notepad. “What is his relation to you?”

“He is nothing to me now.”

“Nothing to you now? What does that mean?” Ann asked.

“Find Archbishop Edoardo Mancini, and the truth will be revealed before God and man!”

“Where can I find him?” Ann asked. She stood from her seat in the mobile command center and paced the length of the thirty-foot trailer. Fashioned with the latest technology in communications and surveillance, it looked like a high-tech RV with monitors on both walls connected wirelessly to laptops and cameras. 

“He was supposed to be here!” Francesco insisted.

Ann looked again at the Cathedral of Saint Thomas Aquinas on the monitors. Cameras covered all exits as S.W.A.T. officers operated in teams of three. Their bodycams revealed that they maneuvered about the interior and exterior of the structure. Each team had an objective: find the hostages, locate the incendiary device, and, if possible, take out the target without the loss of innocent lives. 

“Who is he? How do you know him? Can you tell me more about him?”

Angelo studied her from his seat a few meters away. She was a petite woman. He guessed that she was in her mid-to-late twenties, but given that they had only just met, he couldn’t be sure of it. Her dark brown hair pulled back into a ponytail beneath her baseball cap embroidered with the word S.W.A.T. that completed her tactical gear uniform. Her brown eyes offered kindness and the fiery glint of a female officer in a male-dominated field. She looked up at the monitors for any sign of change. She needed to find a way to talk the hostage-taker down.

“Time hunts us all, detective, but it is death that reveals our secrets.” Francesco’s voice echoed forebodingly over the receiver.

“Stay with me, Francesco, talk to me. What secret are you referring to?” Ann asked.

She needed to keep him talking. That was one of the key aspects of her training with the FBI Hostage Negotiations Team. Keep a hostage-taker talking, but remember to steer him away from negative thoughts.

“No stalling, detective!” Francesco shouted. “I will raze this house of God as retribution for the wrongs committed by the archbishop and the Church.”

“I’m just trying to gather information so that I can help you, Francesco.” She muted the mic on her phone receiver and turned her attention to the rest of the team in the trailer. She then keyed up on the secure radio channel she shared with the units on the ground. “Where are we on locating that bomb?”

Static preceded another male’s voice in the earpiece she wore in her left ear. “I found it,” the man said in a hushed voice.

“Sandro, standby,” Ann replied softly.

Ann unmuted the mic on her phone’s receiver. “Let me see what I can do about the archbishop. Will you please tell me more about him? It will make it easier for me to find him.” Ann’s gaze swept across the trailer. A commander, two sergeants, three officers, and a dispatcher accompanied her inside, but the stranger in the suit looked out of place.

She eyed Angelo suspiciously. Who are you, and why are you here? She wondered to herself as he sat there in silence, listening in on the phone call with Francesco.

“If the archbishop isn’t here within the hour, I will bring him to account for the lives that will be lost here today.” 

“Let’s take a moment here and work together Francesco. I want to help you.” Ann assured him.

“I know you do, Detective Polites. That is why I requested your presence here today. I’m afraid you’re the only one here who can help me.”

“Wait. What?’ Ann replied.

Silence hung between them. Her mind raced. She shot Angelo another suspicious glance. He remained seated, and focused on the call and lifted his gaze to meet hers. He had arrived shortly before she did and claimed to be working on a case with the hostage taker as his prime suspect. Why wouldn’t you reveal anything to us about your investigation? She wondered as she glared at Angelo.

“Are you still there, detective?” Francesco’s voice brought her back to the moment.

“Yes, yes, Francesco, I’m still here.” Ann cleared her throat. “I’m simply curious about why you believe I could be more helpful to you than anyone else. Why insist on my presence?”

“I thought you’d never ask.”

Huh? Ann’s brow furrowed. She noticed Angelo’s reaction from the corner of her eye. He held the earpiece in place, leaned forward in his seat, and listened intently to the conversation.

“Mordechai sits at the palace gate,” said Francesco.

“Mordechai, what?” Ann asked.

“Come alone to the cathedral's front doors, and I will release all the hostages, but only to you.”

Ann looked up at Larson. He placed his hands on his hips and listened in on the conversation. He shook his head in disapproval.

“I’ll be right there.” Ann ended the call.

“You are not going down there!” Larson commanded.

“All due respect, sir, my priority is saving the lives of those hostages.” She unholstered her weapon and placed it in the gun locker on the shelf to her left.

“You don’t have any guarantees that he’s going to free those hostages,” Larson added.

“If I don’t take this chance and they die, I’ll spend the rest of my life regretting the decision not to have even tried.” Ann slammed the locker door shut before she turned back to Larson. “Sir.”

Larson sighed. “I knew after your first interview you were going to be a difficult one.”

“You also knew I’d do the right thing.”

“Mordechai sits at the palace gate,” Angelo repeated.

Everyone turned to him as he appeared to be in pensive thought.

“That statement sounds vaguely familiar.” Angelo turned to everyone in the room.

“How?” Ann asked.

“I can’t quite put my finger on it, but—” said Angelo.

“You think about it while I get these hostages to safety.” Ann strode toward the trailer door.

“Don’t you think we should stop and think about that statement first?” Angelo stood to impede her progress.

“Oh, you mean paralysis by analysis?” Ann asked. “No, thank you.” She made to move around him.

“No one ever says anything by accident.” Angelo shifted to block the exit. “That was a cryptic statement. I advise you to consider your options and, more importantly, consider what he’s trying to tell you.”

“I hate to say this, Ann, but I think Detective Marquez may have a point,” Larson added as he stepped forward.

“Tell me, detective, do you have any other information to share with us about this guy that could shed some light on his motives?” Ann shot at Angelo. “Some details about your investigation, perhaps?”

Angelo sighed but otherwise did not speak.

“Look, I don’t know him.” Ann pointed at the cathedral on the monitors, “and I sure as hell don’t know you.” She turned to Angelo with her eyes as daggers. “What I do know is that I have a chance to free those hostages and find out why this guy dragged me here, so if you’ll be so kind as to step aside and let me do my job, I’d greatly appreciate it, Detective GQ.”

Angelo gazed into her eyes momentarily while suppressing a smile. Detective GQ? That’s a first. He raised his hands and stepped aside.

Ann pushed through the door and made a beeline for the cathedral's front entrance.

“She’s quite the firecracker.” Angelo turned to Larson.

“She’s five-foot-four of M-80,” said Larson. He turned to watch her march toward the cathedral on the monitor.

“Commander, I’ve got Sandro on the radio channel asking what we want him to do about the incendiary device he found,” Ben asked. 

“Advise him to clear the area ASAP. I don’t want him or his team anywhere near that device if this guy gets an itchy finger,” said Larson.

“Alpha team, stand down. I repeat, per command, stand down and retreat to secondary positions,” Ben said over the radio channel.

“Ten-four, Alpha team to retreat. We’ll clear the scene immediately,” Sandro acknowledged.

Larson continued to watch Ann approach the main entrance of the cathedral.

Mordechai sits at the palace gate. Angelo repeated to himself over and over again as he, too, watched Ann climb the steps leading to the cathedral’s main entrance.

She reached for the iron handle and pulled the heavy oak door open.

Mordechai sits at the palace gate. Angelo thought to himself again. “Where do I know that sentence from?”

Ann crossed the threshold into the cathedral.

Mordechai sits at the palace gate. Angelo repeated once again.

Ann disappeared into the darkness beyond the main entrance, and the heavy oak door closed behind her.

Mordechai sits at the palace gate. Angelo thought to himself once more, and then it dawned on him. “The Book of Esther!”

An explosion rocked the cathedral's foundation, and the mobile command trailer shook. The monitors flickered and displayed white static before everything went dark.
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Mordechai sits at the palace gate. Angelo remembered. “How did I not catch it sooner?” he reproached himself before the elevator dinged and the doors slid open. Angelo stepped into the corridor amid a congregation of nurses and police officers.

He made eye contact with one officer and nodded as the crowd parted to let him pass. They filed into the elevator as Angelo turned the corner and headed toward the nurse’s station. He was about to stop and interrupt the nurse, who was focused on her computer screen, to ask her which room Ann was being held in for observation when he noticed a couple of officers standing guard at a nearby door.

“Good evening, gentlemen.” Angelo approached.

Their conversation ended abruptly, and they eyed him suspiciously.

“I’m Detective Angelo Marquez, Chicago PD Area 2 District 3,” he said as he displayed his badge.

“Yeah?” One of them asked. He was tall with blue eyes, his blonde hair cut high and tight like a soldier with a robust frame.

“I was hoping to get an opportunity to speak with Detective Polites.”

“She remains unconscious.” The officer squared his shoulders. “Besides, we’re under strict orders not to let anyone near her.”

“I see.” Angelo nodded. Lutz. Angelo read his name tag. “Is Commander Larson around? I spoke with him earlier.”

“Hey, aren’t you that guy that was in Mobile Command with them?” The officer seated across the hall asked. He stood and approached. “I saw you talking with them when Ann first arrived on the scene.”

Sheehan. Angelo observed the officer’s name tag. His blue eyes were as friendly as his smile when he offered to shake Angelo’s hand.

“Yes, that was me.” Angelo shook his hand. Firm grip, a man of principle one can respect. Angelo thought to himself. Sheehan was a full head length shorter than Angelo but was built like a bull.

“I saw you guys talking from my position. I’d ask you what happened in there but—”

“We’re under strict orders not to discuss the incident,” Lutz interjected.

“Orders from who?” Angelo’s brow furrowed.

“The Feds,” Sheehan answered.

“The Feds?” Angelo asked. “When did this become a federal investigation?”

“Like I said, we’re under strict orders not to discuss the incident.” Lutz reiterated.

“I understand.” Angelo nodded. “Thank you for your time, gentlemen. I guess I’ll be on my way.”

Sheehan stepped aside to let him pass.

“By the way,” Sheehan started as Angelo made his way down the corridor. “What brought you out here?”

Angelo stopped and turned to face him. He noticed the stairwell door beside him.

“No questions,” said Lutz.

“Oh yeah, my bad,” said Sheehan. “Good luck, man.”

Angelo nodded and proceeded down the hall. He rounded another corner and saw a man in a black suit enter the floor’s break room for the public. Angelo tucked his wallet into his back pocket and buttoned up his suit jacket to conceal his underarm gun holster.  

He pushed the door open. 

The group of men in black suits fell silent. One towered over the other two with a shaved head and tan complexion. Built like an offensive lineman, Angelo felt his stature would intimidate anyone under interrogation. The second, an African American, wasn’t nearly as tall, but his frame exuded strength as he held a few folded sheets of paper in his hand.

G-Men. Angelo thought to himself. He nodded and headed straight for the vending machines. He feigned perusing through the vending machine options while waiting for them to resume conversation. Angelo then retrieved his cell phone and silenced the ringer as he pretended to place a call.

“Hey, babe? They have Doritos, Fritos, and Oreo Cookies, but I don’t see any Famous Amos Cookies here,” Angelo said. He paused momentarily before he continued. “Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Yes, top row to the right, there’s no Famous Amos here,” Angelo continued. “Wait. Let me check this bottom row.” Angelo crouched.

He paused once again. 

The FBI agents resumed their conversation in low voices, but Angelo was able to make out what they were saying. 

“Based on the evidence, she is implicated somehow, but we don’t know to what extent as of yet,” said the third agent, a Caucasian male with dark brown hair and brown eyes. 

“When will we know?” Asked the linebacker. 

“We’ll have to question her when she regains consciousness,” the African American agent replied. 

“When will that be?” the third agent asked. 

“The doctors wouldn’t say.” The linebacker shook his head. 

“What do we know?” the second agent asked. 

“Babe, I think I found it!” Angelo exclaimed. 

He observed the agents glancing at him over their shoulders through the reflection in the vending machine glass. 

“Yep, I see it.” Angelo stood and proceeded to retrieve his wallet from his pocket with his smartphone pressed between his shoulder and his cheek. 

The agents turned their attention back to their conversation. 

“For one, Detective Polites broke protocol by leaving her post,” said the Caucasian agent. 

“Which is especially troubling, given that there was no one in her stead to answer the phone,” added the second agent. 

“But if the hostage taker asked her to meet him in the cathedral to save the hostages, then it stands to reason he wouldn’t have made another phone call,” the linebacker said. 

“We’re thinking he may have been speaking to her in code,” said the Caucasian agent. 

“You really think so?” The linebacker asked. 

“You heard the recording,” replied the second agent. “Francesco said, ‘Mordecai sits at the palace gate,’ and the next thing you know, she agreed to meet with him.” 

“I still don’t see the connection.” The linebacker shook his head. 

“Show him the clip.” The second agent turned to the third agent.” 

The agent retrieved his smartphone from his inner pocket. He swiped and tapped at the screen before handing it over to the linebacker. “Surveillance video from a bookstore in Bloomingdale shows her walking in minutes after the priest a week ago.” 

“How did you find this?” asked the linebacker. 

“We ran a search for Father Francesco using facial recognition software to track his whereabouts in reverse. Imagine our surprise when we spotted her after the software found him.” 

“Couldn’t that be a coincidence?” asked the linebacker. 

“There’s no such thing as coincidence,” said the third agent. 

“What are you thinking, then?” The linebacker handed back the smartphone and crossed his arms before placing a hand on his chin. 

“We’re thinking they met to finalize their plan. Perhaps a cash payment that left no digital paper trail, and then Francesco lured her into the cathedral with the intention of eliminating her to tie up loose ends.” The third agent slid his phone back into his pocket. 

“I take it that’s why you ordered around-the-clock guard watch over her.” 

“Given that Francesco’s body wasn’t recovered from the scene, we can’t risk another attempt on her life.” The third agent reasoned. “Not until we speak with her first and find out what she knows.” 

“Makes sense.” The linebacker nodded. “But why officers from her department and not from the county or other federal agents?” 

“Her chief insisted on it. He felt she would be best protected by her own,” replied the second agent. “I know him. He’s a good guy, so I didn’t want to deny him the professional courtesy.” 

“But if you think she’s somehow involved—” 

“Her yes, but at this juncture, we don’t have any reason to believe that anyone else in her department is implicated,” the third agent interrupted. “At the moment, we’re looking into her and the M.E.R.I.T. officers on-scene.” 

“There’s a chance Francesco used Detective Polites as a sacrificial lamb—pardon the pun—to aid in his escape, so we need to know how they know each other if we’re ever going to find him and bring him to justice.” The Caucasian agent reached into his pocket when he felt his phone vibrate. 

“That’s still pretty thin and circumstantial, to be honest.” The linebacker sighed. 

“It was enough to get a search warrant for her residence.” The second agent held up the folded sheets of paper between them. 

“We have a team en route to secure the perimeter until our arrival,” the third agent said after reading the text message he had just received.

The African American agent eyed him momentarily.

“What the hell are we dicking around here for?” The linebacker grabbed his coffee off the table beside him. “Let’s see if we can find any evidence linking these two.” 

Angelo swiped his card on the vending machine card reader to complete his purchase of the Famous Amos Cookies. He waited until all three agents exited the cafeteria, pulled the door open, and made a beeline for the elevators. 

I have got to get Ann out of here. Angelo thought to himself as he strode toward the stairwell and raced down the flights of stairs toward the lobby.
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WHEN HE ARRIVED ON the main level, Angelo stepped into the lobby and searched for the FBI agents that preceded him. He spotted them through the sliding glass doors crossing the parking lot before climbing into an unmarked black sedan.

Once they pulled out of their parking spot and drove away, Angelo scanned the mostly empty lobby, save for an elderly couple walking into the gift shop and a teenaged boy seated nearby texting on his smartphone. He retrieved his smartphone and powered it down as he approached the boy.

“Excuse me, young man.” Angelo smiled.

“Hey.” The boy regarded him indifferently.

“I don’t mean to bother you, but I was wondering if I could use your cell phone to quickly call my wife. My battery died.” Angelo held up his phone.

The teenager hesitated and glanced around.

“It’ll only be a moment, I promise,” Angelo assured him.

“Okay.” The boy agreed and handed it over.

“Thanks, kid.” Angelo dialed three digits as he turned away and brought the phone to his ear.

“9-1-1, what’s the address of your emergency?”

“I’m at Central DuPage Hospital in Winfield,” Angelo said in a lowered voice as he walked away from the boy. “There’s a guy waving a gun in the lobby of the main entrance on the west side of the building. Hurry up and get here quickly, but do not call me back!”

Angelo ended the call, cleared it from the outgoing calls list, and quickly placed the phone into airplane mode and powered it down. He approached the boy again and handed it back. “Looks like your battery died, too. They have portable chargers in the gift shop. Here’s twenty bucks. Go in there and buy yourself a charger as a thanks for letting me use your phone.”

The boy looked at Angelo, annoyed.

“Sorry, kid.” Angelo shrugged and tossed him the bag of cookies as he turned away and headed for the stairwell.

He pushed through the door and raced back up to the third floor, taking the steps two at a time. When he arrived on the third floor, he stopped and peered through the thin slit of glass at an angle. He saw Lutz and Sheehan standing at the door to Ann’s room. They reached for the radios on their shoulders when Lutz spoke into his.

“This is Delta 56. Go ahead.”

“DuPage County is requesting assistance at CDH. They received a 9-1-1 call about a 10-32 in the main lobby at the west entrance. Nothing further at this time.”

“10-4, Delta’s 56 and 57 are 76 from the third floor.”

Angelo saw them approach the stairwell. He raced back up another flight of stairs and hid from view as they charged through the door and fled down toward the main level. He peered over the railing before returning to the third floor and opening the door.

The coast is clear. Angelo thought to himself as he strode toward Ann’s room.

He heard voices from the nurse’s station, but the women were beyond his sight. He reached for the doorknob and slowly pushed it open. Ann slept in her hospital bed. The heart rate monitor beeped rhythmically to break the silence. Angelo spotted a wheelchair folded in the corner before he crossed the room to stand at her bedside. He retrieved a vial of smelling salts from the inner pocket of his suit jacket, opened it, and waved it an inch beneath her nose.

Ann gasped and jerked her head away when her eyes snapped open. She inhaled deeply and pinched her nose.

“Detective Polites,” Angelo said. “Are you okay?”

Ann shut her eyes and took another deep breath.

“Detective Polites,” Angelo repeated.

“Who are you?” Ann asked.

“I’m Detective Angelo Marquez, Chicago PD, we met early this afternoon. Do you remember?”

Ann turned to him and regarded him suspiciously. The light burned her eyes.

“Where am I?” She shut them again.

“Central DuPage Hospital in Winfield,” Angelo replied.

“What am I doing at CDH?” Ann rubbed her temples and groaned.

“There was an explosion.”

“An explosion, where?” Ann tried to look at him again, but the light still stung like needles.

“A hostage situation at the Cathedral of Saint Thomas Aquinas. You were caught in the blast and transported
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