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​Prologue
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33 A.D. – Resurrection

JOHN 20:1-10

Early on Sunday morning, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene came to the tomb and found that the stone had been rolled away from the entrance. She ran and found Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one whom Jesus loved.

She said, “They have taken the Lord’s body out of the tomb, and we don’t know where they have put him!”

Peter and the other disciple started out for the tomb. They were both running, but the other disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb first. He stooped and looked in and saw the linen wrappings lying there, but he didn’t go in. Then Simon Peter arrived and went inside. He also noticed the linen wrappings lying there, while the cloth that had covered Jesus’ head was folded up and lying apart from the other wrappings. Then the disciple who had reached the tomb first also went in, and he saw and believed—for until then they still hadn’t understood the Scriptures that said Jesus must rise from the dead. Then they went home.

​

––––––––
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Part 1 – The Mysterious Cloth
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​Chapter 1
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Pierre Delacroix sat in his villa high above his ripe vineyards and the winding roads that stretched across the Tuscan countryside. The sweet smell of his reserve wine wafted upon the wind to his discerning nose, but it was augmented just enough by the smell of oil paint to dissuade him from drinking it. As he put down his Chianti on the small table next to him, he let out an uncharacteristic sigh.

“That’s enough for today, Pascal,” he said to the artist who was painting a portrait of him. As the man obediently put away his craft, Delacroix stood up to stretch, having sat too long for his comfort.

It was not often that his thoughts turned to frustration, but today had been different. His earlier phone conference with his associates had made it clear that his meticulous plan, spanning nearly two decades, was in jeopardy of unravelling so close to its completion.

His options to address the Church’s actions were limited, and, by chance, the actions of an unwitting participant also jeopardized all his work. Both issues needed to be addressed, but in far different ways. One would be addressed by coercion, the other by violence.

I must do what must be done—no more delaying, he mused.

Wandering over to the balcony railing overlooking his property, he pulled out his encrypted phone and dialed a number he rarely used.

“Romano here,” the voice on the other end of the phone said.

“I need you to eliminate another loose end. I’ll send you the information shortly. Your fee will be the same as before.”

“Understood,” Romano said as Delacroix ended the call. The definiteness of his statement was chilling even to Delacroix. Romano was a man not to be trifled with—the type of man that Delacroix needed now more than ever.

Again, Delacroix quickly brought up another contact in his phone and called them. 

“Hello?”

“Carter, I need you to implement the plan to dissuade the Church from pursuing its plan to retest the Shroud. Do you understand?”

“Yes, as we discussed?”

“Yes. No deviations not approved by me.”

“Okay. I’ll keep you informed of my progress.”

When the conversation ended, Delacroix made his way down three stories to his ground-level garage. For this journey, he chose his Mercedes G-series SUV.

It took about thirty minutes at high speed to reach his destination—a seemingly empty field. He exited the SUV and walked a short distance, scanning the grassy field in front of him. Abruptly, he stopped and pulled out a small, black device from his pocket. The device looked like a small phone with its screen and keypad, but it wasn’t. It was the key to his hidden bunker, one that he had spent years constructing in secret.

Activating the device, he keyed in a long sequence of numbers and waited. Seconds later, the ground before him started to lift, revealing a spiral staircase descending into the earth.

Delacroix descended the staircase with the stealth of a man accustomed to secrecy. As he proceeded deeper into his bunker, the air around him became even thicker with the scent of marble dust.

When he reached the bottom, he pressed his left hand to the biometric reader. The machine inhaled with a soft click, its light scanning the veins of his palm before flashing green. The door responded with a sigh, opening to let him through—then closing again, quick and final, as though sealing a secret behind him.

I’m coming, my Lord.

The chamber stretched beyond shadow, at the end of which lay the Shroud of Turin in its environmentally controlled housing. The image of the man’s body, Jesus, hovered in the dim light like an apparition half-formed from smoke. Even after years of working in its proximity, Delacroix felt the same unease that always accompanied awe.

After nearly twenty years, he believed the Church still had no idea that he and his associates had orchestrated a heist of the Shroud of Turin and replaced it with a magnificent copy. The effort to secure the Shroud had cost him tens of millions of euros laundered through his many assets, two decades of maneuvering, and more sleepless nights than he cared to count. But it was worth it. He would succeed at any cost—because the world had to be saved from its own blindness to the power of the one true God.

As he slowly approached, he whispered, “Beautiful.” 

How long, he wondered, was the Church willing to keep the Shroud’s secrets locked away—hiding what was meant to be seen, rationing faith as though it were gold? To him, it was blasphemy disguised as caution. He believed the Shroud was divine, not merely a piece of medieval art, as most of the world insisted. No, it was real, and it would soon change the world forever.

He would have revealed the Shroud’s miraculous powers today, but the prophecy of Christ’s Second Coming forbade it. And prophecy, he reminded himself, was not to be defied. Although the exact date of the Second Coming was supposed to be unknown, he had calculated a date he felt was “close enough” to be faithful. That date was less than a year away: Easter 2018—seventy years, a biblical generation, from the creation of Israel.

And he would do anything, remove any obstacles that stood in his way—material or flesh, it didn’t matter to him. To him, there was no contradiction between his devotion to an all-loving Savior and the ruthless means he was willing to use to fulfill prophecy.

Setting aside the ornate cane that he used more for style than for support, he slipped on a white satin vestment, the fabric whispering like breath against his sleeves. The gold trim caught the dim light as he walked to the far end of the room, where the relic lay sealed beneath glass. When he reached the prayer bench, he paused. A subtle vibration seemed to pass through the room—his imagination, perhaps.

He knelt.

His voice trembled—not with doubt, but with the weight of knowledge.

“Our Father, who art in heaven ...”

As Delacroix finished his prayer, he lingered on the final words: deliver us from evil. 

The silence that followed pressed in around him, and he held his breath. He opened his eyes and examined the Shroud intensely. The image seemed almost to shimmer underneath the glass, as though the faintest movement had passed beneath its surface.

He crossed himself, then, before the image under the glass, confessed, “Forgive me, Father, for what I am about to do.”
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​Chapter 2
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Nicole McHenry cuddled awkwardly on an old leather couch, watching the evening news with her husband, Liam, on their ancient but still functional cathode-ray tube television. Despite their best efforts to become close again, tensions between the two remained tangible. Nicole knew they were both struggling with career advancement that taxed their mental and physical stamina to untested limits. The lingering pain of losing two children that she had endured over the past decade weighed on her daily life. Losing Rachel a little over a year ago to Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS), and Mary in a hotly contested custody battle with her much older ex-husband, Michael, was almost more than she could bear.

God, I miss them, she thought, trying to stay strong. Nicole’s promotion to Lead Chemist, now going into its sixth month, kept her from devolving back into deep depression and not going to the “lonely place,” as her therapist called it.

When the grandfather clock in their foyer loudly proclaimed the eleventh hour of the evening, Nicole brought her building emotions under control. She nudged Liam as he lay snoring and snorting.

“You asleep?” she asked him, getting no response. “Hey, it’s time to call it a night,” she said to him, yawning, “my legs are numb.”

Nicole untangled herself from Liam and stumbled toward the TV to find the power button. We’ve got to find that stupid remote, she mused.

“Uh? What did I miss? Did the world end without me?” Liam managed from his awakening state.

Moments before she turned off the TV, another late-night news began with a lead story that the Vatican had decided to launch a new study of the Shroud of Turin to determine its authenticity.

She stood in front of the TV for several minutes watching the report. At the end, she was surprised that some people believed it was the real burial cloth of Christ, and that some even believed it could perform miracles. She pondered the consequences if this shroud were somehow proven to be the actual burial cloth of Christ.

Interesting, Nicole thought as she remembered hearing about the Shroud not only in her catechism classes when she was a child, but shortly after the 1988 carbon-14 dating that reportedly proved it was made during medieval times. 

I wonder why people are always so interested in these damn relics? Isn’t faith enough?

Moments later, Nicole pressed the off button on the TV. The room dimmed slowly into darkness as the newscaster’s face eerily faded into stark black.
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​Chapter 3
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Three months later, on a sunny Monday morning at precisely eight o’clock, Nicole awoke tired, which was the norm these days.

Get up. Get up. You have to get up, she chided herself.

After several more half-hearted attempts, she eventually motivated herself to get out of the comfort of their mahogany sleigh bed.

This is the day. Make or break.

Today, her team at the University of South Carolina would learn if their response to a truly unique research project had been accepted. If they were awarded the project, she knew it would likely put her, her colleagues, and the university into the academic spotlight and earn at least a news snippet or two on the twenty-four-hour cable channels. Nicole knew, however, that she probably wouldn’t enjoy her five minutes of fame, although she was dying for the chance to study the Shroud of Turin, nonetheless.

When she completed her morning ritual upstairs, she descended to the kitchen for breakfast; she could tell by the “interesting” aroma that Liam was experimenting with breakfast again.

When she arrived, Liam was right on task, asking, “Hey, today’s the big day, isn’t it?”

“It’s supposed to be.” Nicole started the cappuccino machine to get her necessary caffeine fix.

“Well, if you get the approval for the project, then maybe tonight will be more than a couch night?” 

He smiled at Nicole, but she was too preoccupied with getting her caffeine to catch his innuendo. Later, she would admit to herself that at least he’d tried. Since Rachel’s death, their intimacy had suffered almost as significant a loss as their time together.

[image: A cross with a bow and ribbons
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When Nicole finally arrived at work, she could feel the buzz of enthusiasm in the air. She knew everyone—from her boss to the postdocs—knew what was at stake: not only a project with worldwide notoriety but their department’s credibility if they were selected.

Making no attempt at unnecessary eye contact with the rest of the staff, Nicole made a beeline for Lou’s office.

Lou was Lou Holst, the Dean of Chemistry. Lou was not only her boss, but also, most importantly, her mentor. He had championed her career since hiring her as a chemistry professor and researcher straight out of MIT’s doctoral program. Her Ph.D. thesis, Synthetic Chemical Mitosis within Fibrous Substrates, which Lou told her was “brilliant,” had sold him on hiring her.

“Any word yet from the Vatican?” Nicole inquired as she took a seat in his cramped, messy office.

“Good morning to you, too,” Lou snapped back jokingly.

Almost immediately, the loud ringing of Lou’s office phone interrupted their conversation. Lou eagerly picked up the black receiver. “Good morning, Dr. Holst speaking,” he said, attempting to sound unexpectant.

Nicole always admired Lou’s voice. He had one of those tones that demanded obedience, even if used merely to ask for salt. That voice, along with his formidable height, surely hadn’t hurt his climb in the still male-dominated world of science. Nicole had already experienced, in her short time at the university, how sexism was still alive and well.

Even as Lou was silent through the one-sided phone conversation, Nicole could see his glee as he listened. Finally, he broke his silence.

“Yes, thank you for this opportunity. We will notify our team today. We look forward to working with you and the other university teams closely on this historic project. Goodbye, and thank you again.”

As he hung up the phone, Nicole noticed he avoided her gaze—hungry for an answer—and turned to rustle through the loose papers on his desk.

Nicole responded tersely with a smile. “Cute. Don’t worry; I’m calculating my revenge already. So do we know who we are going to be working with?”

“Yes, there will be three other universities doing parallel testing: Hong Kong, Oxford, and Berlin.”

“That’s amazing. I can’t wait to get started. The faster this endeavor gets going, the sooner I’ll have your job.” Nicole cracked a smile in Lou’s direction.

“Oh, really? Well then, I guess you’d better not screw this up.”

“If I do, it’ll be to get you in trouble. You know that.”
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The end of the day couldn’t have come soon enough as Nicole kept checking her watch every five minutes for what seemed like an interminable amount of time. She wanted to get home to tell Liam. She hoped that he would be excited for her, but she knew it would mean more time apart at a time when they were finally starting to reconnect.

Eventually, 6:00 PM arrived, and Nicole made her way through the still high-spirited office to the parking lot, where she located her bright yellow Jeep Wrangler, a surprise gift from Liam for her promotion. She had always wanted a Jeep ever since she was a teenager. Still, her thrifty upbringing made parting with her 200 thousand-plus-mile Subaru difficult, and she strangely missed her stash of emergency oil that she kept at the ready.

When she sat down, she noticed a folded piece of paper on the Jeep’s dashboard. What’s this? she thought, retrieving it. Examining it, she discovered there were no external markings indicating either its sender or origin. It was a single, small piece of rough-textured, blue-colored paper with a phrase printed on it: 

Quaerite, et invenietis mortem

Nicole froze as an uncontrollable shiver consumed her. She quickly understood the meaning of the Latin words. Its translation: 

Seek, and you will find death

She looked around the parking lot to see if anyone was close by, perhaps watching her. There was no one she could see. With disgust, Nicole swore feck, under her breath—Liam’s Irish curse had long since replaced the harder English one in her vocabulary. She crumpled the paper and tossed it into the cup holder.

How did the nutcase zealots find out so fast?
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The rest of the week passed quickly for Nicole, as everyone was on a high after the Request for Proposal (RFP) selection. She recalled that the RFP had been received about two months prior. 

At that time, a package had come across her desk with one of Lou’s infamous hot-pink, pig-shaped stickies attached to the front. The note read, in his very distinctive, almost perfect block-letter handwriting:


SHOW THEM THAT I MADE 
THE RIGHT CHOICE!!!
LOU

She had participated in responses to several other RFPs over the course of her time at the university, but this was the first time she would be wholly in the lead.

Okay. Let’s see what you’re all about, she pondered when she picked up the letter opener that Liam had brought back for her from Berlin. She opened the envelope and slid out its contents. From the moment the RFP touched her hands, she knew something was different. Instead of the typical recycled paper bundle, she felt the delicate texture of high-quality linen paper; its warm cream color made for a pleasant read of its title:

REQUEST FOR PROPOSAL

Chemical Analysis and Radiocarbon Dating
of the
Shroud of Turin
Vatican City
June 1st, 2017
She read and re-read the source of the paper in front of her—Vatican City? Okay, she thought, forming the word “Okay” slowly and silently on her lips as she refocused on the title of the proposal an inch above the origin. She found it: Chemical Analysis and Radiocarbon Dating of the Shroud of Turin. Then, she pondered the subject: The Shroud of Turin.

Holding the RFP inquisitively, she flipped through the pages from back to front using her thumb to control the speed. She stopped about halfway through a section that contained sepia-colored photographs of an obviously aged rectangular cloth.

Oh, now this is interesting.

She studied the pictures in detail and found an image of a man’s face imprinted on one of them. However, it was not easily recognizable, appearing as a faint stain on the cloth.

With anticipation, she proceeded to the next page. It was not what she expected. There, in harsh, almost grotesque contrast to the previous pictures, was a faded image of a nude man lying with his hands crossed at his groin; the man had obviously been severely beaten.

Oh, my, Nicole thought as she laid the RFP down on her desk to study the image now demanding her full attention. For reasons she didn’t fully understand, she tenderly traced the wounds on the figure with the slightest touch of her finger—she was left bewildered.
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When Friday afternoon rolled around, she headed into the gathering office crowd to celebrate their victory. It seemed everyone was there, even members of other departments who had come to congratulate their colleagues.

Excitement filled the room despite the numerous threats they had received in various forms over the past few weeks. Nicole had learned from Lou that the threats seemed to be being investigated with little vigilance or interest by the police, but the one Nicole had received was different. The other threats were just phone calls and emails. The note had to have been placed there by someone with access to the campus, and that put her on edge when coming and going. And, they must have known she knew that she could read Latin.

About an hour had passed as Nicole and her colleagues exchanged opinions on the authenticity of the Shroud. The consensus was that it was likely a medieval work of art, but, as scientists, they agreed to keep an open mind and let the testing lead to “unbiased” conclusions. Then, without warning, Lou came over to Nicole.

“Nicole, can I get you for a minute?”

“Sure,” Nicole replied to Lou’s curious request, “What’s up?”

“An unexpected visitor that wants to meet you.”

“Um, I love mysteries.”

Lou led Nicole to his office, where a clergyman awaited. When they entered, he stood and made eye contact with Nicole. He smiled. Nicole thought it seemed strangely forced on the man’s face.

Before Lou could provide an introduction, the slightly overweight, balding man dressed in a red cassock and matching zucchetto said, “Well, hello there, Dr. McHenry. I am Cardinal Cyr. I’m responsible for the Vatican Antiquities and, therefore, the Shroud and its testing.” 

“Why yes!” Nicole said with unexpected boisterousness. Settling herself, she continued, “It’s amazing to meet you in person. To what do we owe the pleasure of your visit?”

“I’m glad you asked, Dr. McHenry. I wanted to meet you and the other university teams in person before you all set off for Turin to begin your research on the Shroud. You see, the Shroud is something that has always intrigued me, and I am so very interested in what your team discovers about such a wondrous piece of art. Perhaps your work will finally reveal how the Shroud was created – and maybe even by whom.” 

“Well, actually, we are all very, very excited as well. It’s certainly a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Most people would be lucky to see the Shroud in person, given how rarely it has been made available for public viewing. It’s such a shame that it’s not on display all the time.”

“I couldn’t agree with you more, Dr. McHenry. It is a shame that the Church hides such a piece of history from everyone most of the time. Personally, I wish it were more widely available, but that’s a decision for the Holy See, not for me. It’s almost like they consider it dangerous in some way. But I digress.” 

“Well, I do agree with your sentiment that it would be valuable if such a piece were able to be on display all the time. I’m sure my husband would love to analyze it. He is an art historian.”

“Well, that is interesting. In any case, I must leave to get to the airport on time. I just wanted to meet team leads before the testing, and you are my last stop.”

“Well, thank you, Cardinal. It’s been a pleasure to connect with you in person.”

“And you, too, Dr. McHenry. I trust that everything will go as planned and wish you and your team all the best.” He extended his hand to Nicole. She took it, and they shook hands. He squeezed her hand more forcefully than she expected. As they did, Cardinal Cyr said softly, “I can only hope that the testing does come out to be consistent with the previous testing. God knows the Church doesn’t need yet another scandal to deal with.”

Nicole did not have a response to the cardinal’s comment, and so she just ignored it. She had more important things to deal with than cryptic remarks.
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​Chapter 4
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Nicole spent the next two months working out the details of the RFP not only with the Vatican representatives and her team, but also with the three lab heads who would be independently performing the same tests on the Shroud of Turin samples: Dr. Frederick Schneider from the University of Berlin, Dr. Ling Chang from the University of Hong Kong. And Dr. Drake Pleasant from the University of Oxford. By the time she walked into the conference room of the university lab, the document had swollen into a binder so thick it felt like it could stop a bullet. She slid it onto the oval table anyway, a quiet statement of intent, then looked up at the faces on the screen.

“Berlin, Hong Kong, Oxford—can you hear us?”

Dr. Frederick Schneider’s camera shook once, then steadied. Behind him, a wall of books leaned like they were eavesdropping. “I can hear you, Dr. McHenry,” he said in his clipped accent. “Barely. Your side is breaking up.”

Dr. Ling Chang sat in a bright office in Hong Kong. “We’re good here,” she said. “Let’s start with sample custody. We need to lock that down today. But where is Oxford?”

At the far end of the table sat two Vatican representatives, Monsignor Rinaldi and Sister Agata, both in dark clerical dress, their hands folded over identical copies of the RFP. They had been polite in every meeting so far, which in Nicole’s experience meant they were waiting for leverage.

“We’ll have to start without Oxford,” the Monsignor said, “There seems to be an issue on their side that we are addressing.”

“I’m not happy with that,” Nicole said, “but this is your meeting, so let’s get started.” Nicole clicked on the agenda on the screen. “We’re finalizing three things: chain of custody, test parity between labs, and publication protocol. Everything else is settled.”

Monsignor’s smile was thin. “Publication protocol remains ... sensitive.”

“It remains non-negotiable,” Nicole said. She kept her tone level. She’d learned early that raising her voice with church officials didn’t win arguments. “All data from all three labs goes into a blind pool. No results are released until every lab submits its full report. And when it’s released, it’s released in full.”

Schneider exhaled loud enough that his microphone caught it. “Agreed. If this turns into a public show before the science is finished, the science is dead.”

Sister Agata looked down, then back up. “The Shroud is not a specimen to be handled like a ... like a meteorite or a rock, Doctor. We are stewards of a relic.”

“And I’m a steward of the process,” Nicole said. She tapped the binder lightly. “If we want anyone to trust whatever we find, we have to be ruthless about transparency.”

Chang nodded. “Which is why test parity matters. Every lab performs the exact same chemical assays and radiocarbon prep on matching material, with the same controls.”

The Monsignor opened his binder and deliberately turned a page. “There is one adjustment we must address.”

Nicole felt her spine tense. “What adjustment?”

“We have received notice from Oxford,” he said.

For a beat, Nicole didn’t understand the words. Then she did, and it was like ice sliding down her back.

The Monsignor continued, “Dr. Pleasant’s team has withdrawn from participation. Effective immediately.”

Chang’s pencil froze. Schneider’s brows drew together.

“Withdrawn?” Nicole leaned forward. “On what grounds?”

“They cited personal safety.” The Monsignor let the phrase hang in the air like incense. “They ... regret their decision.”

Nicole’s mouth went dry. She’d seen Pleasant once, in Rome—an earnest man who blushed when he talked about isotope ratios. He’d looked excited, even proud, to be part of this.

The threats had reached Oxford, too. Of course, they had.

Sister Agata’s expression did not change, but Nicole caught the flicker in her eyes—something like relief. Or calculation.

Schneider broke the silence. “So, we are reduced to three labs. That weakens the statistical significance of the results.”

“Not fatally,” Nicole said, because she had to say something. Her hands were flat on the table. She realized she was pressing hard enough to hurt. “It’s not ideal, but three independent labs running identical protocols still hold.”

The Monsignor folded his hands. “It is fortunate that the Holy See has always preferred a smaller, more manageable number of partners.”

There it was. Leverage.

Nicole forced herself to breathe through her nose. “Monsignor, if you’re suggesting that Oxford’s withdrawal changes the core safeguards in this RFP, it doesn’t. If anything, it makes them more important.”

“We are not suggesting removal of safeguards,” he said smoothly. “Only adjustments to protect the dignity of the relic. Fewer hands. Fewer transfers.”

“Fewer eyes,” Chang said under her breath, not bothering to mute.

Nicole pretended not to hear. “Our chain-of-custody plan already minimizes handling,” she said. “Your team performs the extraction. Each lab receives samples sealed on-site under supervision.”

The Monsignor spread his hands. “Then perhaps we are aligned.”

Nicole wasn’t sure if that was true. She looked at the two lab heads on the screen, gauging their faces for cracks. Schneider looked grim. Chang looked focused. Neither looked scared.

Nicole wished she could say the same for herself.

When the meeting moved on to timelines, she did her job on autopilot. Deadlines. Calibration standards. Peer review commitments. The kind of nuts-and-bolts work that made science feel safe and controllable.

But her mind kept circling the same point, and it wasn’t the paperwork.

Oxford had bailed because of threats.

Nicole knew the public—no matter how carefully they wrote the final report—would only care about one line.

Radiocarbon dating.

And everyone in that room also knew it. Carbon dating would spit out a range, and the world would decide what it meant before the ink on their papers was dry. If the date clustered in the Middle Ages, skeptics would celebrate, believers would cry foul, and someone somewhere would claim vindication. If it drifted into antiquity, the opposite would happen, just louder.

Either way, it would make enemies.

After the call ended, the Vatican reps left with their binders and their guarded politeness.
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“You good?” Lou asked when the door clicked shut.

Nicole nodded because she didn’t trust her voice. He watched her a second longer, then left without pushing.

She stayed alone in the room until the hum of the overhead lights started to feel like pressure.

Two months of RFP work meant two months of trying to keep the case inside neat margins and numbered sections. But the Shroud wasn’t neat. It had never been.

In the gaps between meetings, she’d gone back to the thing itself, almost against her will. She’d started with the obvious: if it was a 13th- or 14th-century creation, the art of that period ought to offer some hint of how.

It didn’t.

She’d pulled up image after image—icons, altar pieces, manuscript illuminations—looking for even a trace of that severity, that realism, that clinical brutality. The medieval Christs she found were symbolic, stylized, and clothed. Even at their most graphic, they didn’t approach the Shroud’s cold cruelty.

The scourging marks on the Shroud didn’t look like theology either. They looked like torture. They had dragged her, unwillingly, back to memory: the whipping scene in The Passion of the Christ, the one she’d watched through her fingers years ago, her stomach turning while her faith insisted she keep looking.

The image alone was hard to reconcile with a medieval artist. But it was the details around it that refused to sit quietly.

In the twenty-first century, she could find any scrap of Roman history in seconds. Back then, there were no search bars, no archaeology journals, no museum catalogs—any artist trying to make this would’ve been working blind, guessing in the dark.

So how—how did a medieval artist know the flagrum’s exact configuration, the way Roman scourges were weighted, how they tore? How did they understand the angles of the wounds enough to place them with unnerving accuracy? How did they even think to weave a “first-century” cloth to a first-century cubit measurement, not the units of their own time?

And then there was the body.

The Shroud’s figure carried anatomical logic that didn’t feel like guesswork. She’d stared at the hands for a long time before she even noticed what wasn’t there.

No thumbs.

When she finally looked it up, planning to file it under “artistic omission,” the explanation made her sit back in her chair. Nails through the wrist could sever the median nerve. Sever the nerve, and the thumb pulls inward, tucks into the palm. Disappears. Precisely what the Shroud showed.

She’d felt a stupid, prickling awe at that—mostly because she hadn’t known it, even after years of training. A medieval craftsman wasn’t supposed to know it either.

The fingers bothered her next. Too long, she’d thought at first. Anatomically wrong.

But the longer she looked, the more she realized she’d been taking in the shape as a flat picture, when it functioned like something else. The image didn’t stop at the knuckles. It read down into the carpal bones, as if some invisible X-ray had lit the hand from within. A depth of structure you didn’t see in icons, or paintings, or any religious art she’d studied.

The more she dug, the more the list grew. Each small feature on its own might have been explained away by chance, by deterioration, by cleverness. Together, they stacked into a wall she kept walking into.

She closed the binder, stared at its spine, and felt the exhaustion behind her eyes.

Oxford had bowed out because someone wanted the study stopped.

And the Shroud itself kept behaving like a thing that didn’t want to be simplified.

No matter how much I investigate this thing, the more there is to uncover, she thought.

This time, the thought didn’t feel like wonder.

It felt like a warning.
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​Chapter 5
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Pierre Delacroix sat isolated on this yacht, The Prophecy, as he took in the warm Venetian Lagoon air. He was contemplating how he had come to this moment in his life, now approaching sixty-five.

He had been a lone child and a loner in life. No real friends to speak of and fewer professional associates. This was because he was an extremely talented individual. He typically required minimal assistance in accomplishing anything he set his mind to, which was fine with Pierre, as he was more comfortable spending hours, days, and even weeks by himself, with no desire for outside companionship.

And he was always looking to conquer, whether it was a simple parochial school project or a significant business deal. His first successful business venture was merchandising a line of women’s purses when he was just 17. By 21, he had made his first million dollars. It wasn’t long before his portfolio was a line of successes, and he became obsessed with adding more—and with the power they brought.

And so, when he purchased a previously unknown medieval manuscript describing miracles performed by the Shroud of Turin, he decided he wanted the Shroud for himself. But for this effort, he would need to operate out of his comfort zone and seek out the appropriate individuals to help him. He did not like the idea of relying on others, but this effort was even beyond his capabilities to orchestrate alone. It was then that he became acquainted with the Freemasons and joined them. A society that included many powerful men, like himself, and one that also thrived on secrecy. It wasn’t until later, after he had started putting his plan in motion to obtain the Shroud, that he became, even by his own standards, what most would probably call a religious zealot.

His obsession with the Shroud grew quickly. Soon, he had convinced himself that Jesus’ disciples did not actually see Jesus after the resurrection, but as the Bible said, they saw the Shroud and believed. And he felt the Second Coming of Christ, as detailed in Revelation, was also not a physical return of Christ, but the return of Faith through the proof of Christ’s resurrection. The Shroud of Turin was that proof, which, according to the manuscript he acquired, could also raise people from the dead.

“No one will be able to deny Christ when they see the power of the Shroud. A power which I alone will control,” he had told himself many times over the years.

As Pierre looked out over Venice, he couldn’t believe how far he had come and how close he was to completing his latest project. A project that would allow him and those he chose as worthy to live forever.

And as for those who were putting obstacles in his way, Mr. Romano and Mr. Carter were addressing those issues. Mr. Carter had been partially successful in his efforts to kill the Shroud of Turin testing by “convincing” Oxford to drop out. He hoped it would only be a matter of time before all of the universities made the same decision. 
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​Chapter 6
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On the Sunday night before Nicole left on Friday for Turin, she decided to talk with Liam about her research on the Shroud. She sat down on the bed. “Okay, Love, can you help me try to understand some of this stuff I’ve learned about the Shroud. I’m struggling to understand how an artist in the Middle Ages could have achieved some of these things. Apparently, it was created in France. This should be in your area of expertise.” 

“Sure, let me give it the old college try,” Liam said, continuing to get ready for bed, stripping down and putting on his pajamas.

“I found that the limestone dust on the Shroud came specifically from Israel. It’s only on the feet, one knee, and the nose. That would match how Jesus fell while carrying the cross. Why would an artist do that?”

Liam moved to the bathroom to brush his teeth. “Maybe they were trying to make it look dirty.”

“Yeah, but the limestone is very specific to the area surrounding Jerusalem, not from anywhere near France.”

“That’s freaky, I’ll give you that,” he said, spitting out a mouthful of toothpaste. “But I’m sure an artist in those days could get their hands on some limestone artifact from Jerusalem and simply scrape some off that.” 

“Okay. What about the Pollen? Pollen was found not only from France, but also from Italy, Turkey, and Israel. Why would they even bother putting pollen on the Shroud in such detail? I can see the limestone if they were trying to make the Shroud look dirty, but it’s silly to think that the pollen would ever be seen.”

“Hmm, again, freaky if true. I don’t know of any artist who would do that, even the crazier ones. You’ve got me stumped, honey.”

Nicole pondered, looking for something to really stump him. “Do you know that the Shroud is actually a photonegative? Photography wasn’t even invented back then.”

“What? I can’t imagine that. Again, if true, it seems more like a happy accident than something intentional.”

“I don’t know. Not everything can be a coincidence,” Nicole retorted, not liking the fact that Liam seemed not to be seriously considering what she was saying.

“At this point, I’m stumped, but to me it still screams manmade. You know what they say, if something is crazy, then an artist probably did it.”

“Now you’re just being sarcastic.” Nicole eyed him.

“Hey, give me a break! You’re the scientist here. I’m not supposed to be doing your job! You’re starting to drive me a bit crazy, Nicole. I think you’re taking this thing way too seriously,” Liam blurted out, without thinking.

“Don’t patronize me.” Liam’s expression tightened at her tone.

“Sorry,” Liam said quickly. Nicole could tell he was trying to make sure their chat didn’t escalate into something bigger, which still happened all too often these days.

“No, Liam, I guess you’re right,” Nicole conceded, “All of this means nothing if it dates back to the Middle Ages. It’s just so ridiculous that someone back then could have created something and then never used those amazing techniques to create anything else.”

“Well, I’ve run out of ideas. I wish I could go with you to get my eyes on it myself,” Liam said. Unfortunately, there was no way he could miss the art symposium this weekend.

“Don’t worry. I don’t think the Shroud is going anywhere anytime soon.”
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The final week of preparation for the project was in full swing when Nicole arrived at the office late again on Tuesday morning. She had a flat tire and, to her dismay, found what appeared to be a suspicious gash on its side. Damn fanatics, probably.

Shortly after arriving, she found herself in the ladies’ room scrubbing her hands, trying to remove the soap-resistant grease stains from changing the tire. “Feck,” she sighed in acceptance that all the stains would not come off.

“What’s wrong, honey-child?” Sally Ann asked in her strong southern accent when she entered the ladies’ room and heard Nicole’s audible complaint. Sally Ann, or more formally Dr. Sally Ann Dixon-Horowitz, was one of Nicole’s best friends and was also—hopefully—going to be one of her team members going to Turin, that is, if Nicole could get final approval and clearance from the Vatican. It was a last-minute addition that Sam, her new husband, had requested.

“Nothing. Besides almost crashing the car from a flat tire, which I’m not entirely sure wasn’t someone trying to send a message.” Nicole said, hearing the shake in her own voice.

“Oh, my lord! If I had my way, I’d work from home until all this is finished.”

“And I’m fighting this grease with soap that couldn’t clean anything,” she replied, trying to lighten the mood a bit as she attempted one final try to clean her cuticles.

“Oh, don’t worry, baby girl. No one will notice yer fingers when ya’ve got all this going for ya!” She gestured to Nicole’s figure.

Nicole blushed. “Stop that, Sally Ann!” 

“Hey, enjoy it while ya can! I certainly did!”

As they finished their conversation, Nicole was hopeful that Sally Ann would be able to join them in Turin.
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That night, on her way home, Nicole started to feel uneasy about her safety and about her feelings toward testing the Shroud. What would be the consequences of the test results, both in favor of and not in favor of its authenticity? She concluded that she needed expert advice, so when she got home, she would call Father Murphy.

When she arrived home, she found the house dark and unoccupied as she made her way from the garage to the kitchen, where she piled her purse and briefcase on the table. The table itself was set for a nice “dinner for two,” but her presumptive dinner partner was nowhere to be found. A hand-scribbled note on the kitchen note board told her all she needed to know: 


I’ll be a bit late, but I’m bringing home Indian.


Thank you, she thought appreciatively, I’m definitely not in the mood for your cooking or cleaning up tonight.

Knowing she had enough time, she continued her journey through the house and finally found herself changing into pajamas in her bedroom. She saw the sexy nightie that Liam had given her several years ago, before Rachel’s death, but she decided not to wear it. She certainly was still not in the mood for any extracurricular activities.

Changed and slightly refreshed, Nicole made her way down to the dining room, where she found a lovely Merlot to open and sip. It was a satisfactory but far-from-fancy wine, something a friend had recommended. Its taste was soothing to her, and its light tannin bouquet complemented her mood. She also found a piece of dark chocolate that enhanced the wine’s flavor, making it more elegant than it would have been on its own.

After a few minutes relaxing on the couch, she remembered that she had wanted to call Father Murphy. It was getting late, but she knew that if she could reach him, he would enjoy catching up with her before she left for Turin. She didn’t have any time to talk with him about the Shroud project except to let him know that she was involved in it.

Nicole was in luck when the parsonage phone was answered in a familiar, husky Irish brogue.

“Father Murphy. It’s Nicole McHenry. Do you have some time?”

“Yes, yes, of course I do, Nicole. What can I do for you this fine evening?”

“Well, Father, I’ll be leaving for Turin this Friday, and I just—” She considered momentarily what to say. “—wanted to get a little, I don’t know, advice from you, I guess.”

“I’m sure your mind is going over lots of possibilities regarding the testing of the Shroud. I’ve been trying to keep up to date on what’s being said in the news, and I’m sure the coverage has got you a bit concerned.”

“Well, yes. I know that most people don’t care, but, as always, it seems like there are crazy people on both ends of the spectrum. We’ve even had a few threats delivered to the university,” she informed him.

“I didn’t know that. That’s concerning.” 

“It’s okay. The police don’t think there’s much to it, but one of the universities has already dropped out due to security concerns. Anyway, no matter what the results are, it seems like such a no-win situation!”

“I can see why you are calling, my dear. Let me say this: do you want to do the testing?” he asked, emphasizing the word you.

“Yes. I guess so. It’s such an interesting thing to be involved with. Plus, I get to see the Shroud up close, real or not.”

“So, would you say your interest is religious or scientific?” 

“Both, I think. I want to do the testing—and do it right this time. I want everything to be above board. And I want to see the Shroud because ... I don’t know ... maybe a miracle will happen?”

“What kind of miracle would you like to happen, Nicole?”

“I want things to be the way they were ... before Rachel died. I want to stop hurting and enjoy life with Liam. And I want my Mary back here in the States. I’m so tired of feeling depressed.” She started to sob.

“Nicole, God has been with you all through your hard times. There is no greater loss than the loss of a child, whether physically or because they have been taken from you. But you have persevered. And you still have enough love for Rachel, Mary, and Liam. There is always enough love.”

“But I wish that I could know that Rachel is actually alive with God—that she is happy and knows how much I love and miss her,” she said, continuing to cry softly.

“It is a wish of all mothers who have suffered such a loss. I can tell you what I believe, Nicole. I believe that she is with God and that one day you will see and hold her
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