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            Lourdes Grotto, Vatican City
        

        15 AUGUST, THE PRESENT DAY

        
            ‘We pray for our Mother, the Church upon
                earth,

            And bless, dearest Lady, the land of our
                birth.

            Ave, Ave, Ave, Maria! Ave, Ave, Maria!’

        

        The chorus of male voices swelled before it
            fell into a respectful silence, the devotional hymn a paean to the one woman whom they
            all loved in common, the Blessed Virgin Mary.

        The ‘woman clothed with the
            sun’.

        Or in this instance, given the lateness of
            the hour, garbed in the flickering flames of processional candles. Glancing at the
            attendant crowd that was cordoned off from the grotto and forced to celebrate the sunset
            Mass behind steel barricades, Cardinal Franco Fiorio wondered how many of the faithful
            knew that the salutation Ave had once been used by Roman gladiators to greet
            Caesar before they engaged in mortal combat: ‘Ave, Caesar! Morituri te
                salutant!’

        ‘Hail, Caesar! Those who are about to
            die salute you!’

        Somehow Franco doubted that the ragtag
            Christians who provided the gruesome opening act for the gladiatorial games ever uttered those fateful words before they were mauled by hungry lions.

        The Mass concluded, the recessional
            procession slowly filed past the grotto. Led by the cross bearer, the cavalcade included
            ruddy-cheeked altar servers holding crimson labara emblazoned with the Chi-Rho cross,
            solemn-faced acolytes carrying elongated candles and, finally, the Cardinal Camerlengo
            who had officiated.

        Franco cast a last lingering glance at the
            cave-like grotto. The rocky lair was an artificial contrivance that replicated the
            famous shrine at Lourdes where, in 1858, a fourteen-year-old illiterate French girl had
            been visited by Our Lady. Making it a fitting location to celebrate one of the most
            important holy days on the liturgical calendar, the Feast of the Assumption of the
            Blessed Virgin Mary. Always celebrated on the fifteenth day of August, it was the day on
            which the Mother of God had been taken bodily into heaven. One of the sacred mysteries
            of the Church, the Assumption was still hotly contested in religious circles.

        ‘Hogwash!’ Protestants were
            always quick to decry, adamant that the devotional feast was another example of the
            Roman Catholic Church turning a pagan ritual into a high holy day. Sola
                scriptura! By scripture alone. If a ‘sacred’ event wasn’t
            contained within the pages of the Bible, it never happened.

        Taking his place in the recessional queue,
            Franco fell into line with the scores of cardinals who were similarly attired in
            ecclesiastical choir dress. When he was younger, he’d secretly despised the
            vestures, considering them overly fussy, making men of God look like clerical
            cross-dressers. His attitude had mellowed considerably with the passing
            decades as he’d come to embrace the inherent symbolism of the richly fashioned
            robes: the red cassock denoting a cardinal’s willingness to give of his very blood
            to safeguard the Church; the white lace-trimmed rochet symbolizing his spiritual
            purity.

        Moving in slow lockstep, the candlelit
            procession wound its way through the Giardini Vaticani, the fifty-seven acres of gardens
            and parkland that encompassed most of the Vatican Hill. With sparkling fountains,
            cleverly designed topiaries and artfully laid flowerbeds, the garden evoked the idyllic
            splendour of Eden. On the eastern horizon loomed Michelangelo’s magnificent dome,
            the architectural tour de force bathed in a golden glimmer cast by the setting sun.
            Barely visible through the leafy bowers was the soaring defensive wall that had been
            built to keep out the enemies of the Church – of which there have always been many – and
            that now served as the international boundary for the Vatican City.

        As they approached St Martha’s Chapel,
            their procession was greeted by an overflow crowd comprised of devoted congregants and
            curious tourists. Like the cardinals, each and every one of them clutched a lit candle,
            creating a flickering sea of frail fireflies. But what should have been a joyous throng
            was visibly mired in grief, many openly sobbing, all grim-faced. More than a few held up
            photographs of Pope Pius XIII.

        
            The recently deceased Pope Pius XIII.
        

        The Vicar of Christ, the man who represented
            the Saviour here on earth, was dead, having succumbed to a massive coronary stroke four
            days ago during his private morning Mass. His unexpected death had plunged the Holy See into a state of sede vacante, the pontiff’s
            seat vacant. And it would remain vacant until the College of Cardinals met in conclave
            to elect St Peter’s apostolic successor.

        No sooner had the pope been officially
            declared dead than the Camerlengo, the papal chamberlain, had initiated a series of
            centuries-old rituals to safeguard against the unholy ambitions of scheming cardinals.
            The pope’s ring, used to seal official documents, had been ceremonially crushed to
            thwart would-be forgers. The pope’s private quarters had then been secured with
            wax seals to prevent the looting of the papal chambers. But as Franco knew full well,
            neither of those measures would deter an enterprising cleric.

        Never was anything great achieved
                without danger, he mused as the procession of cardinals slowed to a halt,
            Machiavelli’s sage advice as apropos in the twenty-first century as it had been
            during the Renaissance’s back-stabbing heyday.

        Unobtrusively slipping out of formation,
            Franco silently observed the various cliques. Heads bent, red-clad shoulders hunched,
            the same topic was being discussed in each tight-knit cluster. The soon-to-be-elected
            new pope, as the leader of more than a billion Catholics worldwide, would be an
            important figure in the religious and political arenas. If the right man were selected,
            he could become a game-changing figure on the world stage.

        And so it had begun. The jockeying. The
            scheming. The arm-twisting. You scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours.

        Like his brethren, Franco was also planning
            for the upcoming conclave.

        As the Prefect of the Archivo Segreto
            Vaticano – the Secret Archives of the Vatican – he’d examined the texts and codices safeguarded in the underground vaults and locked cabinets.
            In so doing, he’d fatefully happened upon the Templar trial records pertaining to
            the Evangelium Gaspar. An ancient gospel, it predated the four canonical
            gospels by several decades. Reason enough for a high-ranking Knight Templar named Fortes
            de Pinós to have embarked on an incredible sea voyage, searching for the Evangelium
                Gaspar in India, of all places. According to the Templar trial records, the
                Evangelium Gaspar contained ‘The Great Heresy’, a truth that
            was decidedly more profane than sacred. And one that, should it ever surface, would not
            only implode the Holy See, but change the course of human history.

        During the Middle Ages, the Dominican
            inquisitors had tried, in vain, to unearth the gospel. But Franco, unlike the
            Dominicans, had the advantage of the digital age with a wealth of information at his
            fingertips. He also had something else – a cadre of men at his disposal who were far
            more ruthless than the fourteenth-century inquisitors.

        A learned man who knew how to seize the
            initiative, not unlike Machiavelli’s perfectly conceived prince, the Prefect knew
            that ‘no enterprise is more likely to succeed than one concealed from the enemy
            until it is ripe for execution’.

        Four days ago the bitter fruit had suddenly
            ripened – in that euphoric instant when his longstanding enemy, Pope Pius XIII, had
            unexpectedly thrown off the mortal coil.
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            Fort Cochin, India
        

        17 AUGUST, 0806H

        ‘It’s not too late to apply to
            the London School of Economics.’

        Anala Patel stared at her mother,
            flabbergasted by the suggestion. ‘And then what? Become an investment
            banker?’ Shaking her head, she defiantly folded her arms across her chest.
            ‘In order to change society for the better, we have to change our political
            thinking. That’s why I intend to do my graduate work at Oxford’s Department
            of Politics and International Relations.’

        ‘This might surprise you, but I
            don’t particularly relish the notion of my daughter leading the charge to change
            the world.’ Her mother punctuated the avowal by glancing pointedly at the
            black-and-white poster of Julian Assange that was taped to Anala’s bedroom wall,
            her gaze zeroing in on a bright-red lipstick kiss plastered on his forehead.

        ‘By the by, that happens to be my
            favourite shade, Chanel’s Dragon Red,’ Anala said cheekily. ‘And you
            know what they say … lead, fight or get out of the way. Just so you know: I
            will live my life as I see fit. I’m no longer a child. I’m a
            twenty-two-year-old woman.’ One who’d been coerced into spending the summer
            holiday, not in Europe with her mates sunbathing in the Greek Isles,
            but in the sweltering backwater of India. At her mother’s insistence. Yet another
            reason for their strained relationship.

        
            I am tired of playing the dutiful daughter to a woman who is clearly going through
                some sort of mid-life crisis.
        

        Two years ago, for some unknown reason, Gita
            Patel had suddenly embraced her Indian heritage like it was a long-lost child. Accepting
            a job as head curator at the Kerala Cultural Museum, she moved from London to Fort
            Cochin, India. Why she did this, Anala had no idea; her mother had had an enviable job
            at the British Museum and the inexplicable relocation was a definite downgrade. Stranger
            still, though her mother was an Anglo-Indian – born, raised and educated in England –
            she’d gone completely native, now proudly wearing a sari and a bindi.

        Anala stared at the small red bullseye that
            had been perfectly applied between her mother’s hazel-green eyes. This is not
                what I meant, Mummy, when I told you to ‘get a life’.

        ‘You will always be my child, Anala.
                Always.’

        ‘Oh, really? And here I was thinking
            that I was just your bloody retirement fund! That’s the real reason why you want
            me to go into investment banking rather than politics, isn’t it? Because then,
            with my Midas salary, I’ll be able to take care of you in your old age.’

        ‘How dare you!’ Her mother
            physically recoiled, clutching her chest with her right hand as though she’d just
            been struck by a poison-tipped arrow to the heart.

        Anala rolled her eyes. Overreacting
                much?

        Convinced that what her mother really
            suffered from was a stab of conscience, Anala held her ground. ‘No, how dare
                you? dictating what I will or will not study at university. Like every Indian mother, you probably wish that you’d given birth to a son
            rather than a daughter.’

        Hearing that, her mother
            gasped … just before she soundly slapped Anala across the cheek.

        For several stunned moments they stood
            motionless.

        Dazed, unable to speak, Anala gaped at her
            mother.

        A few seconds later, snapping out of her
            fugue state, she put a hand to her cheek. Blimey, I didn’t see that
                coming.

        ‘We’ll discuss this when I get
            home.’ Clearly flustered, her mother glanced at her wristwatch.
            ‘I … I need to get to the museum. And I’m very sorry that I
            slapped you.’

        Anala snorted derisively at what she
            considered an obligatory afterthought. ‘Sorry? I suspect you’ve wanted to do
            that for a long time. Nothing like exorcising one’s demons, eh, Mum?’

        Relieved to have her mother finally depart
            her bedroom, Anala strode over to her desk and flipped open her laptop, hitting the
            ‘on’ button. Although her cheek still stung, she refused to dwell on her
            mother’s tantrum. Really, sometimes I think that I’m the only adult in
                this household. Despite the tiresome carping, as soon as Michaelmas term began
            in October, she intended to throw herself headlong into her thesis topic,
            ‘Immigration and the Challenge of Social Justice’. At Oxford. At the
            Department of Politics and International Relations. Full stop. The end.

        While she waited for the computer to boot
            up, Anala grabbed her iPod. Popping in the earbuds, she stood in front of the mirror and
            struck a stylized Bollywood dance pose. A few seconds later, hearing the hip-hop strains
            of ‘Single Ladies’, she gyrated her hips à la Beyoncé, dance moves that were
                way too provocative for the Hindi crowd. She’d seen
            Beyoncé last summer at Glastonbury, the woman an absolute glamazon.

        Sitting down at her desk, she quickly pulled
            up her article for the Liberal Conspiracy blog. A regular contributor, she thought the
            in-depth analysis of social media in the context of citizen journalists and their effect
            on public policy a timely topic. Although she’d finished the article last night,
            she was still playing around with various titles.

        ‘How about “The Tweet Heard
            Round the World”?’ she pondered aloud, giving it a test drive as she typed
            those six words above the body of text. She cocked her head from side to side.
            ‘Ladies and gentlemen, I think we have a –’

        Suddenly hearing something that sounded like
            the crisp thrack! of a willow cricket bat against a cork and leather ball,
            Anala yanked out the earbuds and glanced at the closed French windows.

        Before her brain could register what was
            happening, the glass door flung open and a mustachioed man, dressed all in black,
            entered her bedroom. Spinning in her direction, he charged towards the desk. His
            narrowed gaze and harshly set facial features screamed malevolent intent.

        Yelping with fear, Anala lurched to her
            feet. Too stunned to remember what she’d learned in her self-defence class, she
            grabbed her laptop and hurled it at the intruder. The man nimbly ducked to one side,
            completely avoiding the missile attack.

        Not about to abandon the fight, Anala
            snatched the nearest items within reach – a lamp, a bronze elephant paperweight and a
            framed photograph – flinging them in quick succession. She scored two hits and one miss.
            None of which deterred the mustachioed interloper, the man simply
            raising his arm and deflecting the blows.

        Quickly running out of ammo, she reached for
            her office chair … just as the intruder clasped her by the waist. Pinning her
            arms to her sides, he forcefully yanked her away from the desk. The chair toppled over
            as Anala frantically began to kick him in the shins.

        ‘You bitch!’

        ‘You bastard!’ she screeched,
            lifting both her feet off the ground, finally recalling a self-defence
            tactic.

        In the next instant the two of them hit the
            floor with a spine-jarring impact.

        Managing to break free of the
            intruder’s violent embrace, Anala scrambled to her feet and ran towards the
            bedroom door. No sooner did she reach for the doorknob than she was again seized, this
            time the brute cinching his fingers around her neck, slamming her against the closed
            door. As her vision blurred, her lungs screaming for oxygen, she instinctively clawed at
            his hands.

        To her surprise, the assailant suddenly let
            go of her throat. Gasping for air, Anala felt a sharp, jabbing pain in her upper
            arm.

        Rather than clearing, her vision immediately
            became more blurry, the room spinning off-kilter. Woozy, she opened her mouth to scream.
            Only to discover that –

        
            She … couldn’t … remember … how …
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            Paris, France
        

        19 AUGUST

        ‘… and I still think you should
            rename it “The Abduction of the Divine Bride”. That’s a much catchier
            title than “The Sacred and the Profane”.’

        ‘It’s a PowerPoint presentation
            about the medieval Cathars,’ the tall red-headed Englishman retorted, clearly
            appalled at the suggestion. ‘Not a bloody romance novel.’

        Getting up from the Edwardian sofa, Edie
            Miller wagged a finger at the man she teasingly referred to as her ‘part-time
            paramour’. ‘Yeah, but sex sells. Trust me, Cædmon. Change the title and
            you’ll pack ’em in like sardines at the Avignon symposium.’ She paused
            a moment before dangling a very enticing carrot. ‘And it could boost your book
            sales.’

        ‘So you think I should sex up my
            lecture, eh?’ Having followed her into the hallway, Cædmon Aisquith cocked his
            head to one side and struck a thoughtful pose. ‘Hmm … perhaps I could
            add a few naughty bits to the section on Isis Mystery cults. Although it’ll
            require considerable rehearsal time with my research assistant,’ he added,
            rakishly raising an auburn brow.

        ‘I hate to douse your lurid fantasy,
            but rehearsal will have to wait until I get some food in me. I’m
            utterly famished.’ Edie pointedly looked over at her luggage still piled in the
            middle of the hall. Since she and Cædmon were leaving tomorrow for Avignon – and from
            there, heading to the Côte d’Azur – she didn’t see the point of unpacking.
            ‘They served Chicken Cordon Blah on the flight from Guatemala City. Two
            bites were all I could manage.’

        ‘I’ve been meaning to ask: how
            did the photo shoot go?’

        ‘Great pictures,’ she told him
            with a satisfied nod. ‘The women weavers at Santiago Atitlán are an inspiring
            example of girl power at its very best. On the downside, the poverty in Guatemala is
            heartbreaking.’

        ‘A repeating refrain the world over,
            unfortunately.’

        ‘All the same, it’s still a
            painful tune.’ As Edie was quickly discovering in her new gig with National
                Geographic magazine, having recently travelled to several third-world
            countries.

        Five months ago an editor at the renowned
            monthly caught an exhibition of Edie’s photography at a Washington DC gallery that
            specialized in African art. To her astonishment, the editor asked if she’d be
            interested in working as a freelance photographer. Interested? Dream come true.
            Although it meant that Edie now spent more time on the road than at her DC abode,
            squeezing in side trips to Paris when time permitted.

        Cædmon glanced at his wristwatch.
            ‘While it’s a bit early for dinner, l’heure de l’apéro
            is fast approaching. Care to stroll down the street for an aperitif?’

        Theatrically rolling her eyes, Edie said,
            ‘Why don’t you put on some French accordion music while you’re at it?
                Don’t think for one instant, Big Red, that I don’t see
            through your ploy. After plying me with alcohol, you intend to have your way with
            me,’ she accused, the rebuke eclipsed with a puckish grin.

        ‘If I’m that transparent,
            I’ve been out of the game far too long.’ Chortling softly to himself, Cædmon
            retrieved his jacket from the library ladder that did double duty as a coat rack.

        With its floor-to-ceiling bookcases, the
            expansive hallway put Edie in mind of the library from Beauty and the Beast. A
            reference that went right over Cædmon’s head. At one time he had owned an
            English-language bookstore on the Left Bank. Soon after his debut tome Isis
                Revealed was published, he sold the shop but kept the inventory.

        ‘Come, Miss Miller. A gastronomic
            adventure awaits us.’ Invitation issued, Cædmon swung open the door to the flat,
            gallantly sweeping his arm towards the landing beyond.

        A few moments later, after they descended to
            the ground floor in a rickety, old-fashioned lift, Edie allowed him to usher her out of
            the building.

        When a religious zealot intent on finding
            the Ark of the Covenant had marked them both for execution, fate, quite literally, had
            hurled them together. Had it not been for that dangerous episode eight months ago, their
            paths would never have crossed.

        While they were officially ‘an
            item’, because Cædmon lived in Paris and she was based in Washington, they saw
            each other irregularly, although they communicated nearly every day via Skype. Something
            of a commitment-phobe, Edie didn’t mind ping-ponging across the Atlantic. Despite
                the fact that it was an unconventional relationship, she considered
            it the perfect distillation of romance, long-distance longing and shared passions. No
            wonder she was happier than she’d been in years.

        ‘I thought that we could review our
            French Riviera itinerary over dinner,’ Edie said as they made their way across the
            cobbled courtyard adjacent to the Beaux Arts apartment.

        ‘This is the first that I’ve
            heard of a travel itinerary.’ Putting a hand on the small of her back, Cædmon
            shepherded her through the stone archway that led to rue Saint-Benoît, a typical Paris
            street with upmarket boutiques at street level and elegant flats with wrought-iron
            balconies on the floors above.

        ‘A holiday checklist is a must. If I
            let you do the planning, we’ll spend our entire vacation traipsing through old
            castles and ancient ruins. When instead we could be hitting the nude beaches
            and über-hip discotheques.’

        ‘Bloody hell,’ Cædmon grumbled.
            ‘Eight months into the relationship and I’ve become a predictable
            bore.’

        ‘Anything but,’ Edie was quick
            to assure him, unpredictability the key to Cædmon Aisquith’s appeal. That and the
            fact that he was an incredibly smart man.

        Soon after making Cædmon’s
            acquaintance, Edie realized that he was addicted to knowledge. In a world of dangerous
            obsessions – drugs, pornography, online gambling – his was a harmless passion. And the
            fact that he exhibited such ardour when it came to cerebral pursuits was kinda sexy. But
            then she’d always been attracted to brainiacs, the mind being the sexiest organ
            bar none.

        As they strolled leisurely down the street,
            arm-in-arm, Edie was amused to catch sight of a woman in a passing taxi
            who gave Cædmon a wide-eyed second glance. At six foot three inches in height with a
            thatch of thick auburn hair, he definitely stood out in a crowd.

        ‘Which of Paris’s two venerable
            grandes dames would you care to patronize?’ Cædmon asked when they reached
            Boulevard Saint-Germain.

        Waiting for the traffic light to change,
            Edie surveyed the busy street lined with fashionable shops and leafy green trees, the
            thoroughfare bathed in a golden, only-in-Paris kind of light. Located within spitting
            distance of one another, the Café de Flore and Café Deux Magots were the belle époque
            ‘grandes dames’ in a city chock-full of sidewalk cafés. Long-time rivals,
            both were icons with a storied history that included some of the most celebrated
            artists, philosophers and literary giants of the twentieth century.

        Edie contemplatively tapped her chin with
            her index finger. ‘I think that I’m in the mood to channel my inner Simone
            de Beauvoir.’

        ‘Café de Flore it is. Shall we sit
            outside on the patio?’

        ‘Where else can we watch people from
            every walk of life go past?’ Edie remarked as they headed towards the welcoming
            shade of a striped awning. Sidestepping a garçon decked out in a tuxedo jacket, crisp
            white shirt and a matching white apron, she suppressed an amused smile. It was the
            classic Parisian stereotype, and one that she loved. Cue more French accordion
                music. ‘As I recall, the last time we were here we actually saw Karl
            Lagerfeld sitting a few tables away, sipping a glass of –’

        ‘Hello, Cædmon.’

        Hearing the unexpected greeting, Cædmon and
            Edie simultaneously turned round. Standing a few feet behind them was a lovely
            olive-skinned woman attired in a lightweight brown trouser suit, a leather messenger bag
            slung across her chest. Her long black hair was pulled into a serviceable ponytail, the
            fringe on her forehead accentuating a pair of red-rimmed hazel eyes. Either the woman
            suffered from severe allergies or she’d recently been crying. Belatedly, Edie
            realized it was the same woman she’d seen in the passing taxi who’d ogled
            Cædmon.

        ‘I hope that … that you
            remember me,’ the dark-haired woman stammered nervously.

        Cædmon recoiled slightly, clearly surprised.
            ‘My God … Gita. Of course I remember. What a delightful surprise.’
            Quickly recovering, he gestured in Edie’s direction. ‘Allow me to introduce
            you to my companion, Edie Miller. Edie, this is Gita Patel. Gita and I were chums at
            Oxford.’

        Smiling politely, Edie extended her hand in
            the other woman’s direction. Still resembling a deer caught in the headlights,
            Gita returned the courtesy, murmuring the familiar ‘pleased to meet you’
            rejoinder.

        ‘Has it really been more than twenty
            years since we last saw one another?’ Not giving Gita a chance to reply, Cædmon
            went on, ‘I take it that you’re in Paris on a holiday?’

        ‘Um, actually I’m here on a
            matter of great urgency. And I apologize for not ringing ahead, but I – I’ve just
            arrived.’

        ‘Do you mean to say that this urgent
            matter involves me?’ Cædmon’s brow furrowed in obvious
            confusion.

        Suddenly picking up on a very strange vibe,
            Edie glanced anxiously between the two former Oxford ‘chums’.

        ‘Y-yes … it does involve
            you,’ Gita croaked, her voice cracking with emotion. ‘Your daughter has been
            abducted.’

        ‘Obviously, there’s been some
            mistake,’ Cædmon replied matter-of-factly. ‘I don’t have a
            daughter.’

        ‘I’m sorry … I
            wasn’t clear … Our daughter has been abducted.’
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        In a twilight state, Anala Patel blinked
            several times as the room came into focus. The thump of her heart against her breastbone
            gave testimony that she was still among the living and not stuck in some afterlife
            limbo.

        My head is about to split wide
            open, she brooded, wondering why someone didn’t take a hammer and chisel and
            finish her off. Utterly decimated, she decided that she was hungover, suffering from a
            severe case of brown-bottle flu. Although, for the life of her, she couldn’t
            recall any of the party particulars.

        Parched, she tried to lick her lips, but
            couldn’t do that either. That was when she belatedly realized that there was a
            strap of tape across her mouth.

        
            Hmm … that’s odd.
        

        She tried to decipher the reason for her
            unusual predicament, but it proved an impossible undertaking. Her brain was functioning
            at a frustratingly sluggish speed, unable to do much of anything other than note the
            fact that she was in a dismally ugly room. Panelled in dark wood, there was only one
            window, near the ceiling, and no furniture save for a metal camp bed and a plain wooden
            chair. Heavy-limbed and heavy-lidded, she fought the urge to close her eyes and return
            to the Land of Nod.

        
            I can’t go to sleep. I need to go to the loo.
        

        Determined to follow through on what she
            considered a very good idea, she moved to get off the bed. Only to fall
            back upon the lumpy mattress, her hands bound behind her back. Peering down at her legs,
            she could see that her ankles were strapped together as well with grey duct tape.

        Panic-stricken, Anala struggled to come out
            of her stupor, a host of images flashing across her mind’s eye – a mustachioed
            brute, a violent struggle and then a total blackout.

        
            I’ve been abducted!
        

        
            By who? And why?
        

        She’d obviously been tranquilized.
            Whatever drug had been administered, the after-effects were gruelling, as though
            she’d been lashed to the wheel and forced to withstand the mother of all storms.
            Grimacing, she rolled her tongue over the back of her teeth, her mouth tasting like the
            bottom of a baby’s pram. Wondering if she’d been given a date-rape drug, she
            glanced at her garments, relieved to see that her sleeveless cotton shirt was buttoned
            and her cropped cargo trousers were properly fastened. Her feet, though, were bare,
            someone having removed her trainers. Puzzled, she wondered why someone would have taken
            her trainers but left her clothes on?

        
            Work, brain, work!
        

        She had to figure out why she’d been
            kidnapped. Had to gather her thoughts and –

        Suddenly realizing the reason for the
            abduction, her stomach lurched.

        Feeling the sting of tears, she squeezed her
            eyes shut … She’d been nabbed by sex traffickers. Who else
            would brazenly kidnap a woman right out of her own home? Every day, all
            across India, females were seized and forced into brothels.

        Shock, horror and fear hit her in equal
            measure.

        
            I have to escape! Now!
        

        Refusing to become another sex statistic,
            she squirmed clumsily into a seated position. From there, she wiggled her bum to the
            edge of the bed. She then bent at the waist and examined the bed frame. Espying a raised
            screw head, she twisted, positioning her bound wrists over the top of the metal
            protuberance.

        
            Her only hope of escape.
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            A daughter!
        

        Christ. The sky was falling.

        The blood drained from Cædmon’s head
            so rapidly, it nearly felled him in its nauseous swoop. He opened his mouth to speak,
            but the words skidded to a silencing halt, his vocal cords paralyzed with shock.

        Edie, glancing nervously between him and
            Gita Patel, gestured to a nearby café table. ‘Um, maybe we should all sit down
            and, you know, regroup?’

        Cædmon managed a half-hearted nod. Pulling
            out a chair, he perfunctorily motioned for Gita to sit down. Then, still on auto-pilot,
            he performed the same courtesy for Edie before gracelessly plonking his own arse in a
            less than sturdy café chair. The ridiculously small table, no more than twenty inches in
            diameter, was designed for an intimate duo rather than an impersonal trio, forcing the
            three of them to huddle awkwardly around it.

        Still processing Gita’s bombshell,
            Cædmon tried to wrap his mind around the fact that twentysomething years ago he’d
            fathered a child. Out of wedlock and seemingly out of the blue.

        Her expression one of deepening concern,
            Edie put a hand on his shoulder. ‘Cædmon, are you all right?’ she asked in a
            lowered voice.

        He nodded weakly once more. Better to lie than
            confess to the truth – that he was far from all right.

        A weighty silence ensued, not one of them
            knowing what next to say.

        An aproned waiter stepped over to their
            table. ‘Désirez-vous un apéritif?’

        Taking charge, Edie asked Gita what she
            would like to drink. She then glanced expectantly in Cædmon’s direction. His
            thoughts jumbled, he shrugged. He didn’t want a drink; he wanted to climb into a
            hole. And a deep, dark, bottomless pit at that.

        ‘… et une tasse de thé,
                s’il vous plaît,’ Edie told the waiter, finishing the order with a
            strained smile.

        Rudderless, Cædmon stared at the blurred
            flash of motorists and pedestrians moving back and forth along Boulevard Saint-Germain.
            Stage props in a dream from which he could not wake.

        The fact that he had a daughter a few years
            older than he’d been when he dated Gita Patel at Oxford was unbelievable to him.
            He wasn’t the father to a gurgling baby in nappies. He was the father of a
            full-grown woman. How is this even possible? And why the bloody hell did Gita
            wait all these years to tell him?

        Navigating his way across unfamiliar
            terrain, Cædmon struggled for the right words to convey his utter shock at learning that
            her daughter – no, their daughter – had been abducted. ‘Of course, Gita,
            I’ll help in any way that I can, but I’m at a complete loss to understand
            how –’

        ‘I couldn’t tell you that I was
            pregnant,’ Gita interjected, having somehow intuited his train of thought.

        Hearing that, he exhaled a shaky breath,
            realizing that he was in the dark about a great many things.
            ‘Since I seem to have come into this at the denouement rather than the intro, I
            would appreciate hearing the story from the very beginning.’

        Gita gnawed anxiously on her lower lip
            before saying, ‘There’s not a great deal to tell. When I left Oxford at the
            end of Trinity term, I discovered that I was pregnant. My father was concerned that
            –’ She broke off in midstream, an anguished look in her hazel eyes. In that
            suspended instant, Cædmon could see that she was facing down her demons. ‘My
            father was afraid that my predicament would adversely affect his political
            career. Which is why he forbade me to contact you.’

        ‘He was the Labour MP from Ealing
            Southall as I recall.’

        She gave a terse nod. ‘Determined to
            keep my pregnancy under wraps, my father hastily arranged a marriage for me, paying the
            groom and his family a small fortune to turn a blind eye.’

        Cædmon frowned, incensed – not at Gita, but
            at a man he’d never met. ‘Said groom was a Hindu, I take it?’

        ‘A computer engineer newly arrived
            from Delhi.’ Gita punctuated the comment with a slight shudder. ‘Needless to
            say, it was a disastrous union, one that barely lasted four years. When I divorced Dev
            Malik, I took custody of Anala, retook my maiden name, and moved on with my
            life.’

        Anala. His daughter’s name was
                Anala. For some reason, it’d not occurred to him to ask.

        Lost in thought, Cædmon stared at Gita
            Patel, culling from his memory banks that brief interlude at Oxford when they’d been inseparable, raging hormones and a shared love of history the
            glue that held them together. He had tried once or twice to contact her, but assumed the
            returned letters meant that, unbeknownst to him, the relationship had officially ended.
            In the decades since, he’d not given her a single passing thought. Even now, all
            he could recall with any certainty was that she was the product of a mixed marriage, she
            had an unnatural fear of spiders and that her academic field had been Oriental Studies.
            Meaning that, for all intents and purposes, the woman sitting across from him was a
            virtual stranger.

        ‘So that would make our daughter
            –’ Cædmon did a quick mental calculation – ‘twenty-two years of age. And her
            name is Anala, is that correct?’

        ‘Yes. Just a moment … I
            brought a current picture.’ Fumbling with the leather messenger bag still slung
            across her chest, Gita retrieved a wallet from which she removed a colour photograph.
            Clearly nervous, she handed it to him.

        Equally nervous, Cædmon raised the
            photograph to his face.

        An instant later, his jaw slackened.
                Un-bloody-believable.

        Barely able to breathe, let alone move, he
            stared at the photo, taken aback by the image of a brown-haired, blue-eyed young
            woman.

        ‘I never knew my
            mother … she died in childbirth. That said, the resemblance in the face and
            eyes is uncanny,’ he rasped. So similar, it was as though he was peering at a
            ghost.

        Afraid that he’d lose what little
            emotional control he still had, Cædmon quickly shoved the image of his long-dead mother back into the mental lockbox that held all of his sepia-toned
            memories. Those things best forgotten or too painful to call to mind.

        
            God Almighty. When am I going to wake up from this nightmare?
        

        Leaning towards him, Edie looked over his
            shoulder at the photo.

        ‘Anala is a lovely young woman,’
            she said to Gita.

        His hand visibly shaking, Cædmon set the
            photo in the middle of the table. ‘Does she know about me?’

        The question caused Gita to blush furiously.
            Unable to look him in the eye, she gazed down at the table. ‘Anala thinks that my
            ex-husband is her biological father.’

        ‘I see.’ Now it was
            Cædmon’s turn to stare at the table, feeling very much like a man who’d just
            been stomped and kicked when he was down.

        His belly tightened painfully. I have a
                daughter who doesn’t even know that I exist.

        He took a deep breath, trying desperately to
            keep his emotions in check. ‘What can you tell me about the abduction?’ he
            said abruptly, his voice noticeably hoarse.

        ‘Anala was kidnapped two days ago from
            our home in Fort Cochin, India,’ Gita informed him. Pausing a moment, she tightly
            clasped her hands together. Presumably to stop the palsied tremble. ‘There was a
            message scrawled on her bedroom mirror in lipstick … “Don’t call
            the police or she dies.”’

        ‘Oh my God,’ Edie gasped,
            clearly horrified.

        Equally horrified, Cædmon sat silent. He was
            listing so badly, he feared he might not be able to keep afloat.

        Out of the corner of his eye, he saw their
            waiter approach, a tray expertly balanced on his fingertips. A blasé
            expression plastered on his Gallic features, he set down a glass of chilled rosé for
            Edie and a small stainless-steel pot of hot water with a cup and saucer for Gita. Then,
            with a flourish, he placed a Dubonnet Rouge in front of Cædmon, who was very tempted to
            tell the aproned bastard to save the theatrics for another customer.

        Cædmon waited until the waiter had departed
            before he cleared his throat and said, ‘Excuse me for being indelicate, but do you
            need money for a ransom?’

        ‘The captors don’t want
            money.’

        ‘If not money, then what the bloody
            hell do they want?’

        Gita’s bottom lip began to quiver.
            ‘They want an ancient gospel called the Evangelium Gaspar.’

        Hearing that, Cædmon stared at her,
            uncomprehending. The kidnappers want an ancient gospel? It made no sense. He
            shook his head, wondering if he’d heard correctly.

        Edie turned to him. ‘Are you familiar
            with the Evangelium Gaspar?’

        Floundering, he searched his memory banks
            for anything pertaining to the Evangelium Gaspar. To no avail. Other than the
            fact that Evangelium Gaspar was Latin for ‘Gospel of Gaspar’, he
            drew a blank.

        
            Think, man, think!
        

        ‘I’m afraid that I’ve
            never heard of it,’ he said at last, not a single bell having tolled.

        Hazel eyes welled with tears as Gita openly
            gaped at him. ‘But I … I was so certain that you’d be familiar
            with the Evangelium Gaspar.’

        ‘And why would you think that?’
            Befuddled, he returned her stare.

        ‘Because the Knights Templar went to
            India in 1307 to retrieve it.’

        ‘The Knights Templar!’ Cædmon
            spat out the exclamation like a cherry pit, one that he was very close to gagging on.
                ‘In India?!’
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        ‘Yes, India,’ Gita Patel
            reiterated. ‘According to your author website, you wrote your Masters’
            thesis on the Knights Templar.’ This was the very reason why she’d travelled
            five thousand miles to see Cædmon Aisquith.

        
            How could he not know about the Templar’s voyage?
        

        ‘I also wrote my dissertation on those
            blasted knights, but that’s another story.’

        ‘Are you absolutely certain
            that you have never heard of –’

        ‘If the Knights Templar ever sought a
            relic known as the Evangelium Gaspar, I’m unaware of it,’ Cædmon
            interjected. Shrugging apologetically, he said, ‘While they did have the largest
            standing navy in medieval Europe, as far as I know they never sailed to
            India.’

        Refusing to retreat, Gita hurriedly opened
            the flap on her leather bag and removed a compact computer notebook. ‘I can prove
            to you that they did sail to India.’

        As she waited for the laptop to boot up,
            Gita stole a quick sideways glance at Cædmon. Although she’d recognized him
            immediately when she’d caught sight of him on the street, at closer range she
            could see that he’d changed considerably in the last twenty-three years. At Oxford
            he’d been a lanky, loose-knit teenager. Somewhere along the line, he’d grown
            into his height, his shoulders, chest, even his face, broader now than in his youth.
            Befitting his age, there were horizontal lines on his brow and vertical
            lines bracketing his mouth. Only the head of deep auburn hair was unchanged; that, and
            the faint smattering of freckles on the back of his hands. Or, more precisely, on the
            back of his right hand; his left was marred with raised criss-crossing scar tissue and a
            ragged surgical incision.

        Realizing that she was staring at
            Cædmon’s ravaged hand, Gita hastily averted her gaze.

        In retrospect, she supposed that she should
            have apologized for not telling him about his daughter. Yes, she had regrets, too many
            to enumerate, but after so many years an apology seemed like a paltry atonement. Though
            if he required an apology, she’d go down on bended knee. Grovel, if that’s
            what it took to secure his cooperation, her pride be damned. Over the last two decades,
            she’d given up everything for her daughter: family, friends, her youth. Humbling
            herself to the man seated across from her seemed inconsequential compared to all of
            that.

        Self-consciously aware of two sets of eyes
            quizzically peering at her laptop, Gita hurriedly opened the computer file labelled
            ‘Maharaja Plate’. The file contained two digital photos, front and back, of
            an engraved copper plate that measured six by nine inches; approximately the size of a
            large reporter’s notebook. She spun the computer around so that Cædmon and Edie
            could see the two side-by-side images.

        Squinting, Cædmon leaned forward slightly.
            ‘What am I looking at?’

        ‘Three months ago, this 700-year-old
            copper plate was uncovered during an excavation at the ancient port of Muziris, which is
            located on the Malabar Coast of India. It’s a Royal Grant issued
            by the Maharaja in the year 1307,’ Gita informed him, watching closely for his
            reaction. ‘As you can plainly see, it’s scribed in the Tamil
            language.’

        ‘What exactly is the, um, Maharaja
            granting?’ Edie Miller enquired, cutting to the chase.

        ‘The Maharaja is granting a Knight
            Templar named Fortes de Pinós, who’s listed as the designated emissary of the
            Grand Master Jacques de Molay, official permission to seek out the St Thomas Christians
            in Malabar regarding a gospel written by someone named Gaspar in the year 52
                AD.’ Gita underscored the statement by pointing to several
            lines of highly decorative script.

        Cædmon glanced up from the computer screen.
            ‘How did this Maharaja Plate come to be in your possession?’

        ‘Forgive me … I th-thought I
            told you already,’ she stammered. ‘I’m the curator at the Kerala
            Cultural Museum.’

        ‘I see.’ A long silence followed
            as Cædmon continued to examine the digital photos. Finally, frowning at the screen, he
            said, ‘The oldest known gospel manuscript dates to 125 AD. Not only
            is it a fragment, it’s a copy of a copy. That said, if the Evangelium
                Gaspar actually exists, it would be the oldest original gospel ever written.
            Bloody hell … those damned Templars.’

        Nerves frayed, uncertain whether she could
            count on Cædmon to lend his expertise, Gita picked up the wrapped tea bag that the
            waiter had earlier set down in front of her. Fumbling with the small paper packet, she
            tried, unsuccessfully, to open it.

        Without uttering a word, Edie reached across
            the table and eased the packet from her trembling hands. Extricating the tea bag from the packet, she dunked it in the pot of hot water. ‘Slow deep
            breaths,’ she said with a sympathetic smile.

        Grateful, Gita shyly nodded her thanks.
            ‘Afraid that I’m all thumbs.’

        ‘Perfectly understandable given the
            circumstances.’

        Taller than average, with long curly brown
            hair, Edie had a decidedly Bohemian air about her. However, her deep-set umber-brown
            eyes and straight brows gave her a serious mien at odds with the colourful attire and
            corkscrew curls.

        Earlier, when Gita had followed Cædmon and
            Edie down rue Saint-Benoît, it had been abundantly clear to her that they were quite
            enamoured. In fact, they’d seemed so enthralled – touching, laughing, sharing
            glances – that for one hideous, gut-wrenching moment, she feared Cædmon would spurn her
            overture. After all, he had a flourishing career, a happy relationship – why should
                he care about a daughter he didn’t even know existed? Had the situation
            not been so dire, Gita would never have approached him.

        ‘Do you mind if we backtrack a
            moment?’ Edie said, tapping her index finger on the computer screen. ‘There
            are two things that I’m curious about. First of all, who are the St Thomas
            Christians? And, secondly, who’s Gaspar?’

        ‘St Thomas was one of the original
            twelve apostles,’ Gita replied as she attempted to raise her teacup to her lips
            without sloshing the contents.

        ‘Better known as “Doubting
            Thomas”,’ Cædmon clarified in a quick aside. ‘I believe it was in the
            Gospel of John that he famously poked his finger into the risen Lord’s
            side.’

        ‘Oh, that Thomas.’
            Connection made, Edie slowly nodded her head.

        Gita set her teacup on the saucer; to her
            dismay, the two pieces of porcelain rattled noisily. ‘According to the Indian
            legends, the Apostle Thomas arrived at the port city of Muziris in the year 52,
            whereupon he immediately began to convert the locals to Christianity. The descendants of
            those early converts are still known to this day as the St Thomas Christians; though
            they refer to themselves as the Nazrani. As for Gaspar …’ Gita gave an
            apologetic shrug. ‘Being a Hindu, I’m afraid that my knowledge of Indian
            Christianity only goes so far. Perhaps Gaspar was one of Jesus’ disciples who
            accompanied Thomas to India.’

        ‘Makes perfect sense,’ Cædmon
            concurred with a nod. ‘I can’t imagine Thomas setting off on the Silk Road
            without an entourage. Safety in numbers and all that.’ To Gita’s surprise,
            he suddenly reached over and placed a hand on her wrist. ‘In case we can’t
            find the Evangelium Gaspar, I have contacts within Her Majesty’s
            government who can –’

        ‘No!’ she exclaimed vehemently.
            Putting the kibosh on Cædmon’s suggestion, Gita slid her hand free. ‘I was
            expressly warned not to mention the abduction to the authorities. I shouldn’t even
            be here, but … I’m desperate, Cædmon. These people won’t return my
            daughter until I find the Evangelium Gaspar.’

        ‘Our daughter.’
            Correction made, Cædmon continued to examine the digital photos of the Maharaja
            Plate.

        Although she should have been pleased that
            Cædmon so readily acknowledged paternity, for some inexplicable reason the fact that he
            did made her acutely uncomfortable.

        Ill at ease, Gita turned her head and stared
            listlessly at the nearby streetscape. She’d always wanted to travel to Paris, but
            had never got beyond the initial dreaming stage. Paris was a city for lovers. Not a lone
            woman, map in hand, trying to find the Louvre.

        ‘I’ll need a list of everyone
            who has knowledge of the Maharaja Plate.’

        Hearing that, Gita glanced back at Cædmon.
            The late-day sun slanted across the pavement, throwing his face into shadow.

        ‘It’s not a very long
            list,’ she told him. ‘Although I should mention that soon after the plate
            was brought to the museum, I contacted the Vatican Secret Archives.’

        ‘You did what?!’
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        Anala ripped the strip of duct tape binding
            her wrists, having used the metal screw head to cut through the restraint.

        Hands freed, she yanked the piece of tape
            from her mouth and gulped in a mouthful of musty air. Not that she minded the poor air
            quality. It was better than no air – which is what she’d be breathing in the
            grave. Bending forward, she removed the straps of tape from her ankles. Unshackled, she
            was ready to make a prison break. While she had no idea where she was or how long
            she’d been unconscious, she only knew that she had to escape before the
            mustachioed kidnapper returned to the room.

        She glanced at the slanted beam of
            dust-laden light that shone through the dirty panes of glass; the window was set
            approximately six feet above the floor.

        
            Good. She preferred to escape in broad daylight rather than dead of night.
        

        Ready to leave, Anala surged to her feet.
            Only to sway unsteadily, hit simultaneously with a dizzy undertow and an excruciating
            burst of pain radiating from her skull. Grasping the bed frame, she refused to give in
            to the siren’s call to lie back down on the lumpy mattress.

        She waited a few seconds for the lightheaded
            hubbub to diminish. Hobbled by aching joints and a walloping headache, she put a hand to
            the panelled wall. Holding on to it for support, she moved gingerly
            around the perimeter of the room towards the exit.

        A few seconds later, she reached for the
            doorknob.

        Damn! It was locked from the
            outside.

        Frustrated, she leaned her head against the
            door. Of course it was locked from the outside. She’d been a fool to think that it
            would actually have been unlocked. Why would anyone have gone to so much trouble to
            abduct a woman from her home, only to deposit her in an unlocked room?

        Angry that she’d wasted valuable time
            – worried that the warden would return at any moment – Anala shuffled back to the
            metal-framed cot. Gritting her teeth, she dragged it several feet, flinching at the
            harsh grating sound that ensued. It took several determined tugs for her to manoeuvre
            the bed under the window. But the effort cost her. Panting from exertion, she bent at
            the waist and promptly vomited a stream of watery stomach bile on to the linoleum
            floor.

        Straightening, Anala spat out a mouthful of
            acidic residue before wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. At that moment,
            she’d gladly have given her back teeth for a gulp of fresh water.

        Needing to quicken the pace, she snatched
            the grungy-looking pillow and wadded it over her right forearm and hand. She then stood
            on top of the cot and bashed her padded fist through the window pane, shattering the
            glass on contact.

        She peered through the opening, taken aback
            by the lavish vista of verdant scenery. Lush trees. Rolling hills. Flowering
                shrubs. She blinked, her ocular nerve overloaded with every imaginable shade of
            green – hunter, forest, fern, pine and shamrock. At a glance, she could
            see that it wasn’t the tropical green of India.

        
            More like the bucolic green of England.
        

        Dumbfounded, she scanned the horizon, unable
            to see a house or building. Or any structure that suggested human habitation.

        The warm sunshine heated her face, inciting
            a second wave of nausea. She waited a few seconds for the queasy roiling to abate before
            she began to hurriedly extract jagged pieces of glass out of the frame. She needed to
            remove all of the remaining pieces before she shimmied through the window. Otherwise,
            she’d cut herself to ribbons.

        ‘Sod it!’ she muttered under her
            breath, pricking her thumb.

        About to wipe away the crimson blob, she
            instead kept plucking shards and flinging them on to the plush carpet of grass on the
            other side of the window frame.

        
            Stay focused and finish the job!
        

        Tossing aside the last piece of glass, she
            put her hands on the frame. Ready to hoist herself through the cleared opening, she
            suddenly heard the door open.

        ‘What the fuck are you doing?’ a
            deep voice snarled in English.

        Before Anala could react, she was grasped by
            the waist and yanked backwards, the irate captor flinging her on to the mattress. She
            caught only a blurred glimpse of a dark-skinned, dark-eyed man before she saw the balled
            fist that, in the next instant, painfully connected with her jaw.

        The assault happened so quickly, there was
            no time to scream, let alone fend off her attacker. Anala was hurled into an enveloping
            darkness.
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        ‘If you must know, I had a very good
            reason for contacting the Vatican Secret Archives,’ Gita Patel retorted in a
            defensive tone of voice. ‘The only information that I could find on the internet
            pertaining to Fortes de Pinós was an official prisoner list of Templar knights held at
            Chinon Castle in France. And that list merely indicated his name and the date that he
            was arrested.’

        Hearing that, Cædmon asked the obvious.
            ‘Which was?’

        ‘March the eighth, 1308.’

        ‘Mmmm … interesting. Given
            that the Knights Templar were arrested en masse on October thirteenth, 1307, Brother
            Fortes obviously wasn’t caught in Philippe le Bel’s original
            dragnet.’

        ‘Perhaps he was still in India on that
            particular date,’ Gita conjectured. Reaching for the stainless-steel pot, she
            poured the remains into her teacup, Cædmon was relieved to see that the trembling in her
            hands had steadied considerably. ‘According to the Maharaja Plate, Fortes de Pinós
            was in Muziris during the latter part of 1307.’

        Having yet to touch his own drink, Cædmon
            stared morosely at the yellow bit of lemon peel that jockeyed for position with the
            melting nuggets of ice.

        
            Those damned Templars.
        

        There had been a time, many years ago while he
            was at Oxford, when he’d been thoroughly enamoured with the white-robed warrior
            monks. In his dissertation he’d asserted that the Knights Templar had been exposed
            to ancient esoteric rites; an exposure that coloured their Christian beliefs. To his
            horror, the head of the history department at Queen’s College denounced his
            hypothesis as little more than an unfounded fairy tale. Realizing that his advanced
            degree would not be conferred, he left Oxford, mortified by the very public
            put-down.

        Whereupon he’d promptly been recruited
            by MI5, Britain’s security service.

        As fate would have it, MI5
            actively sought men like him, defrocked academics keen to prove their worth. Grateful to
            have a job, he’d spent eleven years in Her Majesty’s Service before
            returning to his first love, history. No longer concerned with how his peers might react
            to his controversial theories, he’d written Isis Revealed. And though
            many critics disagreed with the book’s premise – that the medieval Cathars of the
            Languedoc had been an Isis Mystery cult – Cædmon had seen the proof of it with his own
            eyes.

        ‘Assuming that Fortes de Pinós
            returned to France some time in early 1308, he would have learned that his brother
            knights had been arrested soon after he docked at the Templar naval harbour at New
            Rochelle,’ Cædmon said thoughtfully. Then, frowning, he posed the obvious:
            ‘So why didn’t Brother Fortes pull up anchor and elude capture while he
            still had a chance to save himself?’

        ‘I wondered the same thing,’
            Gita replied as she opened a paper packet and dropped a sugar cube into
            her teacup. ‘That’s the reason why I contacted the Vatican Secret Archives.
            Since the archives are only open to scholars and researchers, I used my museum
            credentials to make an official request for the Inquisition records pertaining to Fortes
            de Pinós.’

        ‘In your request, did you happen to
            mention the Maharaja Plate or the Evangelium Gaspar?’

        In the process of raising the cup to her
            lips, Gita instead lowered it to the table. ‘I mentioned both of them at
            length,’ she informed him, her brows drawing together.

        ‘Back up a minute,’ Edie said,
            inserting herself into the conversation. ‘If the archives are secret, how can
            someone request, let alone examine, the records?’

        Shifting his hips slightly, Cædmon turned in
            her direction. ‘The name is misleading. Although the Archivo Segreto Vaticano is
            the repository for all records pertaining to the Holy See, it’s merely
            “secret” in the medieval sense of the word, meaning that those records are
            the personal property of the pope. In fact, the archives have been opened to scholars
            since the late nineteenth century.’ He returned his attention to Gita. ‘Did
            anyone at the Vatican Secret Archives answer your request?’

        ‘Not exactly.’ A strange look
            crept into her eyes. ‘While I did receive the requested Inquisition records, they
            weren’t sent by anyone at the Vatican. They were forwarded by an unaffiliated
            person named Irenaeus.’

        Cædmon took a moment to consider the
            admittedly odd twist. ‘A tongue-in-cheek alias, I’ll warrant. St Irenaeus
            was the early Church Father who decreed which gospels would be included
            in the official canon. He believed, rightly or wrongly, that because there were four
            corners of the earth, there could only be four authentic gospels. All other gospels, of
            which there were scores, were condemned as “heretical”.’ His jaw
            tightened. In the aftermath of that sweeping ban, books were burned and whole libraries
            destroyed. ‘And I wouldn’t jump to the conclusion that the records
            weren’t sent by someone at the Vatican,’ he added, wondering if the Church
            was still trying to root out the Templar heresy. If so, it meant the clerics in Rome not
            only had a long memory, but a very long reach.

        Just what the hell was contained in the
                Evangelium Gaspar?

        ‘When did you receive the Inquisition
            records?’

        ‘The records were sent to me on the
            same day that Anala was abducted.’ Tears welling in her eyes, Gita wrapped both
            hands around her teacup, the trembling having recommenced. ‘The email stated that
            Anala was being held for ransom and that she wouldn’t be released until I found
            the Evangelium Gaspar.’ Sniffling softly, she snatched a paper napkin
            from the table and swiped at an errant tear.

        ‘Did you bring the Inquisition records
            with you?’ Cædmon asked in a neutral tone, hoping to put a wet flannel on Gita
            before she combusted.

        Still sniffling, she said, ‘I have
            them on my laptop. Irenaeus sent both the Latin original and a translated
            copy.’

        ‘What a considerate bastard. Did you
            reply to his email?’

        Gita nodded shakily. ‘I informed
            Irenaeus that I couldn’t possibly locate the Evangelium Gaspar based on
            the Inquisition transcript that he sent to me.’ She spun the notebook computer in her direction and pulled up a new file. ‘Although I
            begged him to send additional information, he sent only a five-word reply: “Find
            it or she dies.” Which is when, out of sheer desperation, I immediately booked a
            flight to Paris.’

        ‘Right. Let’s see what
            we’ve got.’ Cædmon swivelled the computer so that he and Edie could read the
            transcript.

            CHINON CASTLE, 15 MARCH, 1308

	 
            
                In the name of the Lord and by the mercy of God, I, Raymbaud le Breton, cleric
                    of the diocese of Soissons, declare this a truthful account of the enquiry
                    ordered by our most Supreme Pontiff Clement into the grievous matter pertaining
                    to violations of sacred trust committed by Brother Fortes de Pinós, grand
                    commander of the Paris preceptory of the Order of Knights Templar.
            

            
                When asked if he had been ordered by Jacques de Molay, Grand Master of the Order
                    of Knights Templar, to lead an expedition by sea to the princely state of
                    Muziris on the coast of Malabar, Brother Fortes did confess that he undertook
                    such a voyage which was a year in duration.
            

            
                When asked if the purpose of this voyage had been to find the sacrilegious text
                    known as the Evangelium Gaspar, the prisoner confessed that he had been
                    commissioned by the Grand Master to determine if such a text did exist. He
                    further confessed to discovering the whereabouts of this text which he said was
                    scribed upon three copper plates in a language unfamiliar to him.
            

            
                When asked if he transported the Evangelium Gaspar to France, he replied that he
                    did so upon the order of his Grand Master.
            

            
                When asked if he knew the current whereabouts of the Evangelium
                    Gaspar, Brother Fortes gave the following reply: To see the house where Lucas
                    dwelled, the faithful pilgrim sought the brother’s way. Setting forth from
                    the lion’s castle, he dropped the French iron in a Spanish harbour.
            

            
                When asked to explain his nonsensical reply, Brother Fortes refused to answer
                    the question put to him.
            

            
                When asked if he had attempted to secure the release of his brother knights
                    through an unlawful act of subornment with the king of France, Brother Fortes
                    did confess to offering the illustrious sovereign King Philippe the Evangelium
                    Gaspar in exchange for the imprisoned Templars.
            

            
                When asked why he had carved the Seal of Solomon on to the wall of his cell,
                    Brother Fortes claimed that he had been contemplating the wisdom of that great
                    king which he believed to be a precursor to the wisdom that our Lord Jesus
                    Christ imparted to his twelve disciples.
            

            
                When asked if he had knowledge of any relics pertaining to our Saviour that had
                    been safeguarded at Château Pèlerin, Brother Fortes replied that he had never
                    been to that Templar commandery.
            

            
                At the conclusion of the enquiry, Brother Fortes did denounce in our presence
                    all acts of heresy and, standing on his knees with his hands clasped in
                    prayerful pose, he did swear that he had spoken naught but the truth and he
                    begged the Almighty Father to strike him dead if he had uttered a single
                    falsehood. Answering the disingenuous prayer of this most
                    blasphemous of knights, our Heavenly Father did strike him dead on the
                    spot.
            

            
                Raymbaud le Breton, Ordo Praedicatorum
            

            
                Huon Villeroi, cleric of Beziers, notary of apostolic power
            

            
                Baldewyn Hainault, a pious seneschal of Chinon
            

        

        ‘Whoa,’ Edie murmured when she
            reached the end of the document. ‘I didn’t see that coming. Talk about being
            struck down by God’s “terrible swift sword”.’ Clearly rattled,
            she reached for her wine glass and took a quick swig.

        ‘While Fortes de Pinós may have been
            felled by a sword, I doubt very much that God wielded the blade,’ Cædmon grated
            between clenched teeth. ‘More than likely the poor bloke was tortured to death.
            And I now know why De Pinós didn’t escape from France; he had hoped to use the
                Evangelium Gaspar that he’d just uncovered in Muziris to bribe King
            Philippe into releasing his brother knights.’

        ‘A plan that tragically
            backfired,’ Edie remarked before downing the last of her rosé. ‘Although it
            appears that he covered his rear and hid the Evangelium Gaspar so that it
            wouldn’t be confiscated by the inquisitors.’

        ‘So it would seem.’ Cædmon
            stared at the translated riddle, having yet to decide if Fortes de Pinós had been a
            remarkably brave man or a knight on a fool’s errand. ‘The riddle was
            obviously devised for the benefit of his fellow knights rather than the Inquisitor.
            Since the Templars’ trial had recently begun, De Pinós may have thought that the
            Grand Master, Jacques de Molay, or some other high-ranking officer who
            knew about his mission to India, would be exonerated.’

        ‘At which point, they could then use
            the riddle to find the Evangelium Gaspar.’

        ‘Precisely,’ Cædmon verified
            with a nod. ‘What De Pinós didn’t know was that Jacques de Molay and the
            other high-ranking officers would eventually be burned at the stake in front of
            Notre-Dame cathedral.’

        Gita leaned in his direction, her anguish
            plain to see. ‘Given that you’re so well-versed in the Templars and their
            history, I came to Paris in the hope that you could decipher the riddle.’

        On the verge of informing Gita that she was
            asking the impossible, Cædmon instead read aloud the pertinent passage in the
            transcript. ‘To see the house where Lucas dwelled, the faithful pilgrim sought the
            brother’s way. Setting forth from the lion’s castle, he dropped the French
            iron in a Spanish harbour.’ As he pondered the cryptic lines of text, an
            apprehensive silence ensued, two sets of eyes, one brown and one hazel, anxiously glued
            to him.

        Finally, refusing to hold out hope where
            none could be had, he shrugged and said, ‘Other than the obvious reference to
            dropping a ship’s anchor at a Spanish port, I’m at a loss to know what it
            means.’

        Edie, kicking him under the table, shot him
            a chastising glance. ‘What Cædmon means to say is that he needs some time to hit
            the research books before he can decipher the clue,’ she told Gita, cementing the
            assurance with a consoling pat to the hand.

        ‘So, you will try to find the
            gospel?’

        Deflecting Gita’s query, Cædmon
            feinted in a different direction. ‘Have the kidnappers set a
            deadline for the delivery of the Evangelium Gaspar?’ he asked, returning
            his gaze to the computer screen.

        ‘Irenaeus gave me exactly ten days to
            find it. Since three days have already lapsed, there are seven days remaining. The
            ransom deadline is set for next Sunday at twelve noon.’

        Hearing this, Cædmon’s head instantly
            whipped in Gita’s direction.

        Surely she wasn’t serious! If
            the Roman Catholic Church had been unable to locate the gospel in the last seven
            centuries, how could he possibly find it in a mere seven days?

        His anxiety soaring to new heights, Cædmon
            reached for his untouched aperitif. As he gulped a mouthful of the now tepid Dubonnet,
            he wondered how best to inform Gita that weeks, perhaps months, of research would be
            required to decipher the cryptic riddle. And that was assuming the Evangelium
                Gaspar was still where Fortes de Pinós had left it in the year 1308.

        In other words, finding the long-lost gospel
            would be nothing short of a titanic feat.

        On the verge of delivering the bad news,
            Cædmon glanced at Gita, who stared at him beseechingly. He next peered over at Edie, who
            smiled encouragingly, silently conveying a confidence in him that wasn’t in the
            least merited.

        And then there was the woman who
                wasn’t present, Anala Patel. He could only imagine the expression on her
            face. Undoubtedly, it would be one of stark terror because in one week’s time, if
            he hadn’t found the blasted gospel, she would be summarily killed. A defenceless
            young woman, Anala was at the mercy of a ruthless bastard who had
            resorted to drastic and brutal means to glean the Templars’ dark secret.

        
            Christ. They’re going to kill my daughter.
        

        No sooner did the thought cross his mind
            than Cædmon’s heart painfully thumped against his breastbone. The first throes of
            heartache.

        Thrown off-kilter by the sudden burst of
            pain, he dejectedly stared at the Chinon transcript.

        
            I have to find that damned gospel.
        

        No, he silently amended a split
            second later. I WILL find that damned gospel.

        Mind made up, Cædmon pushed out a deep
            breath. ‘Rest assured, I will move heaven and earth to find the Evangelium
                Gaspar,’ he told Gita.

        If need be, even make a pact with the
            devil.
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