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Istanbul, Turkey

Present Day
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Never hire a stunning fixer to assist you in the uncovering of one of the most sacred biblical relics the Vatican has been seeking out for more than a thousand years. The cross of Saint John. What I mean is, never hire a tall, brunette, dark, brown-eyed beauty who has both Turkish and Kurdistan blood running through her veins, affording her the exotic if not tantalizing appearance of the most gorgeous Iranian woman in the world. 

Let’s take it a step further, never hire a fixer who is both gorgeous and intelligent, can speak several languages, possesses several master's degrees, can kick your ass with her karate black belt, and can drink even the best boozers under the table and still stay sober. 

But never ever hire a girl like that when you’re traveling with a partner who’s fallen so hopelessly in love with her, he’s doing everything in his power to make you look like a fool as if this will allow him to get in her knickers. 

Case and point, my partner on this expedition to find the Sacred Cross of Saint John, is being a drunk jerk. Four of us (our entire hunting party to uncover the cross) occupy a small wood table inside a dimly lit bar that’s located on the Bosporus, near a docked ferry that’s transporting travelers and residents back and forth from the European side of the city to the Asian side. He’s not a big man by any means, and he’s older than me by ten years, and, get this, he’s also married. 

Like me, he’s wearing dirty field fatigues and a bush jacket, the pockets of which are stuffed with everything from a hip flask to toilet paper, to an overused passport. The only real difference in our getups is that I’m wearing my usual shoulder bag, the priceless gold, and gem-covered cross safely stored inside it. 

I’ve known Dr. Francis “Frank” Marchessault for more than twenty years when I first ran into the archaeologist in a Paris gym when I was on my way back from one of my adventures. We’d always worked well together and gotten along as well as any adventurers can when being chased by bandits in the desert or sleeping in roach-infested hotels. For sure, we’ve downed more than a few pints together over the years. 

But something’s changed with this expedition to Turkey. Instead of being good old, Frank, he’s turned into Impossible Fucking Frank, referring to me (always in front of our beautiful fixer, Azra or Az, as I sometimes call her) as “the grave robber” and the “the old man” (I don’t get this one since he’s so much older than me), and “the dummy with the dirty baseball hat.” It’s this last one that finally burst the dam so to speak. 

Making a fist, I pound it against the wooden table. The entire bar goes silent, including Azra and our driver, a large, thickly mustached Turk by the curious name of Ishmael. Pushing my chair out, I don’t go for my hip-holstered .45 semi-automatic. I do something else instead.

“Outside, Frank,” I bark. “You and me, right now.” 

“Boys,” Azra says tentatively as she fires up one of the long thin cigarettes she loves so much. “There’s no need for fighting.” 

I glance at Ishmael. As always, his face is deadpan as he sips on his mug of beer. Somehow, I get the feeling he feels that there is indeed a reason for me to be fighting Frank. 

Slowly, Frank rises from his chair. 

“Uh oh,” he says. “Here we go.” 

I don’t grab him by the lapels of his bush jacket, because I know in my bones he will obediently follow me out onto the stone, riverside walk or else lose face in front of Azra and Ishmael. Hell, the entire bar. As soon as we’re maybe ten feet away from the bar’s entrance, I turn to my old buddy and colleague. 

“Frank,” I say, “one of two things is gonna happen here.”

He stuffs both his hands in his fatigue pockets and stares into my eyes with his blue eyes. Behind us, the ropes on the ferry have been untied from the heavy docks by the onboard workers, and the big, white, two-decker vessel’s horn blows loudly. Glancing over my shoulder, I see the ship backing out of the port with its load of passengers. 

That glance is one of the most rookie mistakes I could make. Because that’s when Frank uses the opportunity to cold cock me across the jaw. It’s a right hook I never saw coming.  

“You son of a bitch,” I spit, my skull ringing.  

“How’s that feel, dummy?” he says, backing away, but bobbing on the balls of his feet like a boxer. “I might be older than you, but I still got a little fight in me, Gramps. That’s why Azra pays just a wee more attention to moi.” He says moi like a real Frenchman and a cocky one at that. 

He must see something in my face then. The transformation. My now scrunched forehead, my brown eyes narrowing, the cheeks on my scruff-covered cheeks go tight if not concave. My entire five feet nine inch, one hundred ninety-pound, bench press-trained body poises for an attack, much like a lion about to chase down a monkey that’s just stubbed its toe.

“Oh, no,” Frank says, his eyes now wide, and his face pale, his receding gray red-hair blowing in the constant Istanbul wind. “Listen, pal, I’m only busting balls. Come on, you remember how we used to bust one another’s cojones back in the day.”

Inhaling and exhaling, I say, “Frank, I’m going to beat the living snot out of you now.”  

He starts backing up, slowly at first, but then faster and faster. The ferry whistle sounds again as it inches away from the dock. And that’s when Frank makes the brilliant decision to about-face, and sprint for the ferry gangplank.
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When he jumps off the pier onto the ferry, he lands on his belly. It knocks the wind out of him because he immediately curls into the fetal position. For a brief second or two, I think about just letting him go. Screw him. He’ll end up in Asia and if he shows his face again, I’ll take care of him then. Or will he show up at all? Maybe this will be the last time I ever see him again and the only memory I will have of my old archaeological buddy is his popping me in the jaw. 

My eyes glued to the ferry, which is now about five feet away from the dock while the workers are already pulling up the gangplank, I feel the adrenalin fill my brain and my blood run hot through my veins. Deep inside it becomes immediately apparent I would never forgive myself if I don’t go after the back-stabbing son of a bitch. 

I run. 
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You might think a middle-aged Boomer who’s still in relatively if not very good shape due to daily three-mile runs followed by hour-long free-weight workouts in the gym, can easily leap the five or six feet that separate me from the ferry gangplank. But instead, I barely make it to the gangplank’s edge with my two outstretched arms. 

I cling on desperately to the rising gangplank with my two hands while my legs drag in the stormy chop until I’m lifted completely out of the river but still desperately hanging off the side of the now quickly reversing vessel. 

Back-Stabbing Frank has obviously gotten his breath back because he’s frantically punching the fingers on both my hands, hoping he’ll hurt them enough that I will drop into the Bosporus. But I’m too pissed off for that. Chase the enraged and vengeful. 

I don’t care if he breaks all the bones in my fingers, I’m going to deal with the pain, and I’m going to use all the strength in my body to pull myself up and over the now completely raised gangplank. 

It's exactly what I do. 

For a long beat or two, Frank and I just stare one another down. Me with both fists clenched and him, slowly reaching inside his bush jacket for his gun. 

“Don’t even think about it, Frank,” I insist. “With your messed up eyes, you’ll shoot an innocent passenger.”

But he pulls the revolver from his shoulder holster anyway and takes a shot at me. A few people scream. Turning, he then races into the ferry interior, past the crowd of stunned onlookers until he reaches the metal staircase that’s attached to the starboard side. Pulling out my semi-automatic, I take careful aim. 

Frank is climbing the steel stairs. He’s not as young as he used to be and if I wanted, I could blow his brains out. Instead, I aim for just above his head and fire a shot over his bow, so to speak. The bullet ricochets off the steel stairs above him, and the sparks fly. He ducks and covers his head with his free hand, as if his flesh, bone, and blood is going to prevent a .45 caliber slug from piercing his skull. 

He continues up the stairs unabated. I run after him. When I get to the steel staircase, I take them two at a time, until I get to the top. People are scattering and running for cover. The captain of the vessel must be completely oblivious to the excitement and even the gunshots because he’s navigating the big ferry for the opposite riverbank like everything is hunky dory. It’s got to be the sound of the engines that drown out all the noise outside the cockpit. 

My eyes peeled on Frank, I see him sprint his way across the interior second-floor space and out the opening to the aft. He turns, takes aim once more, and fires another round. Unlike me, he’s trying to put a bullet through my chest. 

“You’ve got nowhere to go, Frank,” I bark. “Give it up.” 

“Shoot me if you want me to give up,” he screams.

Raising my piece, I aim. But I just can’t do it. I lower the weapon and holster it. If I’m going to stop him, I’m going to have to do it with my bare hands. I take off after him. But he opens what I’m guessing is the wood door to the head and steps inside, closing the door behind him. As I approach the door, I hear the deadbolt being applied. 

“Come on, Frank,” I say outside the door. “There’s no way out and you know it.” 

I wait for an answer. But I get nothing. Not even him calling me a dummy or a grave robber. Just silence. I try the door again, but it’s locked so securely, it might as well be a steel vault. I bang on the door with my fist. Nothing. 

“That’s it,” I whisper, looking over both shoulders. 

As the pier on the opposite, Asian bank appears, I once more pull out my gun, aim it at the door opener, and fire. The lock shatters and I kick the door in. Stepping inside I find an empty head. It’s one of those squat-style toilets Muslims prefer. There’s a sink and a cracked mirror mounted to the wall above it, but no Frank. 

The ferry whistle blows and the engines suddenly slow and then go into reverse mode. The vessel comes to a turbulent stop while it begins to make a 180-degree turn in preparation for docking. Exiting the head, I look over the aft rail and I see something that truly chaps my ass. It’s Frank, and he’s running for the aft on the bottom deck.

“There must be a trap door in the head,” I say to myself. “Frank’s taken this ferry on more than one occasion. Back-stabbing bastard knows precisely what he’s doing.”

Chase the defeated. 

A large wood, single-engine boat is pulling up beside the slowly turning ferry. They toss a rope up to Frank. He ties it off on the steel, tubular banister and begins to make the short climb down into the boat’s cockpit. He’s greeted by two tall men of dark complexion, and thick beards, their heads covered by bright red fez’s. Reaching into the interior of his bush jacket pocket, he pulls something out and holds it up for me to clearly view.  

It's the Holy Cross of Saint John. 

“Son of a bitch,” I say aloud as I open my shoulder bag and find it empty. 

Somehow, Frank was able to snatch the cross from the bag when I wasn’t looking, or maybe when I went to the bathroom back at the bar. It’s the only explanation. 

“So much for trusting my old friend,” I say. 

“Hey, Baker,” Frank shouts. “You should have shot me when you had the chance, dummy!” 

I aim at him now, but the two dark men both produce an Uzi apiece. They don’t hesitate to pull the triggers sending about two dozen rapid-fire rounds my way. I hit the deck as the bullets ricochet off the deck and the metal overhang. I make out the sound of the boat’s engines revving. When I get back up onto my feet, all I see is my old partner fading into the Asian horizon. 

Chase the betrayed. 

Chase the determined to get even with my back-stabbing old buddy.
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To say it’s a long boat ride back to the European side of the river is putting it mildly. But Azra and Ishmael are waiting for me at the same table where I left them twenty long minutes ago. 

The mustached driver gives me a long look and nods his head in approval. 

“You did the right thing, my friend,” he says. “Mr. Frank deserved a beating.” 

I pull out a chair, sit down, and pull my worn green CAT baseball cap down further on my forehead. 

“Yeah, he deserved a beating all right,” I say, rubbing my chin where Frank popped me. “But guess who won the battle?”

Azra pulls out another cigarette from her pack and lights it up. She orders us three Effes beers and I proceed to tell them the sad truth about the Cross of Saint John. 

“That’s most unfortunate,” Azra, says almost matter of factly. “Because there are men waiting for us back at the hotel who were counting on you having possession of that cross, Chase.” 

I take a deep drink of the cold beer, wipe the foam from my mouth with the back of my hand. 

“What men?” I say. “I thought we were to return the cross to the Vatican in Rome as soon as possible? I thought we were hopping a plane tomorrow?” Then, looking into my beer and reliving Frank taking off along the Bosporus with the cross. “Well, I was supposed to be hopping a plane tomorrow.” 

“I’ve already called and postponed your reservation,” Azra says, picking up her cell phone with her free hand. “First, you talk to the men who’ve come to see you. We find out what they want, and only then will you have some sort of idea about when you will be returning to your beloved Italy.” 

My apartment in Florence comes to mind. It brings a grin to my face. Not that I’m very happy about anything right now. 

Placing my hand on Azra’s hand, I say, “When will you be visiting me in my beloved Italy?” 

She smokes and forms her own grin. 

“Maybe one day,” she says, slyly. “Maybe never.” 

Ishmael chuckles. It’s like he’s trying to tell me, Azra might be beautiful. But don’t be fooled. She’s tough as nails too and most definitely, not that easy. 

“Now finish your beer, Chase,” she says. “The men are waiting for us right now.” 

“Who do the men work for?” I say. 

“But you must ask?” she says. 

“The Vatican,” I say.  

“How very perceptive of you, Mr. Baker,” Azra says.

“They’re not going to be happy when they find out I’ve lost their prized cross,” I say. 

I drink down the rest of my beer and stand. 

“That depends on what you decide to reveal,” Ishmael says.

It’s rare for the big driver to speak up about anything. But when he does, his words almost always carry some heavy weight. And right now, what he’s saying is the truth. I dig into my pocket, drop two hundred Turkish lira on the table which will more than cover the bill. 

“As always you speak with wisdom, Ishmael,” I say. “I’ll just keep my trap shut and listen to what they have to say.”

“Good idea,” Azra says, crushing her cigarette out in the ashtray. 

“Of course it’s a good idea,” Ishmael says, standing and heading for the door. 
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We walk along the riverbank until we come to the European side of the long bridge that spans the waterway. We then head into the congested city, passing vendors selling everything from lam, beef, and chicken donners, to toilet fixtures, to leather belts, to homemade knives and even swords. When we come to the Hotel Haze, Ishmael opens the glass for and gestures for us to enter before him. 

The lobby of the seven-story hotel is not large, and I spot the two, tall, black suited men immediately. The suits might be black, but they are not traditional business suits but instead the suits normally worn by priests, including the white “Roman” collars. Both men are white skinned and clean shaven. The one on my left has short gray hair. I peg him for maybe 59 or 60. The one on my left is far younger. Maybe 40. Gray Priest is smoking a cigarette. 

They both give me long, stern look.

“Judging from your appearance,” Young Priest says, “I’d say you are the famous Chase Baker.” He grins. “I’ve read your first novel, The Shroud Key. At first I was taken aback because how could it be possible to find the remains of Jesus Christ when he ascended body and soul into paradise?” 

“Yes, I had the same presumption prior to my reading the novel,” adds Gray Priest.

What the two men of the cloth are referring to is my first book, The Shroud Key, the plot of which revolves around yours truly searching for the mortal remains of Christ. Although it’s fiction, it’s based on my true-life research mission in Egypt back during the 2012 revolution, which nearly got me killed several times over. So then, did I ever find the mortal remains to the King of Kings? That would be giving away the ending, now wouldn’t it? Chase the cagey. 

The priests politely extend their hands. I shake both, then introduce Azra and Ishmael, my driver. The priests nod like it’s indeed a pleasure to meet my Turkish support staff. 

“If you gentlemen don’t mind,” Azra says, “I’ll be heading up to my room for a much needed nap.” She glances at Ishmael. “I assume you will be doing the same Ishmael.”

The big driver nods in his typical, tough, emotionless manner. As they disappear around the corner toward the elevator, I turn back to the two priests.

“Tell me something gentlemen,” I say, “was Mr. Brown’s Da Vinci Code any more believable than my novel?” 

“That the holy grail could actually be the bloodline of Jesus Christ himself?” says Young Priest. He shakes his head. “I think not. The holy grail is a real relic.”

“It’s funny you should even mention the Holy Grail, Mr. Baker,” Gray Priest goes on. “Because the Holy Grail is precisely why we’re here in Istanbul.”

“But first,” Young Priest says, “we need to see the Cross of Saint John. You are reported to have uncovered it in Effes on the Vatican’s behalf, not far from the Holy Virgin Mother’s alleged tomb near the ruins at Ephesus.”

I feel the blood drain out the bottoms of my feet. 

“Gentlemen,” I say, while fixing the baseball hat on my head as if it helps me with what I’m about to say. “I have good news and I have bad news.”

Both priests shoot one another a perplexed glance. Their eyes also focus on the two hotel staff who are situated behind the reception desk.  

“Maybe there’s a more private place we can talk,” Young Priest says. 

My fist inclination is to bring these guys back to the bar I just left along the Bosporus. But something tells me they’d rather have a Turkish coffee. Actually, after an afternoon of drinking beers and the occasional whiskey chaser, I too could use a coffee. 

“There’s a café across the way,” I say. “Very quiet. We can talk there.”

Gray Priest steals a drag on his cigarette and exhales a cloud of blue smoke which disappears in the ceiling fan. 

“Excellent,” he says. “Shall we go then?”

“We shall,” I say, opening the door for the two holy men. 

We make our way across a busy street that’s within view of the ancient Galata Tower to a semi-hidden place that’s located up a dark alley. The old stone and wood building is sparsely populated in the late afternoon, other than one
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