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            PROLOGUE

          

          PARIS, FRANCE. 1314.

        

      

    

    
      It was the spicy scent of something burning that first needled Jacque de Molay’s consciousness to awaken. Crackling pine logs and burning hay connected the synapses in his brain to the impression of a distant childhood memory, when times were simpler, happier, less threatened.

      It was the putrid smell of burning flesh that snapped him back to reality.

      Jacques’s eyes flittered open, a darkened picture fading in and out of focus. The right side of his head made him regret his decision.

      What…Where am I?

      A wave of nausea crashed against his stomach, forcing his eyes shut. He caught his breath, suppressing the urge to retch. It wasn’t working. He tried to sit as his mouth watered and the gag reflex began working overtime, but he was bound. Both arms, both legs. He strained weakly against the cords, the tide rising within. There was nothing he could do. He strained again, trying to pivot his body and head as much as he could, but it was no use. His mouth exploded in sour bile, and half-digested potatoes, carrots, and venison awash in fermentation.

      Jacques gulped for air and spat to clear his mouth, then weakly sank back against the table, the memory of the events from so long ago beginning to surface in his aching head—reminding him of what had led to this fateful day.

      The Brotherhood had been celebrating the birthday of one of their members the night before. Ian, the youngest of the brothers and his godson, had turned twenty-five. Which meant he was now a full member of the religious order. Smoked venison from the day’s hunt, and tart mead brewed from the early spring, were plentiful. As was enough song, dance, and laughter to last a lifetime of memories.

      Jacques was in high spirits and beaming with pride. He raised his glass, brimming full with the finest wine from the choicest grapes from Burgundy, ready to toast the young man’s milestone, when it happened. So suddenly, so unexpectedly.

      A series of thumping sounds beating rhythmically, like a war drum from the outer wall, first caught his attention. At first, he mistook them for the sounds of celebration. But shouts of disturbance rising from the outer courtyard of the mighty fortress of the Brotherhood quickly dispelled those impressions, twisting his gut with fear. A large crashing sound was immediately followed by more shouts and then screaming. The unmistakable sounds of thousand-pound horses and a raging fire removed any confusion.

      They were under attack.

      Jacques hurried to a large window in the gathering hall of the second floor. Flames were consuming the gatehouse. Mounted horse units and infantry bearing the seal of King Philip IV of France were flooding the courtyard, their navy-blue banners bearing gold fleur-de-lis, demanding entrance into the main compound. He caught sight of women and children running, seeking shelter from the onslaught, before he rallied his men for the fight ahead.

      Rumors had swirled for months among the fellow Brotherhood chapters across Europe and the Holy Land that the king was moving against them, having become panicked over their outsized wealth, power, and influence. Reports told of mounted units of fury and fire raiding secret compounds in outer regions. Arrests were made. Brothers were tortured. “Confessions” were extracted, though for what reason was only just beginning to come to light.

      An ancient holy relic bearing the power of faith and life was being sought.

      They knew the day would come. They had prepared for it. Signed up for it, even. The holy relic had been entrusted to their care, and they would die protecting it. Some did that day almost seven years ago. Many more through the years undergoing “ecclesial procedures.” Also known as the Inquisitorial hearings.

      Now it appeared his day had come at last.

      A face emerged from the soft light and hard shadows, sending a jolt of adrenaline to Jacques’s stomach, threatening another round of retching.

      It was the face of an ancient threat, the dreaded ibis Bird-Man. Thoth, the Egyptian god of knowledge. The man who wore the ancient face was bare-chested and tanned to a burnished bronze, his upper shoulders ringed by an intricate weave of gold and turquoise beads at the base of his neck. A long beak of onyx black, silent and probing, peered down at Jacques from behind a mask of gold, flanked by ribbons of indigo.

      It can’t be true…

      Jacques swallowed hard, his head throbbing in protest. He strained forward against the thick cords of rope holding his well-muscled body, tilting his head for a better look at his surroundings. He was in the center of a large rectangular barn made of stone and vaulted by solid oak beams, punctuated with the sour smell of manure. Stacks of hay were shoved to the periphery. The stalls had been emptied of their four-legged creatures, and in their place were his brothers, strapped to tables like his own. Shadows danced around the vast interior, mirroring the ghastly beings hovering over his brothers.

      Like the one staring him in the face.

      A bloodcurdling cry sent his skin crawling with static shock, snapping Jacques’s head toward the large entrance drenched in dancing yellows and oranges and reds. The view through the maw of darkness sent his stomach to the dirty ground beneath. Within minutes the screams faded, and Jacques’s brother was resting in the arms of his Savior.

      “That,” said Bird-Man, “was a trial run for the main attraction.” He leaned in, a large grin of white gleaming behind the gold mask. “The lad, I’ve been told, is your godson, Ian.”

      Jacques went pale, and bowels went weak, at the mention of his precious son. He eased himself upright, straining to see into the nightmare of darkness beyond, seeking a glimpse of the young man.

      He could make out a tall, slender figure tied to a pole, hands bound behind him. He was older than the last time Jacques had seen him. Straw-colored hair hung to the man’s broad shoulders. His face was unmistakable with its high, angular cheekbones. A gift from his late mother.

      “Noooo!” Jacques screamed, spittle flying out of his mouth. Another wave of vomit threatened to arise as he strained uselessly against the thick cords bound to his wrists and ankles. He screamed until his lungs gave out, his voice fading into hoarse nothingness, face darkening crimson as he raged and strained forward. He paused and heaved large breaths, then screamed and strained again, mind swimming with delirium.

      “Molay,” Bird-Man intoned silkily. “I had no idea you were such a sentimental man.”

      The figure masked in gold and indigo pressed a glove-encased hand on Jacques’s chest, shoving him back against the table with purpose, stilling him. He turned back and stared into Bird-Man’s beady, little eyes. Then launched a well-aimed glob of spittle into Evil Incarnate.

      Bird-Man recoiled. Pale goop dripped off the golden mask onto the dirt floor. A smile curled coolly upward as he slowly wiped what remained of the insult away. Then he leaned down over Jacques’s face, holding his gaze.

      “What a beautiful lad,” he said. “A real shame he has to die. Unless, that is, you co-operate.”

      “What is the meaning of this?” Jacques roared uselessly.

      The masked figure leaned in closer, his beak nearly touching Jacques’s chest. “I think you know exactly the meaning of this.”

      He did. Jacques sank back against the wooden table, then turned his head, panic welling within as he stared at a shadow on a distant wall.

      His Brotherhood had been commissioned to keep the holy relic safe stretching back a hundred years. Since the sacking of Constantinople, they had pledged their treasure and lives to keep it from falling into the hands of the wicked once again. Given their unique position within the political and religious climate, the Brotherhood was strategically positioned to act as the relic’s guardians. Their heavily guarded fortresses would ensure the secrecy and safety of the Church’s most important object of veneration.

      For decades rumors had swirled that the Brotherhood was in possession of an object of great religious prestige and power, capable of turning the hardest of hearts and doubters into true believers. During their initiation ceremony, members were given a momentary glimpse of this most sacred object: the supreme vision of God attainable on earth. The Image of Christ himself.

      Even more, rumors circulated throughout Europe of an idol before which they prostrated themselves at their headquarters at the Villeneuve du Temple, a massive fortress complex of stone and iron in Paris. The holy object was said to be like an old piece of skin, as though embalmed, and like polished cloth, pale and discolored with a divine image etched in its fibers.

      Several groups and individuals had attempted to seize its likeness over the centuries. One, in particular, had attempted for generations to destroy it, with ancient roots stretching back to the early Church. At times they had sought a syncretic version of the faith, resulting in aberrant variations deemed heretical by the Church. Ultimately, it sought the Church’s extinction.

      And the face representing that ancient evil was now hovering over Jacques de Molay, Grand Master of the Poor Fellow-Soldiers of Christ and of the Temple of Solomon. Also known as the Order of Solomon’s Temple.

      The Knights Templar.

      Suddenly Jacques’s face exploded leftward in pain. A geyser of blood burst from his nose.

      “Where is it?” Bird-Man roared.

      Jacques sputtered and coughed as blood poured down the front of his face, the metallic taste of copper threatening another retching episode.

      “My patience is thinning, Molay,” Bird-Man said silkily. “We know the Order assumed guardianship of the Church’s most prized relic a century ago. We’ve been tracking its movement for decades, biding our time until we had full confirmation, until the moment presented itself. Fortunately, one of your own was willing to offer us the necessary information.”

      Shock pinged Jacques’s gut. The right side of Bird-Man’s mouth curled upward.

      “Oh, yes. Squawked like a chicken, telling us quite a tale about a long span of cloth with the faint image of a man in death’s pose.”

      Jacques strained toward Bird-Man with all his might, coming within an inch of his face. He roared and snapped his jaw at the abomination, but it was useless. He collapsed onto the table, weakened and breathing heavily.

      So the secret is out. The one the Church has been guarding for nearly thirteen centuries.

      “And you’ll be as cooperative, won’t you? Because if you aren’t—”

      Bird-Man took Jacques’s head in both hands and shoved it up off the table so that he was looking once more at his helpless godson outside. Bird-Man nodded, as if signaling to someone far off into the dark of night.

      A few seconds later, a faint light flickered to life in the distance beyond the open barn door. It bobbed and weaved in the blackness, growing with each second. Then the tiny flame roared to life near the ground beneath someone else’s bound, erect body just beyond Ian. Long, undulating, breathy cries of agony joined the snapping flames as the fire started at the base of the pole and worked its way upward, crescendoing into a dirge of death.

      “Do you see that, Jacques?” Bird-Man whispered, steadying the Grand Master’s head and eyelids. “There are eleven more left, just like him. Including your precious godson. All waiting to die for your secret. Is it worth sacrificing these lives to protect your pathetic relic?” Bird-Man shoved him against the rough wooden surface, the cries of agony dying down to nothing as the victim passed on from this life to the next. “Now tell me. Where is the Holy Shroud?”

      I cannot. I will not. The Shroud must be protected at all costs.

      “I will spare the young man’s life and yours and the rest of your brothers if you tell me the location of the Holy Image. Last I knew, it was safely tucked inside the parish within your compound. Now it’s missing!” Bird-Man slammed Jacques’s head against the table, the sounds of agony outside drowning out Jacques’s own pain.

      Lord, Jesus Christ, I will not abandon you. I will not forsake your Image.

      “What was that?” Bird-Man asked in irritation. “Do you have something to say?”

      Jacques swallowed, trying to clear his dry, raw throat. But it was no use. He winced instead, and whispered, “I have nothing to say.”

      Bird-Man stood next to Jacques’s table, head cocked. “Nothing to say. Really?” Then he paused, nodding off to the side again. “So be it.”

      Suddenly, a burst of flames illuminated the darkness. Jacques leaned forward.

      Ian!

      “Noooo!” he screamed.

      He strained against his bindings, twisting them this way and that, fighting like hell to rescue the young man he’d vowed to protect.

      Flames licked Ian’s feet before moving up his legs. He arched his body as the flames rose higher, as if to escape the maw of fiery death awaiting him. As the inferno began stretching higher, his long, blond hair flittered away, like dandelion seeds carried along by a mid-summer afternoon breeze.

      Punctuating the screams of pain and agony was a final cry in Latin: “In nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti.”

      In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

      Then it ceased. No more screams. No more cries.

      Jacques sank into the wooden boards, his body spent of all energy and emotion, delirious from the agony of losing the one person who was like family.

      The next hour was something out of a nightmare. Bird-Man grabbed the same scythe he used against the young captive and thrust it probingly, deliberately underneath Jacques’s right bottom rib. He moved it to and fro, as if the secret to his question about the Shroud’s whereabouts were hidden deep within Jacques’s chest cavity.

      But nothing fell out. No secret. No confession.

      Jacques gasped for breath, but he was undeterred. As Grand Master, it was his sworn duty to maintain the secret in order to preserve the memory of the central element of the faith: the resurrection of his Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.

      Even at the expense of his brothers.

      And his own godson.

      This went on for another hour. Blood was seeping through the cracks of the table, pooling beneath. Bird-Man had another of his brothers lit on fire, and then another to wear down Jacques’s resolve. It didn’t work.

      Exhausted mentally, emotionally, and physically, the Grand Master finally offered: “You could burn the countryside down, but I will never betray the memory of our Lord’s resurrection. Neither will the other brothers. And they’d torch me themselves if they discovered I’d told you the secrets of the Shroud’s location.”

      Bird-Man stopped. Splattered blood shone crimson on the golden mask. He threw the scythe to the ground and smeared his hands clean on his bare chest.

      “So be it, Jacques. I have to admit, I admire you for your strength and resolve. But it’s fruitless. Eventually, we’ll find it. Eventually, we’ll destroy it. It may take a decade. Centuries, even. But Jacques…” His beak slid over Jacques’s face as he whispered his final growl: “When we do, we will blot out the memory of your faith’s central belief forever. It will wilt under the weight of our might—our resolve—until there is nothing left of it.”

      He stood and motioned to another of his associates. “Take him to meet his godson and the rest of his Brotherhood. And his dead god.”

      Jacques’s head was swimming with pain and confusion. “What…where are you taking me? Ian…Ian!”

      A burly man began dragging the table holding Jacques through the barn doors and into the deathly dark night still lit by the waning embers of his brothers. The man lifted Jacques’s table on end, propping him up with two strong beams from behind, next to Ian’s charred remains.

      “One last chance, Molay. Just say the word. The location where you’ve hidden away the Holy Shroud.”

      Jacques, barely conscious, raised his head. He took three deep, wheezing breaths before replying: “Abba, I pray for their forgiveness. For they know not what they are doing.” He slumped forward against his bindings, his life slipping away as blood oozed out from the wound in his chest.

      Bird-Man’s eyes narrowed. He nodded and walked away.

      The fire quickly consumed the hay and branches before hungrily moving up the wooden table. The pain was more than Jacques could have imagined, but he had neither the energy nor the breath to protest. The flames ate away his feet and legs before quickly moving upward toward his outstretched arms in crucifixio.

      Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, receive my spirit, he silently prayed to the risen God to whom he was bearing witness, in order to protect the memory that sat at the heart of his faith for over fifty generations.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

          PRINCETON, NEW JERSEY. PRESENT DAY.

        

      

    

    
      Silas Grey was going to be late for class, again. But for good reason. He was waiting for the results of a scientific test that would rock the religious and non-religious to their core.

      Why teach class when he held the fate of faith and doubt in his hands?

      He stood and grabbed his favorite cream-colored ceramic mug stained brown from a decade of use, emblazoned with a crimson Harvard University logo, his rival alma mater. He shuffled over to Mr. Coffee for a refill, took a swig, and grimaced as he swallowed the leftover brew gone stale, tasting of burnt toast. It would have to do.

      Silas paced the inside of his Princeton University office, one once held by the venerable Protestant Fundamentalist J. Gresham Machen. Which was ironic because he was a former Catholic turned Protestant. Not because he had a problem with Catholicism, but because of the way he had come back to Christianity through the on-base evangelical chaplain while serving in the Army after drifting from his childhood faith.

      And like Machen, Silas relished the opportunity to inspire a new generation to rediscover faith in the face of a modern world that rejected it as a delusion, the ravings of madmen, an opiate for the naive masses. And he did it in a way that would make ol’ Machen turn over in his grave: through relics.

      His “History of Religious Relics” class was the most popular elective in the Department of Religion. Indiana Jones probably had something to do with that. As did Dan Brown, having popularized relics after wrapping them in the garb of religious conspiracies. Silas also guessed the experiential nature of religious objects of veneration also made the topic inviting.

      Gone were the days when any of the religious faiths could justify themselves purely on tradition alone. Personal experiences, not dogmatic beliefs, ruled the day. And the relics from every religion offered interested students—from the committed Christian to the spiritual-but-not-religious type—the chance to explore their spiritual questions through objects rooted in historical experience.

      As an academic, Silas had spent the majority of his research probing these objects and plumbing the depths of their history. As a Christian, he was interested in connecting historical objects of Christianity to his faith in a way that enhanced and propelled it forward.

      Which was remarkable, considering Protestants dismissed such things as fanciful spiritualism at best and gross idolatry at worst. Perhaps it was the inner Catholic convert rearing its head. Or maybe it was an extension of his own longing for more tangible ways to experience the God he had been searching for his whole life. Maybe still, it came from his interest in helping his students find faith.

      Regardless, his research had led him down interesting paths, including becoming one of the foremost experts on the single greatest, most well-known of Christian relics: the Shroud of Turin.

      Which was the topic of the day’s lecture. The one he was running late for.

      Silas flopped back down in his well-worn burgundy leather chair, one of the few things he took from his late father’s estate. He checked his watch, then huffed. Where are those blasted results?

      He went to drain his mug when a football-sized furball bounded up onto his lap, nearly sending the remaining brew onto his checkered dress shirt.

      “Barnabas!”

      He swung the mug upward just as his feline friend nuzzled against his chest and curled up in his lap.

      “Make yourself at home, why don’t you?” he mumbled. But then he set the mug down, took a breath, and smiled. He scratched his faithful friend’s ears, thankful for the interruption to his worrying. “There you go. That’s a good boy.”

      Silas had picked up the beautiful slate-gray Persian while serving with the Rangers during the early days of Operation Iraqi Freedom. The skin-and-bones feline had wandered into camp looking for a handout. He had always been a dog lover, but the pathetic sight and the cat’s single clipped ear, which told all the story he needed, tugged on his heart. He knew he was breaking protocol, the U.S. Central Command having created an order called GO-1A just before 9/11, which outlawed companion animals. But he was nearly done with his tour, and it seemed like the right thing to do. And when things went south that fateful day on the road to Mosul, Barnabas lived up to his name: son of comfort. Now he was fat and happy, offering continued comfort when times got stressful.

      Like today.

      Silas drained his mug as Barnabas stood and stretched. Barnabas bounded off Silas’s lap and trotted out of his office. He glanced at his watch again, then his hand instinctively moved toward his middle desk drawer, where a bottle of little, blue pills nested. Just one of his friends and a glass of water would make the anxiety go away.

      No. Not yet.

      Instead, he called out, “Anything?”

      “They’ll get here when they get here,” Miles called back, Silas’s teaching assistant for the past three years.

      Silas sighed and leaned back in his chair, bringing a hand up to a knot that was needling his right temple. “Well, did you call him to check on the sample?”

      “Three times!”

      Silas grimaced with a mixture of pain and pleasure as he worked on the knot with his knuckle. “And you’re sure he said he actually ran the sample? That he’d get word today?”

      Miles appeared in the doorway, folded his arms, and leaned against the wooden door frame. “These things take time—”

      “I know, I know, I know,” Silas said cutting him off. He closed his eyes as he continued to massage his temple. “But today is D-Day. I can’t wait any longer! I’ve got deadlines for that journal paper. And I need time to sift through the data beforehand—”

      “Professor!” Miles said, cutting him off in return. “Dr. Avery is your friend. He won’t let you down. If he said you’d get the results today, you’ll get the results today.”

      Silas leaned back and took a breath. He nodded, then ran his hands across his black crew cut hair, a hold-over from his days with the Army Rangers. “Fine.” He took another deep calming breath and startled. “Gosh, I’m gonna be late!”

      He grabbed his coffee mug and walked over to Mr. Coffee for another refill. He poured himself the rest of the brew and took a swig. He grimaced again but took it back to his desk. It was going to be one of those days. Mr. Coffee portended it.

      “By the way,” Miles said loudly from his outer office adjacent to Silas’s. “This came for you.” He came back in and handed Silas an expensive-looking, cream-colored envelope. “Dr. Silas Grey” was scrawled in black ink across its face, written by a black fountain pen by the looks of it.

      Silas smiled. He knew that handwriting well, having received plenty of notes on that paper stock and written by that well-used nib.

      “It came by courier this morning,” Miles said, walking back out.

      “Courier? From Henry?”

      “Don’t know,” Miles shouted. “I’m not in the habit of opening your mail.”

      Dr. Henry Gregory was a long-time family friend. A friend of his father from West Point. After serving in Vietnam together, the two had become war buddies, but the relationship was deeper than that. They were like brothers, inseparable even though they pursued different paths: one military, one academic. When Thomas Grey died in 2001, Henry had driven down from Boston to DC to comfort Silas during his junior year of college at Georgetown University. He became something of a second father, eventually taking on the role of an academic mentor when Silas studied under him during his doctoral work at Harvard, studying historical theology and church history.

      Henry had taken an early interest in Silas’s academic career, bringing him in as his teaching aide and research assistant. Like Silas, he was also a Catholic-turned-Protestant. And as one of the foremost experts on the emerging field of relicology, the study and research of historical religious relics, he taught Silas everything he knew about early Christian religious artifacts and their significance for the Church. Which led Silas to his own relic passion project, the Shroud of Turin, the cloth believed to be the burial garment of Jesus Christ of Nazareth—and the most significant Christian religious artifact.

      Silas caressed the thick envelope, then began tracing over the black curves of his name with his index finger. He frowned, wondering how his dear friend was getting along. A year ago, Henry had suffered a stroke. He had survived, thank God, and the damage was minimal. But he’d had a harder time getting around physically. Thankfully, his mind was still sharp; his wit was even sharper.

      Miles walked back in and set another stack of mail on Silas’s desk. “How is he?”

      “I don’t know. Last I heard he was wheeling around campus on one of those motorized carts. Poor guy. He was preparing a paper on a recent discovery surrounding the history of the Shroud between AD 1200 and 1300. He was thrilled where the research was going. Couldn’t wait to share the details. That was a few weeks ago.”

      “Well, what did he say in his note?”

      “I haven’t gotten to it yet.”

      “You better get to it,” Miles said, walking out again. “You’ve got class in five.”

      Silas looked at his watch, then tore open the back of the envelope, the scent of musk drifting out. Inside was a single sheet of cream parchment, folded in half with the letters HAG stamped on the front in gold foil cursive lettering. Henry Alfred Gregory.

      He opened it and saw two short lines of cursive text, scrawled in black. Silas furrowed his brow. He could feel his pulse quicken, his breathing picking up pace as he read:

      
        
        We need to talk. ASAP.

        It’s about our faithful friend. He’s in ill health.

        -HAG

      

      

      That was it. Silas turned over the paper. Nothing else. He laid it flat on his desk, then reread his friend’s note.

      What on earth?

      He fixated on “faithful friend” and “ill health.” Faithful friend was a nickname the two had given the Shroud years ago, a sort of code name they had developed for the Holy Image when they were working closely on developing more of the history of the relic. After all, that’s who Jesus Christ had been to each of them. It seemed fitting.

      But in ill health? What did that mean? The cloak-and-dagger routine was unusual for Henry. Silas surmised it was more code, like “friend.” Danger, perhaps. But why? How could the Shroud be in “ill health,” in danger? It was under strict Vatican protection. Seemed overly melodramatic for Henry.

      Silas folded his arms and leaned back in his chair. Then he picked up his cell phone to dial his mentor. It rang. He got nothing but his voicemail. He smiled. It was good to hear his voice. He hung up without leaving a message.

      “He’s probably teaching,” Silas mumbled.

      He checked his watch. Probably right.

      He looked at his phone again, then picked it up and dialed his friend once more. It rang again. He looked at his watch again, remembering that Henry only had morning classes. So he should be free. And should be answering his phone.

      It went to voicemail again. Silas sighed before leaving a message telling him he had received his note and to call as soon as he could. He was worried about their “friend” and wanted to get the news on his health.

      Silas tossed the cell on a stack of papers and sat back in his chair. He stared outside, growing increasingly worried about the health of his actual friend.

      His office door was suddenly thrown open, thudding heavily against a bookcase. It was Miles, eyes wide and nostrils flared. He looked grim.

      Silas furrowed his brow and cocked his head. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s Father Arnold. Line one. You need to take this. It’s about Henry.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      Silas snatched the headset from his desk phone. “Hello?”

      “Yes, Silas, it’s Father Arnold. How are you?”

      “I’m fine, Father. But Miles said something has happened to Henry. What’s the matter? Did he fall again?”

      Ever since that blasted stroke, Henry hadn’t been the same. At the start of the school year, he had fallen and broken his hip in the shower after slipping and falling out of the tub. He needed surgery, and with no one to care for him afterward, Silas had volunteered. Henry’s wife had passed away a few years ago, so managing his care was up to him. He had rejected a nursing home, insisting he was “fit as a fiddle!” His mind sure was, still able to run laps around Silas. His body was not. But Silas had relished the few weeks he took over Christmas break to care for his mentor. It gave him the chance to repay the debt he owed the man who had been a second father to him after his first one had died.

      “No, it wasn’t a fall...” Father Arnold trailed off.

      Silas waited for a few beats, willing him to continue. Finally, he said, “Father, what’s going on?”

      The man sighed, then whispered, “He’s dead, Silas.”

      All the air left his lungs at once, like he was sucker-punched in the gut. “Dead?” he whispered.

      “I’m afraid so.”

      His mind swam in a cauldron of questions that assaulted and paralyzed his mind in rapid succession: How? Why? What? He couldn’t manage to get them out. His mouth literally hung open in disbelief. Emotion tried to climb its way to the surface, but his past wouldn’t let it.

      “There’s more,” Arnold said, emotion choking in his own throat.

      Again, more silence. This wasn’t like Father Arnold. He was usually straightforward, very to-the-point. These short, clipped responses were telling Silas more than what Father himself was.

      “Father, what’s going on?” Silas asked again.

      Father Arnold hesitated. “Henry died...mysteriously.”

      Mysteriously? Silas squinted his eyes and shook his head, staring at his desk, his right hand raising involuntarily to his forehead. He leaned forward resting his elbow on his desk to consider this massive turn of events.

      “What does that mean? Mysteriously?”

      “It means his death may not have been an accident.” Father Arnold paused again. “By all accounts, it was a natural death. Died in his sleep from a heart attack. Which makes little sense, because nothing about the man would have suggested such a health problem was looming over the horizon. After his stroke, he had been fine last I heard.”

      Arnold was right. Aside from some nerve damage from the stroke, Henry was indeed fit as a fiddle, as Silas’ old friend had said.

      “OK...” Silas said, not understanding.

      “And yet, dead of a heart attack. Pronounced at the scene.”

      “So what’s the problem, then?”

      “The problem, Silas, is that three other STURP members have also passed away from heart attacks in the last twenty hours.”

      Silas felt his mouth open again. His hand involuntarily moved from his forehead to his temple. Four members of the Shroud of Turin Research Project, the premier research group of the Holy Image, were dead? Of heart attacks? Within twenty hours of each other?

      How could that be a coincidence?

      “Who, Father?”

      “Carson from England. Selvaggi and Boselli from Italy.”

      “Not Carson,” Silas said, stunned. He was one of the few sindonologists who had appreciated Silas’s contributions to the international cohort of Shroud experts. “And Sevaggi and Bosseli?”

      “I’m afraid so. And you know the latter was from the Vatican.” Arnold paused, then whispered, “Which has caused quite the stir, to say the least.”

      Four international deaths under the same circumstances, with people among the same association. Definitely not a coincidence.

      “So what’s being done about this? Is the Vatican involved, the gendarmerie perhaps investigating the links?”

      “Nothing’s being done. Too soon. I’ve only learned about the deaths a few hours myself. I’m sure there will be an investigation, but on what grounds? The link is circumstantial at best.”

      “Circumstantial?” Silas said, voice slightly raised. “Four STURP members die under suspicious circumstances, and nobody cares?”

      Father Arnold sighed. “I know you and Henry were close. Like a second father to you, caring for you and your brother Sebastian after 9/11. I didn’t mean to rile you up. And I could be wrong. All four were getting on in age so it could be a coincidence. Regardless, it’s a shame. Tragic. And yes, mysterious, and I assure you we’ll get to the bottom of all of it.”

      “Because four men dedicated to uncovering and unveiling the secrets of the Shroud...” Silas trailed off, sitting straighter.

      He looked at his desk, eyeing the cryptic note Miles had given him. He picked it up and reread it. Then set it back down and turned around in his chair to look out the window. The note seemed to grow in significance in light of this revelation about Henry. These were the last words his friend wrote before he died. And they were addressed to him. Wanting to meet and discuss the health of their faithful friend?

      What was going on, old chap?

      “Silas? Are you still there?”

      Silas closed his eyes and breathed deeply.

      “Yes. I’m still here.”

      “I thought the line went dead. Are you alright? I know this is a lot to take in. Henry dying and all. I know how much he meant to you.”

      “No. It’s not that,” Silas said softly. He turned back toward his desk, then picked up the note again. “Well, it is. But it’s more than that.”

      “OK...” Father Arnold said, trailing off. “Silas, do you know something?”

      Silas took a breath. “Before you called, my assistant Miles handed me a note. It was from Henry. Sent by courier, which I thought was odd. He wanted me to get his message quickly because he overnighted it yesterday.”

      “Yesterday?” Arnold interrupted.

      “Yesterday.”

      “But that doesn’t make sense. He died yesterday. Well, in the evening, according to the coroner’s report. The last of the four, actually.”

      “Which means he wrote the note in the morning or early afternoon, then hired the messenger to deliver it today.”

      Silence fell between the two.

      Silas continued, “Did he know this was coming? That his life was in danger?” He stopped. “That the others were in danger?”

      Father Arnold himself took a beat. “Well, what did the note say?”

      Silas unfolded the note again and scanned his friend’s last words. “He wanted to meet. Here, listen: ‘We need to talk ASAP. It’s about our faithful friend. He’s in ill health.’”

      Father Arnold said nothing.

      “Cryptic, right?” Silas asked.

      “Indeed. Who do you suppose our faithful friend is? Do you have any idea what he meant by this? And why would he send this to you?”

      “I wondered that myself. We did often refer to the Shroud as our faithful friend.”

      “The Shroud?” Father Arnold said in alarm. “The Holy Shroud of Turin?”

      “Right. Though maybe it was a slip of the tongue, and he meant one of our colleagues.” Silas paused. “Perhaps talking about another STURP member? Maybe one of those who died in the last day, overseas?”

      “Maybe,” Father Arnold said softly, as if in thought.

      Silas added: “But how could he have known about those other deaths? Or the threat of their deaths?”

      “Mysterious, indeed.”

      “Has any protection been given to the other members?”

      “It’s in the works. I have been in touch with Vatican officials, as well as coordinating with a friend at the FBI. He hadn’t heard about the other deaths overseas. But it made him concerned, for sure.”

      More silence fell between the two as they considered this added layer to the death of their friend.

      “Can you email me a copy of the note?” Father Arnold asked. “Make a scan of it and forward it along? Maybe my friend at the FBI can help.”

      “Sure thing, Father.”

      “I know you’re busy and probably have a class to teach soon, so I won’t keep you.”

      Silas looked at his watch. Ten minutes had already eaten into his lecture.

      Father Arnold continued, “But I have a favor to ask of you. I need your help. This seems almost pointless now in light of the circumstances. And I hesitate even to ask…but Henry was supposed to give the keynote address to our annual sindonology conference tomorrow.” Father Arnold paused, took a breath, and sighed. “Obviously, that’s not going to happen.”

      Silas had forgotten about the annual gathering of the sindonologists, a band of researchers and scientists dedicated to studying the Shroud of Turin. There was usually fascinating tidbits of information and gossip passed around between the researchers, but nothing groundbreaking. Hadn’t been for some time. He wasn’t going to attend because of his own research and the impending results.

      “Sorry, Father, but I wasn’t planning on it this year,” Silas simply said.

      “Can I change your mind? I desperately need you to fill Henry’s shoes and give the opening remarks this year.”

      Silas sat up straighter in his chair. “You want me to give the keynote? At the annual gathering of sindonologists?”

      “Now, I know you haven’t exactly seen eye-to-eye with many of the members.”

      “No, I haven’t,” Silas said. He was the youngest scholar among a cohort of aged, mostly Catholic men, who had given their lives to the Shroud. To them, Silas was a young buck who was trampling on their turf. It didn’t help he had gone directly to the Vatican for samples of the Shroud for his latest research project, without their knowledge or blessing. But Silas wasn’t going to let a bunch of old fuddy-duddies stand in the way of his research goals. And the recognition that came with them.

      “But think of this as an opportunity,” Father Arnold added, “to show those old farts a thing or two. And I’ve heard your research has been going swimmingly, so you should have material. Have you gotten your results back yet? Something about the Shroud and nuclear radiation?”

      “Right. Not yet.” Silas looked at the door, thinking he had heard someone outside. Another courier with his results, perhaps? “Should be here soon. But you know Avery. Said I’d get word when I get word, that I was as impatient as his six-year-old.”

      Father Arnold chuckled. “Yes, I do. And yes, you are!”

      Silas laughed. He also liked the idea of sharing his results with his colleagues. Maybe they would take him more seriously if he had a thing or two to show them.

      “Would it be OK if I share some of my latest research? If I get them in time, that is?”

      “That would be splendid! A real show, I reckon, for the annual conference.”

      A knock at his door caught Silas’s attention. His heart skipped a beat. The results?

      “Come in.”

      It was Miles. Silas smiled and tilted his head, begging for some news. Miles shook his head, then tapped his watch. It was almost a quarter past two.

      Silas nodded. “Sorry, Father, but I really should be going. I’m late for my lecture. On the Shroud, actually.”

      “Go. And inspire those young minds of the memory of the resurrection contained in the Holy Image. Who knows, maybe you’ll even convert one or two.”

      Silas smiled. “Lord willing.”

      Father Arnold offered condolences for the death of Silas’s friend and mentor, vowing to get to the bottom of his death. He said he would email Silas the details of the conference, then said goodbye.

      Silas sat still. He blinked, then sat back.

      He closed his eyes and breathed deeply. He tried to feel something for Henry’s death. Sorrow. Loss. Even shame for not visiting him more often. But nothing came. No emotion. Nothing. The walls he had built after his father died wouldn’t let him.

      Dead? He looked back at the note from Henry again. His mouth had gone dry, so he licked his lips and swallowed.

      What a bittersweet day. The day I receive word my mentor and second father died is the day I’m getting results to an experiment that could change the course of my career.

      Silas stopped, chiding himself. That could change the course of the Church, proving the resurrection of Jesus Christ was scientifically and historically real.

      “You better get going, Professor,” Miles said softly. He offered a weak smile, handing Silas his book bag and laptop.

      Silas smiled back and nodded. He stood and grabbed both, stuffing the laptop in his bag.

      He said, “By the way, looks like I’m heading to Washington, DC, later.”

      “DC? Why?”

      “Father Arnold needs me to stand in for…” He trailed off, still not able to believe his mentor was dead. He cleared his throat. “For Henry Gregory. He was supposed to keynote the annual sindonologist conference there. Obviously, that’s not going to happen.”

      Miles nodded. “I see…”

      “But Barnabas—”

      Miles waved a hand and cut him off. “Say no more. I’ll feed him again while you’re away. Two scoops a day, right?”

      He smiled. “Right. Thanks, you’re a lifesaver.”

      “However I can help. But you’d best get going! Run along.”

      “Alright, alright. Get me the minute you get those blasted results,” Silas called back as he jetted off to his awaiting lecture.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 3

        

      

    

    
      A bitter wind and biting rain threatened Silas’s face as he hustled across campus. He pulled the collar of his charcoal wool coat tighter against his neck for relief. It was barely working.

      “Good afternoon, Dr. Grey. Late again, are we?”

      Silas stopped short, nearly colliding with Mathias McIntyre, his department dean.

      “Not according to my watch. One minute to spare.” Silas held up his wrist and nodded as he continued on toward the burnt-colored stone building wrapped in ivy that housed his lecture hall. While not a lie, it was less-than-honest; the cheap gift hadn’t kept the time well in years.

      He glanced down at the faded fake gold-plated Seiko watch clinging to his wrist, a high school graduation gift from Dad pockmarked from ten years and three tours of duty with the Rangers across the Middle East. He picked up his pace, the rain having the same idea.

      It was days like this he missed his father. Come bitter rain or crisp sunshine, the two ran eight miles well before the rest of the world was ready for their feet to hit the floor. The training kept his military father in tip-top shape. Same for him, both as a quarterback for the Falls Church Jaguars and in preparation for his future life as a grunt. Though the latter didn’t happen until later, much to the disappointment of his father.

      Silas pushed aside the memory as he hustled into the hundred-seat lecture hall, a time capsule of decades gone by. If those walnut walls could talk, they would tell tales of fascinating lectures on Proust and Freud, logarithms and algorithms, thermodynamics and microeconomics that had shaped the minds of nearly three hundred graduating classes of America’s brightest.

      Today’s lecture was of a different sort entirely.

      “Good afternoon, class,” Silas bellowed as he hustled down the aisle to the front of the lecture hall. Pockets of students huddled in conversation began to break up and return to their seats. Others quickly finished sending a text and checking Facebook before putting away their digital devices. He had a strict policy against using such things in class; it was a paper-and-pen-only zone.

      “Professor Grey!”

      He stopped short, nearly running into a clean-cut junior wearing torn blue jeans, a faded red and blue flannel, and Converse shoes. Jordan Peeler, quarterback for the Hoyas, and one of his brighter, more engaged students.

      “Yes, Jordan,” Silas said taking off his coat.

      The young man handed him a well-worn paperback. “Finished it last night.”

      It took Silas a moment to register, but then he smiled as he took the book and looked at the cover. His copy of C. S. Lewis’s Mere Christianity, still bearing the dust of Iraq and Afghanistan where he first discovered the Oxford professor.

      He stuffed the book in his satchel. “So, what did you think? Especially his argument about Jesus being a liar, lunatic, or Lord?”

      “See, I had this idea,” Jordan said excitedly, “that there could be another ‘L’ word.” The junior leaned in like he was about to drop a knowledge bomb on his professor. “Legend,” he whispered, then smiled.

      Silas loved it when his students were eager to best him. Showed they were using their brains and trying. But that argument wasn’t new. Pop theologians and genre novelists with a Christian ax to grind had recycled it from dead Germans for years.

      “Interesting.” He smiled knowingly. “Go on.”

      Jordan’s eyes widened slightly with delight. “The way I see it, maybe Jesus’ disciples had created all of these stories to sort of keep his memory alive after he died. You know, like the Roman hero narratives. Jesus’ disciples made him legendary.”

      Silas nodded and brought his eyebrows together as if he was contemplating Jordan’s fresh insight.

      Jordan crossed his arms in satisfaction. “So, what do you think?”

      “I think you’ll be very interested in today’s lecture. But I like your thinking.” He slapped Jordan’s back and continued on toward the front. “Let’s talk more after class, maybe grab coffee or something.”

      Jordan nodded, then took his seat.

      Silas kept smiling as he reached the front. He lived for those kinds of moments, the chance to engage his students with religious ideas and help shape their spiritual journey. Whether they committed to Christianity or not, at least they were forging a path. Unfortunately, such conversations were few and far between. He hoped today’s lecture would change that.

      “Sorry for the delay,” he said as he hoisted his bag onto the A/V cart and brought out his laptop. He opened it and hooked it into the room’s projector system, then he brought up his PowerPoint lecture. The class settled down and settled in for the next three hours.

      After arranging his notes, he began. “If you were to name the central element to the Christian faith, what would you say that is?”

      The multi-faith and non-faith group of students were silent. Some of them shifted in their seats. Others looked around for guidance. One student shot his hand in the air. It was Jordan.

      Silas nodded toward him. “Go for it.”

      “Jesus.”

      A few classmates giggled.

      “Thank you, Captain Obvious! I’d say that’s pretty much a given.”

      More classmates giggled.

      “The Bible,” a co-ed from the front offered.

      “Nope, but good guesses. Think about the central belief of Christianity.”

      Silas received nothing more. So he brought out a well-worn black-covered book, its sides stained crimson red. He opened it and began searching its pages, turning them gently, reverently.

      “Try this on for size. It’s from the first letter a man named Paul wrote to a town called Corinth.” He cleared his throat, then read:

      
        
        
        Now if Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead, how can some of you say there is no resurrection of the dead? If there is no resurrection of the dead, then Christ has not been raised; and if Christ has not been raised, then our proclamation has been in vain and your faith has been in vain.

      

      

      

      He closed his Bible and set it on the lectern. He walked out in front of it and stood before the students, arms crossed.

      “Anyone?” Silas questioned, leaning back against the lectern.

      Jordan raised his hand again. Silas nodded toward him to answer.

      “The…what do the Christians call it. The resurrection?”

      “Is that a question?”

      “No. The guy in your reading said it. If Jesus didn’t come back from the dead, then the Christian faith is bunk.”

      Silas chuckled. “Bunk. That’s probably a good twenty-first-century translation of your faith has been in vain. And the guy, as you say, was the Apostle Paul. A Jew who became a follower of Jesus and a missionary to non-Jews. And you’re right.”

      He returned back behind the lectern and changed slides. “The entire Christian religion hinges on the claim that a dead guy came back to life.”

      “Like, a zombie?” Jordan blurted out.

      The room laughed. So did Silas.

      “Good one. No, not like a zombie. Early followers of Jesus didn’t claim he was undead. They claimed he was alive. And, as Paul said, if Jesus hasn’t been resurrected, then the faith of billions of Christians is empty, completely worthless. And they are to be pitied above all other people.”

      Jordan’s hand shot up in the back again.

      Silas saw it and nodded. “Go ahead.”

      “I don’t mean to be rude, but I didn’t sign up for no catechism course, Mr. Grey.”

      Silas smiled. “And I don’t mean to be preachy. Obviously, this isn’t Christianity 101. And today’s lecture isn’t about the Christian faith, but a relic of the faith that has preserved the memory of this most significant event in Christianity for two millennia.”

      He paused, scanning the room. “Anyone care to guess which relic I’m talking about?”

      A few shifted in their seats. Mostly, there was silence, and several quizzical, interested looks.

      Silas sighed with disappointment. Apparently, his lifework had done little for the generation behind him. Which made tomorrow’s revelations all the more critical.

      “I’m speaking of the Holy Image. Or, as it has been commonly known, the Shroud of Turin. Anyone familiar with the Shroud, or at least has heard of it?” A few hands rose in recognition.

      That’s a start.

      “There is a long and sordid history surrounding this most fascinating fourteen-by-four-foot piece of burial linen. It’s been known by many names: the Holy Image, the Image of Edessa, the Mandylion, and more commonly the Shroud of Turin, where it keeps its home in Italy.”

      Silas brought up his first slide. On it was a ghostly, ghastly black-and-white image of a man many have puzzled over for centuries, his front and back sitting side-by-side: underneath his closed eyes was a mustache and beard, and long hair fell beyond his shoulders to the center of his back; his arms were crossed, one hand over the other, and engraved with several white markings; hundreds more of the same white etchings shone brightly on the man’s back and chest, crisscrossing each other at jagged right angles; similar white zig-zags marked the crown of his head and seemed to be dripping down his forehead; the same white lacerations marked both sides of his legs.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The story this image told was clear: Whoever it was, the man had suffered the worst kind of death imaginable.

      Several students gasped from seeing the image for the first time. Several others whispered to one another, marveling at the sight. Not a one were dozing off or slouching. All were at respectful attention, as if the ground on which they were sitting had suddenly become sacred, holy.

      Silas let the image hang in the air for a while, marveling at it. He never tired of looking into those eyes, never tired of looking at him. Some insisted it was a medieval forgery, but he believed without a shadow of a doubt that it was the genuine burial cloth of Jesus of Nazareth—who died, was buried, rose again, and was witnessed in bodily form.

      Now, if only he could prove that beyond a shadow of a scientific doubt.

      Silas looked to the back of the room, willing Miles to come bursting through the back doors triumphantly with news of the results.

      Suddenly, one door opened. Silas’s pulse quickened. Just a student, probably coming back from using the restroom.

      He frowned, then stepped back to the lectern, having realized several minutes had ticked by.

      “What are your thoughts?”

      In unison, the students stared back at the faint image of the man thought to be the resurrected Savior of the world. Jordan was the first to raise his hand.

      “Honestly? Sorta creepy. No offense.”

      Creepy?! The back of Silas’s neck started turning red, his ears warmed at the disrespect. “Interesting,” was all he could manage. “Anyone else?”

      “I can kind of see it,” a woman said near the middle.

      “See what?”

      “Jesus. What I would imagine him, anyway.”

      “Speaking of which,” Silas said, clicking forward a slide in his PowerPoint, “why don’t we get into the main historical, scientific evidence for the Shroud’s authenticity?”

      Silas looked down at his notes, then back at the class.

      “Are you ready?” he asked before launching into the heart of his lecture. In response, the class brought out notebooks to take notes.

      Silas smiled. Good. “Let’s start with the most compelling evidence. The faint imprint you see there is that of a real corpse in rigor mortis. In fact, the image is of a crucified victim!” Silas’s voice rang high and loud with this revelation. He couldn’t help himself.

      “This was the conclusion of multiple criminal pathologists during one of the most pivotal periods of dissecting and testing the Shroud in the ‘70s. One of those pathologists, a Dr. Vignon, said the anatomical realism was so precise that separation of serum and cellular mass was evident in many of the bloodstains. This is an important characteristic of dried blood.”

      Silas stopped for effect, looking out at his audience. “Did you catch that? That means there is real, actual dried human blood embedded in the cloth.”

      Many of the students whispered to each other. Just as Silas wanted.

      “Not only that, but those same pathologists detected swelling around the eyes, the natural reaction to bruising from a beating. The New Testament claims Jesus was severely beaten before his crucifixion. Rigor mortis is also evident with the enlarged chest and distended feet, classic marks of an actual crucifixion.”

      He let that revelation settle before continuing. He turned around and looked at the screen of the ghostly looking figure.

      “The man in that burial linen,” Silas continued whispering, his lecture hall mic barely picking up his revelations, “was mutilated in exactly the same manner that the New Testament says Jesus of Nazareth was beaten, whipped, and executed by means of crucifixion.”

      Silas brought up on the screen an enhanced version of the Shroud in blue and white.

      “This positive image taken from the negative one left on the Shroud shows in detail many of the historical markers that connect to the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ death. You have the scourging marks from a Roman flagrum on the arms, legs, and back. Lacerations around the head from the crown of thorns. His shoulder appears to be dislocated, probably from carrying his cross beam and falling. According to scientists who examined the Shroud, all of these wounds were inflicted while he was alive. Then, of course, there is the stab wound in the chest and the nail marks in the wrists and feet. All consistent with the eyewitness accounts recorded in the Gospels.”

      “That’s crazy,” Jordan said aloud.

      Silas grinned. “Dude, I’m just getting started! The image of the man, with all of his facial features and hair and wounds, is absolutely unique. Nothing like it in all the world. Totally inexplicable. And given there are no stains indicating decomposition on the linen itself, we know that whatever body was in the Shroud left before the decomposition process began. Just as the Gospel writers testify.”

      He stopped again and turned around to marvel at the thing of beauty staring out into his lecture hall.

      “But how? How did this happen? How did a dead man come back to life? Not as a zombie, thank you very much.” The class laughed. “But as a real, live human being. Fully restored back to life. New life. How did this happen?”

      He let the question hang in the air before launching into his closing argument.

      Just then, the door to the lecture hall creaked open and thudded heavily against the back wall. A few heads turned. As did Silas’s. In stepped Miles.

      From what Silas could tell, Miles was breathing heavily, as if he had just run a 5k. His eyes were wide, his mouth open and nostrils flaring as he heaved heavy breaths.

      A few more of the seventy heads turned back to see the commotion. Silas’s adrenaline spiked, quickening his pulse and breathing. He cocked his head as if to ask a question: Are the results in? Good news or bad?

      Miles leaned against the door, trying to catch his breath. His mouth narrowed flat and he shook his head. He motioned for Silas to follow him. It didn’t look good.

      Silas took in a breath and heaved it out. He furrowed his brow and looked out at his class of students before looking down at his lecture notes again.

      What happened?

      Silas looked back up. Miles had left into the hallway, the door closing with a thud behind him. He still had forty minutes left in his class period. He looked back at the Shroud, the ghostly eyes staring back at him. He had done enough damage for one day. There would be time for more tomorrow. But his presentation awaited. So did those blasted test results.

      And from Miles’s indication, the tests were not good. Something had happened.

      Silas closed his laptop. “Class dismissed.”
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      “What’s the matter?” Silas asked, meeting Miles in the hallway. “Did the results not come in? Or did they, and they’re not what we expected?”

      Miles said nothing. He was leaning against the wall bent over, resting on his knees.

      Silas stood staring. “Miles,” he said loudly. He snapped his fingers. “What’s going—”

      “There’s been a bombing.”

      Silas stood straighter, then looked outside. “What? Where?”

      Miles looked up. “Not here! At the MIT Physics Department.”

      It took a few seconds to register. “Stephen Avery!”

      Miles frowned and nodded.

      “Walk with me.”

      The two hurried out of the hall and back to Silas’s office. Miles recounted what he had seen on CNN. There had been an explosion of some kind at one of the main science buildings housing offices and lecture halls. Early reports claimed a man had walked into an in-session class and detonated a bomb. Massive destruction, lots of mayhem. Students and professors were dead.

      This can’t be happening.

      Stephen and Silas had been introduced through Father Arnold a few years back at a get-together he was hosting. Though Harvard and MIT were cross-river rivals, Arnold liked to entertain faculty at his home in Boston. One evening, Silas was in town for a lecture on early Christian symbolism when the introduction was made. Though they differed in age by twenty years, the two hit it off initially because both were military brats. They kept in touch, and when Silas’s research into the Shroud needed the touch of a physicist, he called on Stephen.

      Avery was intrigued when Silas shared his research the first time they met at Arnold’s home: “The original team of scientists that tested the Shroud back in the ‘70s,” Silas explained to Avery, “verified with scientific certainty that the image imprinted on the Shroud was absolutely not painted or stained. Which rules out a medieval forgery, the story concocted and perpetuated by Shroud detractors for generations.”

      “So the image is—”

      “Not of this world,” Silas interrupted. “Not of ordinary means. It is, by definition, extra-ordinary.”

      Avery took a sip of his brandy, then folded his arms. “Now I’m intrigued. Go on, go on!”

      “Several sindonologists and even skeptics of the scientific community have offered various explanations for the resulting image. The most common one is that of a radiological event within the Shroud.”

      “Radiological event? As in a nuclear explosion?” Avery smiled wryly.

      “As in the result of the resurrection. If a body did dematerialize in such a fashion as the Gospels purport, then it would have given off trace amounts of radiation. Neutrons to be exact.”

      Avery saw where he was going, considering the implications. His eyes widened, and he unfolded his arms. “I think I have just the thing for you…”

      Little did Silas know when he showed up at Father Arnold’s home, he would happen to meet the foremost expert on emerging nuclear physics in the country. He had even developed an advanced detector of so-called neutron flux events, the very events Silas needed to test in order to verify whether a resurrection-style nuclear event occurred inside the Shroud, as well as Jesus’ tomb, two thousand years ago.

      Silas appreciated the providential hand of God in putting the two together.

      Within a year, Silas had secured a sample of the cloth from the Vatican for Avery to test. The one he was awaiting.

      As the two hustled across campus, Silas couldn’t help but think about those awaiting tests. “You didn’t happen to get an envelope from Avery, did you?”

      Miles shook his head.

      Are you kidding me?

      He cursed himself for thinking about his blasted tests at a time like this. For all he knew Avery was dead. In all likelihood he was. But his own reputation was on the line. So was the future of Christianity.

      As he flung open the door to the Department of Religion building, his mind leaped to his brother. If he could just prove that the resurrection scientifically and historically happened, then perhaps his brother would finally believe.

      Miles opened the office door, and Silas went through.

      “Good afternoon, Professor,” Millie said as the two raced inside. She was holding a tissue, clearly wet with tears from mourning. “Awful. Just awful what happened.”

      Silas breathed in sharply. “What are they saying? What happened?”

      Millie sniffled and waved her tissue. “Go to CNN. It’s all over the news.”

      Silas went to his office and sat in his chair, swiveling around to face his desk. He took his laptop out of his bag, then opened it up, clicking on to his web browser and going to CNN.com.

      At the top was a bright red banner, which read: “Breaking News: MIT Suffers a Suspected Terrorist Attack.”

      A clear picture of the wounded newly remodeled science building dominated the screen. Silas sat back, heart thumping harder than when he got news of Henry’s death. For just last week he had been in that very building that was now a maw of belching smoke and spitting red flames.

      Stephen Avery. The neutron flux detector.

      My research!

      Miles and Millie stepped closer as Silas scrolled through the report. It signaled possible terrorism. The school was on lockdown. FBI and Homeland Security counterterrorism forces were deployed. A mass-casualty unit was visible in a rolling video fixated on the burning building. Dozens were suspected killed. Including a prominent physicist. Stephen Avery.

      “No!”

      “My God…” Millie moaned. “Not Stephen!” She put her hand gently on Silas’s shoulder.

      Silas sat back, his military training worming a thought to the surface: Two colleagues who worked closely on the Shroud were dead within twelve hours of each other. Then add to that the three other STURP deaths-by-heart-attack.

      Coincidence? Or planned? It seemed crazy to think the two were linked. But with his years in the military, and experience in the Middle East, he had learned not to underestimate the crazy. Especially the crazy coincidental.

      Silas tried to regulate his breathing. His mouth watered for a shot of whiskey. His hand moved impulsively for the middle desk drawer in search of his small pillbox.

      No. You need your wits about you. Now more than ever. Especially for tomorrow.

      The computer refreshed with more information: One-hundred-and-eight students were reported dead or missing. Eight faculty dead or missing. While no known terrorist organization had yet claimed responsibility, the FBI and Homeland Security were referring to it as an “act of terror,” the worst since the Orlando nightclub and Las Vegas country music festival attacks.

      “What does this mean for tomorrow?” Miles broke in.

      “What do you mean?” Silas asked.

      “Well, with Dr. Gregory dead, and now Dr. Avery, the primary architect of the heart of what you were going to present…”

      Silas sat back in his chair. “Doesn’t change a thing. I should have the results soon. And I can at least share the project Avery and I were working on, that we had a working theory the Shroud possesses scientific proof of a neutron flux event, validating the Gospel accounts of the resurrection. That would surely honor Stephen.” He shook his head. “This hasn’t changed any of that. We need to let the world know about what I’ve discovered—” He stopped short. “What we, Stephen and I, are revealing about the Shroud. About the resurrection.”

      “But the possible terrorism…Don’t you think DC will be on high alert? And your academic
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