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        * * *

      

      This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to any person, living or dead, is purely coincidental. The personal names have been invented by the authors, and any likeness to the name of any person, living or dead, is purely coincidental.
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        Scripture quotations are from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version® (ESV®), copyright © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved.
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      The background of the story is historically accurate. All details such as the eruption, the layout of Pompeii, the food, the Roman naming conventions, and so on, are all based on fact.

      The references to the mosaics, frescos, works of art, as well as locations are factual.

      The Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli does have a double-wick oil lamp with a bat upon the handle, although the inscription is fictional. There is no gilded mirror with a framed photograph under it in the Basilica dell’Incoronata Madre del Buon Consiglio.

      The fresco depicting the mythological Echo playing the tibia while spying on Narcissus was, in fact, the subject of an archeological note dated to 1845, but was found in the House of Octavius Quartio in Pompeii rather than in the nearby Villa Poppaea.

      In legend, the Spear of Destiny, also known as the Holy Lance, was the spear the Roman soldier used to pierce the side of Jesus as He hung on the cross.

      The account for the piercing of Jesus’ side during His crucifixion is to be found in John 19:31-34. No name for this soldier is given in the Bible; he is simply referred to as ‘one of the soldiers’ and the spear is simply referred to as ‘a spear’. The name ’Longinus’ first occurs in the early Christian writing, the Gospel of Nicodemus, dated to the mid fourth century.

      The Spear of Destiny figures in the legends of the Holy Grail. In Le Morte d’Arthur, the Lance has healing properties. Sir Galahad uses it to cure the Fisher King. In medieval works, Perceval (1180) and Parzival (1210), the Spear of Destiny is used to do harm or to kill.

      Several spears are claimed to be the Spear of Destiny. One is beneath the dome of Saint Peter’s Basilica. There are fifth and sixth century accounts of it being seen in Jerusalem. Accounts say the point was broken off before 615, when the Persians captured Jerusalem and its relics. It then fell into the hands of the Turks. The Sultan Bayezid II sent it to Pope Innocent VIII.

      At Rome, doubts as to its authenticity were recorded on the basis of other rival Holy Lances in Paris, Nuremberg, and Armenia.

      In the mid-18th century, Pope Benedict XIV stated that he obtained from Paris an exact drawing of the point of the lance from Paris. He states he compared it with the larger relic in St. Peter’s and was satisfied that the two had originally formed one blade. This relic is still at Saint Peter’s.

      There is also a Holy Lance in Armenia. It is first mentioned in a thirteenth century Armenian manuscript.

      Another Holy Lance is displayed at the Hofburg Palace in Vienna, Austria. It was said to be the lance of Saint Maurice or that of Constantine the Great.

      In 1424, religious relics including the Holy Lance were moved to Nuremberg. They were called the Imperial Regalia (also known as the Imperial Insignia). After a strange turn of events, they ended up in Austria.

      In Mein Kampf, Hitler mentioned that they appeared to act as ‘magical relics’. When Austria was annexed to Germany, the Nazis brought the Imperial Regalia to Nuremberg, where they displayed them during the September 1938 Party Congress. The Imperial Regalia were then moved to a bunker built into some of the medieval cellars of old houses underneath Nuremberg Castle for protection.

      At the end of the war, the Allies recovered most of the Imperial Regalia, but the Nazis had hidden the five most important pieces including the Spear of Destiny. The five pieces were finally discovered and taken back to Nuremberg castle and later moved to Austria.

      Scientists claim this particular Spear of Destiny dates to around the 8th century.

      The Roman city of Pompeii was destroyed by the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in 79 A.D., twenty-two years after the Apostle Paul wrote the Epistle to the Romans. Pompeii was a popular tourist destination for wealthy Romans, and many Romans had their holiday villas at Pompeii or beach houses at its neighboring city, Herculaneum.

      The Romans did not have a word for volcano, even though our English word volcano comes from their language, Latin. Vulcan was the name of one of their gods, the one they believed to be responsible for fire.

      Romans were used to earthquakes, and for those in Pompeii, tremors were regular occurrences. However, the Romans had never experienced a volcano so did not know what was happening when Mount Vesuvius, which was only five miles from them, started to erupt. Worse still, this was no ordinary eruption, but the worst possible type, the type later named Plinian.

      A Plinian eruption does not have lava but features a giant towering column filled with magma, ash, and super-heated gas, which in Vesuvius’ case at its worst point reached over twenty miles into the air, at speeds greater than over 400 miles an hour. 100,000 tons of magma, super-heated gas, and ash were released from the volcano every second.

      The magma cooled and fell back to earth, along with ash and lithics, which were rocks from inside the volcano. The rocks fell on people at speeds of up to 100 miles per hour.

      The term Plinian eruption is named after the famous Roman natural historian and statesman, Pliny the Elder, who died while trying to save people fleeing from the volcano. He was the commander of the Roman fleet stationed across the bay from Pompeii at Misenum, and he sent the Roman warships on a rescue mission.

      His nephew, Pliny the Younger, provides us with the only eyewitness account of the tragedy.

      It is estimated that 2,000 people died out of a population of around 16,000 to 30,000.

      It is well known that Mount Vesuvius erupted in the year 79 A.D., but it is not so well known that the eruption was in late October or November (possibly November 23), not August 24, as was commonly believed.

      The date of August 24 was based solely on one surviving manuscript of Pliny the Younger’s eyewitness account of events. However, other surviving manuscripts of his account do not state the month, and it is now thought that the date of August 24 is a scribal error: a scribe felt obliged to supply the missing date and guessed wrongly.

      In fact, the archeological evidence suggests that Pompeii was buried much later than August and supports a November date. People discovered buried in the ruins were wearing clothing warmer than would be expected in August. The fruit and vegetables found in the stores also were fresh in October or November, and the fruit that would be ripe in August was only discovered as dried preserves, rather than fresh fruit. In 2018, an inscription was uncovered showing a date corresponding to our October 17.

      The wind that day was blowing in a southeasterly direction, which blew the deadly column directly over Pompeii. In the Vesuvius region, winds blew in a southeasterly direction between October and June. The July-August winds were toward the west. Had the wind been blowing west on the day of the eruption, the column would have blown out over the Bay of Naples and not over Pompeii, Herculaneum, Oplontis, and Stabiae. Archeological findings on the distribution of ash by the high altitude winds from October through June are not consistent with an August date for the eruption.

      All the wine-fermenting jars that were discovered had already been sealed over, and this typically happened at the end of October. Also, the coins in the purse of a woman covered by the ash include a coin minted after the second week of September.

      So then, the date of Pompeii’s destruction had to be after October 17 and was possibly on November 23.

      The wealthy in those times lay on couches to eat, propping themselves up on their elbows. I have mentioned garum, fish sauce. It was a spicy sauce made from fermented fish entrails and herbs, and was popular throughout Pompeii and the Roman world. Garum was big business at the time, with huge garum factories along the coasts. The finest garum sold for high prices.

      Pompeii and the Roman world had fast food restaurants and most of the poor people bought their food there.

      I have based the Christians in this book on the records of the early Christians Justin Martyr and Tertullian, as well as the later Clement, and Hippolytus of Rome. These men recorded what happened in the Christian churches of the time. Justin Martyr was born twenty-one years after the Vesuvian eruption of 79 A.D, but his account is one of the earliest accounts (that is, after the writers of the New Testament) of the early Christians.
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        POMPEII 79 A.D.

        FIRST DAY OF VESUVIAN ERUPTION

      

      

      Flavia flung out her hands for balance and ducked into a doorway to avoid the onslaught of people. The panicking crowds had swept her along, and it was a small wonder she hadn’t been trampled.

      The smell of sulfur came again, a forewarning of the flames. It was daytime, yet darker than the blackest night. A broad sheet of flames engulfed another Pompeii building but this time illuminated the way to the shore. Head for the sea, Titus had said.

      Flavia took a deep breath, reluctant to step out of the doorway into the falling ash. As she put out her hand, the building shook and appeared to slide toward her. Flavia darted forward in fright.

      Like so many others, Flavia had tied a pillow to her head as protection from the ash, but now the ash was falling harder. Worse still, it was accompanied by shards of blackened rocks and tiny pieces of stinging pumice.

      The mixture of stones and ash rapidly covered the ground, forcing Flavia to climb over piles of debris. Some of the rocks were on fire, burning her hands.

      As she ran for the shore, a dark cloud loomed behind her, following her like a flood spilling out across the land.

      Flavia finally reached the sea, to find a panicked crowd milling around on the shore. The dark cloud of ash following her passed by and covered the sea. For the briefest moment, she had glimpsed the island of Capri and the promontory of Misenum; now the cloud made both vanish in an instant.

      Flavia suddenly realized she could now see, as the shore was covered with people who had flaming torches or oil lamps. They were all frantically trying to abandon Pompeii.

      The shore itself was piled with ash and stone, blocking the way to the sea.

      In the flashes of fire, Flavia could see several Roman naval ships out to sea, their oars glinting in the eerie light. To her horror, the fleet was sailing straight past Pompeii, heading no doubt for Stabiae further down the coast. Her heart sank. There was no hope of rescue from that quarter. The ships must have found the bay impassable.

      The seas at first looked violently rough but then receded for a moment, leaving fish lying all over the rubble on the shore. People everywhere were trying to pull little boats over the rubble and into the sea, but the ash was falling into the boats, making them too heavy to move. Flames splintered and charred some of the boats. Some did manage to get their boats into the rough seas, dragging them with difficulty over the ash that blocked the swallow water.

      The ash was falling hotter and thicker, accompanied by larger bits of pumice and burning stones.

      Flavia was in a daze, hurrying up and down the shore, looking for Titus or any members of her family. Suddenly, there was a strong tremor, and the sea was sucked backward. The shoreline moved out to sea more violently this time, leaving fish flapping on the dry sand. Many people called out in desperation to their gods.

      The ash was falling harder now, and Flavia had to keep shaking it off or the weight would soon have buried her. The dark momentarily faded somewhat, and the sun managed to shine through. Far from comforting, this latest development simply allowed Flavia to see that dead fish lay spread over the shore and the shoreline had been pushed out.

      A hand landed on her arm just as the sky went black.

      She spun around to look into the drawn face of Rufus. Even by the lamplight, she could see the strain on his face.

      “Titus said you would be at the sea. Hurry, you must come with me.”

      “Where is Titus?” She could barely speak—the smell of sulfur was worse with every moment, and her throat was constricted.

      Rufus put his hands on her shoulders and struggled for breath, wheezing loudly. He spoke in short sentences. “He has a head wound. It is not serious. You have to come with me. I have carts ready. The only way out is by land. Hurry! It’s getting worse. We don’t have much time.”

      Flavia nodded.

      “Hurry, Flavia,” Rufus urged again. “The mountain is throwing out poisoned air. I’ve seen people die before my very eyes. The wind is blowing it directly at us. Hurry, Flavia, hurry!”

      Flavia stepped forward, but once more, Rufus’s hand clamped on her arm. “If I don’t make it, you must keep this codex safe. Protect it with your life.”

      He thrust a papyrus notebook into her hands.
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        NAPLES

        THE PRESENT DAY

      

      

      Every day, the introverted Giles Benedict was glad when it was time to shut his shop. Not that he had many customers in person. He knew most of his clients only through online auctions, but after he updated his laboratory equipment, people on occasion came to bring artifacts for testing.

      Every day at five, Giles stopped work. He poured himself a glass of aperitivo and opened a book, one of the ancient Greek philosophers or playwrights, and read for an hour or two in the original languages. To him, it was almost a crime to read in modern translation.

      Today, a knock at the door startled him from his usual routine.

      Giles set down the bottle of aperitivo and walked into the shop. He peered through the window at the tall, well-dressed man standing outside his shop. “I’m sorry, I’m closed,” he said firmly. What was it with customers who came after hours? Couldn’t they read the sign on the door?

      The man shook his head. “It’s an urgent matter.” He spoke in fluent Italian. “I need this piece of pottery tested. It’s a gift for my sister, and I can’t give her a fake. She’d be heartbroken. I was told your lab uses thermoluminescence to date ancient items of pottery. Isn’t that right?” He held up a bag and shook it a little.

      “Yes, that’s right,” the dealer said wearily, idly trying to place the man’s slight accent. New Zealand? South African? He couldn’t be sure. “All right, I suppose you can come in.” He unbolted the door, admitting both the man and the chill wind, and stood aside.

      The man walked past him and produced a pottery vessel from his bag. “I believe it’s Neolithic and Indonesian.”

      Giles popped his bifocals on his nose. “Quite possibly. Please fill out this form.” He walked behind the counter to fetch a piece of paper and a pen and slid them across the counter to the man.

      The man signed the form without reading or completing it. “I’m actually in the market for something quite ancient.”

      “You’re in the right place,” Giles said with a chuckle. “Anything in particular?”

      The man glanced down. “I do like the look of that, but that’s not why I’m here today. I’m looking for something a few centuries more recent than that.”

      Giles nodded. “That’s an Anatolian gold and bronze ax head from the Middle Bronze Age. Everything we have for sale has been legally acquired. You don’t need to worry. We give a guarantee of authenticity. Would you like to see the catalog of our ancient and ethnographic art?”

      The man shook his head.

      “What are you looking for? Something more recent, you said. So, Roman or Greek?”

      “Well, you’ve heard of the Holy Grail?”

      Giles rubbed his forehead. “That’s only something out of mythology, like Jason’s Golden Fleece.”

      “I’m not looking for the Holy Grail, but for something which has been associated with it in some mythologies. I’m looking for the Spear of Destiny.”

      Giles gasped. He grabbed the countertop in front of him with both hands and trembled uncontrollably. He had known this day would come, but so soon? He didn’t have long. He would have to think fast. “The Spear of Destiny?” he said in a small voice. “But that’s the same as the Holy Grail. Pure myth.”

      The man narrowed his eyes and took a step forward. “I work for someone who is prepared to pay handsomely for it. Very handsomely.”

      “But, but it doesn’t exist,” Giles sputtered.

      The man reached across the desk and grabbed Giles’s lapels with both hands. “Let’s stop playing games. We know that you know its whereabouts.”

      In one fluid motion, Giles pulled free, turned on his heel, and then closed the distance to his back room in five quick strides. He slammed the door shut and bolted it, before running to the safe next to his desk. With trembling hands, he opened it. He pulled a piece of paper from his desk drawer, wrote one word on it, and stuffed it in his mouth.

      The man kicked the door down and raced over to the safe. He pulled everything out wildly and then rounded on Giles. “Where is the information on its location?” he asked in steely tones.

      Giles shrugged and swallowed hard.

      “But you know where it is.” He picked up Giles by his neck and squeezed a little. “Is it worth your life? Tell me!”

      He looked around the room once more, figuring it would take a while to search thoroughly. When he looked back, he realized Giles was dead.

      He dropped him with a shrug. He had often been told that he didn’t know his own strength. He shouldn’t have squeezed so hard before he got the information. Vortex would be angry with him. He had to search the shop and the apartment.

      Half an hour later, the man gave up. He hadn’t found a single clue to the Spear of Destiny’s whereabouts. Maybe it was there, but it would take a team of people ages to search through all the books and papers.

      Vortex would need to send in a specialist.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ROME

        THE PRESENT DAY

      

      

      Professor Abigail Spencer awoke with a start. Her phone was beeping on the nightstand. Grumbling, she squinted at the clock glowing across the room.

      It wasn’t even six in the morning.

      “This is Abigail Spencer,” she whispered, pushing a strand of hair out of her eyes. Was she having a nightmare? She wasn’t quite awake enough to remember.

      “Abigail, it’s Riley.” His voice was warm but hurried.

      Abigail sat up in her bed, accidentally sticking her elbow into a bowl of half eaten pasta. She must have dozed off before finishing dinner the night before. “Oh, no. I got pasta on my elbow.”

      “Did you say pasta?”

      “It’s five-thirty in the morning.” Abigail usually wasn’t so short with Riley, but she’d had so much trouble getting to sleep here in Rome. The only room available in the Hotel Santa Maria was the Junior Suite Attic, and she had felt too tired to ask if they could convert the ground level living area into a bedroom. Instead, she had collapsed on the bottom bunk, eager to eat and to sleep. Apparently, she’d managed not to do either of those things well.

      “I need to see you now.” Riley’s tone was urgent.

      “While that sounds romantic and all, I’m in Rome. Remember I have that conference? Well, it finished last night.”

      “You need to come to Herculaneum,” he said. “Immediately.”

      Abigail exhaled sharply. She’d had a fear of volcanoes ever since her Grade Five teacher had told the class stories of people caught in the path of lava flows. It was an irrational fear, she knew, but now she would be traveling to a town at the foot of one of the most dangerous volcanoes in the world.

      Through bleary, caffeine-deficient eyes, she did some quick calculations on the notes app on her phone. Herculaneum was one hundred and fifty miles south of Rome, close to Naples. She’d need to catch the train and transfer at Naples to another train, which would take her to Herculaneum.

      Abigail wasn’t even sure if she had said that aloud. “Once I’m on the train,” she added, “I think it will take me two to three hours to get there. Will that matter?”

      “No. Just come as soon as you can,” Riley said. “And Abigail? Make sure you’re not followed.”

      “What is this even about, Riley?” Abigail was completely awake now. She put the phone on Loud, wiggled into her jeans, and started tossing clothes into her suitcase.

      “I can’t tell you now, not over the phone, but it’s about that matter that came up when we last had dinner. Do you remember?”

      “I sure do.” Abigail’s tone was icy. She remembered only too well. She had been in a fancy restaurant, about to have a nice, romantic dinner with Riley. It had been rudely interrupted by a call from RHTF. Riley had mentioned one word, ‘Pompeii,’ followed by another word, ‘Codex,’ and then had driven her home, refusing to tell her anything. They had not even started their meal. She had not heard from him again until now. Granted, it was only two weeks later.

      “Abigail, are you there?”

      “Sure. We might have a problem.”

      “What is it?”

      “Not a what. A who. Milo Knox. He’s my new teaching assistant.”

      “Ditch him.”

      “I’ll try. He’s very needy.”

      “Okay. And Abigail?”

      “Riley?”

      He didn’t speak for a moment. “Just… be safe.”

      Abigail hung up the phone and sucked in a deep breath. She needed to get to Herculaneum fast. She shoved the rest of her clothes into her suitcase in record time. Then she shrugged on a sweater, wheeled her suitcase out of her room, and went down to Milo’s room. Milo was wide awake when she knocked.

      “I know it’s early,” Abigail said by way of apology, “but I’ve just had a call from my mother. I know we were going to fly back home together, but I have to go.”

      “Is everything okay?” Milo said eagerly. He was tall and slim, with tortoiseshell spectacles and black hair. “Do you need help?”

      Help doing what? Abigail thought. She had known Milo for only two weeks, and while he was nice, his overly enthusiastic desire to help could be wearying. “No, it’s my mother. She’s, um, engaged.”

      Milo scratched his chin. “But your parents are not divorced?”

      “No, so you can see why it’s a problem.”

      Milo looked horrified. “Oh, yes, of course. How embarrassing for you.” He clicked his tongue in a gesture of disapproval. “Is there anything I can do to help? Maybe carry your suitcase? Where exactly are you going?”

      “Thanks so much, but I have to go. I call you when I get home again, maybe in a week. I don’t know.” Abigail turned and hurried to the elevator. She needed to get to Herculaneum. Fast.
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        POMPEII, 79 A.D.

        Earlier

        7 DAYS BEFORE THE ERUPTION

      

      

      Flavia peeped around the heavy wooden shutters of the potter’s store, coughing when the shutters released a cloud of unwelcome dust.

      “The recent earth tremors have filled Pompeii with dust.” Her younger sister, Livia, sneezed as if by emphasis.

      “I have no idea why the potter’s store is closed today.”

      Livia pointed to a sign propped low against the stone wall. She read, “Markets are held in Pompeii and Niceria on Saturdays.”

      Flavia sighed deeply. “Everybody knows that. I don’t think Mother will be prepared to wait until the Saturday markets to get her new wine jug. She has been complaining for ages about how long it has taken him to make it.”

      Livia rubbed the dust from her eyes. “I’m sure Mother simply wanted us out of the way while she organized her dinner with Rufus Trebius Valens. Now, stand still. Your shawl is covered in dust.”

      Flavia fidgeted while Livia dusted her down. “I hope you’re right,” she muttered between coughs.

      The sisters headed for home down the paved Street of Abundance. When they reached the sculpture of the fountain adorned with the symbol of Abundance, a wealthy woman carrying the horn of plenty, Flavia saw an elderly man drawing water from the fountain.

      The man turned at their approach and asked Flavia for money. Flavia immediately handed him the money her mother had given him to pay the potter. The elderly man thanked her
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