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Rome, Italy

Present Day
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You might think that being a part-time writer, part-time tour guide, and full-time treasure hunter, would make me rich as hell. Or as rich as Elon Musk anyway. But the money, she comes and she goes. Just like the women in my life, I just can’t seem to hang on to the pretty green for all that long. Chase the cynical. 

But that doesn’t mean I won’t blow the bank to stay in Rome for the night just so I can frequent my favorite trattoria for their coniglio. Or what’s better known as plain old bunny rabbit in good old US of A. The cook (he’s not a chef per se, but a home cook) sears it in a frying pan over a gas stove, then bakes it in an oven with butter, garlic, and a gravy formed by the rabbit’s own juices. Along with a side of insalata and fried potatoes covered in extra virgin olive oil (the nuclear greener the better), plus a cold beer and I’m in heaven. 

Now, if only I had a woman to share it with. Maybe the good Lord, if there is a good Lord, is listening to me for a change because I’m just about ready to stab the first bite of rabbit with my fork when she comes running up to my table. Running isn’t even the word for it. More like sprinting, and she doesn’t stop until she nearly knocks the table over and me (and my meal) along with it. 

The table is situated outside the restaurant under an awning in a piazza called Campo di Fiori that features a whole bunch of eateries and is also home to musicians, magicians, and lots of West Africans looking to make some quick money by pawning little toys and trinkets off on you. 

But this thirty-something woman is clearly distressed. She also somehow knows my name even though I’m certain I’ve never seen her before in my life. Chase the semi-famous.  

“Please, Mr. Baker,” she says, taking hold of my hand and pulling me away from the table. “You’ve got to help me. It’s a matter of life or death.” 

She’s on the small side and in good shape with shoulder-length brunette hair. But she’s strong as hell. Or maybe it has something to do with all the adrenaline running through her veins. 

Marco, the trattoria’s owner comes running out. 

“Something wrong, Chase?” he says in his Italian-accented English. 

I turn and spot the portly, mustached proprietor. His head is shaved and he’s wearing one of those food-stained white aprons that covers his entire torso and some of his upper legs.

“I don’t know, Marco,” I say, my eyes back on the strange woman. “But I got a feeling you’d better keep my dinner warm. Looks like I’m heading out for a bit.” 

The woman keeps pulling on my arm. 

“What the hell can be so urgent, lady?” I say. “This is Rome. You’re supposed to be relaxing, sipping some vino, watching the people, eating...You know, la dolce vita.” 

“If you don’t help me,” she says, tears filling her big brown eyes, “a man is going to kill me.” 

I glance at Marco, and he rolls his eyes around in their sockets like he believes the lady isn’t panicked over someone trying to kill her. More like he believes she’s crazy. But you don’t get to be my age and still alive with all his limbs intact without listening to your built-in bull shit detector. When translated, it means I can’t help but believe this woman might indeed be in grave danger. 

“What exactly do you want me to do, lady?” I say. “Shove you in my pocket?”

“No,” she says. “It’s too late for hiding. He’s watching us right now. He’s inside the piazza. He wants to kill me. And if you don’t watch out, he’ll kill you too.”

“Me?” I say. “Who the hell is this man who wants us dead?” 

“He’s a priest,” she says. “A man of God. A Vatican priest. He’s also a cold-blooded killer who is willing to kill on behalf of what I possess.”
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Reaching into my pocket, I grab a twenty euro note and leave it on the table. 

“I’ll be back, Marco,” I say. “But just in case a psychopathic priest ends up killing me, at least you can say I paid for my supper.” 

“You’ll be back, Chase,” Marco says. “You always come back alive.”

I’m glad someone has confidence in me. 

“We have to go now,” the woman says. 

“Where?” I say. 

She turns. 

“Jesus, there he is,” she says. “Run, Chase, run.”

She bolts out from under the awning and into the center of the square. I follow her. I also pull out my shoulder holstered .45 which is concealed by my worn black leather coat. I’m wearing my old Chippawa work boots, tan Levis jeans, a work shirt, and of course, my old CAT baseball cap, so I guess you could say, I’m dressed for adventure. The only thing I’m missing is my shoulder bag. But then, I didn’t think I’d be needing it if all I planned for the night’s activities was to eat and drink myself into oblivion. 

Not to sound overly corny, but the young woman seems to be dressed for adventure too. It’s almost like she was about to get on a plane for Cairo. She’s wearing a khaki work shirt, matching fatigues, and a pair of black combat boots. 

“Head for the stature of Giordano Bruno,” she says. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I hear and see a motorbike speeding over the damp cobbles, coming straight for us. He’s a man dressed in black and wearing a black helmet. He is headed right for us. He’s riding the motorbike with one hand while gripping a semi-automatic in the other. He shoots. The muzzle flashes light up the night and the bullets miss by inches, ricocheting off the cobbles and sending sparks flying. 

“Son of a bitch is shooting at us,” I say.

Chase Baker, Captain Obvious.  

I return the fire, but I’m too slow and he speeds past us. We head to the big dark bronze statue of Bruno the philosopher which creates a rather serious centerpiece in the otherwise pleasant piazza. At least we have some cover there for when the killer priest returns, which he is sure to do. In fact, he comes to a stop at the far end of the piazza and is now turning his motorbike around.

“Here he comes again,” I say, taking aim. 

Meanwhile, the woman has climbed the massive bronze statue’s stone base and, using both her hands, is doing something to its right foot.

“What the hell are you doing, lady?” I bark. “Bruno doesn’t need a pedicure at the moment.”

“I’m getting us out of here, Mr. Baker,” she says. 

“Duck,” I bark. 

The motorbike comes speeding for us again. The priest shoots and the bullets smack against the statue’s the stone base. People scream and run for cover in all directions. I return the fire and score. The bike goes down, the body of the driver spilling out onto the cobbled pavement. 

“I got the bastard,” I say. 

Now coming from out of the near distance, police sirens. We need to get the hell out of Camp di Fiori immediately if not sooner or we will both end up inmates of some Italian jail. But first I need to see just who it is that wants me and the lady dead. I sprint to him, go down onto one knee and pull his helmet off. He’s bleeding badly from the chest, but he’s still alive. Barely, that is. 

Tossing his helmet onto the cobbled pavement, I see a thirty-something man with a scruffy face and wide blue eyes. He’s bleeding out the corners of his mouth.  

“The crystal,” he mumbles in a slow, gruff voice. “The crystal...it is in her possession...men like me will kill for it.” 

“Why?” I say. 

Using whatever strength he has left in his body, he tears open his shirt to reveal a tattoo. It says ALEXAN in dark capital letters. 

“Alexan,” I repeat. “What does that mean?”

“It stands...for truth,” the priest says, as more blood spills out of his mouth, and his face turns bedsheet white. “A truth...which cannot...ever be told.”

He releases a final, bloody gasp, and his hands fall by his sides.

“He’s dead,” I say to myself. 

Reaching into the interior pocket of his black blazer, I pull out his wallet. 

“Chase, we’ve got to go,” the woman shouts. 

Standing, I turn and make my way for the statue of Bruno, double-time.
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It turns out, the woman knows of a secret door at the base of the statue that leads to an underground tunnel. Where exactly the tunnel leads, I have no clue, but it looks like I’m about to find out. She closes the metal door and we make our way down a circular metal staircase that’s got to be at least two centuries old, if not older. It’s rickety and most definitely not stable. With every tread we step on, you can make out the strain on the staircase. The treads squeak, squeal, and scream. 

“We don’t watch out,” I say, “this staircase is going to collapse right out from under us.” 

“Oh, don’t be such a baby,” she says. “That’s certainly not the famous Chase Baker reputation I’ve come to know and love.” 

Know and love...

Chase, the suddenly very interested. 

“Are you ever going to tell me your name?” I ask while we’re still descending into a pitch, cool, damp darkness. 

She reaches into her pocket and pulls out a mini-Maglite. I might pull mine out too but it’s back at my hotel because after all, I wasn’t planning on needing it to eat rabbit. When she turns the light on, I can gladly see we’re nearly at the bottom of the staircase. 

“I’m Helena Sanders,” she says. “Or if you must know my full title, it’s Dr. Helena Sanders, Oxford professor of archaeology specializing in Biblical relics. Does that sufficiently fill you in, Chase Baker?”

“It’ll have to do,” I say as we thankfully come to the bottom. “But I do have one more question.” 

“What’s that?” she says, inhaling a breath of the damp, gamey-smelling air. 

“Are you married, Dr. Sanders?” I can’t help but grin when I pose the question.

She laughs, her voice reverberating off stone walls that must have been carved out of the solid rock centuries ago. 

“Is that your way of asking if I’m available, Mr. Baker?” she says. 

“Call me Chase,” I say. “Mr. Baker was my dad.” 

“You probably are my dad,” she says. 

“Oh nice,” I say. “Now that is a real turn-on.”

“Well, you are a few years older than me,” the doctor says. “Maybe even a couple of decades.”

“Hey lady,” I say, “the machinery still works just fine. In fact, it’s gotten better with age.”

Chase the modest.  

Helena stops, turns, and looks me in the eyes. 

She says, “How is it possible we can go from being nearly shot to death by a crazy Vatican priest to making our escape in an underground tunnel that’s a thousand years old, to you flirting with me?”

“Sorry,” I say. “I was just trying to lighten things up.”

We come upon a spider web that extends all the way from the stone tunnel ceiling to the floor. Helena stops.

“Oh great,” she says. “I hate spiders.”

“We have that in common,” I say. “You want me to go first?” 

“Are you trying to say I don’t have the balls to break through that web?” she says. 

“Assuming you’re a woman and you truly don’t have a pair of balls,” I say, “the answer is yes. But if you want to go first and find out what’s on the other side of that monster web, please, by all means, be my guest. You got me into this after all.” 

Helena stares at the web for a long beat, purses her lips, and hands Chase the mini-Maglite. 

“The spiders down here can be very dangerous,” she says. “You go first.” 

“Gee,” I say. “I certainly hope there’s a decent payday at the end of all this.”

“There will be plenty of time to talk money,” the doctor says. 

In situations like this, when you’re not sure what you’re going to find on the other side of a spider web that’s so thick, the LED Maglite won’t even come close to penetrating it, you inhale a breath and go for it. Trust me when I tell you, this isn’t the first monster spider web I’ve encountered underground, and it likely won’t be the last. 

“Stay close,” I say, “just in case we run into a nest and have to make a run for it.” 

“A nest,” she repeats. “A nest of nasty, poisonous spiders. Just what I need right now. I feel like we’re in an Indiana Jones movie.”

“Lady,” I say, shooting her a glance over my shoulder, “whenever you’re with me, you are in an Indiana Jones movie. Or a Doc Savage novel, anyway.” 

“What’s Doc Savage?” Helena asks. 

“Never mind,” I say. 

Then, without any more hesitation, I bust through the web and come within inches of falling to my death.
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No more than six inches beyond the thick spider web is an opening in the stone cavern floor that appears to be bottomless. A bottomless pit. I hold out my arm and stop Dr. Sanders in her tracks. 

“Holy Christ,” she says. “What’s that?”

Together we peer down into the hole. Not even the Maglite is able to find bottom. The opening isn’t quite as expansive as the width of the tunnel, but it’s got to be at least ten feet wide. 

“How are we going to get across this thing?” the doctor asks. It’s the obvious question. 

I shine the light on both ledges. They appear to be about five inches wide. Just large enough to accommodate one foot at a time but narrow enough that one false step and you will drop into a bottomless pit that more than likely doesn’t hit bottom until you reach hell itself. 

“Very carefully,” I say. “Follow me.’

Turning my cap around on my head so that the brim doesn’t get in my way, I approach the ledge on my left-hand side. Shoving the Maglite in my pant waist, the light is shining upward against my face and the damp stone wall. 

“Take my hand, Helena,” I insist. “Just take it easy and move slowly. This isn’t a race. If we’re careful and we shift our body weight so that it’s pressing against the wall, we can inch our way over this ledge.”

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” she says, taking hold of my left hand. 

I look her in the eyes. 

“Trust me,” I say, not without a grin. “Now face the wall and follow me.” 

“Whatever you say,” she says. 

Slowly, carefully, I place the sole on my right foot at a ninety-degree angle so that it fits the ledge. I do the same with my left foot. I don’t walk along the ledge, but instead scooch or shuffle, inch by precious inch. Helena observes what I’m doing and follows my lead. I can tell she’s frightened to death because I can feel the cold sweat practically pouring out of her palm. 

Leaning all my weight against the stone wall, I can smell how ancient it is. The smell is musk combined with mold. It’s almost like we’re under the Tiber River. That’s what I’m thinking about when my right foot slips off the ledge. 

“Chase!” Helena screams holding tight to my hand.

It’s her strength that allows me to reposition my foot. But my heart is now pounding not in my chest but in my throat. Mouth dry, stomach tighter than a tick. 

“Please be more careful, Chase,” she adds.  

I swallow something cold and bitter and continue moving. 

“We’re doing just fine, Hel,” I say when we’re about halfway across the ledge. “We’re gonna make it, no sweat.” 

“Let’s hope so, Chase Baker,” she says. “I just hope my heart doesn’t give out in the meantime.” 

“Now who’s the scared one?” I say. 

“Laugh it up,” she says. “One thing is for certain, you sure know how to show a lady a nice time.”

“That’s why I’m irresistible,” I say. 

Chase the modest. 

We move a couple more feet and the contour of the wall changes. Instead of the typical smooth surface, there appear hundreds, if not thousands of small holes. The holes are about the circumference of a dime. 

I feel Helena’s hand trembling in mine as we continue our shuffle toward the other side of the bottomless pit. 

“Chase,” she says in a tight voice. “What the hell are those?” 

“Some kind of deformity in the rockface,” I say. “Nothing to worry about.”

But when the first spider emerges from one of the holes and climbs onto our connected hands, I know damn well the holes are not deformities in the rock-face, so much as homes for the spiders. Spiders we both knew existed all along. 

Dr. Sanders screams as the long-legged, big, yellow-bellied, hairy black spider climbs the length of her arm. 

“Get it off of me,” Chase,” she screams.

“We’re almost to the other side,” I bark. “Just ignore it. I’m sure it’s harmless.’

“Ouch!” she yells. “It bit me. I’m poisoned.”

“It’s your imagination,” I lie. “Just...keep...moving, Helena!”

But that’s when dozens of spiders begin to emerge from the holes. Correction, not dozens, but hundreds. They are big and hairy, and their legs are long and hard, almost like miniature crabs. As they begin to climb not only over our arms and torsos, they also crawl on our faces. It’s all I can do to keep my shit together. 

Helena is screaming while we continue to shuffle toward the end of the ledge. All the while, I’m hoping against hope that Helena doesn’t give up, retract her hand, and attempt to slap the spiders off her face and body. If she does that, she’s as good as dead because she will most definitely drop into the bottomless pit. 

I’ll be damned if it’s not exactly what she does.
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As she falls, I act fast and somehow manage to grab hold of her forearm. I also shuffle the few more inches to the opposite side of the pit. Using my free hands, I brush all the spiders (or most of them anyway), off my face and chest. But I’m struggling to hold onto Helena. Not only is she hanging over the pit, but she is covered in spiders. 

“Give me your other hand?” I order. 

But she’s screaming hysterically and crying. 

“I can’t move,” she says. 

She’s obviously going catatonic. Can’t say I blame her. But she’s got to try or she’s a dead lady. 

“Helena,” I say, “you have no choice. Raise your left hand and let me grab onto it. I will pull you out of the pit and get all those nasty spiders off of you. But you must help yourself first.” 

“I can’t...do it,” she cries. 

“For God’s sake, yes you can,” I insist. “You are Dr. Helena Sanders of Oxford University. You specialize in Biblical relics, and you’re afraid of a few little insects?” 

That’s when I see her blue eyes go wide. She stops crying and slowly raises her free hand. I don’t hesitate to grab hold of it. Using all the strength I maintain during my daily workouts at the gym (thank God for free weights), I yank her out of the pit and place her as gently as possible on the stone floor. 

“Get off of me,” she screams while slapping herself silly to rid herself of the spiders. “Get off of me.”

“I think you’ve gotten rid of them,” I say. 

Holding out my hand to assist her, she slaps it away like it’s just another one of those ugly spiders. 

“I’m perfectly able to get up on my own, thank you very much, Chase Baker,” she says. 

“Suit yourself, professor,” I say.

Then, turning my hat brim back around and pulling the Maglite from my pant waist, I shine the light on her neck. 

“Don’t move,” I say. “I want to see if you were really bitten.” 

But I don’t see the slightest evidence of a bite and I tell her as much. 

“It certainly felt like something bit me,” she insists. 

“Well, I’ve been living part-time in Italy for a lot of years and there is one thing I can assure you of, professor,” I say. “There might be some big garden spiders that you can find in the vineyards all around Tuscany, but not a single one of them is deadly or even so poisonous you’d need an emergency room.” 

She finger-combs her lush dark hair and inhales a breath of the damp air. 

“Well, those monster spiders looked awfully deadly to me,” she says. 

“Look on the bright side,” I say. “They weren’t snakes, which for certain can be deadly, and we made it past
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