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Praise for Felix Alexander’s

The Last Valentine

“Felix Alexander writes about love 

as if he’s been in it most of his life!”

~Courtney, Stories to Live By

“Unique love tale of tragedy and mystery...several love stories woven together by a single love letter!”

~Iris Sweetwater, Author and Blogger

“This is a book for the true romantic. I felt as if I were the ghost...haunting the characters. 

I sighed while reading, I sighed at the ending. I sigh upon remembering it.”

~Alaskan Book Café

“A story you will fall in love for, a story you will read with a full heart and crave every word of it. A book I will re-read anytime I want to feel that deep love that brought me to tears in the end.”

~Eva Chau, The Chau Girl book reviews

“I recommend this to lovers of old-world secrets, the consequences of forbidden love affairs, and murder/mysteries that feel more like long-winded romances. Felix Alexander penned a love letter around his readers!”

~Elizabeth Mathis, Book Reviewer-BetwixThePages

“Absolutely beautiful! A cocktail of mystery and intrigue

filled with longing and hope.”

~ChickLit Café Book Reviews

“A haunting love story! The story is at times poetic, poignant, and engrossing.”

~Katherine McDermott, Amazon Book Reviews

“The writing style of Felix Alexander has something special that kept me reading the book.”

~Navika, Szebrabooks Reviews/Germany

“I always thought the French and the Italians knew about the intricacies of love. Now I know it is the Spanish too. Felix Alexander is in love with love. There is no way to read his words without falling in love with love!”

~Amazon Customer Reviews

“The Last Valentine is an ode to love and romance. 

From the passionate one to the possessive one, 

the obsessive one; the love born of patience and understanding, 

the one that is everlasting, the one that’s meant to be 

and the one that’s forbidden.” 

~Ashamtly Lopez, Jewel GeekyShelf Reviews

“The people who sat in darkness 

have seen a great light,

and upon those who sat in the region 

and shadow of death Light has dawned.” 

~Matthew 4:16

FACT:

THE HOLY BIBLE—

Is believed to be the inspired, and the only infallible, authoritative Word of God.

The Hebrew Bible, composed primarily in Biblical Hebrew and Biblical Aramaic, is a major textual source of the Greek Old Testament. Together, both texts became known as the Old Testament of the Christian Bible, but this varies among Christian Churches.

The Greek Old Testament varies from the Christian Old Testament, which became a textual source of re-interpretative teachings that later appeared in several Christian Greek New Testament versions. 

The Greek New Testament is the original form of the books of the New Testament written in Koine Greek, the standard spoken and written language during the time of the ministry of Jesus.

The New Testament Gospels were derived from oral traditions in the second half of the first century CE. In the four decades after the death of Jesus the Gospels were only relayed orally until the writing of Mark’s Gospel.

Christian denominations disagree about the contents of the canon.

The authors of the Biblical texts lived in divergent eras and were influenced by various political, cultural, and economic circumstances.

The translation of the Bible into Latin signified the divergent path between Western Latin-speaking Christianity and Eastern Christianity.

The texts of the Bible continued to be revised or excluded from the canon during the translation. Among these texts is the Gospel of Barnabas, Barnabas having been one of the prominent disciples who walked with Jesus.
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The Medici Residence

City of Chicago, Area 2

Friday 9:34 p.m.

Lazzaro de Medici stood behind the cherry oak wood desk in the dim light of his study, with the phone receiver glued to his ear. An unexpected visitor abruptly interrupted his conversation: Lazzaro’s son. He stared at Lorenzo in disbelief as his son emerged from the shadows with a gun aimed at his chest.

“It did not have to be this way,” a raspy voice spoke over the phone’s receiver.

“What did you do?” Lazzaro muttered. His white hair was slicked back from a receding hairline, and his grey eyes watered behind wireframe glasses that rested on his long, wide nose.

“You left me no other choice,” the voice said. “Now tell me where it is.”

Lazzaro shook his head. Lorenzo remained silent, the gun unwavering. 

“Despite what you believe, the Lost Bible does not belong to you,” the raspy voice growled over the phone’s receiver. “Hiding it will not protect you.”

The Gospel of— Lazzaro’s mind whirled, and his breathing grew shallow. His heart raced as if he’d sprinted a quarter mile, and his stomach twisted in knots. He had gone to great lengths to acquire the Lost Bible. He had pored over every word, every passage, and every page of the sacred truth. If they destroy it, the truth will be lost forever. He cleared his throat. “I no longer fear retribution.”

“This is not a secret you will take to the grave,” the voice said.

“I did not intend to,” Lazzaro whispered. He set the call to speaker and carefully placed the phone back on the receiver.

“Where is it?” Lorenzo finally spoke. “You have already denied me my birthright.” He had seen the documents his father had tried to hide. The family’s estate and the offshore accounts were all willed to Aiden. The only hope Lorenzo had for a fresh start lay in finding the ancient relic.

Lazzaro shook his head almost imperceptibly. “You cannot have it. You must not have it!”

The dim lighting in the room flickered. Lorenzo flinched, and his brow furrowed. He started forward but stopped a few steps away from the desk, tilted his head, and looked at the stranger who had suddenly appeared between them. “What the—?”

Lazzaro’s eyes widened. “Do not do this. Do not help them conceal the truth,” Lazzaro said to his son.

Lorenzo looked at his father, but he did not appear to hear him. He was too focused on the mysterious stranger's sudden appearance.

“If you won’t tell us, perhaps Aiden will,” the raspy voice said smugly over the speaker.

How could he possibly know that I passed the secret on to Aiden? Lazzaro struggled to breathe.

“Your silence reveals everything,” the voice said.

Lazzaro reached for his throat, gasping for air. A darting pain squeezed his heart as he toppled heavily to the floor. The truth. He felt his throat tighten. The Truth must not be lost forever! He collapsed behind his desk.

The gun roared. Lorenzo fired shot after shot at the mysterious and unwelcome stranger, secure in the knowledge that no one would be in the house after Aiden’s departure. The loud slamming of the front door instantly ended the barrage of bullets. Shit! Aiden’s still here. Lorenzo turned and hid with his back pressed against a wall.

I’m going to die alone. Lazzaro lay gasping for breath; his eyes felt heavy. The door to his study flew open, and footsteps approached. Someone scrambled to where he lay behind his desk.

“Lazzaro!” said a familiar voice.

Aiden! Lazzaro summoned his remaining strength, pointing at the inner pocket of Aiden’s suit jacket. Aiden had placed the envelope there after Lazzaro had handed it to him before the phone call. 

Aiden followed Lazzaro’s trembling hand. Neither man paid any attention to the rapid beeping over the speaker, followed by a woman’s voice, “If you’d like to make a call, please hang up and dial again.”

Aiden glanced up at the window when he heard the floorboards creak. Lazzaro pointed at Aiden’s inner pocket again. Struggling to breathe, he whispered with his final breath, “Expose the secret of heaven.”

In that instant, Aiden felt as much as he saw the shadow cast by the moonlight as ominous, heavy footsteps approached him from behind. He whirled to glimpse his assailant, but it was too late. A sharp blow to the head, and all went dark.

[image: image]

UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO Medical Center

Intensive Care Unit

Friday 11:17 p.m.

The value of a secret is predicated on what it preserves and what it can destroy.

Aiden felt severe pain in his head before he opened his eyes. The scent of medicinal alcohol filled his nostrils, and the steady rhythm of a machine pinged nearby. A vision lingered on the edge of his memory like a lighthouse amid heavy fog. Aiden Leonardo recognized the old man who stood before him in the study. The elder had embraced him the way a father embraces his favorite son. He had hugged him until there remained no strength in his arms before he vanished, and the light faded.

A deathly silence lingered in the darkness. A blanket of clouds moved across the sky and parted to reveal the full moon’s shimmer cascading from heaven through the window. The floorboards creaked, and the silhouette of a mysterious figure drew Aiden’s attention to the corner. He leaned forward, straining to catch a clearer view of the figure’s face, but the specter retreated into the shadows. Gunshots roared, and a blinding light flashed, forcing Aiden to turn away.

The bright fluorescent light intensified his headache when he risked opening his eyes. He squinted, groaned, and tried to shield his eyes, but a sharp stabbing in his forearm restricted his movement.

An IV?

He blinked and scanned the room. 

He was alone. 

An unfamiliar voice echoed from an overhead paging system, “Doctor Brown to the ICU.

What the hell am I doing in a hospital?

Aiden shifted and winced when the pain shot from the back of his neck to his forehead. He groaned and shut his eyes. With his head back on the pillow, he gingerly felt a lump just above his hairline through his short-cropped hair for a wound.

Aiden tried to open his eyes again, but they felt like heavy curtains. He inhaled deeply and listened to the ping of the machine in the darkness. He wanted to surrender to sleep and decipher what his dreams had been trying to reveal.

A commotion in the corridor broke the silence. Several voices. A disagreement. They grew louder as they drew near. The door was flung open, and noise flooded his room.

“You can’t go in there,” a nurse insisted.

The woman whirled around to face the hospital staff that followed her.

“You don’t get to tell me what I can and cannot do. I’m his doctor, Miriam Levin, and he’s my fiancé.”

My doctor? Aiden gazed at Miriam before his eyes closed again.

“Get security!” the nurse commanded.

An orderly who had trailed the nurse turned and fled from the room.

“Come on, I’m getting you out of here.” Miriam met his perplexed gaze before she opened a cabinet and pulled out a plastic bag that contained his clothes. She had to move quickly. Although Miriam had two doctorates, one in cultural anthropology and another in historical archeology, she did not practice medicine.

The head nurse insisted that Miriam did not possess the authority to release him from the hospital. When Miriam countered that the hospital could not force him to stay, the nurse informed her that the police wanted to question him before his release.

“Police?” Aiden forced his eyes open, wincing at the sharp pain stabbing fiercely behind his eyes.

“The police can talk to our lawyer!” Miriam declared, and she demanded the nurses leave the room.

Why do the police want to question me? Aiden's head throbbed intensely. He closed his eyes again, trying to remember an incident or an altercation. His mind drew a blank.

Damn it!

The group of nurses reluctantly relented in the face of legal ramifications. Miriam quickly closed the door behind them and rushed to Aiden’s side.

When Aiden turned his head toward her, the sharp, stabbing pain resurfaced, this time shooting from his spine through his skull.

Thirty-second pain, thirty-second pain. He repeated to himself as he drew slow, deep breaths.

Miriam swiftly removed the IV.

Aiden struggled to roll over onto his side and groaned through the pain. “W-w-what's going on? Who are you?”

She helped him sit upright and looked at him quizzically.

The pain continued to throb in his head. The dizziness compelled his eyes closed. Visions flashed across his mind: a dimly lit study, an older man, and a silhouette beneath the moonlight near a window.

“Aiden, look at me.” Miriam held his face in her hands. “Don’t you recognize me?”

Her brown, almond-shaped eyes held his gaze. Her familiar scent lingered between them in the silence. Thick, wavy brown hair fell past her shoulders over a red turtleneck sweater. Her soft features calmed him, and he devoured her beauty...even if he did not recognize her.

Finally, Aiden gingerly shook his head. “I'm sorry, but I don't—”

He saw the worried look in her eyes.

“We'll figure it out later.” She waved it off. “Right now, we need to get you out of here.”

“I don't understand,” murmured Aiden, pinching the bridge of his nose in pain and confusion.

Miriam made to remove his hospital gown.

“Whoa!” Aiden leaned away. The pain exploded in his head, and he fell back onto the bed. Thirty-second pain, thirty-second pain.

“Aiden. Baby.”

“Don't ‘baby,’ me, lady. I don't know you!” Aiden lay on his back with his eyes closed and his head swimming.

“Well, then you're just going to have to trust me.”

“Trust you?” Damn, this woman is persistent.

“It's either that or go to jail.”

“Jail?” Aiden propped himself up on his elbows. His head swam and throbbed with pain.

“Yes. Jail.” She helped him sit upright again.

“What the hell happened?” He could not recall any detail that explained how he ended up in the hospital.

What did I do today? Where did I go?

“You mean you really don’t know?” Miriam met his confused gaze.

“Know what?” Aiden insisted.

“I’ll explain later. Come on.” Miriam helped him remove the hospital gown and change into his clothes.

The pain throbbed in his head as she pulled up his jeans and fastened his belt. Aiden sank back to the edge of the bed, momentarily paralyzed by the excruciating pain. Miriam apologized profusely, anxiously realizing that she had grazed the bump on his head while helping him put on his black sweater.

When she had finished putting on his socks and shoes, she stood and scanned the room for his fedora. “Shit!”

“What?” Aiden asked as he rubbed his temples.

“Where’s your hat?”

“My hat?” His eyes shut.

“Yes, your fedora. You never go anywhere without it.”

Aiden slowly shook his head. Her mention of the fedora triggered something familiar, but he had no clear recollection of a fedora. Miriam knelt before him.

“Aiden, honey, look at me.”

He gradually opened his eyes. The brightness of the room still hurt.

“Your full name is Aiden Leonardo. You are thirty-seven years old and a professor of mythological studies at U.I.C. That’s where we met a year and a half ago. We have been engaged for five months. Doesn’t any of this sound familiar?”

Aiden inhaled deeply; his brow furrowed in painful confusion before slowly shaking his head again.

Miriam cursed under her breath, stood, and grabbed his jacket off a hanger in the closet. She carefully pulled the door ajar and peered through the opening to see the medical staff congregated at the nurse’s station. She could hear one of them ask about the status of hospital security. An orderly replied that security was dealing with an unruly patient in the psych ward. The head nurse cursed management for the hospital’s recent cutbacks.

Miriam returned to Aiden’s side, putting her arm around him to help him stand. Overcome with vertigo, Aiden’s knees buckled, and he reached back for the bed. Miriam held him up, struggling to support his weight.

“No, baby, we’ve got to go!” Miriam held him up.

“Perhaps talking with the cops isn’t such a bad idea,” Aiden groaned, obviously wobbly on his feet.

“It is when you’re a murder suspect,” Miriam hissed, pulling him closer.

“What?” Aiden’s eyes widened, pain exploding in his head. He fought through the pain to shuffle his feet apart for balance and grasped the bed rail for support. “Whose murder?”

“Lazzaro de Medici,” Miriam said. She still could not believe it herself.

The name held no meaning for him.

“He was like a father to you.” Miriam searched his eyes. “He was murdered, and the police think you had something to do with it.”

“Me?” Aiden struggled to recall the events of that evening. “How?”

“You had dinner with him tonight. Don’t you remember?” Miriam wrapped an arm around his waist and lifted his arm over her shoulder. She helped him over to a wheelchair near the door.

Aiden shook his head, wincing with each step. “Where?”

Miriam helped Aiden get into the wheelchair, explaining that Lazzaro had sent a car for him earlier that evening. She did not know where they had gone because Lazzaro had requested to meet with Aiden privately.

Miriam peered through the doorway at the nurse’s station again. When the staff had their backs to the door, she swiftly led Aiden out of the room and down the corridor in the opposite direction. They turned a corner and arrived at an elevator. She pressed the button repeatedly, anxiously, and watched the light count down along the numbers above the door. She heard a ping from the elevators at the other end of the floor near the nurse’s station. The police had arrived.

A tall, statuesque man with lean features stepped out of the far elevator. He wore a dark, double-breasted suit that framed his wide shoulders, and his emerald tie accentuated his deep-set green eyes. The nurses stared at him in awe when he introduced himself as Detective Marquez.

“Right this way, detective.” The head nurse said, leading him and two patrolmen down the hall. The handsome detective and the two patrolmen in their official-looking uniforms towered over her. 

“How long has it been since he regained consciousness?” Detective Marquez said sharply, his voice bristling with authority.

The head nurse did not know. She could only say that the doctor had been paged but had yet to respond. As they entered the room where Aiden had been, she told them about the madwoman claiming to be a doctor but stopped mid-sentence, alarm and puzzlement contorting her face.

“Where is he?” the detective demanded.

The head nurse stammered her reply, “He was here just moments ago!”

Ding!

Miriam pulled Aiden into the large elevator and hurriedly pressed the buttons on the panel.

“How many elevators are on this floor?” Marquez stormed out of the room.

The head nurse said one group of elevators was for visitors, and another was on the opposite end for moving patients. She chased after the detective and the patrolmen, who ran down the hall towards the main elevators.

Marquez arrived just in time to catch a glimpse of Miriam as the elevator doors closed. He slapped the wall and cursed under his breath. He instructed the patrolmen to take the other elevator down to the lobby. He turned and lifted his walkie-talkie from his belt. Marquez raced down the stairwell and radioed into dispatch the description of the brunette who had fled with the suspect.

“The hospital staff said she claimed to be a doctor.” The detective leaped over the five steps of each flight onto the platforms. “Miriam Levin. See if you can locate any vehicles registered in that name and send the ten twenty-eight to all available units.”

The dispatcher parroted the woman’s description to other officers patrolling the area. Then she provided the information he had requested: a red Audi A6 sedan with Illinois plates. The address was within Chicago’s city limits.

“Send a unit to her address in case she decides to return home.” Marquez raced down the stairwell.

“Come on, come on.” Miriam glanced at the numbers above the door. She hurriedly guided the wheelchair out of the elevator when it dinged and the doors opened. Aiden struggled to keep his eyes open as Miriam pushed the wheelchair toward the exit.

Ding!

The patrolmen stepped out of the elevator and scanned the empty corridor before they raced to the opposite end of the floor. Detective Marquez emerged from the stairwell just as his patrolmen reached the elevator Miriam and Aiden had taken. The trio turned and saw the sliding glass doors of the exit close.

“Damn it!” Marquez shouted.

They chased after the sound of car doors slamming. They nearly collided with the sliding glass doors, which failed to open when they approached. Tires squealed outside. When the door’s motion sensor failed to function, one of the patrolmen pressed the large square button on the wall with a handicap sign etched into it.

Detective Marquez cursed under his breath when they finally emerged into the darkness of the parking lot to the sight of taillights vanishing in the distance. He saw a dark sport coupe turn the corner, disappearing into the night.

He radioed into dispatch the direction the vehicle had been heading. After requesting that additional units check the side streets westbound from the hospital to I-94, he turned to the patrolmen and instructed them to canvas the area east of their location to Lake Shore Drive.

“Dispatch,” he keyed up over the radio, “call the Illinois State Police and provide them with the information so they can keep an eye out on the highways.”

Why run unless you’re guilty?

He lifted his iPhone out of an inner pocket and placed a call as he marched across the parking lot to where he had parked his car.

“It’s me. Yeah, he got away,” he said in a low voice and glanced over his shoulder. “I made sure of it.”

Lying in the back seat of the black sport coupe, Aiden’s head throbbed. The orange glow of the overhead streetlights flashed through the tinted windows as the car raced northbound along Lake Shore Drive. His head swam, and his heavy eyelids fell shut with the rocking motion of the vehicle.

Miriam reached back from the front passenger seat to comfort him. She turned to look at Lorenzo de Medici in the driver’s seat. He stared straight ahead and appeared to be lost in thought.

“I’m sorry about your father,” she whispered.

Lorenzo did not seem to hear her. His steely grey eyes focused on the road ahead. His strong jaw clenched beneath high cheekbones. The knuckles of his large hands were white as he gripped the steering wheel.

Find The Lost Bible. And eliminate Lazzaro.

The instructions were simple. The plan was infallible, or so Lorenzo had thought. 

After Lazzaro had revealed the location of the Lost Bible to Aiden, Lorenzo was to eliminate them both and retrieve the artifact. It was worth millions. Only Lazzaro had never mentioned the Lost Bible, and the unexpected happened after Aiden had gone. Someone else was in the study. Or should he say, some thing. It had appeared unnatural, like a ghostly apparition from a horror movie... but it couldn’t have been a ghost because such things didn’t exist.

Lorenzo had fired his weapon, and Aiden had rushed back into the study. Lorenzo had retreated into the shadows and had heard Lazzaro whisper something to Aiden, but the words had been a mere jumble. Lorenzo had panicked then, slamming his pistol into Aiden’s bare head. At least I spared his life. He had immediately left his father’s mansion, raced home, cleaned up, and changed his clothes.

After Detective Marquez had called and asked to meet him at his father’s home, Lorenzo poured himself a drink. His hands shook as he brought the drink to his lips. After the interview, he realized he needed to get to Aiden before the cops could question him.

Miriam turned back to Aiden. He had lost consciousness. He shifted in his sleep and inhaled deeply. She watched him as she had on so many nights when he lay beside her. Only this time things were different. Tonight, someone had tried to kill Aiden, probably after they had murdered Lazzaro de Medici. But instead of going after the killer, the police wanted to question Aiden about the events of the evening.

Am I harboring a fugitive?

The consequences of her actions hadn’t crossed her mind when Lorenzo de Medici had called and told her what had happened, and not when she had barged into the ICU and argued with the hospital staff.

Even when the police nearly caught them at the elevator, she had only thought about protecting Aiden. Then, as the elevator doors closed, she saw the detective. Miriam had thought she recognized him: Angelo Marquez, a man from her past whom she hadn’t thought about in years. If it had been Marquez, perhaps she should contact him.

Would he be willing to help?

Aiden mumbled something unintelligible in his sleep. Images flashed across his mind’s eye. A private office with cherry oak furniture and leather-bound books that lined the shelves in dim lighting. Lazzaro de Medici, his white hair slicked back from his receding hairline, his grey eyes worried, despite his smile.

Crystal glasses filled with scotch on the rocks, a jumbled conversation sprinkled with words like secrets and regrets and a white parchment envelope with a wax seal. 

Miriam cast a concerned glance backward as Aiden whimpered, now curled into a fetal position in the backseat. His nightmare seemed to be intensifying if that’s what it was. In Aiden’s mind, the kaleidoscopic images and sounds had been replaced by a sudden and complete darkness. His stomach tightened, and his body contracted. His fear of the dark was unshakable, debilitating.

Aiden’s fear stemmed from a boyhood incident when he thought he had heard voices in the night and had felt an eerie presence in his room. He tried to scream, but nobody came because nobody had heard him. It had been a silent scream as though his vocal cords were paralyzed. His best friend, Lorenzo, had told him that sleep paralysis was really the Devil riding his back. From that day forward, Aiden had studied mythology and religion to overcome his fear, but even now, something about the darkness gripped his heart.” 

Amidst the pain, his mind continued to swirl. A shadow among shadows lurked in the corner of the study. Indiscernible voices talked over each other. A blinding light flashed. Gunshots rang. A sharp pain in his head jarred Aiden awake, and he found himself alone in a strange bed. Lazzaro de Medici’s voice echoed in his mind. 

His last words: Expose the secret of heaven.
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CHICAGO POLICE HEADQUARTERS 

Area 2, District 3

Friday 11:52 p.m.

When Detective Marquez arrived at the police station, he shook his head at the sight of news vans and reporters clustered in the front lot. Their lights were a beacon in the middle of the night as they relayed the news in real-time.

“Unbelievable.” He muttered under his breath.

Angelo Marquez had never been a fan of the twenty-four-hour news cycle of the Information Age. Every minute of every day, media outlets relayed up-to-the-minute information about celebrities, politicians, athletes, and scandals. They focused more on what was new instead of actual news. A shooting in a quiet suburb drew national headlines, but daily shootings in the ghetto often went ignored. A politician’s indiscretions became everybody’s business, but his agenda on matters of state went unreported. Their policy positions were often left to be scavenged during the campaign thrashing on the eve of an election to sway voters.

When he arrived at the police department's rear entrance, a patrolman approached. He informed Marquez that two FBI agents waited for him in the watch commander’s office.

“The FBI?” Marquez paused to consider the news.

“Just a heads-up.” The patrolman shrugged and walked out of the building.

Marquez tucked the manila folder under his arm and thumbed through the messages on his iPhone as he marched through the corridors of the police department. He was barely conscious of the indiscernible conversations buzzing in the offices as he passed. Radio traffic about incidents occurring throughout the city occasionally echoed from walkie-talkies. He came to a halt when a new message appeared on his screen.

He looked over his shoulder and stepped into an empty office to reply.

The Magistrate: What’s the status?

Me: The object has not been found.

The Magistrate: Then I assume you have made contact?

Me: Yes. However, he did not appear to be concerned with the item.

The Magistrate: And you are convinced?

Me: No. I got the sense he was hiding something.

The Magistrate:?

Me: I’ll be in touch.

Marquez silenced his iPhone and stuffed it into his pocket. He took the stairwell to the second floor, turned right, and strode down the corridor. When he approached the Watch commander’s office, he heard Sergeant Solinski's voice.

“You will have the full cooperation of this agency at your disposal.” Sergeant Solinski turned to Marquez when the detective appeared in the doorway and introduced Marquez to Special Agents Martin and Pressfield.

“I get why the news agencies are here, but what draws the attention of the FBI?” the detective asked.

“Just so we’re clear, detective, this is still your investigation.” Special Agent Martin shook Marquez’s hand. His light brown hair was combed neatly above his wide forehead, and his dark brown eyes were sharp under thick, bushy eyebrows. All seemed fitting for a short, stout man whose dark suit jacket appeared one size too small.

“That still doesn’t answer my question,” Marquez replied dryly.

“We’ve led the probe into Lazzaro de Medici’s securities fraud case and have been working with Interpol during their smuggling investigation. Allegedly, we don’t have the proof yet; he had been smuggling works of art into and out of the country,” Agent Martin explained. 

“I see,” Marquez muttered.

“At the moment, we’re uncertain if there’s any connection, but we’d like to work closely with you in case there is a link between our two cases.”

“The man defrauded dozens and stole millions from the wealthy. Of course, he had enemies, but his killer was not a professional,” Marquez said.

“How can you be sure?” Special Agent Pressfield asked. He placed his hands on his hips. His short, coarse hair faded evenly into his dark skin. The man’s narrow, dark eyes studied Marquez with a cold stare.

The detective tossed the manila folder onto the Watch commander’s desk. It was filled with photos of the crime scene. Lazzaro’s home office had been ransacked. Bullet holes were found everywhere except on the body.

“Given the absence of physical trauma to the body, we believe Lazzaro de Medici had died of asphyxiation, but preliminary reports reveal that it had been by his own hands.

“Besides, a professional wouldn’t have left a witness,” Marquez said.

“A witness?” Agent Pressfield’s brow furrowed.

“Where is this witness?” Agent Martin turned away from the photos. The professor, damn it!

“He was being treated for his injuries at the University of Chicago Medical Center. A woman arrived during the shift change of the officers standing watch outside his room. The relieving officer was delayed by five minutes, providing a small window of opportunity for her to get him out of the hospital.”

“Which officer?” the watch commander asked sharply.

“I’ve already spoken with him.” Marquez avoided the question. It would not do to divulge that he had delayed the officer intentionally.

The FBI agents studied Marquez.

“For now, we treat the witness as a suspect in the murder.” Marquez insisted.

“What’s his name?” Agent Pressfield asked. He lifted his smartphone and initiated a call.

“Aiden Leonardo,” Marquez replied. “He’s an Associate Professor of Biblical Studies and Folklore at the University of Illinois at Chicago.”

“How does a professor of biblical studies get mixed up with an investment banker under investigation for securities fraud?” the watch commander mused as he sifted through the photos on his desk.

Marquez turned to Agent Martin. “Haven’t you guys been keeping tabs on this guy?”

“Our investigation centered on his securities fraud and business associates. I’m sure the professor’s name popped up, but he didn’t raise any red flags.” Martin shrugged. Shit! If they view him as a suspect, that complicates things.

Marquez briefly recalled his interview with Lorenzo at the mansion earlier that evening. The younger Medici had mentioned a shared interest between the banker and the professor. The agent on the phone interrupted the detective’s train of thought.

“Agent Pressfield here,” the FBI agent spoke into his phone. “Get a message to the lead inspector on the Medici case over at Interpol. Have him call me immediately with any information about the smuggling of Biblical artifacts.”

“Wait.” Marquez scowled as the agent ended his call. “You don’t actually think that this professor was involved in purchasing items off the Black Market?”

“It could point to motive,” Agent Pressfield responded.

“At the moment, we don’t know what to think,” Agent Martin interjected. “However, we cannot rule anything out at this point. At least not until we find himand ask him what he knows about Medici’s dealings and the circumstances surrounding the latter’s death.”

Pressfield studied his partner with keen interest. He appeared to be more concerned with the professor than he had been in the past. When their supervisor brought him up, Martin dismissed the professor’s involvement immediately. Even when they had been ordered to come down to the precinct, Martin had suggested that the disgraced investment banker had merely gotten what was coming to him. He didn’t want to postpone their investigation into Lazzaro’s financial dealings to inquire about the circumstances surrounding his death.

The watch commander stood and moved to the side of his desk. He slid one hand in his pocket and held a coffee mug in the other. “Detective Marquez will keep you apprised of his findings throughout this investigation,” he assured the agents.

Marquez eyed the watch commander impassively, noting the auburn tint that pathetically masked the sergeant’s grey hair. Looks like you dyed your hair again. Marquez rolled his eyes. He despised Sergeant Solinski not only because he often went out of his way to impress members of other agencies but also because he made it a point to intimidate his subordinates with his stripes. Other members of the department shared Marquez’s disdain for the sergeant. They believed that his condescending attitude was the result of personal insecurities about the tiny object that dangled between his legs.

“Are we clear, detective?” Sergeant Solinski eyed Marquez.

“Yeah.” Marquez nodded and left the office without waiting for an official dismissal.

Marquez stopped at his desk, opened the top drawer, and retrieved his Bible. He opened to the passage he felt most pertinent to his current mission. His voice was just above a whisper as he read Titus 1:9, “He must hold firmly to the trustworthy message as it has been taught so that he can encourage others by sound doctrine and refute those who oppose it.”

Comforted by Scripture, Marquez closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. The Holy Bible is the Word of God. Every word is divinely inspired by the All Mighty Father. He felt grateful that he had learned the gospel and had been chosen to act as an instrument in the blessed work of the Lord. He replaced the Bible in the drawer, crossed himself, and left.

When he returned to his vehicle, he sat his iPhone on the center console. After he drove out of the lot, he initiated a phone call through the Bluetooth feature of his luxury SUV. The phone rang on the speakers before a male voice answered.

“The FBI is here,” Marquez relayed, scanning the dark streets as he drove.

“That was to be expected,” the raspy voice echoed over the speakers.

“They are on the verge of discovering why Lazzaro met with the professor.”

There was a brief silence on the other end of the line.

“Then I assume they have made the connection between Lazzaro and Aiden?”

“No,” Marquez replied. “Not yet.”

“Then how—?”

“I had to tell them about the professor. It was the only way to avoid suspicion.”

“Naturally,” the raspy voice said, “if you stonewall the FBI, they will be onto you, and we mustn’t risk their interference.”

Marquez pondered their predicament. Interpol knew Medici had acquired the Lost Bible shortly after it emerged from history's shadows. Again, as before, it had been purchased on the Black Market before disappearing. It had to be located and destroyed; otherwise, the heresy it contained would cripple the Church.

“I trust that finding the professor will be easy?”

The detective assured him that it would, for the professor had been in the company of his fiancée, a woman whose memory rang poignant bells for Marquez. The pang of longing was brief, but it evoked images and sensations of their time together in their youth. Ideological differences cast them on divergent paths, but he always remembered Miriam Levin.

Every man regrets breaking one specific woman’s heart.

“I’ll find him and have the information soon.” Marquez recomposed himself.

“Good.” The raspy voice sounded satisfied. “Make sure you find him before the feds do.”

“I will.”

“Oh, and make sure he dies.”

“He must.”  
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BURR RIDGE, A CHICAGO suburb

Saturday 10:25 p.m.

Lorenzo de Medici read the list of missed calls on his iPhone. A dozen calls from Detective Marquez, and another dozen from his girlfriend, Susan Rosario. He cleared the call list and stuffed the device into his pocket.

Miriam entered the room. “Everything okay?” 

“Yeah,” he lied. “I was just checking the time.”

Miriam noted the expensive watch on his wrist, an accessory she knew he couldn’t afford but didn’t mention it. “I’m going to check on Aiden.”

When she left the study, he turned and gazed through the window at the dark clouds billowing in the night sky. It was like peering into a mirror that reflected his state of being. He knew he would eventually have to return their calls, but he couldn’t risk being interrogated by the detective again. He also needed time to clear his head before he spoke with Susan. As astute as she is, she will immediately know something’s wrong. He needed to keep her at a distance for her own protection... especially since he sensed that the detective had suspected his involvement when they had spoken the night before.

When he arrived at his father's mansion, the cool spring air smelled of freshly fallen rain. Red, white, and blue lights had strobed amid the array of police squad cars, the ambulance, and fire trucks that were parked askew in the driveway. Lorenzo had cut the engine to his silver Mercedes-Benz and collected himself momentarily before climbing out to speak with the officer who had approached.

Lorenzo identified himself and provided the name of the detective who had requested his presence. The patrolman had escorted him to where Detective Marquez waited inside the mansion.

Marquez had stood at the base of the wide, curving staircase. His statuesque frame, expensive suit, and features made him look more like a GQ model than a detective. The detective had concluded his conversation with the coroner when Lorenzo and the patrolman had approached. Marquez had eyed Lorenzo intently as he distractedly instructed the patrolman to have dispatch gather information about the victim’s known associates.

The victim’s son had scanned the scene where investigative work was being conducted. His steely grey eyes had watched with keen interest as the evidence technicians gathered blood samples, snapped pictures, and measured footwear impressions while they dusted for fingerprints. They had checked for gunshot residue, mapped the crime scene, and diagrammed bullet trajectory of the gunshots in the walls to determine the shooter’s position and size and the same for the intended target.

Lorenzo had wondered how much they had uncovered in the short time since they had arrived. His stomach twisted in knots. Did they have any leads? Would they reveal to him what they knew? Should he have brought his lawyer?

Marquez had interrupted Lorenzo’s train of thought with his expressed condolences. He had given Lorenzo a once over as they shook hands, taking in his Martin Dingman Crocodile Arlo’s, the sharp crease of his slacks, the same color as the platinum case of his Hublot Big Bang Caviar watch coated with black diamonds. Power suit, power tie: Lorenzo de Medici was a man of means, but what kind of man arrives at the scene of his father’s murder donning a tailor-made William Fioravanti suit?

“Why am I here, detective?” Lorenzo’s tone had been sharp. “Shouldn’t you be out looking for my father’s killer?”

“I assure you, Mr. Medici, that we are doing everything we can to bring your father’s killer to justice.”

Lorenzo had smirked and turned his attention back to the scene around him.

“I need to ask you some questions, Mr. Medici.”

“Go ahead.” Lorenzo had said. His eyes followed the officer who walked past them toward the front door carrying a collection of evidence bags.

“Let me preface this by saying that you are not under arrest and are free to leave at any time.”

“Am I a suspect, detective?” Lorenzo had snapped, glaring at Marquez.

“This is just a formality, Mr. Medici.” The detective had studied him. His green eyes locked on the victim’s son. Angelo Marquez had asked Lorenzo a series of routine questions while observing his behavior for potential clues.

Lorenzo’s eyes had occasionally fallen on the notepad the detective wrote in. From his angle, he could not read what Marquez was writing, and he had glanced at the detective’s angular features for a hint.

“Did you know the man your father had as a guest tonight?” Marquez had asked suddenly. “There were two glasses filled with scotch when we arrived. We have determined that the other belonged to Aiden Leonardo.”

He had noted the momentary pause before Lorenzo answered.

“How do you know that?”

“His name was in your father’s planner for tonight.”

“I see,” his lips pursed before he continued. “Yes, Aiden is like a brother to me. My father often had him over when he wished to engage in philosophical discourse. He was funny like that.”

“Funny?” Marquez squared his shoulders. “How do you mean?”

“It’s nothing.” Lorenzo waved it off. “They enjoyed each other’s company.”

“Did it bother you that your father preferred the company of your best friend over yours?”

“Are you insinuating that I was envious of Aiden, detective?” Lorenzo’s brow furrowed.

“Forget the question.” Marquez scribbled in his notepad. He had thrown various questions at Lorenzo, sometimes in rapid-fire fashion, sometimes leaving plenty of space between queries. He repeated and rephrased his questions to see if Lorenzo de Medici would respond similarly. Marquez had studied Lorenzo’s mannerisms and facial expressions as he probed more deeply.

He had wondered why Lorenzo had not asked about his friend's well-being.

“A safe was found standing open in your father’s office, but it was empty. Do you have any idea what valuables it contained?”

Lorenzo had indicated that he did not.

“You have no idea what sort of items your father deemed necessary to keep locked in a safe but felt comfortable enough to reveal to Aiden?”

“I don’t make it my business to rummage through my father’s personal belongings,” Lorenzo had lied again.

He knew about his father’s Black Market purchases and coveted one item in particular that his father kept hidden from everyone... from everyone except Aiden Leonardo. His father had favored Aiden since they were kids, had treated him like a son, and raised him as his own. Lazzaro and Aiden had shared a bond and an interest in philology, the study of ancient linguistics and dead languages. Lorenzo believed that this shared interest had been the basis behind their meeting for a reason.

Lorenzo de Medici did not feel inclined to divulge those details to Detective Marquez.

“One last question, Mr. Medici.”

“I’m done answering your questions, detective,” snapped Lorenzo as he turned away. “Find my father’s killer,” he said over his shoulder as he stormed out of the house.

After he had sped off in his Mercedes-Benz, he called Miriam.

He needed to get to Aiden before the cops had a chance to question him. His father was dead, and it was apparent that Lazzaro had not kept the Lost Bible in his safe. The men who wanted it were willing to kill for it, and Aiden Leonardo remained the only link to finding it.
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BURR RIDGE

Sunday 5:02 a.m.

Aiden was sitting on the edge of the bed when a sliver of light pierced the darkness. 

Miriam peered into the room through the slightly ajar door. Her heart went out to the figure hunched over, elbows on his knees, head in his hands. She quietly entered the room and knelt before him. Although the headache was gone, Aiden was still struggling against the grogginess.

He managed to say, “Where are we?” 

“We’re safe.” She caressed his face. “Did you sleep well?”

“It’s hard to tell.” He blinked. His blurred, double vision made it difficult to focus on her features.

“Do you remember me, now?” She smiled patiently and leaned in close.

He vaguely remembered waking in the hospital and being pushed in a wheelchair. Her familiar scent lingered between them. He met her gaze, the fog in his head beginning to lift. She had been in the hospital room arguing with the nurses. He could hear their voices echoing in his mind—something about police, questioning, and lawyers. Lazzaro!

“Is it true?” Aiden looked at her with quizzical alarm.

Miriam nodded.

“Damn it!” Aiden slowly shook his head. “How is Lorenzo? Where is he?”

“He’s here, but it’s difficult to gauge how he’s feeling.” 

“And the police think it’s murder?” Pain and confusion swirled in his dark brown eyes.

“That’s what Lorenzo said they told him.” She gingerly ran her fingers through his hair, carefully avoiding the bump on his head. “I’m sorry, baby
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