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            PROLOGUE

          

          JERUSALEM. AD 326.

        

      

    

    
      Dark and troubled thoughts haunted Rabbi Hilkiah as he hobbled down the cobblestone road toward his simple, single-room home, taking care where he placed each step. His old bones demanded it.

      The sun was setting hard and fast, deep oranges inflaming the horizon. He hoped to reach the safety of his house before the night emerged in force. Ever since the Roman visitors had arrived, the city he had given his life to for nearly a century felt foreign and frightening, like a miasma of evil had descended upon the land—violating it, desecrating it. Such was life for Haaretz, for the Land of his people stretching back to the patriarchs and kings of old. But this latest episode was a different sort of blasphemy.

      And he blamed one person above all.

      Months ago, Helena Augusta of Constantinople, the consort of Emperor Constantius Chlorus and mother of Emperor Constantine the Great had arrived, towing along with her a large entourage and an even larger army of Roman soldiers. Even before she arrived, news had reached the old rabbi that Emperor Constantine had appointed her as Augusta Imperatrix, giving her unlimited access to the imperial treasury in order to locate the relics of Judeo-Christian tradition. So she had set out on a pilgrimage to Palestine, where she had been quite busy of late.

      Ever since Constantine had signed the Edict of Milan proclaiming religious tolerance throughout the Empire and enacting a period of favoritism to the Christian Church, thousands of Christians had flocked to Haaretz Yisrael, the precious, holy land of the Jewish people. It was only a matter of time before the converted Emperor himself took an interest in the artifacts of the Christian faith. And his mother had been making quick work to preserve and extract those precious relics.

      She immediately ordered the pagan temple dedicated to Venus that Emperor Hadrian had built over the site of Jesus’ tomb near Calvary destroyed, and the site excavated. Apparently, she had made interesting discoveries, with rumors swirling she had recovered such artifacts as Jesus of Nazareth’s scourging post, the crown of thorns, and even the cross from his crucifixion. While fascinating if proven to be true, those discoveries weren’t what interested the rabbi or set his teeth on edge.

      He continued inching forward through the street, deep in concentration, deeply troubled. Earlier that morning, the Queen had paid the man an unannounced visit, believing that her honorific title and imperial mandate gave her blanket rule over the affairs and people of the ancient, holy city. Including the ruling Rabbi.

      The conversation started pleasant enough, but quickly turned to the matter of her inquiry, an ancient relic from old that hadn’t been spoken of for twenty generations stretching back to the Babylonian exile.

      She had made mention of an ancient, Jewish relic made of acacia wood and overlaid with pure gold, protected by a lid of golden-winged creatures guarding stone tablets of a divine covenant.

      He couldn’t believe his ears when she voiced her request. “You are speaking about the Ark of the Covenant. Is that right?”

      “Correct,” she had said curtly. “And as the ruling Jewish Amora sage, Rabbah bar Hilkiah, I assume you have insight into its whereabouts.”

      What brazenness, what arrogance that Roman woman had to demand such information! Information which he had pledged to preserve and protect—even unto death if need be.

      “This object you seek,” he had replied, “has been lost for generations, ever since the great Babylonian exile. No one has seen it or has spoken of it since its disappearance.”

      She leaned in closer, the scent of lavender setting his skin on edge. “I cannot imagine a holy object of such great import would have simply vanished from the face of the earth. Surely its whereabouts are known. Surely you know its whereabouts, Rabbi.“

      Yes. He did. But the curses of a thousand suns would fall upon him if he broke his vows to this heathen.

      Rabbi Hilkiah shifted and rubbed his nose, then leaned back and smiled. “Empress Helena, as the prophet Jeremiah stated in his book, ‘And it shall come to pass, when ye be multiplied and increased in Haaretz, in those days, saith Hashem, they shall say no more. The Aron Brit Hashem: neither shall it come to mind; neither shall they remember it; neither shall they ask for it; neither shall another be fashioned.’”

      Helena sat stone-faced as he quoted the ancient, prophetic passage related to the Ark, clearly not used to being denied her wishes.

      The rabbi continued, “The prophet Jeremiah from the ancient days declared that the Ark you seek would neither enter the Jewish peoples’ minds nor be remembered; it would not be missed, nor would another one be made. And, as I said previously, it hasn’t since the time of the Exile. So, you see, there isn’t any reason for someone such as myself to possess information relating to the Ark’s location, secret or otherwise.”

      One end of the old woman’s mouth curled upward. She said, “I see, Rabbi Hilkiah.” She paused, then continued, “As you know, my people have made quick work and great progress at unearthing the ancient relics of my faith, particularly relating to the events surrounding the new covenant, the crucifixion of Jesus of Nazareth. Would you allow us to apply the same techniques to the site of the original Temple? Excavate it to determine whether any other Temple treasures had been secreted away?”

      The rabbi felt his mouth go dry and quiver in disgust. His eyes widened involuntarily, and he quickly blinked them and swallowed hard, trying to suppress the urge to shout down this woman for such a suggestion.

      “I cannot allow such a…” he had meant to say desecration, but thought against it. “Such an intrusion into our sacred space. Surely you can understand.”

      “But the Emperor desires that all relics connected to the Christian faith be recovered so that their memory will be preserved for future generations. Surely the Empire would benefit from the memory of the former covenant contained within the Ark. And surely an official designee of the Jewish faith would want to help the Empire.”

      Hilkiah had felt himself grow warm with anger at the suggestion.

      He simply replied, “Helena Augusta, I am sorry I could not be of more service to the Emperor.”

      She smiled weakly. “We shall see.”

      What was that?

      A clay pot toppled behind him, crashing to the narrow cobblestone pathway and breaking his troubled recollection.

      He turned around sharply, his breath catching in his throat, his heart beating faster with anticipation in his shallow chest.

      The dusk seemed to envelop the world behind him, but the remaining sunlight cast a long, dark shadow of a cat scampering along toward him. It slowed to a trot as it approached him, then stopped to rub against his leg, purring contentedly.

      The rabbi chuckled. “There, there,” he said softly, bending slightly to scratch his new friend as his heart rate and breathing eased back into a normal rhythm. “You gave me quite the fright. Yes, you did.”

      A loud cheer arising from a group of Roman revelers tumbling out of a house startled the cat, causing him to run off to a place of refuge.

      “Until next time, my friend.”

      The rabbi continued along the road, avoiding a drunken man who had stumbled down the curbstone and his fellow revelers who were trying to help him back up.

      He continued on his path toward home, troubling over the meaning of Helena’s advances and insistence on violating the former Temple’s ruins. What if she went forward with the excavation, searching the tunnels underneath and probing its secret chambers?

      Another thought stopped him from walking: What if she found what she sought? What impact would that have on her son’s faith?

      On his own?

      He started back up toward his home, hurrying his pace as the setting sun made the journey more difficult.

      “Won’t you spare a double denarius or two, kind sir?”

      A near-naked man hunched over against a low-rise wall off the road caught the rabbi’s attention. He squinted at him in the dark, his eyes not what they used to be.

      The man seemed encouraged by the attention, for he sat up straighter, motioning to a small, open-mouthed clay pot at his feet.

      “A double denarius, please? I haven’t eaten in a week.”

      The old man gently smiled at the poor soul. He carefully walked over to him, reaching into a purse hidden within the folds of his cloak. He pulled out two of the silver coins embossed with the likeness of that dreadful woman’s son, the Emperor, and reached down to deposit them into the pot.

      His wrist was suddenly seized. Instinctively, he tried pulling away, but it was no use. The man grinned, darkened, crooked teeth showing through a broad dark smile. “Hello, Rabbi Hilkiah.”

      The recognition of danger immediately pinged the rabbi’s gut. He tried pulling away again, yanking his arm with everything his spent body had left inside. The man’s grip was firm, betraying his feeble appearance.

      Then the world went black in a blossom of stars and pain.

      

      A pitcher of cold water brought Rabbi Hilkiah back to consciousness.

      “Ahh, back to the land of the living, Rabbi. How good of you to join us.”

      What? Where am I?

      The rabbi tried recovering his breath from the drowning sensation and opening his eyes, but they stung from the cold liquid running down his face. After wiping it and recovering, he tried lifting his head, but a lancing pain sent him sinking backward. He was lying in a bed, the burnt-orange hue of the just-setting sun replaced with the yellow flicker of a single candle doing its best to light the darkened room. Recognition hit him: He was home. But how had he arrived?

      Then the fog of confusion was replaced with remembrance. The cat, then the beggar. The footfalls of two or three men behind him, then the pain. The darkness, then the dimly-lit room in his home.

      Hilkiah moaned. He tried focusing, but the dim light and the even dimmer eyes wouldn’t allow for it. He caught sight of a figure. Not-all-that visible, barely recognizable, and yet…

      No. It can’t be.

      The face of an ancient threat long thought gone. One his people had dealings with stretching all the way back to Egypt, before the great Exodus to the time when Yahweh’s people suffered under oppressive slavery.

      The dreaded Ibis Bird-Man. Thoth, the Egyptian god of knowledge.

      The rabbi could barely make out the man, but it was unmistakable: 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 peered down at him. Silent and probing.

      Hilkiah shuddered. Yahweh, save me…

      “Hello, Rabbi Hilkiah,” Bird-Man intoned, deep and commanding.

      The rabbi was trembling, his mouth had gone dry. He tried to speak, but his tongue stumbled over itself.

      “What was that? Here, let me help.” Bird-Man brought over a ceramic tumbler of water and offered it to the old man. He took it and drank greedily. “There you go. Now, you were saying?”

      “What…What…?” He caught his breath, then finished the water down to the last drop. “What is the meaning of this?”

      “It’s simple. You have something I want.”

      Hilkiah pushed himself off of his bed, propping himself against the hard, stone wall of his simple home. “And what is that?”

      “First things first,” Bird-Man said, turning around to pull a wooden chair over to the bedside. He sat down, his large frame looming over the short, rotund Rabbi cowering under the covers. “You were visited upon by Helena, consort of Emperor Constantius Chlorus and mother of Emperor Constantine the Great, is that correct?”

      “Yes,” he said quickly. No use denying it. “Are you with her entourage?”

      Bird-Man launched into a loud, long cackle-of-a-laugh. “With Augusta?” He laughed again, nearly falling out of the chair.

      “In a word, no. I’m something of a foil to the Empress. But then again,” he said deeply, standing up and leaning over the bed, “you already knew that, Rabbi.”

      His eyes grew wide, and he felt himself sinking under the thin blanket covering him.

      Bird-Man sat down, then continued. “She spoke to you this morning, asking you about the location of an ancient weapon of power, a vessel of secret, divine knowledge, of a divine covenant that’s been hidden away for generations—unseen and unsought. Yes?”

      Hilkiah nodded vigorously.

      “There we go. That wasn’t so hard. Now, what did you tell her?”

      “I…I told her the truth. Not since the Babylonian exile have we caught sight or caught word of such a relic. Yahweh’s holy Ark has been lost to history.”

      “Good,” Bird-Man said silkily. “Of course, you and I both know that the ancient relic has been kept safe as much as kept secret for the past twenty generations. With only a handful of Guardians knowing its true location.”

      He leaned forward, heaving heavy, sour breaths inches from Hilkiah’s face. “Including you.”

      The rabbi’s mouth went dry again. His heart galloped forward uncontrollably.

      “And you will tell me where those Levites carried it off to.”

      He couldn’t speak. He couldn’t move. He couldn’t think.

      Bird-Man stood up. From behind him, he pulled out a gold-sleeved object the length of his forearm. Sticking out was a handle, a golden cloisonné with precious stones and pieces of glass in blues, reds, and greens.

      An ancient Egyptian ceremonial dagger.

      The masked figure unsheathed the object, its golden strength glimmering in the dimming candlelight. He held it out in front of his chest and over Rabbi Hilkiah, the blade perpendicular to his body.

      “Yahweh,” the old man whispered, delirious from the moment, “the secret of your hidden covenant is safe with me.”

      “Really? We shall see about that. Because mark my words: One way or another, you will tell me the hidden location of the Ark of the Covenant, Rabbi Hilkiah.”

      At once, Bird-Man was on top of the old man, wrenching his lower jaw open and positioning the dagger’s tip just inside his mouth.

      “O Osiris, King Unas,” he intoned, head tilted back, “I offer this sacrifice to you.” Then he began speaking in an unknown dialect, his body rocking back and forth as if possessed by the forces of Sheol itself.

      Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani? the old Rabbi thought.

      My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAY I

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

          PRINCETON, NEW JERSEY. PRESENT DAY.

        

      

    

    
      Silas Grey was running late. Again. To make matters worse, he was running late for a hearing with the administration over their impending verdict.

      Not good.

      To make matters doubly worse, the idyllic campus of Princeton University he was hustling across was deluged by relentless morning rain. And he forgot his umbrella. He tried adjusting the collar of his raincoat to shield his head, but it was no use. It was going to be one of those days.

      As Silas came up on the administrative building, he outstretched his arm to check his watch, a fake, gold-plated Seiko his father gave him as a high school graduation gift. It was pockmarked with ten years of age and three tours of duty across the Middle East. Cheap thing, but it still worked, and it still meant the world to him. The last remaining tie he had to keep Dad’s memory alive after his death on 9/11. He channeled the man’s strength to get him through the hearing. He was going to need it. It was now 7:04 a.m.

      He opened the door to the ivy-covered, red-bricked building still standing after two centuries of educating America’s rising youth. The administration may be different, but the roots of its deep tradition sank deep into Princeton’s past. Every day he was thankful to have found a place at the institution, despite not quite fitting in. Though its history is steeped in Protestantism, having churned out Presbyterian pastors for generations before turning toward a more liberal arts persuasion, his career as an assistant professor of religious studies and Christian history made him an outsider. And given his specialty in religious relics, particularly the Christian kind, even black sheep denied he was one of theirs.

      Silas tried to labor his breathing as he quickly ascended the stairs to the third floor. Waiting for him was a conference room with a panel of his peers ready to bestow upon him one of the most sought-after milestones in academia: tenure. He hadn’t anticipated it would happen this quickly. But he had relentlessly pursued the goal of clinching it within five years of receiving his professorship. He was now seven months shy of the finish line. He told himself to feign surprise and enthusiastic delight, even though he thought he deserved it a year ago. Anything less would offend the stodgy group, which wasn’t what he needed now that he was ten minutes late to the most significant break of his professional career.

      Before entering the well-appointed, mahogany-lined executive suite, Silas adjusted his tie and took a few breaths. He stepped forward, took another few breaths—in and out—and then opened the door.

      “Gentlemen,” he started as he walked inside, “please forgive me for my severe tardiness. I misjudged my commute and forgot an umbrella. Of all days!” He sat down at a short, cherry table in front of a longer one full of the tenure committee and smiled.

      No one else returned the gesture, though he thought he caught a grin from the academic dean, Dr. Michael Brown. He scanned the panel assembled for his coronation, thinking that it seemed lighter on bodies than he remembered.

      And then his eyes met two others attached to someone at the end he hadn’t expected.

      Dean Mathias McIntyre.

      Perhaps it made sense that the dean of his department would take part in these procedures. But he had assumed the process was a formality at this point after months of documentation and several submissions. So why was his presence necessary, someone whom Silas was sure had it out for him?

      McIntyre’s mouth sat closed and flat, eyes slightly narrowed as he peered down at Silas from across a small pair of spectacles perched low on his nose.

      This can’t be good.

      “Dr. Grey, thanks for joining us,” Brown said. “Let us get on with this, shall we? I’m sure you’ve got a class to get off to at eight. And we certainly don’t want to shortchange our students as much as you’ve shortchanged us this morning.”

      Nope. Not good.

      “As our letter informed you, we’ve requested your presence here this morning to commence a hearing for your tenure as full professor of religious studies at Princeton. And while, at this point, such a gathering would merely serve as a formality in our procedure, there are a few…issues that have arisen in our process that we would like to address with you this morning.”

      Silas’s mouth went dry. A full pitcher of water and a single, crystal goblet stood at one end of his table mocking him, begging him to show weakness. He wouldn’t dare. Instead, he swallowed hard and stared forward.

      Dean Brown opened a leather portfolio with a seal of the university emblazoned on it and brought out a piece of paper, which he used to begin cycling through Silas’s “issues.”

      “First of all, there is the matter of neglecting your professional academic duties and absence earlier this year.”

      “Excuse me?” It came out before Silas had realized it. Which he instantly regretted.

      Brown appeared to have been thrown off, not expecting Silas to utter a word as he read his victim the Riot Act. He cleared his throat, then said, “Yes, Dr. Grey. Earlier this year when you were absent two weeks without any notification.”

      Oh, you mean when I was nearly blown to smithereens making a name for the university while presenting a paper at one of the most prestigious religious artifact conferences in the world? The one where I was subsequently apprehended by special-ops agents working for a little-known religious order in order to save one of the most important relics of the Christian faith?

      Which I did, by the way, Dean Brown.

      Is that the two-week absence you’re referencing?

      It took everything within him to keep these thoughts to himself. Instead, Silas sat still, merely nodding his understanding.

      “Then there are the multiple reports of tardiness to class,” Dean Brown continued, “which I submit this morning certainly testifies to. There’s also the paltry amount of articles and monographs you’ve brought to publication for someone in your position who is normally considered for this honor. And then the matter of conflicted relations you seem to have with colleagues, most notably the good Dean McIntyre, whom you report to as the head of your department.”

      Humiliation was sinking deep into Silas’s bones. Satisfaction was spreading across McIntyre’s face.

      Brown went on, “It is because of these issues that we have decided to hold off on granting tenure at this time.”

      Silas felt himself sink back into his chair, not realizing he had literally been sitting on its edge. He sighed, but straightened quickly. He wouldn’t show weakness before these executioners. No way.

      “Now, this doesn’t mean you are off the rails of tenure track. We’re merely postponing granting it until you have worked through some of the issues of your development plan. And we are fully confident you will come out on the other side a better professor.”

      They’re putting me on STEPs?

      Steps to Track Employee Progress was virtual purgatory for the university ecosystem, a cycle of penance for the academic to earn their way back into the graces of the administration. It was also a death knell for a professor, a clear signal that Silas’s academic career was in jeopardy, despite Brown’s reassurances.

      “Do you have any questions, Dr. Grey?”

      He didn’t. No questions, no thoughts, no feelings. No nothing. He knew there might be consequences from helping the Order with rescuing the Shroud and from his own pursuits of scientifically validating its authenticity—all the while temporarily neglecting his academic duties. Definitely not a bright spot in his career. But did none of his accomplishments mean anything to these empty suits?

      “No, sir,” Silas said simply. “I understand.”

      “Alright, then. Dean McIntyre will coordinate where we go from here and get with you to outline the path toward moving you beyond this little blip in your career. And we will look forward to getting you back on track to become your fullest professorial self in order to serve the Princeton family to its fullest potential.”

      What a load of crap.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      Why do they schedule me for these blasted 8:00 a.m. classes!

      Mornings were a sore subject for Silas. He much more preferred nocturnal exploits to sunrise ones. This one was made more painful by the browbeating from administrative bureaucrats and the decimation of his professional goal of tenure.

      He was still seething with the outcome of the hearing. On top of it, he had a lecture to get to. That he was now late for. Already he was falling down, barely an hour into his new “development” plan.

      After leaving the hearing, Silas had gone to his car to stew before class. He didn’t know what else to do. He sat in his aging, sagging Jeep as the rain assaulted its windshield. He pounded his steering wheel with the palm of both hands in anger. Then he closed his eyes, sighed, and leaned his driver’s seat back. He started counting backward to quell his anxiety, a trick he had learned back in Iraq during the post-9/11 conflicts. When he had returned home to the States, he used it to deal with his post-traumatic stress—along with the little pills sitting in his glove compartment.

      Silas popped the latch and found the plastic container that would help him negotiate the rest of the day. He opened a thermos he brought along to celebrate and poured himself a cup of steaming black brew. He popped a pill and took a swig. He hesitated as he twisted the cap back on the bottle, before taking it off and popping one more.

      Extra insurance.

      He leaned back in his seat and sat still, the patter of rain a balm for his heart rate and anger and disappointment. A few minutes later, he had jolted upright and checked the gift from his father. It read 8:01 a.m. Class had already begun.

      Silas swung open the door, stepped back into the rain, and headed for his lecture hall.

      “Just great,” Silas mumbled as he hunched forward struggling with the collar of his raincoat. From across the sidewalk, he spotted Dean McIntyre, all dry and comfortable and not wet underneath a massive, black golf umbrella. He glanced at his watch, almost dropping the thermos of his precious brew. 8:04 a.m.

      “The last thing I need is another snarky comment about running late again. Especially after that blasted witch trial!”

      Lucky for Silas, another sidewalk opened up to his left. It would take him the opposite direction he needed to go. But the escape was welcomed. So he made it, avoiding He Who Shall Not Be Run Into.

      The trees above his alternative route were thick, heavy blankets of reds and oranges and yellows, a welcomed relief as the rain began to pick up the pace. His mind flashed to a memory of camping one summer with his father and twin brother, Sebastian, along the Appalachian Trail in Northern Maine.

      Dad had the fantastic idea to go camping with nothing more than pup tents mid-April. They don’t say “April showers bring May flowers” for nothing. After a night of saggy, soppy, wet canopies, they called it and drove to a Holiday Inn. The indoor water park more than made up for Dad’s folly. Now, he was dead, thanks to the plane that slammed into the Pentagon. And Silas and his brother were on less-than-speaking terms. Especially after what Sebastian pulled over the summer with the Gospel of Judas nonsense.

      Silas pushed the memory and the painful fallout from his mind as he double-backed toward his lecture hall. 8:09 a.m. Move it, Grey.

      He hustled faster and made it to the door as thunder rumbled in the distance. Heavy drops joined the morning chorus. Two coeds twenty-feet back squealed as the rain fell with fury. Apparently, they forgot their umbrellas, too.

      “I half expect Noah’s Ark to go floating by,” Silas said as he stood holding the door open for the hapless victims, soaked through to the bone as much as he was.

      “Thanks, Professor Grey,” the ladies said in unison.

      “Don’t mention it. Now, let’s get to class before all three of us are marked tardy.”

      After wiping down his face and close-cropped hair in the bathroom, Silas walked into his awaiting hall and down to his podium to get on with his lecture. The class was “History of Religious Relics,” one of the more popular courses at the home of the Tigers, and his personal favorite among his roster. He had made something of a name for himself in his young, blossoming career as one of the leading experts in relicology, the study of relics. Especially after the events earlier in the year allowed him to authenticate the veracity of the Shroud of Turin, the burial cloth of Jesus Christ, and scientifically prove he rose from the dead. Or at least prove something monumental happened in what is believed to be Christ’s tomb, preserved within the Church of the Holy Sepulcher.

      That seemed like another lifetime ago as he opened his laptop and arranged his notes on the podium. Another life I’d just as soon forget about.

      Silas raked his hand over his damp hair and loosened his tie a bit to air out the sauna that had become the inside of his shirt. At least his tweed jacket was dry.

      “Alright, class. Sorry I’m late.”

      “You’re lucky, prof,” a guy in baggy sweatpants and a dark blue Princeton hoodie said. “We were one minute away from exercising our student right to leave after a fifteen-minute no-show.”

      “That’s fine because I would have exercised my professorial right to mark you absent. Sorry to burst your bubble, but that so-called rule is an old wives’ tale. You better get more creative if you want to skip out on one of my classes.”

      A few in the class laughed. Baggy Sweatpants did not.

      “I do sincerely apologize because my tardiness is disrespectful to your time and hard-earned tuition dollars. And, no, that doesn’t mean you’re getting a refund for the last fifteen minutes.” A few more laughed. Even Baggy Sweatpants offered a chuckle. “What it does mean is I’m going to bring my A game today as we dive into the Passion relics of Christianity. Who knows what I’m talking about when I say Passion relics?”

      The class averted their eyes in unison.

      “Come on, nobody?”

      “Does it, like, have something to do with Jesus?”

      One of the ladies Silas opened the door for on the way in. Insightful. “You’re getting warmer. And glad to see your hair has dried since our last encounter.”

      The coed blushed and slunk down in her seat slightly. The class murmured, turning into a wave of giggles.

      Oh gosh! Now Silas blushed. “I didn’t mean it like that! I opened the door for Ms. Simmons and her two friends as we walked in here. Late, might I add. And the rain and all, and then the wind...”

      More murmuring, more giggles, more blushing. “Forget it,” he said waving his hands before advancing to the next slide in his PowerPoint presentation. “Passion refers to the Passion Week or Holy Week, the events leading up to Jesus’ death. And there are a number of objects that many have venerated over the past centuries to preserve the memory of those crucial events, given their meaning and weight for Christians.”

      Silas advanced the slide again, coming to the first relic: the scourging post.

      “Here we have a portion of the post at which Jesus was scourged. It’s said to have been taken to Rome in 1223 by John Cardinal Colonna and is now kept in a small chapel in the Church of Saint Praxedes. Of course, by ‘scourging’ I mean the post that Jesus was tied to when he was beaten and whipped before his death.”

      The next slide held a passage from the Gospel of Matthew, chapter 27. He read it:

      
        
        
        Then the soldiers of the governor took Jesus into the governor’s headquarters, and they gathered the whole cohort around him. They stripped him and put a scarlet robe on him, and after twisting some thorns into a crown, they put it on his head. They put a reed in his right hand and knelt before him and mocked him, saying, “Hail, King of the Jews!” They spat on him, and took the reed and struck him on the head. After mocking him, they stripped him of the robe and put his own clothes on him. Then they led him away to crucify him.

      

      

      

      “As you can see, this is the account of Jesus’ scourging from Matthew’s Gospel. And I’m sure you can understand why this relic is so important to Christians. This passage also has another relic, the crown of thorns.”

      Silas changed slides, showing a picture of the wreath of thorn bushes wrapped in the shape of a crown. A few students whispered to one another in surprise.

      “It is a bit frightening, isn’t it? Three evangelists in their Gospels speak of this crown of thorns, but give no description of it. Now, when most Westerners think of ‘crown of thorns,’ they think of this picture. Except in the East, around the time and place of Jesus, crowns took the shape of a cap or helmet. Meaning, they covered the whole head. This theory is supported by this intriguing picture.”

      He changed the slide again, this time showing a yellowed piece of linen, commanded by severe burn marks on either side with the faint outline of a man’s face. The Shroud of Turin.

      The image brought back memories from earlier in the year when he was nearly killed in an operation to save it after teaming up with a little-known religious organization. He thought about the Order of Thaddeus, the ancient Church order dedicated to preserving the memory of the Christian faith. About Rowan Radcliffe, Master of the Order. Matt Gapinski and Zoe Corbino. And Celeste Bourne, director of operations for Project SEPIO, the special-ops team that executes the Order’s protecting mission. He had reluctantly been dragged into another one of their operations over the summer preserving the apostle relics and true story of Christ while proving the Gospel of Judas a hoax—which his brother had almost conned him into authenticating.

      I wonder how she’s doing?

      Silas realized he had been staring in silence. He glanced up from his notes and noticed several of his students slouching and beginning to doze off. He cleared his throat and changed slides. This should wake them up.

      And it did. Several gasped at the sight: The Shroud had been enlarged and enhanced by a computer algorithm to accentuate the features of the imprinted image. One side showed the soft face of a dead, Middle Eastern man, with long hair and protruding nose lying in repose. The other side showed the back of his head with obvious, dark cut marks embedded in the man’s matted head.

      “What you’re looking at,” Silas continued, “is the image of Jesus Christ, seared into the burial cloth which held his body. Got your attention now?”

      As if to say “Yes,” many of the students sat straighter. A few nodded in response.

      “We will cover the Shroud of Turin in a separate lecture later, but for now know that those marks on his head are from a crown of thorns in the shape of a cap, supporting this theory. This relic has been kept at various sites, after having been found in the Church of the Holy Sepulcher. Along with this.”

      He changed to yet another slide, showing the image of an ornate container holding a piece of wood.

      “This is known as the Holy Cross or True Cross. In the year 326, Saint Helena, mother of Emperor Constantine, was sent to Jerusalem to recover the cross and other relics of the Passion. There are a few stories about how she came to be in possession of this Christian artifact, from rumors of clandestine missions to divine revelation. Whichever is correct, it is known Helena found the True Cross and that she and her son Constantine erected a magnificent basilica over the Holy Sepulcher with the exact place of discovery situated beneath the atrium.”

      Silas forwarded to the next slide of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem, with its boxy shrine within the larger basilica housing the burial tomb of Christ. The one that was nearly destroyed in his operation with SEPIO while trying to protect the memory of Christ’s resurrection.

      “It is said that a portion of the cross was enclosed in a silver reliquary in this church, another piece was given to Constantine and enclosed in a statue of himself, and a sizable portion was brought to Rome and installed in yet another basilica named after the Holy Cross in Jerusalem. While it may seem farfetched to have been in possession of the actual cross of Christ, several early Church fathers assured members that the Church was in possession of it, from Cyril of Jerusalem to Saint Augustine. Relics of the cross of notable size are claimed by several churches, including the Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris.”

      Silas looked out at his audience. Sensing early morning restlessness, he checked his watch, then nodded. “Why don’t we take fifteen?”

      During the break, the sarcastic sophomore in baggy sweatpants approached him to have a chat. While addressing an issue with one of his recently graded papers, Silas noticed a woman had walked into the lecture hall from a door off to the side. She was carrying a large, black umbrella. Her long, dark hair was hanging loose and full down on her shoulders. She leaned against the wall and undid her raincoat, then smiled and waved.

      Silas meant to smile back. Instead, his mouth fell open.

      Celeste Bourne. What are you doing here?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 3

        

      

    

    
      “Hello, Professor Grey.”

      Silas couldn’t help but smile at Celeste mentioning his name in perfectly polished British English. He greeted her by reaching in for an embrace, trying to hide his surprise. He asked the obvious: “What are you doing here?”

      “What, can’t a girl drop in on her former partner-in-crime? After all, we did almost get blown to bits in our last two encounters.”

      Silas chuckled. There certainly was something about hanging on the precipice of death that bonds two people. But this was unexpected. And suspect. He noticed the coeds he rescued from earlier in the morning glancing over, then giggling. He rolled his eyes, then motioned for them to step into the hallway.

      Celeste led the way, taking her time walking in her long, black boots. Silas followed, trying not to stare at the figure in front of him. As a former MI6 agent and director of operations for SEPIO, she knew how to keep in shape. It showed. He glanced back over to the group of coeds. They smiled and giggled again. He removed his tie, feeling the heat rising again. Nothing about the morning was going as planned.

      Silas closed the door to the lecture hall. “Nice seeing you, and all, but what’s up? I told Radcliffe I wasn’t interested. The first time and the seventh. Sending you isn’t exactly the best way to plead his case. No offense or anything.”

      Celeste smiled slightly, her lips never parting, but nose flaring slightly. “None taken.”

      The tone of her British-laced words wasn’t as frosty as the first time he had met her. But there was an edge to them. Silas raked his hand over his close-cropped hair and glanced up the hallway, then down at his watch.

      “Seriously, what’s the deal? I’ve got a class to get back to.”

      Celeste opened her mouth to say something, but then stopped herself. She folded her arms before saying, “Is there someplace we can talk?”

      “We are talking.”

      She sighed. “I mean someplace private.” She unfolded her arms and said in a lower voice, “Please, it’s important.”

      Silas got the feeling he was being recruited for another hair-brained mission. Why else would Celeste be here? He shifted and glanced up the hall again.

      “I’ve got, like, two minutes before I’m supposed to lecture more about the True Cross. Plus, I’m still paying my Dean for missing a week of lectures last time you used me for one of your operations during the semester.”

      “I seem to recall you benefited from that operation you speak so highly of. Besides, I’m sure your students won’t mind getting let out early.”

      Silas stepped back, tilted his head backward, and squinted one eye. “What you got cooking this time?”

      She just folded her arms again and smiled.

      He looked at his watch again, looked at Celeste, then sighed. “Hold on.”

      Most of the room had already reassembled itself and sat ready for the last half of the lecture. Silas was sorry to disappoint. After explaining something had come up that he had to attend to, he dismissed the class for the morning until next week. He grabbed his raincoat and satchel, and met Celeste back out in the hallway.

      Walking past her, he said, “This better be good.”

      Celeste smiled. “No need to fret. It is.”

      The rain had stopped, but a frigid breeze had replaced the mild temperatures. Since classes were still in session for another hour, the sidewalks were virtually empty, leaving Silas and Celeste to chat in peace.

      “So,” Silas started, hands in his coat and head down, “how’ve you been?”

      Celeste grinned slightly, mildly amused at his attempt at pleasantries. “Oh, you know. Same ol’ same ol’. And you? How’s your brother?”

      Silas appreciated her asking. On their operation to save the Shroud, he had shared their relationship had been strained ever since their father had passed, and he had found religion in the military. As a spiritual-but-not-religious former-Catholic agnostic, Sebastian strained to understand his life direction as a professor of Christian theology. Silas admitted he had played the proselytizing card too early, too often, and too hard, which contributed. He had only wanted to share with him what he himself had experienced. But it was too much. And then with Sebastian being caught up in their exploits, having been nearly kidnapped by the ancient enemy of the Order and Christian faith, Nous, and then betraying Silas’s trust, the past few months had returned to a status quo they both seemed to have reconciled themselves to.

      He looked over at her as they walked, nodding and smiling slightly. “Thanks for asking, but nothing’s changed.”

      She turned to him and offered a sympathetic smile. “Sorry.”

      “It is what it is. At least we’re still mostly on speaking terms.”

      Silas held the door open for Celeste when they reached his office building.

      “How chivalrous of you, Dr. Grey,” she said taking off her jacket. Silas nodded and led the way inside.

      “Hello, Millie,” Silas said when they reached his office. “This is my friend Celeste. You might remember her from my harrowing adventures the past few months.”

      “Why, yes!” She came out from around her desk and gave Celeste a hug. Which was quite the sight, seeing the five-foot-four Millie embrace the six-foot Celeste. “So good to meet you, Celeste. I’ve heard so much about you!” She winked at Silas and grinned widely before returning to her chair.

      Silas rolled his eyes. “You’ll have to excuse my administrative assistant. She had a concussion a few years back and is prone to alternative facts and misremembering things.”

      “Aren’t we all?” Celeste said, following Silas to his office.

      “Professor, for whatever reason have you returned?”

      “Hello to you, too, Miles. Miles meet Celeste. Celeste, Miles. He’s my trusty sidekick.”

      “Celeste?” Miles said, turning to Silas. “As in, Celeste Bourne? That...lady you’ve gone on about?”

      Silas frowned. “That is, he’s been my trusty sidekick. But that could always change.”

      Celeste smiled and extended her hand. “Nice to meet you, Miles.” He took it, and said, “Likewise.” He turned to Silas, and said, “But why are you back, what, almost an hour early?”

      Silas set his satchel down on a pile of papers on his desk then took off his coat. “Super-secret meeting for which we need our privacy.” He nodded toward the door, eyebrows raised.

      “Got it. Nice to meet you.” Miles waved goodbye and left, closing the door behind him with a wink.

      Celeste said goodbye and looked for a place to sit. The only two seats available were filled with stacks of books and manila folders full of papers, some spilling their contents. Between the shelves of thick, musty books, the Mr. Coffee full of day-old coffee on a mini fridge in the corner, and a stack of vinyl records next to his desk, the cliché of the messy absentminded professor was perfectly formed.

      “Sorry about that. Here, let me move those.” Silas came out from behind his desk. She picked up one of his records as he tossed the contents of one of his chairs to the floor, then motioned for Celeste to have a seat.

      “Miles Davis fan, are you?” she asked holding up the record.

      “You know it. Here, have a seat.”

      She set down the record and took a seat. When she did, she gave a startled cry.

      He turned around and frowned. “Barnabas!”

      A slate-gray Persian cat had lunged for Celeste’s lap and was making himself at home. She sat frozen with arms raised and eyes wide. “What do I do?”

      Silas laughed and crossed his arms. “Am I to understand that Celeste Bourne has met her match in a cat?”

      “Just get it off, would you?” she said waving her raised arms.

      He laughed again, then came around the desk and grabbed the stout feline. “There, there, big fella. She takes awhile warming up to you. I’d know.”

      Celeste scoffed and smacked his back with the backside of her hand as he plopped the gray furball outside his door.

      “Didn’t take you for a cat person,” she said as Silas went back to his chair.

      “Neither did I,” he replied. “Picked him up while serving with the Rangers during Operation Iraqi Freedom. He was just skin-and-bones when he wandered into camp looking for a handout. I’d always been a dog lover, but the poor fella played a number on my heartstrings, and that was that.”

      “Aww, what a fine chap you are. But I thought U.S. Central Command outlawed companion animals.”

      “They did, just before 9/11. But I was nearly finished with my tour, and it seemed like the right thing to do.”

      She cocked her head and smiled. “Barnabas…He was Paul’s companion on his missionary journeys, wasn’t he? Means ‘son of comfort,’ right?”

      He nodded. “Sure was. And he’s definitely lived up to his name. So, what brings you to my humble abode?”

      She crossed her legs and leaned back in her chair. “Does the name Lucas Pryce mean anything to you?”

      Silas snapped his head back and cocked it slightly. “Wow, haven’t heard that name in a decade.” He stopped and furrowed his brow. “But you already knew that, didn’t you?”

      The corner of Celeste’s mouth curled upward. “Perhaps. So what can you tell me about him?”

      Silas opened his bottom drawer in search of a clean coffee mug. “One of the leading archaeologists of our time. Expert in ancient, Near Eastern cultures, specifically ancient, Semitic culture, and especially Hebraic and the pre-Davidic dynastic eras.”

      “And you worked with him.”

      Having found a mug, albeit encrusted with a bit of stale coffee, he walked over to Mr. Coffee for a shot of brew. “And I worked with him, for a summer. It was an internship at one of his digs, Tell-es Sultan.”

      Silas paused to fill up the mug from his alma mater Harvard with the tar-like substance leftover from earlier in the morning. Celeste grimaced as he did.

      “That’s the old Jericho site if you didn’t know,” he said, walking back to his desk.

      “Yes, I did know, thanks,” Celeste said with a frown. “I have never understood how you Yanks could consume that sludge.”

      Silas picked up his mug and grinned. “What, this?” He took a swig, then grimaced himself. “It was better this morning. At any rate, he was one of my professors for an elective I took during my doctoral work at Harvard. The summer after the elective he had gone to the old Jericho site to oversee an expanded excavation of the southern section to test some theories he had regarding the city’s destruction, and more importantly when that destruction took place. He invited me along for a front row seat. It was fascinating stuff.”

      “Did you discover anything of noteworthiness?”

      He nodded. “We did. Not only did we discover identical rubble underneath two other layers of construction, indicating the same kind of sudden, cataclysmic destruction of the city as the previous excavations found. We also discovered that this portion was part of the royal quarters, which led to a most curious find.”

      Silas took another swig of coffee, then leaned back in his chair and propped up his legs on his desk, pausing for dramatic effect.

      Celeste raised her eyebrows and tilted her head. “And?”

      One end of his mouth curled upward. “Preserved in jars were scrolls that basically verified the story of the Book of Joshua.”

      Celeste sat up straighter and scooted slightly to the edge of her seat. “The story of Joshua? Which one?”

      “Which one? You’re worse than my lapsed-Catholic brother.”

      Celeste rolled her eyes and sighed. “Just give it to me, prof. And without the cheek.”

      Silas held up his hands in surrender. “Alright. Didn’t mean to hit a nerve. You know, the one about Joshua and the battle of Jericho. The prostitute Rahab and the two spies. The marches around the city with the Ark of the Covenant. The trumpet blasts—”

      “Wait a minute,” Celeste interrupted. “Did you say the Ark of the Covenant?”

      “The one and only. Then on the seventh pass around the city, the people gave a shout and, ‘The walls came tumbling down,’” he sang.

      “Cute. Catholic school song or something?”

      “Evangelical Vacation Bible School one summer. A friend brought me. Stuck with me ever since.”

      “Let’s go back to the Ark. What role did it play?”

      “George Lucas and Stephen Spielberg popularized it as some superpower weapon, but it wasn’t like that. It was said to contain the power of God. Or, at least God’s presence was with it as it circled around the city. It was his power and his presence that brought down the walls. Not the Ark.”

      “And Pryce discovered this verification in some sort of scroll you say?”

      Silas squinted and tilted his head, the corner of his mouth curling up toward a smile. “What aren’t you telling me, Celeste? Why all the interest in Pryce?”

      Before Celeste could answer, there was a knock at the door. “Come in,” Silas said. It was Miles.

      “Professor, have you been on the internet?”

      Silas brought his legs off his desk quickly and sat up in his chair, bringing his laptop to life. “No, what happened? Please don’t tell me another bomb blast took out another one of my colleagues.”

      “No, no,” Miles said waving his arms. “Nothing like that. It’s your old professor, Lucas Pryce, from Harvard.”

      Celeste and Silas shot a wide-eyed look at each other. “Give me the 411.”

      “Apparently, he’s found the Ark of the Covenant!”

    

  

OEBPS/images/ot3_hc_comp.jpg
HIDOEN

COVENANT
. A, BOUMA

BESTSELLING AWARD-NOMINATED AUTHOR






OEBPS/images/ewp_square.jpg
AN

EmmausWay





