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			“Mary, my work here is finished. The Father calls me home. Before, it was too soon. Now, the Church is growing. You will follow, but not now. You must live. The Father has a purpose for you here—to record it all, to leave a testimony of how faith survives, and how hope and love take shape—or are betrayed—in the hands of those who claim to follow me. And to tell our story to the world when the time is right.”

			— The Diary of Mary Magdalene
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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			The Scrolls of Provence weaves historical truth with imagined discovery.

			Many of the places, texts, and figures are real; others are speculative—reshaped to explore how much of history survives only in fragments and to provoke reflection on what lies between the lines of the recorded past.

			This story invites readers to ask not only what was remembered, but what was deliberately erased by the powerful—and why they hoped it would remain forgotten.

			The Ordo Silentii and the scrolls themselves are inventions, yet they echo real patterns of secrecy, suppression, and selective preservation within religious and political institutions.
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			​History Is 
Written By The Powerful

			THE TRUTH HIDES IN WHAT THEY ERASED

			For nearly two thousand years, whispers have drifted through archives, monasteries, and ruins—rumors of lost gospels, letters struck from memory, testimonies ground into earth and ash. 

			Some say they were destroyed to guard the faithful. Others say they were erased to guard the powerful. 

			But what if—despite everything—one voice refused to be silenced.

			The Scrolls of Provence imagines that collision of two worlds: the fragile dawn of Christianity and the shadowed forces bent on shaping it for their own ends. 

			Across centuries, a secret order has moved unseen, its oath unbroken, its purpose unwavering…to erase whatever threatens the power of the Church.

			In the hills of Provence.

			A forgotten voice. 

			A deadly hunt.​

		


		
			​Chapter One

			St Cyr, South of France – May 2060

			It was unusually warm for late spring, even under the centuries-old cypress tree that shaded the stone plaza and village fountain at the center of St Cyr. A small restaurant, run by a local family for an unremembered number of decades, was tucked into a corner of the plaza. Its tables overlooked a field of olive trees in the valley below—some older than memory.

			Alice Hale sat quietly at a table near the fountain, waiting for the words to come. Sophie sat across from her and waited too. Since meeting as sorority sisters thirty-six years ago at college in California, they have remained friends through the years, their relationship growing closer as they shared most of life’s chapters. Alice was about to share another of those chapters, but this one was more important than all the others combined.

			“I’m sorry I’ve been out of touch,” Alice said softly, her eyes lowered to the edge of her wine glass. “Yesterday,” she paused for a long moment to steady her voice, “… my mother passed away.”

			Over the years, Sophie had met Alice’s mother, Susan Hale, many times. She reached out to touch Alice’s hand.

			“As you know, Mom been ill for some time, but the end came faster than we expected. Still, she knew it was close. And in these last two weeks, she asked me to come to be with her—just the two of us. She said there was a story I needed to hear. One she’d never told anyone. Not fully. Not even me.” 

			

			Alice’s voice was steadier now, but her expression carried not just sadness —something more ominous.

			“Mom told me about something that happened almost thirty-five years ago. It all happened quickly, over just six months—but it changed everything. Her life, my life…maybe even things far beyond that. She said I’d always had questions.”

			The server approached, and they ordered a light lunch—the kind that filled more time than appetite.

			Alice continued. “Mom told me it was a complicated story that spans two thousand years. That it could undermine everything we believe. ‘It’s still unfinished,’ she said over and over. And then—before she could finish telling me the last part—she was gone.”

			She fell silent, her breath unsteady. Then, looking past the plaza, Alice spoke again, softer now. “I think I know why she kept it hidden for so long. And why some pieces may never be complete.”

			Sophie leaned forward, eyes intent, waiting for what would come next.

			Alice touched the rim of her glass, then raised her eyes. “The only way to tell you the story is just as she shared it with me. From the beginning.”

			She paused. “…and Sophie, once you hear it, everything changes. Are you sure you want me to go on?”

			And as the midday bells echoed from the Church below the plaza, Sophie nodded, and Alice began telling the story…the unfinished story…just as her mother, Susan Hale, had during the past two weeks.

		


		
			​Chapter Two

			The Ancient Burial Ground Beneath The Vatican
Easter Sunday 2026

			On this cold, rain-soaked night, they waited.
It was Easter Sunday—the day chosen for their induction.
The day they would be born again into a new life.

			Of the hundreds who began the journey as children, only seven stood here tonight. They had been chosen for the rarest of traits—those of natural-born predators. Capable of violence, deception, and sacrifice. Unflinching and without remorse. Each had been stripped of personal identity long ago. No family. No past. No future beyond their mission.

			They would become alpha guardians of orthodox Church history—future Silentii, trained to be invisible shadows, weapons honed to perfection.

			They stood cloaked in simple woolen robes, barefoot upon an ancient stone floor, eyes forward, waiting. The chamber where they stood reeked of iron, old blood, and damp earth. Shadows from candlelight flicker across its stone walls, polished by time, and carved more than seventeen hundred years ago. They were deep within an ancient burial ground beneath Saint Peter’s Cathedral. On tourist maps, it’s called the Vatican Necropolis.

			This chamber, hidden in the oldest wing of the Necropolis—forgotten by time and unmarked on any map—had been sealed nearly two millennia ago behind a false tomb door. Accessible only through a secret tunnel known to the initiated, it was called the Chamber of the Seventh Seal. Seven sacred candles flickered along its walls, symbols of God’s plan unveiled in the Bible’s Book of Revelation: the seven hills of Rome, the seven seals that bound heaven’s secrets, the seven plagues of judgment, and the seven angels who would sound the end of days. For the Ordo Silentii, the cipher OS7777 is a symbol of their commitment to orthodox Church history, etched with their blood…the seven hills, the seven seals, the seven plagues, and the seven angels.

			Tonight, in this sacred chamber, these seven new members would be baptized into the Order’s shadowed lineage.

			The rite was swift. Brutal.
No pageantry. No waste.

			Words came from a darkened corner of the chamber:
“You have no name. No past. No identity beyond what the Church commands. You are the silence between breath and blade. The eyes that do not blink. The hand that leaves no trace.”

			Then, without warning, a red-hot branding iron was pulled from the coals—a cross entwined with protective vines—and one by one, it seared into their shoulders. No screams. Only smoke.

			From the shadows, a single man emerged.

			His presence was absolute.
Tall, straight-backed, with a precision that bordered on cruel.
His voice was low. Calm.

			Cardinal Vallente.
Supreme Prelate of the Ordo Silentii.
To the initiated, he was Il Giudice Nero.
The Black Judge.

			Tonight, these seven new members would meet him for the first time.

			The air thickened as he stepped forward.

			“I once stood where you kneel,” he said. “You are not clergy—you are now the Church’s shield.”

			

			The induction was complete.
Only one step remained.

			A black-robed aide entered, carrying a sleek metal case. Each new Silentii was handed a sealed folder containing their first assignment.

			Leadership considered these tasks minor: a fragment recovered in Crete, a suspect dig in the Balkans, and a papyrus theft in Cairo. But they were tests—watched closely. First rites of passage. Final trials.

			The seventh initiate was the last to open his folder.

			He was by far the most dangerous.
Brutal in exercises. Powerfully built. Utterly without empathy. His white-cropped hair and scarred cheek made him impossible to forget. Even among killers, he stood apart.

			The others gave him space. He demanded none.

			He had already forgotten his birth name.
He was known only as:
Corvus.

			He opened his folder. No expression. Then bowed.

			The lead came from an informant in southern France, flagged by a mid-level Mafia courier in Nice. A shipment of ancient material had passed through customs uninspected, bound for New York under a private museum registry. The point of origin was unlogged. The courier had mentioned only one name:

			Dr. Susan Hale, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

			That was all.
Corvus moved like an animal—calm, dangerous, sure. The corners of his mouth twitched in something like a grin.

			“Susan Hale,” he thought. “My first prey.”

			His sole objective in life was to become the next Supreme Prelate of the Ordo Silentii.
And he would let nothing stop him.

			

			He passed through the ancient tunnel, damp and echoing, emerging into the rain-slicked cobblestones of the Vatican’s northern court.

			He paused to open his encrypted phone.
Code: OS7777.
Then called the operations center.

			“Prepare the Gulfstream,” he said. “New York. Tomorrow evening.”

			Tomorrow is Easter Monday, he thought. Perfect.

			As St. Peter’s bells rang out across the Roman night—echoing and sonorous—Corvus began to walk, whispering to himself:

			“It’s called Monday of the Angel. A good day to start the hunt.”

		


		
			​Chapter Three

			New York City, Easter Sunday 2026

			The city stirred under a brilliant, cloudless April morning—the kind that tricked New Yorkers into thinking winter had truly given up its fight and spring had finally won. Sunlight streamed through the east-facing windows of the apartment, casting golden streaks across the hardwood floor. 

			It was Easter Sunday.

			Susan Hale stood barefoot in the kitchen, black coffee in hand, wrapped in a robe. She and her husband, Bob, had just returned from ten sorely needed vacation days at their peaceful stone house in a small town perched in the hills above ancient olive groves in Provence, southern France. Now, back again in their comfortable New York apartment, she felt a quiet calmness overtake her.

			She had no way of knowing that she had just become the prey in a deadly hunt. Nothing would ever be the same again. The tremor that shook those ancient hills during one evening in Provence two weeks ago would change her life—and perhaps the world itself. 

			For now, however, Susan felt all was well in the Hale household, as her eyes fixed on the trees of Central Park, just beginning to soften with pale green. Her ceramic mug, purchased in Jerusalem nearly two decades ago, felt warm against her palm.

			“Today is Easter,” she said quietly.

			

			Behind her, Bob lay half-asleep on the couch, the Times open across his chest. He stirred but didn’t look up, folding the paper lazily.

			“Yes, and…?”

			“And we need to get ready for church,” Susan said, turning slightly toward him.

			Bob raised a brow. “We just got back yesterday. It was a great trip, but the jet lag has worn me out. Can’t we take off just one year?”

			“No, we can’t. I haven’t missed Mass on Easter since I was sick with the flu when I was a kid in Boston.” Her voice carried a soft defiance, touched with a smile.

			He smirked and returned to his coffee. “Twenty years together, and your dedication still surprises me.” 

			Susan kept her gaze on the trees. A couple jogged past on the lower path, side by side. Her thoughts drifted—back to South Boston, to Easter Sunday at the triple-decker on Dorchester Avenue where she and her brother Thomas had grown up. Religion had not only anchored their childhood—it had shaped their futures. Susan pursued early Christianity through college and graduate school. Thomas became a Jesuit, eventually serving as the head of a university in Korea.

			Easter morning at the Doyle household had its own sacred rhythm. The scent of Maureen’s corned beef from the night before still hung in the air. Dishes clattered in the kitchen. Their father, Patrick, rustled his newspaper while waiting for everyone to get dressed. The bells of St. Augustine’s rang through the open window, and Maureen, already half into her coat, would call down the hall, “We’re not going to keep the Lord waiting!”

			Susan could still see the shafts of colored light filtering through stained glass, hear the chant-like rise of Latin responses, feel her mother’s steady hand on her shoulder as they knelt in the pew. Even as she grew more questioning with time, the order and reverence of those mornings had never left her.

			

			“We’re going,” she said to Bob. “We’ve been at St. Pat’s for Easter since before Alice. Get dressed.”

			With a mock sigh, he sat up. “Then I guess I’m going.”

			Susan glanced at the photo on the bookshelf—two college students grinning after a late-night lecture on first-century Christianity. That night was still vivid: the darkened hall, the spirited debate. Bob had waited just outside with a question about the Dead Sea Scrolls—though the question wasn’t really about the scrolls.

			They’d gone for coffee. Talked for four hours. And never stopped.

			They’d made it through his business degree at Columbia and her doctoral work at NYU’s Institute for the Study of the Ancient World. Now she was a respected curator of religious antiquities at the Met. He was a successful commercial real estate broker whose client list included Fortune 500 companies. They’d raised a daughter who got into the Ivy League and stayed married through careers, deadlines, and doubt—with effort, with faith, and, Susan believed at least until now, with love. 

			“This afternoon after church, we need to unpack from France,” she said, tugging open the French doors to the patio.

			Bob groaned. “That too…give me a break!”

			Susan picked up a small carry-on duffel from their trip that he had left by the door when they arrived home the night before. She dropped it at his feet.”You can start with that.” 

			With a smile, he replied, “Fine. But now I don’t have time because I need to get dressed for Church.”

			She kissed his cheek, “Thank you for being a model of Easter virtue,” she deadpanned. 

			By the time they reached St. Patrick’s, the bells were already pealing across Fifth Avenue—deep, resonant tones that sent pigeons scattering from the eaves and signaled the beginning of the 12 o’clock Mass. The morning sun lit the grand stone façade with almost heavenly precision, gilding the Gothic spires in gold.

			Inside, the sanctuary was full. Every pew packed. A reverent hush hung in the vaulted air, broken only by the rustle of worship aids and the occasional cough muffled by a sleeve.

			They slipped into their usual spot—midway down the right aisle, beneath a great stained-glass window alive with light. The ceiling arched high above them like the ribs of a ship turned skyward. The scent of incense still lingered from the procession, mingling with the sweetness of lilies arrayed around the high altar. The crucifix—massive and golden—rose behind the candles and Easter vestments, glinting beneath the chandeliers.

			Then the organ surged to life, and a choir of sixty voices lifted as one. As the voices of the congregation joined softly, Susan remembered a past Easter morning, she couldn’t recall precisely, when Alice had clutched her hand and swung her pudgy legs under the pew, humming off-key. 

			Alice had attended St. Pat’s Nursery School and, as she got older, Sunday school at St. Pat’s. At Easter Mass that year, she sat with them in her spring dress and black Mary Janes. How quickly it all goes by.

			That was over a dozen Easters ago. And this was already Alice’s second spring break away at college. It wasn’t he same without her. They went alone to JFK ten days ago for the evening Delta flight to Nice in Southeastern France, a region that the world calls Provence. The name is ancient, dating back before early Christian times, 2,000 years ago, when the Romans first arrived. They called it Provincia Romana—literally ‘the Roman province’—because it was their first conquest outside of Italy. As the language evolved, the name was shortened to “Provincia”, which eventually became “Provence” in the local French dialect. 

			Provence is beautiful in the springtime, but Susan now recalled that she had an uncomfortable felling in the pit of her stomach, somewhere just beneath the excitement, that this trip would be different. It wasn’t that Alice wouldn’t be there with them. It was more than that. A sense that something was already there, in Provence…ancient, and waiting for them. Something that would change everything.

			As the choir’s voices faded, her mind wandered. Just last year, they had purchased their home in the hills of St Cyr—an ancient village in Provence, 25 miles from Nice, overlooking a Roman olive valley once vital to the Empire’s trade routes through Gaul. It was near the port town of Fréjus, located along the Via Domitia, the ancient Roman trade route that once connected Italy to Spain. 

			However, the region’s history paled in comparison to the stories of the town’s early inhabitants. St. Cyr was once a fiercely defended village called Seillans, which had earned its reputation from residents pouring great cauldrons of boiling oil on invaders who tried to breach the town’s medieval ramparts. There was much more to what happened here in those ancient times, but Susan and Bob had no way of knowing that…yet. 

			Bob and Susan had fallen in love with the house instantly—a three-bedroom stone structure built two centuries ago atop the foundations of a Roman-era olive farmer’s home. The builders had preserved its original terrace overlooking the olive groves, connecting it to a summer kitchen shaded by jasmine vines and fig trees.

			It was just two weeks ago that they were there, so she could still remember the warm and still evening air on that terrace in St Cyr. Two-foot-thick stone walls framed the patio on two sides. One open edge overlooked the pool deck, about a hundred feet out in the garden; the other looked out across fifty ancient olive trees, their silvered leaves flickering in the last light of day. Adjacent to a deep wine cellar and accessible through a thick stone doorway from the summer kitchen, the terrace was both charming and practical.

			Oddly enough, this part of the home had been added by the previous owners—the Johnsons, also a couple from New York. Susan and Bob had smiled at that coincidence when the real estate agent showed them the place last fall. They bought it on the spot.

			

			They had only owned the house for nine months, but after just two short vacation stays, the terrace patio had already become their favorite spot at the close of the day. They had sat in easy silence, watching the sun dip behind the hills—just as countless couples must have done on this same slope over thousands of years. 

			The hymns continued to resonate through the Church, as Susan remembered that night vividly…the fading evening light shimmered on the pool’s surface, casting a warm glow on the olive grove below. It was, she recalled, all anyone could ever ask for.

			It was unusually warm for early April, almost 72 degrees. Perfect, she recalled, slowly swirled a glass of chilled rosé they’d bought that morning at a local Fayence vineyard in the next town. She leaned back in her chair and glanced at the old support column at the patio’s edge.

			“That column was probably built from the rubble of a Roman ruin—maybe by the olive farmers who lived on this very spot thousands of years ago. We should give it a name,” she said, raising her glass in mock ceremony.

			Bob smiled. He knew this game. Over the years, Susan had bestowed grand historical names on nearly every corner of every place they had lived. Here in St. Cyr, she had named the poolside dining nook where they could see the village of Fayence light up every evening in the setting sun’s rays: Vue de Fayence. The old stone face with a carved mouth in the garden wall, once meant to channel water? The Fountain of the Lost. As Bob often reminded her, no water had ever flowed through it.

			And where they sat, the terrace patio, their favorite evening spot, “Column du Roma,” Bob added that the name has “a nice tourist guide ring to it.”

			They laughed together, the easy laugh that only comes after decades of shared shorthand. The day had been long but peaceful—baguettes in the morning, a slow lunch, and a visit to the chapel at the foot of the road that led to their house. Susan thought the chapel had predated Christianity in the region, perhaps built over something still older. She couldn’t know it then, but a secret was buried deep below that chapel’s altar—trying to break free and speak to her after 2000 years of silence under the stone.

			It was in that quiet moment, as dusk settled and the light dimmed to a deep purple, that the ancient land around them began to speak in a voice from two millennia past.

			It started softly, as a low rumble rolling up the valley, like a truck struggling uphill. Then, the terrace itself shivered. Glasses rattled. A wood dove flapped off the roof tiles in alarm.

			The tremor lasted no more than ten seconds—but it was enough.

			A dull, crumbling sound came from the edge of the patio, followed by the dry crunch of stone against stone.

			“Uh oh,” Bob muttered, rising. “Column du Roma has a problem.”

			Three stones had dislodged at the base of the column, falling into a shallow cavity beneath the terrace. Dust curled into the air like incense.

			“Strange,” Bob said. “I thought this whole terrace was on solid rock. No cavity underneath.”

			The rest of the house seemed untouched. Old stone construction is resilient. No cracks, no fallen frames. Just a broken patch beneath the oldest part of the structure. All seemed well. Nothing seemed urgent—just a tremor.

			So they decided to look more closely in the morning and call it a night.

			All was well. Or so they thought.

			Susan rose early the next morning to inspect the damage. Bob was inside making coffee. Kneeling at the base of the collapse, she brushed away loose stone and dirt.

			Then she saw it—a curved ridge of something terracotta, half-buried behind a rock.

			

			She reached in carefully. It wasn’t part of the construction. Not a pipe. It was warm to the touch, smooth and ancient, shaped like a storage jar, and sealed at the top with a hardened resin.

			“Bob!”

			He came out with two mugs of coffee and stopped cold at the sight of what she held.

			The jar was heavy and weathered, mottled by centuries of soil. Faint inscriptions were etched near the neck. Susan turned it slowly in her hands.

			“This could be Roman,” she said. “Or older.”

			Inside, nestled in crumbling straw and wrapped in ancient linen, was a scroll. A single, tightly wound roll of darkened papyrus—fragile, but intact.

			She laid it gently on a cloth napkin and unrolled just enough to see the writing.

			“I think this is Aramaic,” she whispered.

			Bob raised an eyebrow. “You’re sure?”

			“I’m not fluent,” she said, “but I’ve handled scrolls like this at the Met. The script, the brush strokes—it’s definitely Aramaic. First century, maybe older.”

			Bob gave a low whistle. “So what are we talking about here?”

			“Too soon to say. It could be anything. A tax record. A merchant’s account. Maybe an olive harvest report. Probably someone local—someone who lived and died here.”

			“So not the Gospel According to St. Cyr? The guy who built that chapel down the road?”

			Susan smiled faintly but didn’t laugh. Her brow furrowed as she stared at the scroll.

			

			“We should protect it. Take it back with us. I’ll ask someone from the Aramaic working group to take a look.”

			She carefully wrapped the scroll again and slipped it back into the jar. They packed it into a canvas tote and tucked it deep in their bedroom closet—behind a stack of books, extra linens, and a pair of hiking boots.

			“For now,” she said, “let’s just enjoy our week.”

			Later that night, as they readied for bed, Bob spoke casually.

			“You know… if that thing turns out to be the next Dead Sea Scroll, I will want royalties. It could be worth a fortune.”

			Susan chuckled. “It’s probably just a farmer griping about olive yields.”

			She remembered that the night was still, and cicadas hummed in the trees, while Bob’s comment lingered with her — it left an uncomfortable feeling. As she pulled up the covers and closed her eyes, a phrase surfaced from years ago—something she’d once heard in a lecture. She let the thought drift through her as sleep pulled her under. The future, it turned out, would prove it prophetic.

			When real wealth or power is involved, you can trust no one

			The Mass was ending, and she was drawn back from her memories of Provence. Around her, a thousand people, misty-eyed, whispered the words together,

			He is risen. The Christ.

			Across that grand cathedral, person by person, they were anchoring themselves to something older and larger than any of them. 

			She understood the power of belief. But what struck her now was how deeply they believed. Neither of them could have guessed that what they found under their terrace two weeks ago would challenge that deeply felt shared belief, so vivid this Easter morning. And it changed their lives. Completely.

		


		
			​Chapter Four

			Their vacation was over, and all the excitement of the Easter weekend was fading into just a memory. It was Easter Monday, but Susan preferred the way the church referred to it: Monday of the Angel. 

			Susan and Bob stood shoulder to shoulder on the subway platform at 72nd Street and Broadway, their coffees in hand, already half-lost in their own thoughts. The train doors slid open, and they kissed briefly before parting—heading uptown to the Met, Bob downtown to his office in the nineteenth-century Gothic Revival skyscraper that housed Dalton, Kessler & Keene Properties in the Financial District. 

			As she walked from the subway exit on 81st Street across to the east side of Central Park, the scroll jar, which housed an ancient voice that could change the world, was absent-mindedly tucked into her backpack. She hadn’t forgotten about it—but so much else was on her plate, and it had seemed, at best, an intriguing artifact from an old olive farm. Interesting but not very exciting.

			After their lovely week in St Cyr—alone together for the first time in what felt like years—she thought she would tuck it away for safekeeping in her climate-controlled locker in the Met’s research basement. She planned to carefully wrap and label it with a temporary identification code and file it under “Potential Gaul Farming Curio.” Curators often left items like this waiting for further study or budget approval. 

			As she stepped through the staff entrance of the Metropolitan Museum. Susan felt the familiar hush settle over her.

			

			She’d worked here for nearly two decades. She loved the quiet before the public arrived—these early hours—before the marble floors echoed with schoolchildren’s footsteps or the murmur of tourists—were her favorite. The building breathed differently in that quiet, as if it remembered what it was meant to be.

			She often reflected on how improbable it all was. The Met hadn’t begun with grandeur. It started as an idea over dinner in Paris in 1866, when John Jay and a few others discussed the need for an American museum to rival Europe’s finest. New York had no public collection at the time, just borrowed halls and private salons. The ambition was almost laughable. But it took hold.

			The early years were improvised—exhibits in a former dance academy on Fifth Avenue, canvases arriving in wooden crates from Europe, volunteers scrambling to decide what went where. Then came Cesnola, the Italian-born Civil War veteran who seemed to have excavated most of Cyprus and then shipped most of the country back in barrels. It wasn’t subtle, nor was it always ethical, but the treasure got the museum started. It gave the collection’s weight, volume, and presence. The antiquities department Susan now led could trace its roots directly to his chaotic enthusiasm.

			She walked the corridor slowly, glancing at the darkened galleries. The museum now stretched more than a quarter mile end to end—over two million square feet, more than twenty times the size of its original 1880 footprint. And yet, despite its monumentality, it still bore signs of its incomplete past.

			Most visitors never notice the uncut blocks crowning the four massive columns at the Fifth Avenue entrance. They were meant to be sculpted into allegorical figures representing the great epochs of art: Ancient, Classical, Renaissance, and Modern. But the work was never finished. Funding dried up. The architect Richard Morris Hunt passed away. And no one could agree on what “modern art” should even look like. The stones remained untouched—silent, jagged, unresolved.

			Susan passed beneath them every morning, and she thought the same thing each time: they were perfect that way. The Met wasn’t a finished monument. It was a question still being asked. She liked it that way. Unfinished. Honest.

			To most people, it was just a museum. To Susan, it was something more—a layered argument for why history mattered—a place where belief and facts quietly wrestled beneath the surface of every display.

			She opened her locker and gently laid the scroll jar inside. On her first day back, it wasn’t top of mind. Instead, she would work on a grant proposal and a Byzantine exhibit. There was also Alice’s third call from California regarding her thesis on women in early Christian liturgy. 

			An ordinary first day back…or so she thought, until she looked at the Met’s internal calendar of visiting scholars. An associate and old friend unexpectedly turned up. A wide smile spread on her face as she spotted his name.

			Dr. Alister Duran was scheduled to speak at a closed-door symposium on “Gospels: Visions of Jesus Before the Church Took Control.” They were old friends. Alister was brilliant but still an oddball. After completing his studies at Oxford, he had returned to New York to pursue his doctorate at NYU, where the two of them first met, deep in the world of early Christian studies. While she had moved more into the public eye, focused on developing exhibits at the Met, Alister had grown more reclusive, immersing himself in arcane linguistic mysteries and theologies that made other scholars shift uncomfortably in their chairs.

			Over the past ten years, Susan had noticed that he had taken on the look of a professor straight from Central Casting at a movie studio, one who slept in his office with uncombed hair, a rumpled linen jacket, mismatched socks, and a shoulder bag stuffed with research journals. 

			But as she waved him down as he entered the west corridor, he grinned as if no time had passed at all. 

			“Lunch, she asked, giving him a big hug… it will be just like the old days at school; we can talk about some interesting stuff that’s been happening to me.” 

			

			“Sure,” Alister said with a wide smile, “I’ll meet you right here after my presentation?” 

			Just before noon, two hours later, they descended the west stairway, which had windows overlooking Central Park. With Susan’s fingerprint passkey, they entered the climate-regulated receiving room adjacent to the Egyptian galleries. There, with dusted crates and cabinets of unexhibited artifacts surrounding them, they sat down at one of the examination tables. It felt like the old days at school again, with sandwiches from the café and two cans of Perrier.

			“I want to show you something weird,” Susan said, half-laughing. It came from the wall of a house where we were on vacation earlier this month. There was a very small earthquake tremor one evening. It knocked a section of a stone column loose, and I found this wedged in the rubble.”

			She opened her locker and gently lifted out the scroll jar, still unlabeled, but carefully wrapped in the Museum’s standard cotton cloth, which she had used to ship it here using the museum’s private shipping vendor to avoid customs complications.

			As she carefully removed the scroll from the jar, still wrapped in its ancient linen covering, she said, “It’s probably just a personal journal or agricultural log,” she added. “There are some strange markings on the jar that I don’t recognize—but no symbols of significance. Still, it feels early. First-century, maybe?”

			Alister, eyes widening as he noticed the writing on the papyrus scroll, had already stopped chewing.

			As he unrolled the scroll, his eyes slowly scanned the first few lines. Then, several more. Then, the first full section. His hand trembled a bit.

			And then he froze.

			His breath caught. His body stiffened. Color drained from his face.

			 “Alister…?” she whispered.

			

			No response.

			She leaned closer. “What is it?”

			Finally, he slowly exhaled. He hadn’t even realized that he was holding his breath. Then, he carefully rolled the scroll closed, like handling an explosive.

			“We… we can’t talk about this here,” he whispered.

			She blinked. “What are you talking about?”

			He glanced toward the security camera in the corner of the ceiling and lowered his voice to a whisper. “Not here. Put it away. Wrap it. No labels. In your locker. Now.”

			Susan, suddenly alert, followed his instructions. They walked briskly through the service corridor and out the glass double-door back exit, into the corner of Central Park that backs up against the museum’s west side.

			They walked for several minutes without saying a word. Alister was thinking, and Susan was growing increasingly concerned and nervous. They circled the Great Lawn until they found a shady, unoccupied bench.

			It was a picture-perfect spring day—light breeze, children laughing, joggers weaving between strollers, lovers lying tangled in sun and shade—the serene, simple, unknowing world.

			Alister sat still, his sweating palms pressed flat against his thighs, leaving damp marks on the trousers.

			Finally, he spoke.

			“What I’m about to tell you… can’t leave this bench.”

			Susan nodded. Now, even more concerned.

			He spoke very slowly. “To understand what you’ve found and how dangerous it is, I need to tell you a story. You know the beginning, but you won’t know the end. 

			

			“In the early fourth century, the Roman Emperor Constantine authorized Christianity for the empire, not out of belief, but because he needed a unifying ideology. But he soon realized dozens—maybe hundreds—of different Christian texts were in circulation. Gospels. Letters. Oral accounts. Some authentic, many altered, and most anonymous. The Church had become fractured, and so were the teachings of Christianity. Constantine saw this as a threat to his unification plan.”

			She nodded, following him easily—he was right; this was familiar territory. 

			“So, he had the Church collect all the texts they could find. Filtering, excluding, and pulling together the ones that presented a consistent doctrine. Over the next century, they agreed on a canon. Twenty-seven books. That became the New Testament. A consistent Christian doctrine. Everything else became heresy.”

			He paused. “Now, here is the part you don’t know.”

			“There have always been rumors,” he said, “persistent ones, among very small groups of research scholars, some of whom are my closest colleagues. It’s said that one Gospel they collected was so dangerous, they concluded, that it could bring down the Church itself—the Gospel of Magdalene. The rumors are that Mary Magdalene was more than a disciple. That she knew something no one else did. Something about Jesus. About what really happened to him. Something that would undo everything that Rome hoped to accomplish by authorizing and empowering Christianity
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