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"God is everywhere... and if it seems at times he is hidden from us, 

it is only because we have not learned to seek him correctly."

—Chaim Potok

The same can be said of one's purpose in life. And even if one is not 

seeking it correctly, sometimes it finds you anyway.

 

Dedicated to those wise men who followed their dream and a distant star, 

not knowing where it might lead.
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P A R T   O N E

The Offer

 




CHAPTER ONE

♦

An Answer in the Dark

"Have you come to a decision? We have given you all the time that can be spared, and we must have your answer, one way or another." 

The decision weighed on my mind. It would be life-changing, and the sliver of time I had been given was nowhere near enough to weigh all the consequences, intended and unintended. But an answer was needed. As I looked back and traced each step that had led me to this place, I saw how the pieces fit together like a puzzle whose picture doesn't come clear until the last piece is set and the whole can finally be seen. 

I saw that picture now, and it was one I could never have imagined— one I would never have undertaken had I known at the start what I was getting into. And yet, reflecting on it, I also understood something else: as unprepared as I had believed myself to be, I was in fact the person best prepared to accomplish this feat, where others had failed. 

We  don't  realize  how  the  small  experiences  of  a  life,  examined  in isolation, seem to mean nothing. Combined over a lifetime, they add up to something extraordinary—something lying dormant within us, waiting for the right moment to surface, if only we're willing to risk letting it unfold. 
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I was, at that moment, satisfied with what I had accomplished, and at the same time unsure of what my next step should be. And here I was, asked for an answer that would likely decide the rest of my life. 

A calm, commanding voice broke through my thoughts. "We need to leave now, and we need your answer. Otherwise we will make it for you, and you might not like the option we choose." 

Knowing I had to decide at that moment, I went with my gut and the little I understood. "I've made my decision," I told them. "Here it is." 

But  to  understand  what  my  answer  was—and  how  I  came  to  this place—we  need  to  start  at  the  beginning.  You  are  about  to  hear  how  I became a party to one of the greatest quests of all time. 

My name is Michael. For now it is best to keep this on a first-name basis, given the sensitive nature of what I am about to tell you. This is a story you have likely never heard and never will, if not for my recounting of it. It was never meant to be disclosed. But at real risk to myself and to those I care about, I am writing it down to be published one day, when the world is ready to accept the message—and the gift that comes with it. 

As you'll see, things happen for many reasons. Some are clear and in plain sight; others are obscure yet significant, and only a select few are ever permitted to understand their effect on themselves and on history. 

Growing up, my family celebrated the holidays as most families do, but with a unique twist. While most children heard The Night Before Christmas, tales  of  Santa  Claus,  and  the  Nativity,  I  heard  those  too—along  with something else. Beyond the mystery of the Incarnation two thousand years ago  in  a  town  called  Bethlehem,  there  was  an  underlying  mystery surrounding that story, one kept hidden and passed down from generation to generation by a select group ordained to protect it. 

As a child I was enthralled, wondering what that mystery might be and whether it could be true. My parents tried to discourage such talk, even as my  great-grandfather  insisted  the  story  be  told  and  kept  alive  for  the generations to come. As I grew older and my great-grandfather passed away, I let the stories fade. By adulthood I barely remembered them, or why I had 
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needed to hear them, and I never thought it strange that my parents had worked so hard to bury what seemed like harmless fairy tales. 

Little did I know that the more I distanced myself from these mysteries, the more surely they would find me. 

In my teenage years I was drawn back to them, wanting to test their truth.  One  in  particular  caught  me:  the  discovery  of  the  copper  scrolls, which struck the same chord as the stories from my boyhood. The copper scrolls were part of the Dead Sea Scrolls, and they listed the hiding places of  some  great  treasure  from  the  Jewish  temple.  That  copper—not papyrus—had  been  used  to  record  those  locations  meant  that  whoever made them wanted them to survive for future generations. No treasure has been  found  to  this  day,  but  the  scrolls  lend  credence  to  the  idea  that treasures of great wealth were hidden away, for various reasons, and might one day be found. 

That subject intrigued me for reasons I couldn't quite name, but its pull faded as I moved into adulthood and turned to my career. My studies carried me to university, and I did well enough to earn a scholarship for graduate work, which I gladly accepted as a path into the real world—and away from the stories that had held my attention as a younger man. My reasoning was simple: enticing as those tales were, what proof did I have that any of them were real? Weren't they concocted by a vivid imagination, cheered on by stories my father had so insistently urged me to forget? 

I was intent now on forgetting them, ready to finish my degree and stake my claim in a world cured of such fantasies. That was the plan, and it all seemed  to  be  coming  together—until  life,  and  a  couple  of  unexpected letters, changed everything. 
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CHAPTER TW O

♦

The Benefactor

It  was  a  cold  day  in  the  middle  of  winter,  at  the  start  of  the  spring semester,  when  the  notice  arrived.  It  read  only: Urgent.  Please  come  to  the registrar at your earliest convenience. I wasn't sure what it meant, and as eager as I was to find out, the office had already closed for the weekend. I would have to wait until Monday. 

I  tortured  myself  all  weekend.  The  mind  plays  tricks  when  the possibilities range from harmless to ruinous, and I was not immune. As far as I knew, I'd submitted every form and was ready for the semester. But when my usual stipend didn't appear in my account, my imagination bolted like a herd of horses loosed from their restraints. There was nothing to do but overthink it until Monday, so I poured a few drinks and drowned my dread. 

The registrar's office opened at nine. I was there at eight-thirty. As an added torment, they were late—no one unlocked the door until nine-fifteen. When they finally sauntered in, I hurried over with my letter. 

"Hold on," came the reply. "I need my coffee before I can intelligently answer any questions." 

Fifteen more minutes. Good training, I thought, for my next trip to the DMV. 

At last I was told to come in and sit down. "Let me take a look at that letter," the clerk said casually, in stark contrast to my anxious anticipation. He rose and went to a cabinet behind him for what looked like a file. Had it not risked slowing him further, I'd have vaulted the desk and grabbed it myself. 

After a pause that felt like forever, he said, "Here it is. Your scholarship has  been  suspended.  It  doesn't  say  why—only  that  the  anonymous benefactor who funded these awards is no longer willing to do so. I'm sorry, but you won't be able to register this semester unless you can find another way to pay tuition." 
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I  shot  out  of  my  seat.  "This  can't  be  happening.  You  have  to  do something. I'm already halfway through the program. I've done nothing to make myself ineligible—my grades are good, no suspensions, no offenses— and I've had no notice at all to come up with that kind of money. Is there anything you can do? Another scholarship? An appeal? Anything, so I can register this semester?" 

"Unfortunately, no." His stoic response landed as if any of this were fair or made sense. "All the scholarships have been allocated for the semester. I can give you ten days to pay at least twenty-five percent of the spring tuition. Otherwise I'll have to put a hold on your account." 

"Ten days?" I said, as though he'd asked me to part the Red Sea. Even in ten months I couldn't raise the money—not for this semester, nor for the three more I needed to graduate. 

"I'm sorry. Maybe come back in a few months. New scholarships may open up." He feigned sympathy in the way only a civil servant can when he feels obligated to say something kind but doesn't mean a word of it. 

Rather than waste my anger on a man who had neither the authority nor the concern to help, I retreated to my apartment to figure out whom I could call and how I might salvage the semester. 

Just as I was wondering whether my luck could get any worse, another letter arrived. This one was anonymous. 

My sources tell me you have lost your scholarship, it read. I have a proposition. You can receive a scholarship, an increased stipend, and paid expenses. In return, you would need to conduct some research for me. I know you have ten days to produce your tuition. I will give you half that time to decide. If you are interested, call 555-1234, leave your name, and you will be given further instructions.

Was this real? I searched my mind for whoever might play so tactless a joke on a man in my state—only to realize I hadn't had time to tell anyone yet,  not  a  sardonic  friend,  nor  even  a  well-meaning  one.  Therefore,  the question wasn't only whether this clandestine offer was legitimate. It was also: who could possibly have known my predicament well enough to make it? 
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I mulled it over as the two deadlines—the offer's and the tuition's— ticked closer. Even if the offer wasn't legitimate, I had no other options besides giving up the semester and maybe the degree. So I decided to play along, at least at the outset, to see what was expected of me and whether this was a serious proposal. 

I dialed, not knowing what to expect. On the third ring someone picked up. I could tell a person was there, but they said nothing. Given the choice between hanging up and speaking, I began. 

"Hello. My name is Michael Lochanis. I was given a letter and told to call this number." 

The silence broke. "Hello, Mr. Lochanis. We wondered whether you would call. Are you ready to accept our proposal?" 

"I'm considering it. But I'd like to know more about the research—and who's asking." 

"As for the second question, that person chooses to remain anonymous for  now.  The  offer  is  legitimate.  Upon  your  acceptance,  you'll  find  your tuition paid for this semester, and the remainder of your degree covered upon completion of the project. You'll also see a deposit of double your usual stipend for living expenses. Are you interested in hearing more?" 

The offer was enticing, but I wanted more before agreeing to something that sounded too good to be true. I waited a moment. "Conditionally, this sounds good. But I'd like to know, in greater detail, what the research would involve." 

"We  think  it  would  be  right  up  your  alley—something  you'd  find fascinating. That's why we chose you. Think it over one last time. If you want  to  accept,  go  to  O'Malley's  on  Sixteenth  Street  tomorrow  night  at eight. I believe you know the place. Tell the bartender that Mr. Lochanis would like to see the documents. He'll take you back, and you'll review the assignment. If you agree, tell him you'd like a boilermaker to go, and he'll hand you an envelope confirming your acceptance. If not, walk away and forget this conversation ever happened." 
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I set aside how oddly he assumed I'd be interested, or that I'd know the bar he'd mentioned. I focused instead on how I could possibly pass up what might  be  the  answer  to  every  prayer.  Research—a  small  price  to  pay, depending, of course, on what it was. There, as they say, was the rub. In the end I decided I'd be a fool not to find out, whatever the cloak-and-dagger trappings that came with it. 

As the hour approached, my mind turned on me. Was this a mistake? A setup?  Would  I  open  the  envelope  to  find  drugs,  just  as  the  police conveniently received a tip about a pending sale? I didn't know the man behind the offer, so it would be a stretch to convince law enforcement I was merely answering an ad for research. In fact, it would look plausible that someone desperate for quick money might resort to selling drugs. By Occam's  razor,  that  story  beat  the  truth:  that  I  was  responding  to  an anonymous  offer  from  an  anonymous  man  to  do  unspecified  research handed to me in a bar. 

A  leap  of  faith,  or  a  fool's  hope  that  deliverance  would  fall  at  my doorstep. After much trepidation, I resolved to see it through. There was no one in my life with a motive to frame me this way, and in any event, things could hardly get any worse. 

Against  my  better  judgment,  I  went  to  the  bar  and  approached  the bartender as instructed, curiosity outrunning my fear. When I told him who I was and why I'd come, he gave me a look of recognition and handed me an envelope. He pointed to an office behind the bar. "Take your time with what's inside," he said. "Just know I was told you'll need to give an answer before you leave." I nodded and went to the vacant office to read. 

Inside was a single page. 

We would like you to research the connection between Saint Nicholas, Bethlehem, and  Phillips  Brooks,  rector  of  Trinity  Church  in  Boston  in  the  nineteenth  century. Depending on what you discover, this research may require travel, which we will cover along  with  related  expenses. We  will  also  pay  you  a  stipend  and  your  tuition  for  its duration. There is no fixed timeline, but we will need periodic updates confirming that your search is progressing. If you accept, notify the man who gave you this envelope, and 
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