

[image: image]





What People Are Saying About

Sudarium

A compelling thriller that intertwines religious intrigue with cutting-edge science, delivering a provocative and suspenseful tale with high-stakes and complex characters. A must-read for anyone who is searching for a unique, edge-of-your-seat book that’ll leave you wanting more.

Book Trib

A female clone of Jesus, conceived through in vitro fertilization, born of a single mother, comes-of-age challenging the standard orthodoxies of her day, as Jesus of Nazareth did in his … Just when you think Easter has finally come with some good news, the last page scares the hell out of you.

Dr. James Brenneman, President, Berkeley School of Theology

An electrifying thriller that masterfully weaves science and faith into a gripping narrative…a testament to the strength and capability of women navigating complex challenges.

Jennifer Brown, bestselling author of How to Be an Inclusive Leader

This page-turner grabs you from the start, with characters finding their way through ethical issues when a groundbreaking genetic discovery challenges religious traditions. Captivating.

Betsy Myers, author of Take the Lead





[image: image]





[image: image]





[image: image]

First published by Roundfire Books, 2025

Roundfire Books is an imprint of Collective Ink Ltd.,

Unit 11, Shepperton House, 89 Shepperton Road, London, N1 3DF

office@collectiveinkbooks.com

www.collectiveinkbooks.com

www.roundfire-books.com

For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.

Text copyright: Chuck Shelton 2024

ISBN: 978 1 80341 820 9

978 1 80341 880 3 (ebook)

Library of Congress Control Number: 2024939147

All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.

The rights of Chuck Shelton as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Design: Lapiz Digital Services

UK: Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY

Printed in North America by CPI GPS partners

We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.





This book is dedicated to women, men, and people of other gender identities who seek to experience the power of love in the way they live. Specifically, I am grateful for the amazing people in my immediate family: Meagan, Elliott, Bella, Ryan, Patrick, Melinda and Suzanne.





Acknowledgements

It only took sixteen years to arrive at publication. Along the way, many have encouraged me, including Suzanne Shelton, my spouse of many decades, who was remarkably patient, always supportive, and improved my storytelling in countless ways; Ciara Jordan and Melinda Wieder who provided key plot and character input; and additional readers Keenan Barr, Mitch Shepherd, Pat McDermott, and Susan and Mark Wright. I’m deeply grateful for the professional counsel of Mark Malatesta as a guide to publication. And I’m thankful for the publishing partnership with Mollie Barker, Vicky Hartley, Frank Smecker and their colleagues at Roundfire Books. I am responsible for all the ideas and choices in this book, and I am a better writer because I have generous friends.





PROLOGUE

Later, as their tradition demanded, they used the linen to cover his face, a countenance now disfigured by the blood seeping from his hairline. They gently pressed the cloth against the fluid that flowed from his nose. When the body was buried, the dreadful fabric was rolled up and laid next to him in the tomb.
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Chapter One

The Meeting

Barcelona

At the back of the auditorium, the priest observed the speech with an intense, bemused expression. His clerical collar drew looks — such a marker of faith was unusual at scientific gatherings. A gifted researcher in his own right, he had a knack for disruptive investigation. And in that spirit he had come to find out more about the world’s most outstanding young geneticist.

Elizabeth Marie Barnes was a brilliant scientist. Smart from the start, she had finished medical school with a joint MD/PhD at twenty-eight. Now seven years into her research career at the University of Washington in Seattle, she had built a global reputation for her hyper-creative approach to studying ancient DNA. Many of her low-key academic peers were jealous of Elizabeth’s highly visible publications and awards. Some envied her for being a slim brunette who ran a couple of marathons each year.

Dr. Barnes was not particularly popular among her peers, and she didn’t particularly care.

Even so, her ninety-minute keynote for the International Association of Genetics Researchers was packed. With a flurry of beautifully produced slides and video from a dig outside Cairo, she detailed her recent discovery of genomic cell decay rates in mummified human remains. The gathered scientists expected her subject-matter brilliance, but the scope and charisma of Elizabeth’s presentation simply wowed them. She was impossibly sharp and wonderful to watch.

A lively Q&A session left many to conclude that it was hard to dislike Elizabeth Barnes, even if they really wanted to.

Once the after-speech cluster around Elizabeth broke up, the priest approached and introduced himself. “Dr. Barnes, that was remarkably insightful. Thank you for your fine work. Please let me introduce myself: I am Monsignor Valerio Alberti, serving the Vatican as Senior Science Adviser. We have launched a project that involves DNA from antiquity, and I’d love to get your perspective on our research.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Monsignor. Your project sounds intriguing. And please call me Elizabeth.”

“Then I am Valerio to you, Elizabeth.” He paused. “This is perhaps forward of me, but I was wondering if we might have dinner tonight here at the hotel?”

Surprised, she replied, “Dinner would be delightful … see you in the lobby at eight?”

“Eight o’clock it is.”

After he moved away, Elizabeth’s colleague and friend, Suzanne Forsman, stepped in close and whispered, “Who is that dashing priest of a man?”

“That was Valerio Alberti, my new best friend at the Vatican. We’re having dinner tonight.”

“What a relief — I won’t have to end another day chasing you around,” Suzanne teased. Since they had arrived in Barcelona, Elizabeth had pulled her into a series of adventures, most memorably a run on a drizzly evening through a very sketchy part of town. “Now I can spend a quiet night thinking my own deep and profound thoughts.”

“Well, that should be a quiet evening indeed,” Elizabeth shot back.

The two of them parted with smiles. Back in her room, Elizabeth thoroughly researched her dinner partner online. She was impressed with his PhD in molecular biology on top of his MD and theological degrees, and his leadership on the frontiers of science and religion. She was also intrigued to discover that Monsignor Alberti was a close personal friend to His Holiness, Gregory the XVII, the current and first American pope.

It was a breathtaking Mediterranean evening with a slight sea-scented breeze. Valerio arrived in a dark suit and a crisp white shirt open at the neck. Elizabeth, in a flattering cobalt-blue dress and a string of pearls, felt a bit awkward as they walked to their outdoor table.

He immediately put her at ease, asking her preference for wine, and smoothly ordering a fine sixteen-year-old Cabernet. “Let me tell you about our project, Elizabeth, and we can get acquainted along the way.”

“That sounds wonderful, Valerio. What are you working on?”

“Let’s start with some background,” he began. “I believe you are Presbyterian?”

She was surprised that he had also done his homework on her. “Yes, born and raised a Presbyterian — decently and in order, as we say.”

He smiled and continued. “I, too, am a child of the Church. Growing up, I was always fascinated by the natural world — what it was made of, how it worked. My father helped me see science as a way to explore God’s creative intentions.”

He paused, gauging her receptivity, and plunged ahead. “Elizabeth, how do you see the connection between faith and science?”

Eyes aglitter, she replied: “Ah, you honor me with such a serious and priestly question, Valerio. Earlier in my career, this supposed tension between the ways of God and the ways of nature seemed like a problem to me. But now I think that presumed dilemma is a misunderstanding, not a reality.”

“What?” he said in a gently playful tone. “The renowned Dr. Barnes does not accept a commonly accepted paradox of the modern age: faith versus reason?”

“You’ll find, Dr. Alberti, that I have many contrary tendencies.” She paused to gather her thoughts. “I am not deeply religious; I think of myself as a small ‘c’ christian. So I look for the possibilities of a Creator’s goodness in the creation, and perhaps I can discover God in the genome, and paleogenetics can become a means to know the God of history more truly.”

“I may be mistaken, but I don’t remember that you declared such a viewpoint during your speech today.”

She laughed loudly and unselfconsciously, and a woman seated nearby looked her way with a frown. “I’m controversial enough without such a brazen pronouncement. Now, what was that background you referred to?”

It was his turn to laugh. “You see right through me, my dear. It was crucial for me to know how you approach the integration of religion and science. It’s clear that we are in the same chapter if not on the same page.”

He continued. “We have pulled together an international team of scientists to study one of the Church’s most valuable devotional artifacts, the Sudarium of Oviedo. Are you familiar with it?”

“I think I’ve heard mention of the Sudarium. What is it?”

“So here’s the background to which I was referring. In the Roman Catholic tradition, artifacts like the Shroud of Turin are venerated as physical objects that draw us closer to God. The Sudarium, long held in Oviedo, here in Spain, is the twenty-one-by-thirty-three-inch cloth purported to have been laid on Jesus’s face just after he died, as mentioned in the twentieth chapter of the Gospel of John.”

“Yeah, that rings a bell,” Elizabeth said. “The cloth was separate from the burial Shroud, right?”

“Yes, our tradition teaches that the larger burial Shroud made its way to Turin, Italy, and that this cloth — the Sudarium — came under the care of the cathedral in Oviedo, located in Spain’s northwest corner.”

“It must be politically tricky to conduct research on the Sudarium. How did you manage to pull the project off?”

“With much fear and trembling, biblically speaking,” he noted with a tone of imaginary suffering. “Actually, over the years I’ve found that it helps to have friends in high places.”

“Yes, I suppose having both God and the Pope in your pocket can’t hurt,” she interjected.

“You Protestants can be so cheeky,” he smiled. “But I must confess — will you accept my confession, Elizabeth? — that I am willing to let papal influence work to my advantage. Somebody’s got to do it.”

“Oh my, a rogue element in the inner circle? Where will this lead, Monsignor?”

“That’s actually why I wanted to meet with you. The truth is that His Holiness is an admirer of your work. As a cardinal, he used your article on research ethics to sort through an issue with the Pontificia Academia Scientiarum — the Commission that I now lead.”

Elizabeth was shocked. She had no idea her work had such reach. “So how can I help you, Valerio?”

“The Holy Father’s instincts are uncanny. He sent me here to meet you, and I see that he is right about you.”

She blushed slightly and wondered where this conversation was going.

“As you can imagine,” he went on, “since many of the faithful believe that the Sudarium is a burial cloth of our Savior, there is intense speculation about the findings of our project.”

“And what is your position on the veracity of the artifact, if I may ask?”

“As a person of faith, I appreciate the Sudarium as a stark reminder of our Lord’s redemptive suffering. But there is no way for our science and technology to prove that the cloth ever touched Jesus of Nazareth. We will rigorously study the physical properties of the garment — others must look to validate its provenance and consecration.”

“So even science done brilliantly will disappoint the faithful in the end?”

“It seems likely to me that God can help us sort through the tension between spiritual certainty and the scientific method. In the end, the Creator’s purposes will not be frustrated by the controversies of His created beings.”

She smiled and nodded in agreement.

Focusing his gaze into her brown eyes, he said: “So to the question, my new friend. I wholeheartedly pass along this request from Pope Gregory: Will you join our research team, to help us look for possible genetic evidence of Jesus Christ on the Sudarium?”





Chapter Two

The Cloth

“I just can’t believe I’ll have direct access to the Sudarium itself!” she enthused to her friend Suzanne as she packed during the last day of the Barcelona conference. “It will give me the chance to test some of my methods with utterly unique source material.”

“I’m not sure you’ve thought clearly about how much scrutiny this project will get, Elizabeth.” Dr. Forsman’s sense of reputational risk was finely tuned, and she was familiar with the momentum of her friend’s ambition.

“You’re probably right. But some situations don’t allow for my usual diligence. There’s just no way I’m going to pass up this opportunity.”

“Forgive me for playing the devil’s advocate, so to speak, but why is something you just heard about suddenly so important to you?”

“Working on the Sudarium will test my research skills against higher stakes. And the historical aspect is irresistible — to actually study what may be a cloth related to the burial of Christ? Are you kidding? That’s a once-in-a-lifetime experiment.”

Along with a parting hug, Suzanne offered her friend some final words of caution. “Well, don’t get in over your head. The risks may be once in a lifetime as well.”

Oviedo, Spain

She arrived at the Cathedral of San Salvador the next morning.

Monsignor Alberti had established a remarkable facility for the Sudarium team, fully stocked with the best in research technology. Located in an unused brick-and-stone parish house, the remodeled facility featured private and sterile workstations for each researcher. Elizabeth’s genetics space shared the medical section with specialists in blood, lung function, and facial analysis.

Day One took care of introductions and group protocols. Each investigator settled into their pristine area and ordered more equipment and supplies as needed.

Day Two saw the team consulting on key hypotheses, drafting a comprehensive schedule, and sequencing their handoffs and overlapping agendas.

It got interesting early on Day Three. After the group breakfast, Valerio introduced a newcomer to Elizabeth. “This is Dr. Symon Shevchenko from Columbia University. His research has focused on chromosomal evolution, the way the properties of DNA change and adapt over time. He was returning from Syria, and agreed to stop by and show you a promising forensic method.”

In his thirties, five-foot-nine, and a bit wide in the middle, Dr. Shevchenko had lost most of his hair, but he retained an attentive look. Elizabeth was gracious but careful with him, because she didn’t need any distractions. “I’m glad to meet you. It will be interesting to see if your approach will work in this context.”

“Yes, uh, likewise,” Symon replied. “When I got the call from Dr. Alberti, it was a real honor to find out that I would have the chance to meet such a well-known peer.”

“That’s very nice. My schedule is tight today, so let’s head to the lab.”

At her computing station, Symon plugged in a portable drive and walked her through his methodology: “I’ve spent every summer the last four years in archaeological digs near Bosra, looking for a way to recover DNA fragments from bones, clothing, and other potentially retentive materials.”

“I’ve also struggled with morphological preservation,” said Elizabeth. “Once genetic fragments are discovered, I haven’t been able to figure out how to adequately protect the find, to give us the best chance to study the material later in the lab’s controlled environment.”

“Exactly. I experimented with every protected collection technique I could think of — a low-level irradiation tube, a plasmid bath, a subzero container. Everything failed. Until this summer.” Symon’s face cracked open with a crafty smile.

She grinned in return. “Okay, Dr. Shevchenko. You’ve got my attention.”

“I was trying to solve two problems: how to protect decayed DNA so it can be evaluated, and, if possible, how to restore its cellular integrity. I finally built the right tool.”

“Okay, now I’m really interested! What did you discover?”

“It’s a heated and pressurized phage chamber. I infused a plastic cylinder with simplified viral bacteria. Then I placed the recovered cells in a centered vacuum vial and tried hundreds of heat and air pressure combinations. Finally, I found the right levels, as you can see here in the diagram.” He pointed to the screen. “It’s 118 degrees Fahrenheit, and 11.2 pounds per square inch.”

“I have so many questions,” she said. “But cut to the chase: what happened when you put the ancient DNA into the chamber?”

“I’m not precisely sure how it works yet, but once I took the instrument back to my lab, the recovered DNA appeared to have, well… recovered somewhat. It seems that viral phaging at that temperature and pressure may partially restore cell integrity.”

Elizabeth was simply stunned. Researchers had come to accept that ancient DNA, already compromised by time and conditions, would be further damaged as part of transport from its discovery site. When the genetic sample was minuscule to begin with, the quality of the find was often negligible when it arrived in a sterile research lab. No one had even imagined that such microscopic finds could be restored. If Symon’s innovative results could be replicated, it would revolutionize the study of DNA from antiquity.

“I don’t know if there will be genetic material from the Sudarium to work with, but I’d love to have that chance. Can you construct one of your phage chambers for me, just in case?”

This time Symon’s smile showed a tinge of arrogance. “I came prepared for that possibility, actually.” He pulled a foot-long, transparent plastic cylinder out of his bag. As he handed her the invention, he pushed to make his intention clear: “And you agree, Elizabeth, that if you use this in your research, you will consult with me and give me full credit for its development?”

“Of course I will. Those are ethical requirements of our profession. That said, I cannot promise that the instrument will play a role in the project.”

“I understand completely,” Symon agreed. “I only wish I could stay to collaborate on this. Sadly, I need to get back to New York. Dr. Alberti heard about my breakthrough and asked me to stop over and share it with you. He’s a good man, and a good man to know.”

“I’m coming to see Valerio that way, too. Your work with the phage chamber sounds amazing, Dr. Shevchenko. Congratulations. I hope I will have the opportunity to experiment with it.”

After Symon left, Elizabeth spent the rest of the day preparing for her first examination of the Sudarium.

Day Four dawned with a hard rain driving against the windows of Elizabeth’s hotel room. Her mood matched the downpour — she often felt low going into an experiment. She suffered the lurking doubt of an overachiever, wondering if today would be the day when she wasn’t up to the challenge. In that moment, she felt wildly unprepared, because her projects were always meticulously planned.

The pulmonologist, Dr. Ernesto Schafer, had scanned the Cloth the day before, looking for DNA related to lung fluid. As the medical team sat down to review the results, Dr. Schafer surprised them. “I don’t want to influence your judgment about the data. But I will state from the outset that I am completely intrigued by this sample.”

“Well, so much for not shaping our views, Ernesto,” Elizabeth laughed.

He replied with an enigmatic smile. “I’m just saying we need to bring our very best scientific skill to the work ahead.”

She felt a twinge of unease twist in her gut.

Forty minutes later, after they jointly reviewed his scans, Dr. Schafer voiced their emerging consensus: “The artifact may present traces of DNA from blood and lung fluid.”

“I suggest that we wait to share our initial impressions beyond this team,” Elizabeth advised. “Wouldn’t it be better to avoid premature enthusiasm from the rest of our colleagues? Let’s hold off with any news until we’ve each had the chance to study the Sudarium through the lens of our own discipline.” Her teammates saw the wisdom in this, although they did not expect such caution from Dr. Elizabeth Barnes, a well-known taker of risks.

The rest of the day was filled with final preparations for her first encounter with the Sudarium. This included familiarizing herself with Dr. Shevchenko’s phage chamber through a painstaking process of sterilization and viral implantation.

Over a quiet dinner, Dr. Alberti gently probed for news. “I hear that the medical team is onto something significant. What can you tell me?”

“Are you spying on us, Valerio?” Elizabeth countered. “Our preliminary wonderings require some actual examination, you know. It’s my first turn for that tomorrow.”

“No spying, my dear. A few of us merely happened to notice the energy level was a bit elevated in your unit today.”

“Well, we’re just a lively bunch. We will have more to say in a few days.”

“That puts my mind at rest, my friend. We all look forward to hearing about your early results.”

Later in her room, as she dropped into sleep, Elizabeth was thinking the same thing.

On Day Five, she awoke weary from the shadows of unremembered dreams. Following a simple breakfast, she checked to ensure that her lab space was perfectly in order.

And then, still with a creeping tinge of trepidation, Elizabeth went to find the Sudarium steward.

Dr. Sergio Esperanza was head of security for the project. A forensic pathologist with ties to Interpol, he was, intriguingly, also a priest and a fierce defender of the Church’s interests. He had resisted Elizabeth’s inclusion, his mistrust fueled by her maverick reputation, her standing as a Protestant, and the lack of time to conduct a robust background check on her.

The Holy Father tended to get what and whom he wanted, when he wanted them. Elizabeth had friends in high places, but that leverage put her in Sergio’s doghouse.

His sour suspicions did not derail Elizabeth. She located him in the central project office, where the Sudarium was closely guarded during the research.

“Good morning, Dr. Esperanza. I am here to collect the Cloth for today’s research, even though I’m not allowed sufficient time for my analysis.”

He scowled and retorted, “Dr. Barnes, your complaint about investigation time is duly noted and rejected. You are more than fortunate to have been included in this project.”

“Your complaint about my participation is duly noted and rejected. Now, are we clear on the precise part of the Sudarium I will be looking at today?”

He scanned the research plan and coldly confirmed that she would be examining section 54-A-14 for a maximum of four hours. “I will personally come to your lab in four hours to collect this precious piece of history. You will not harm it.”

An officer carefully lifted the transparent box containing the Sudarium, ready to walk with her to the lab. She paused at the door. “Thank you for creating such a warm and collegial atmosphere for the project, Sergio. I’ll be sure to mention it when I debrief with His Holiness.”

Esperanza grimaced and dismissed them with a wave.

Once the container was placed on her workbench, the officer departed, and Elizabeth dismissed the small-minded Esperanza from her thoughts. She stood in the doorway to her lab and drew in a long, deep breath, sensing that she stood at a larger threshold. Locking the door, all in she went, fully committed to wherever the evidence led.

Using a technique of her own devising, it took Elizabeth less than an hour to isolate and recover what appeared to be remnant hematologic DNA on the Sudarium. This conclusion rocked her sensibilities: Am I looking at the very blood of Jesus?





Chapter Three

The Betrayal

Elizabeth processed the recovered material through her specially constructed DNA scanner that had just arrived from Seattle. Moving through each step with the utmost care, she needed to isolate and remove the microscopic cells that could prove organic in origin and digitize a series of molecular “snapshots” as she did so.

The next decision — to use Symon’s pressured phage chamber — seemed to make itself. Elizabeth simply reasoned that the protection and possible restoration of these trace DNA molecules was her top priority. To the large vial of phage bacteria provided by Symon, she added her own inspiration: she’d been looking forward to experimenting with molecules she had removed from tardigradal tuns in Israel. Tardigrades were tiny creatures, called tuns in their dry state, that returned to life even after 100 years when placed in water. Elizabeth hypothesized that the properties of the tardigrades, also called “water bears,” could help in the restoration of ancient DNA. She knew taking calculated risks often produced scientific breakthroughs.

Then she carefully inserted the cells recovered from the Sudarium into the bacterial vessel. She turned on the small bench generator, slowly heating and pressuring the chamber to specifications.

She waited twenty minutes for Symon’s invention to work its magic, and then she removed the cells and scanned them.

The final step required Elizabeth to enter the results of the DNA scan into a proprietary software program of her own design. The data would run through a series of encrypted analytical routines overnight.

She contacted the security office before noon, and accompanied the officer as he returned the Sudarium to the vault under Esperanza’s watchful frown. As she walked away from the steward’s office, she thought, Tomorrow I will find out if the Sudarium has given up the greatest find in medical history.

Day Six was a day Elizabeth thought she would never forget. She signed into the lab early, and once again locked the door behind her. With a few impatient keystrokes, the workstation screen delivered three perfectly clear findings:


	There was mitochondrial DNA in the sample, and she now had plenty of copies of the DNA sequence for examination;

	Symon’s phage chamber was safeguarding a sufficient number of salvaged molecules;

	It appeared that this protection method had begun to restore the integrity of the DNA cells.



Elizabeth pushed her chair back from her desk and rolled several feet across the linoleum floor.

The thrill she always felt in discovering ancient genetic material was multiplied by one transcendent possibility: the actual blood and other cellular material of Jesus Christ was perhaps hers to evaluate if the recovery process continued.

Hard on the heels of that astonishing realization was a second insight: if she declared these findings, she would never be allowed to conduct research on this recovered DNA. Church politics and media attention would intervene. She would lose the argument about her role in restoring the integrity of the cells. With an instant certainty, Elizabeth understood that the scientific work that must be done could only be accomplished secretly in her own lab. That would require taking the genetic material to Seattle — stealing it, in effect. Could I, can I? she mused.

An insistent knock on the door caused her to jump up from her chair, sending it flying. On the other side of the glass door, security chief Esperanza waited impatiently. She unlocked the door.

Upon entering, Sergio exclaimed, “I did not intend to startle you, Dr. Barnes. That was quite a reaction. Are you under stress already, so early in the day?”

“That can happen when one is interrupted during deep thought,” Elizabeth rejoined. “What can I do for you?”

“I make it my practice to visit with our researchers the day after they have accessed our sacred Sudarium. I don’t mean to be abrupt, but what have you learned from your examination?”

“I’ve learned that you are abrupt whether you mean to be or not.” She quickly glanced at her screen to confirm that the data could not be interpreted by Esperanza, and then went on. “It’s too early to draw any conclusions. In any case, I need to confer with my colleagues before we present even preliminary findings.”

“You are the most tight-lipped scientist on this project, Ms. Barnes, which is not consistent with your flashy reputation. I speak for the leadership team in saying that the withholding of results would be a very bad decision indeed.”

“Thank you for your ill-formed feedback and for stopping by, Mr. Esperanza. If you’re ready to move on, I can get back to my important work.”

With a sneer that tried and failed to be a smile, he departed. The exchange validated Elizabeth’s view that the Vatican powers-that-be would lock her discovery deep in their archives, never to see the ultraviolet light of a fluorescent microscope.

And that was not acceptable.

Without further thought, she secured the phage chamber with the prized genetic material in a lockbox. She then spent two hours encrypting her data, before forwarding it to the server in her lab at the University of Washington.

Elizabeth was back at the hotel in time for a late lunch. Troubled, she set aside the rest of the day. She had some tough thinking and journaling ahead, and maybe even some praying, which was no habit for her.

She found a quiet, shaded café table in the Cathedral plaza, and settled her spirit. Her approach to ethical accountability was rigorously honest. Through internal reflection, Elizabeth identified four issues pushing on her integrity: breaking Dr. Alberti’s trust, betraying Symon by using his invention without notification or attribution, violating core ethical protocols by removing material, and mishandling evidence of Christ that the faithful would treasure.

The agenda clarified, she turned off her phone and returned to her hotel room. Posting the “No Molestar” hang-card on the door, Elizabeth moved into meditation.

I have the chance to learn about God’s presence in this world, through what may be actual DNA. I think I am prepared for this — professionally, personally, and maybe spiritually. What I learn in this research can help many people understand God, not my usual goal. I want to believe that I was made for this situation.

She switched into conscious prayer. I want to believe that You approve of the secrecy I am contemplating.

As was her way, Elizabeth paused for a minute to listen. She sought guidance in the small and quiet moments, wherever counsel for the soul came from.

Then her inner voice continued. Okay, I’m using the word “secrecy” to cover up the raw truth of it: I’m really planning to violate trust and ethical commitments. Valerio and Symon do not deserve that, and I am endangering my professional status if I hide my results and steal the DNA from the Sudarium. And I might kill my career if I publish my findings. I may withhold vital knowledge from spiritually interested people everywhere. So maybe I’m really motivated by the arrogance of my research skills, and the simple, selfish desire to discover something that no one else has ever seen or imagined.

Unhappy with these implications, she paused longer this time, still wanting to hear through the spiritual channel.

This is hard. I feel like the idea of breaking trust and ethical standards should bother me more than it does right now. But my path just seems completely clear. This chance to know God from the inside out, and the possibility that She could use my research to bless the world, appears obvious. The risks to my integrity pale in comparison to the spiritual and scientific opportunity.

Into the evening, she ruminated on these points of reflection: pro, con, and the choice.

And on Day Seven, Dr. Elizabeth Barnes did not rest. But she did choose — she would carry on her research in secret.

She copied her data and scrubbed the evidence of recoverable material. Then she met with the team and declared that the DNA on the Sudarium was degraded beyond meaningful analysis.

Elizabeth’s transition away from the project occupied another week. She had to stonewall her way through the research team meetings, consoling her colleagues after delivering her disappointing conclusion. She scheduled her return to the States, designed and constructed a shipping container that would maintain the heat and pressure of the phage chamber, and arranged for confidential and super-secure courier delivery to her lab in Seattle. She emailed Dr. Shevchenko and indicated that she did not use his invention, and that it would be returned to him safe and sound.

On her final day on site, Valerio assured her, “We are discovering some intriguing insights into the Sudarium, Elizabeth. I hope you aren’t disheartened by your results. We are so grateful for your participation, dear friend.”

Guilt flared in Elizabeth’s chest at these words, but her face did not betray the emotion. “Valerio, I so appreciate this opportunity. It was a memorable experience.” She could feel the excitement about the upcoming research course through her, tamping down the tiny gnaw in betraying a brother in the faith.





Chapter Four

The Epiphany

Seattle

“Wow, Dr. B. sure came back from Spain with a bee in her bonnet!” lab assistant Debra Wilson chirped.

“I swear you grew up in the 1800s,” Li Yung muttered. “Dr. Barnes has never owned a bonnet.”

“You’re just grumpy because she’s got us sterilizing all this equipment and won’t tell us why.”

“I figure that as close as we are to earning our doctorates, three years into working with her, she wouldn’t be keeping secrets from us.”

“Who’s keeping secrets?” Elizabeth pretended to wonder as she walked into the lab. Li glared and Debra said, “So you took some extra time in Spain, Dr. B. Looks like it got you pretty energized!”

Elizabeth ignored the bait and asked them, “Will you be done by one o’clock? I’ve got some private work to get to this afternoon.”

“We’ll be out by lunch,” Li groused, head down over the thermocycler.

“Well, that will be dandy. Thanks for all your help this morning!” Elizabeth responded with more vigor than she felt.

Back in the beautiful Pacific Northwest, she was shaking off the physical impact of being away for a month and traveling across nine time zones. It required lots of sleep and water, drinking less wine, and getting in a good run every day.

Elizabeth found it more difficult to come to terms with the emotional shadows that still followed her from Oviedo. When the “Material de laboratorio especial” arrived, her conscience was agitated for a couple of days, even when she wasn’t actually thinking about what she had done. But today certainty had returned — her secret was safe, and any sense of culpable sin rested quietly. Somehow, she felt less guilty when only she and her Creator knew about her ethically questionable deeds. Elizabeth was attempting to keep her conscience open to the quiet voice of the holy.

So, she reveled internally, full speed ahead.

Behind two locked doors, her newly sterilized lab waited, glistening. She loved the order and aesthetic of a room designed for science, with smooth surfaces and advanced tools organized for functionality. A space to apply disciplined methods to discover a new reality was Elizabeth’s happy place. On the University of Washington campus, a Friday afternoon offered predictable solitude, with her fellow Seattleites out caffeinating and enjoying the forest trails and swimming lakes.

Her first priority was to move the recovered molecules from the phage chamber into the protected sample compartment of the electron microscope. That accomplished, she inspected and sanitized Dr. Shevchenko’s invention to make sure he could not tell that it had been used. She took a moment to email Symon, indicating that his instrument had accidentally been sent to her in Seattle. Then she carefully packed the phage chamber, and called the medical courier service for a pickup.

Elizabeth stepped up to the electron microscope with nine parts intellectual purpose and one part subconscious dread.

As she dialed into her first long look, she realized that while “miracle” was not a word that came easily to her, the condition of the genetic material was beyond any expectation her experience offered. The phage chamber created an environment in which the DNA molecules seemed to recover health. Under the microscope, the molecules looked almost plump, if that descriptor can be used to describe matter 2.5 nanometers across. She realized that Dr. Shevchenko’s invention was a brilliant discovery in its own right, worthy of robust research and use. But her sole focus right now was to study the regenerated DNA from the Sudarium.

After capturing a thorough set of images from the microscope, Elizabeth carefully moved the material to the gene sequencer. She spent the rest of the afternoon working to determine the order of the genetic bases. She entered her analysis into the next-generation sequencing machine in her lab, and set it to conduct the high-speed calculations overnight that would define the makeup of the key DNA string.

The next day she had her snapshot of the way the genes chain together to form the famous paired helix. She spent the afternoon examining this map of genetic markers, and a tiny idea slid into her mind: I could do more with these cells than just study them.

Returning to her small, well-kept house in the Madison Park neighborhood, Elizabeth spent the evening distracted. Perhaps she was still weary from her travels. Maybe keeping a big secret was more emotionally taxing than she expected it to be — such secrecy was by no means a habit for her.

Her life was an open book. Unmarried at thirty-five, she had accomplished a great deal and was generally satisfied with everything she had worked so hard to build.

But this night brought a wave of loneliness to Elizabeth. She could not avoid a mental review of the few intimate relationships she had enjoyed through the years — great guys to be with for a season, but no one worth marrying. She had come closest with Brandon, but his spontaneity was a mismatch with her discipline. Her intellect seemed to make him uncomfortable, and in the end the sparks between them couldn’t keep the fire lit.

A profound unease crept into Elizabeth as she turned out the light next to her bed.

The dream was vivid and short.

She was in a bright piazza surrounding a beautiful marble fountain. It looked like Spain, but somehow she knew it was a gentle Italian breeze lifting her hair. Children were running their fingers in the cool water of the fountain, splashing and squealing — three girls — and their energy was infectious. Elizabeth felt so alive and relaxed in the moment, at ease in the hot sun. But then she noticed that her body felt different, somehow not its usual athletic self. With a wide smile on her face, she looked down to discover the reason for these strange sensations. She was very pregnant. She was happy about it but also slightly alarmed about how it could have happened.

Elizabeth awoke with a lingering blend of joy and unease. Standing at the coffee maker, the fleeting idea from the day before clicked together with her just-remembered dream. I can insert this DNA into one of my eggs, carry the baby to term myself, and raise a son who would be a child of mine but a clone of Jesus.

She dropped the cup on the floor, shattering the ceramic and splattering the coffee.





Chapter Five

The Surprise

Until that morning, Elizabeth Barnes had not known that you could shock yourself to your very core without anyone else knowing you’d done it. She felt like a caterpillar who, without warning, discovered she was a butterfly.

After the coffee mess got cleaned up, she poured herself a larger mug and added some cream liqueur for good measure.

She had skipped over the contemplation stage that is supposed to accompany the major decision-making process in an adult — not to mention in a world-class scientist — and had mentally proceeded straight to planning: manage the DNA, impregnate, thrive through a healthy pregnancy, give birth, and then raise the spittin’ image of God Incarnate.

She didn’t even carry any doubt about not having doubts. This self-generated conspiracy had arrived fully formed. She’d been looking forward to having a child, in an undefined it-will-be-great-when-it-happens-someday way. Given the fact that she could never author a scholarly monograph on her ill-gotten research material, this opportunity to clone was the only chance she would ever have to … well … publish her work, in the form of a child. Her son would also serve as the ultimate research opportunity.

Perhaps I am a new Eve with my own new apple, Elizabeth ruminated.

Cloning technology had progressed to the point, in the literature at least, where somatic cell nuclear transfer with humans was a fairly straightforward process. A human egg was harvested, the DNA cells at the nucleus were removed, DNA cells from another human source were inserted to form a new nucleus, and then the egg was implanted into a woman’s uterus and carried to term. The resulting child would carry no genetic linkage to the woman who produced the “shell” of the egg or gave birth. Instead, the baby would be identical to the person from whom the single-source DNA came.

The prohibitions of medical ethics had prevented the cloning of human beings in the West so far, but journal research published anonymously and then peer reviewed made it clear that cloned children had likely been born in Russia and China.

Fortunately for Elizabeth, she had a longstanding relationship with Washington Reproductive Medicine, a renowned in-vitro fertilization clinic. WRM’s medical director, Dr. Jamella Brown, was an old and dear friend from med school days, and the two of them had conducted research together.

Elizabeth finished her slightly spiked coffee and made the call.

“Jamella, it’s Betsy. How are you?”

“I’m well, Bets. So good to hear your voice! When do I get to hear about your adventures in Spain?”

“How about Sunday afternoon after church? So much has been going on, and I’m mostly recovered from all the travel. Want to come over at two o’clock?”

Jamella laughed with anticipation. “Milla has a soccer game, and Ed is one of the team drivers, so the timing is perfect. What can I bring?”

“The makings for a jug of sangria would be just right!” Elizabeth suggested, and it was set.

Sunday afternoon was a delightful reunion of friends with many tales to tell. Elizabeth shared stories about the Barcelona conference, and an edited version about her work in Oviedo. As the sangria slowly disappeared from the green glass pitcher, Elizabeth turned the conversation to a very personal request.

“Jamella, I’ve been giving it a lot of thought, and since my clock is ticking, I’ve decided I’d like to go through IVF with you and the clinic.”

Her friend was surprised but open. “What has made you think about doing this right now?” Jamella inquired.

“Well, like I said, waiting for Mr. Right doesn’t seem to be producing much, and my time away in Spain motivated me to take this next step.” Interesting how much a partial truth can feel like a whole lie, she thought.

They agreed to meet at the clinic during the following week to work out the details. Jamella’s office looked out over a wooded ravine in the Ravenna neighborhood. They discussed Elizabeth’s preference for implanting just one egg, to avoid the risk of multiple births. And they explored how to think through the selection of the anonymous sperm donor.

Elizabeth arranged a process with Jamella that permitted much more direct involvement than any previous WRM patient. Elizabeth had observed and assisted Jamella a number of times, and understood the procedures and clinic setup.

“I’m okay with you observing the insemination, Bets, but one of my
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