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            PROLOGUE

          

          NICOMEDIA. AD 337.

        

      

    

    
      The patron of Christ’s Church was dying.

      And apparently, the man had a secret to tell.

      Theophilus groaned as the imperial carpentum weaved through rough streets laid in uneven bricks, a privilege usually reserved for wealthy Romans not men of humble positions such as himself. Yet there he was, cloistered in the rickety wooden box, its arched rooftop bearing the stale, stuffy, staid air that had travelled with him from Edessa the past several days, a miasma that threatened to slay him before he reached his destination, a curious call that still made no sense.

      It had come in the dead of night a week heretofore. He had been awakened by the master of his brotherhood himself, bearing an imperial messenger and an urgent plea to race posthaste to Nicomedia–before it was too late. For what, he hadn’t a clue. Only that a dying man had something that needed to be entrusted, and only to a man from the brotherhood.

      Taking nothing for the journey as his brotherhood required—no staff, no bag, no bread, no money, no extra shirt even—Theophilus set out at once. He was told neither the name of the individual nor the location. However, he figured it was someone of great import for all the trouble.

      Now he neared a certain seaside town that housed such a guest.

      And he dreaded what it meant—what he would find, and hear.

      He groaned as the four wheels trundled over another uneven patch of road, each wheel bouncing and thudding and bumping until he thought every bone would fall out of their sockets. All roads may lead to Rome, but not all roads were created equal, even in the city that had become an interim capital for the Emperor until nearby Byzantium had been given the honors, being christened Constantinople after the Emperor’s namesake.

      Emperor Caesar Flavius Constantinus, the Greatest, Pius, Felix, Augustus.

      Suddenly, the view opened up, the carpentum having emerged beyond the modest city toward its final stop. The sky was ablaze with the setting sun, and white-capped waves journeyed lazily toward the shoreline a few stadia beyond the road. Three or four boats remained moored at sea buttressing the ancient Greek town, perhaps hoping for one final catch before the day was through.

      One end of Theophilus’ mouth curled upward at the sight. How life would have been different had he not joined the brotherhood those many years ago. Surely Father would have passed along his own boat upon death, and he would have carried on the family trade with sons of his own, his wife and daughters caring for a modest home perched on a bluff, a handful of cypress trees casting tired shadows across their property as night neared.

      The smile was quickly turned upside down at a hot breeze gusting off the sea, carrying the putrid scent of salted fish and rotting garbage and decaying humanity inside his carriage with menacing invasion.

      He shielded his face with one arm, the thick wool habit sleeve offering some relief, but his mouth filled with the sour taste of bile. He swallowed hard and closed his eyes, turning from the scene as a memory surfaced from the ancient town’s history.

      Although not experiencing it firsthand, he had heard reports from the brotherhood that Nicomedia had been the center of persecuting efforts under Emperor Diocletian and his Caesar Galerius. Near the end of February thirty-four years ago now, during the pagan festival of the Terminalia, the Emperor ordered that the newly built church at Nicomedia be razed, its precious scrolls containing the Holy Scriptures burnt, and its modest wealth seized. But that wasn’t all, for the next day he issued his first of many edicts against the Christians, ordering similar measures rendered against their places of worship across the Empire.

      As one could imagine, the destruction of the Nicomedian church incited panic across the city and beyond. At the end of the month, a fire destroyed part of Diocletian's palace and then another several days later. Although no judgment had been rendered against a particular party for its cause, Galerius blamed the Christians. And he enacted his vengeance without mercy.

      The man oversaw the execution of two palace eunuchs with brutality, claiming they had conspired with the Christians to start the fire. He followed this by executing six more members of the Church through the end of April that year. Soon after, Galerius declared Nicomedia to be unsafe and ostentatiously departed the city for Rome, followed by the Emperor himself. So it was ironic another Emperor had taken up residence, given its sordid imperial past.

      Why Constantine ever made the seaside village his home was a mystery. Perhaps, in some small way, it was to redeem this memory. After all, it was he who was responsible for freeing the Christians and liberating the Church to begin with, raising it to a plateau of power they could never have envisioned mere decades ago.

      A fresh sage, woodsy scent suddenly washed over his carpentum, followed by the spicy scent of burning wood and roasting meat and baking bread. He sat straighter as neat rows of cypress trees began trotting by the carriage window, his stomach rumbling in protest at the scent of blessed food even as it roiled with nervous energy at the task set before him.

      They had arrived. The villa of the Emperor, Constantine the Great—and by some accounts, the savior of Christianity.

      It didn’t take long for the carriage to reach the stately homestead of cut stone and cedar wood, capped by a sloping roof of burnt-red roof tiles. Flapping flames on mounted torches cast an orange glow across the circular drive as they pulled up. A dispatch of Roman soldiers milled about, their swords clanging against their armor, two of them coming up fast to investigate their arrival.

      The driver exchanged words with the men, one of them popping his head inside the carriage for inspection.

      Theophilus steeled his face and swallowed, a ripeness wafting from the man threatening to turn his stomach again.

      When all was confirmed, the driver climbed down and opened the door.

      Theophilus stepped out just as a man appeared through the shadowy entrance. He had to catch himself at the sight. For the man who greeted him was not the man he was expecting.

      “Brother Theophilus,” he said, voice high and heady, a mop of gray hair falling to thin shoulders.

      “Bishop Eusebius…” Theophilus said with a bow, his mind racing with the possibilities of the famed Arian priest of the Christian sect deemed heretical by the Council of Nicaea just over a decade ago.

      But why was he there? What business did he have?

      More importantly: Did the ecclesiastical leader know of Theophilus’ business?

      “Come,” Eusebius said. “We haven’t much time.”

      The man spun around and disappeared through an arched doorway and back into the shadows. Theophilus quickly followed.

      The pair walked past an expansive walled garden of lilies and jasmine, a fountain bubbling at the center and a flock of exotic birds of dimmed fluorescent colors cawing about the grounds. At the center of the compound a set of stairs took them to the second floor, ceiling vaulted high and torches lining the wall. Another detachment of soldiers were awaiting them, two of which were standing guard outside a massive wooden door, darkly stained and polished to a shiny sheen.

      As Eusebius approached, the men opened the doors. He led them inside, a sight that was truly to behold.

      The space was vast, and hot. Sweltering, actually, and permeated by the stench of rot and decay.

      Of death.

      The ceiling was vaulted higher yet than the hallway outside, strong cedar beams above supporting the room of cut stone and mortar, lit by a few dozen oil lamps. The scent of olives from the burned oil mixed with the fetid stench and—

      A wracking, hacking cough suddenly refocused Theophilus’ attention to a massive bed at the end of the chamber. A canopy of fabric draped over top, providing a modicum of privacy from a retinue of nurses and physicians keeping watch over the man darkening Death’s door.

      Eusebius motioned for Theophilus toward the bedside of the Emperor who continued his sickly episode.

      He nodded and approached the man with hesitation, but shuffled up through the parted curtain of fabric next to the Emperor’s bedside.

      The man was staring blankly at the ceiling, a shell of his former self, face sunken with thinning hair and eyes bulging behind deep sockets accented by jutting cheekbones. Hard to imagine the same person lying prone, rail-thin from malnourishment and soaked with sweat, unshaven face and exposed arms blotchy with sores and burst blood vessels—to think this was the mighty Constantine the Great…

      A hand suddenly grasped his own resting on the bed. Clammy and boiling with fever, yet firm and commanding.

      “You’ve come…” the Emperor wheezed.

      Theophilus caught his breath and cleared his throat, then bowed. “Emperor Caesar Flavius Constantinus, the Greatest, Pius, Felix, Augustus. I am at your service, my liege.”

      “Leave us…”

      The room immediately hastened to oblige the Emperor’s order. All except one attendant who stayed near Constantine’s bedside, opposite Theophilus, and Eusebius.

      As if sensing the bishop’s continued presence, the Emperor slowly pivoted his head, eyes black voids yet bearing a certain spark of life. He would not go before he imparted to Theophilus his final words.

      “You too…” was all he could muster, yet clearly directed toward the remaining priest.

      Theophilus dared not look, instead standing statue still with bowed head.

      He heard a muffled gasp from behind before the quiet whisper of the man’s sandals across the stone floor. Then the door’s tired hinges before thudding closed with an echo that evinced the man’s indignation.

      Silence flooded the space, punctuated by the Emperor’s shallow breaths and the lamps’ gently flapping flames.

      “I have a confession to make…” Constantine said, getting down to business.

      A confession? He wasn’t a priest or bishop. The request unnerved him, even more than standing in the man’s presence to begin with.

      He took a cautious breath. “Emperor, wouldn’t you rather like it if I called Eusebius back? Perhaps he could—”

      Constantine launched into another wretched cough, the hacking and wracking returning, as if the man would die then and there.

      Theophilus turned toward the door, expecting help to come rushing inside. None came. Even the attendant was slow to move, busying himself with gathering a long sheet of parchment, almost like a scroll, and stuffing gleaming metal objects inside a satchel.

      Eventually, the coughing ceased, and a voice more powerful than Theophilus expected emerged.

      Then the Emperor began confessing. Something wholly unexpected. Beyond what he could have imagined the so-called savior of Christianity confessing.

      The attendant took down every word, the Emperor careful to enunciate each syllable so as not to confuse his meaning.

      Soon he was finished, and the attendant brought the satchel and the confession around for Theophilus’ viewing.

      “Go on, take it…” Constantine said.

      The man hesitated, searching the attendant for clues but finding none. He took the satchel and the long parchment, finding something curious inside the sack.

      Six golden cylinders.

      What on earth…

      “Go on, open one…” the Emperor instructed.

      Fearing he had little time left with the man, Theophilus took one. An end bore a small knob. He grasped it and began twisting, the end of the cylinder coming out with ease.

      Inside was another piece of parchment, rolled and curiously bearing Greek marks in black ink. He shook the golden object, the parchment sliding out.

      Heart hammering now and head swirling with possibilities, he unrolled it.

      Nearly dropping it at first sight.

      He read it. Every line, every word, every Greek character.

      One end of his mouth curled upward. How fortuitous….

      His brotherhood had wondered if copies of the famed document had survived. However, no one had made mention of six such documents in existence. But it was more than that.

      Never in his wildest dreams did he imagine the Emperor himself had been harboring them. What was the meaning of this? His palms were growing moist at pondering all it could mean—for his brotherhood, for the Church.

      The Emperor was wheezing now, his lungs grasping for breath even as his soul grasped for life.

      “Breathe not a word of this, do you hear me?” Constantine managed. “Secret it away for safekeeping.”

      Theophilus quickly nodded, stuffing the scroll back into the cylinder, then the golden cylinder back into the satchel bearing the others, pondering all that was being asked of him.

      There was a knock at the door. Eusebius, accompanied by the Emperor’s physician, entered with an acknowledging word. Theophilus folded the parchment and slipped it inside his tunic, setting his garment back in place.

      The doctor hustled to Constantine’s bedside, leaning down for a listen, intuiting the man’s state of health.

      “It is time for you to retire,” he told the men.

      By then, Constantine’s eyes had closed and he had faded, nearing Death’s door.

      “Not until the final rite,” Eusebius protested. He nodded at the attendant, who left and returned with a basin filled with water.

      The bishop took it and began praying over it, uttering an ecclesiastical incantation that commandeered the liquid for the Church’s sacred purposes.

      He then gave the basin to the attendant and shuffled to the Emperor’s bedside.

      Theophilus withdrew, making room for the man and the Church’s familiar rite of death and clenching the satchel he had been entrusted as he looked on.

      Easing a hand behind the Emperor’s head, the bishop dipped his hand inside the basin to baptize him.

      “In nomine patris,” Eusebius said as he poured a handful of water over Constantine’s forehead, the holy water cascading down the dying Emperor’s face.

      He continued, “et filii,” then scooped another handful before letting it fall upon his head again.

      Dipping for one more handful of holy water, Eusebius of Nicomedia intoned, “et spiritus sancti. Amen,” letting it fall with finality upon Constantine’s head.

      The bishop eased the Emperor’s head back down.

      And the man immediately snapped open his eyes, startling Theophilus and the bishop. The men looked at one another, wide-eyed and cautious.

      Then he heaved a breath and sighed, his mouth grinning as he sank into the bed before slumping in death.

      The pair stood in silence, along with the attendant. Constantine the Great was dead. No telling what that would mean for the Empire.

      Or the Church.

      Theophilus eased the satchel still clenched in his hand around his shoulders. “I suppose I shall be going, Bishop Eusebius.” He went to leave when a hand grasped his arm, firm and unyielding.

      For a moment he thought it was Constantine, coming back from the dead to recant his confession. A ratcheting tremor up his spine confirmed his fear.

      It was the bishop, fixing him with determined eyes. The man stood still—still grasping, still fixing.

      Theophilus opened his mouth but could not speak. He was paralyzed with wonderment.

      The man finally let go, placing the hand instead on Theophilus’ back and guiding him to a balcony just past the bed, offering a reassuring smile that accomplished everything but.

      “Let us talk,” Eusebius said as they walked outside, waves crashing in the distance under a sea of stars shimmering like diamonds strewn across the sky, a sweet smell of lilies and jasmine rising from the gardens below, offering a modicum of comfort.

      “Alright,” Theophilus said, voice faltering. He recovered, adding: “What is it you would like to discuss?”

      The bishop folded his arms and chuckled. “Really? Must I spell it out for you?”

      No, he didn’t.

      The confession.

      Theophilus took a breath but said not a word, instead reveling in the heady scent of honey that reminded him of home.

      The bishop stepped toward him. “What did he say in my absence?”

      He swallowed. “He said...well, he offered his confession.”

      “Confession?”

      “That’s right. Before his death.”

      It wasn’t a lie, per se. A misdirection of the truth, yes. But not a lie.

      “To you, not even an elder of the Church?” Eusebius spat with revulsion.

      Theophilus let it go. Not only because he couldn't care less what the man thought of him, but because he had to act. There was an urgency about what the man offered. And others aside from the Arian bishop would surely be after the information he now held.

      Wanting to use it for their powerful ends to change Christianity’s course.

      He knew which side he was playing for. The Bishop was a different story…

      He felt a sudden line of sweat begin to bead at his forehead, even though it was a cool night. And the confessional letter the Emperor had him secret away seemed to pulse at the inner lining of his tunic.

      He adjusted it and raised his head with stature. “I am sorry, bishop, but my lips are sealed, bound by the seal of confession. You would not have me divulge such things, would you, particularly the words of the Empire’s titular head?”

      The man frowned and narrowed his eyes. “No, I suppose not…” He eyed the bag Theophilus was clutching. “Then what is in the sack?”

      “A gift,” he simply said. “From the Emperor.”

      The bishop furrowed his brow. “For whom?”

      “For me, actually.”

      The man went to say something more but stayed his tongue and retired.

      Standing still, the waves continuing to lap on cue, one after another, Eusebius finally broke away, turning back toward the room and retiring.

      He simply said, “Come along. We mustn’t keep you any longer.”

      Theophilus followed and soon they were back at the front, the driver of the imperial carpentum standing stiffly to oblige his transportation needs.

      Climbing back inside the darkened tomb that could very well service those deathly needs, Theophilus shifted to find Eusebius whispering into his driver’s ear. Neither man made eye contact.

      Then the driver nodded and swung the door closed, the bishop sauntering back into the shadows without a word.

      Soon the orange glow of the villa torches faded and the succulent smells of roasting meat and baking bread were replaced by the twin terrors of dead salted fish and human waste—from rotting cabbage to the carcass of some mangy dog to excrements cast aside without care.

      Theophilus’ thoughts immediately turned to next steps. How best to preserve Constantine’s confession while also preserving his own life.

      Because he knew without a shadow of a doubt what lay in store for his kind when one catches a glimpse of the back of a doubting bishop.

      It wasn’t long before the familiar crashing waves grew closer, followed by the faint calls of city life, even in the dead of night.

      Resolve flooded him as they neared. He knew what he needed to do.

      They came up fast to a string of shops and houses made of stone and mud. If he were to do it, it would have to be—

      Now!

      Theophilus threw open the door and leaped from the carriage, his tunic nearly coming undone in the flight.

      He stumbled hard to the road of uneven bricks before rolling down into the dirt beyond—nearly smacking into the wall of some shop and barely missing a pile of something that stank to high heaven.

      Theophilus gathered himself quickly as he heard the driver yell a string of Greek curses in the night, the carpentum coming to a halt and the man easing down from his perch. His knees were bruised and hands torn from the gravel, but he stumbled as fast as he could toward the shore where he spotted a lone tree bearing witness to the night.

      He slid behind it, lungs burning for air and body aching from the tumble. But he was alive, and from what he could see, the driver was none the wiser as to his movements.

      Several beats later, the carpentum was heard clamoring away from sight and sound.

      He had to act before it was too late.

      For him, for the confession.

      Stealing himself further down the shoreline, he spotted a moored boat. Perhaps one of the night-time raiders fishing for food and fortune. He wasn’t sure. What mattered was the gifted lifeline that could prove useful.

      It was larger than he understood at first sight, made of heavy, durable wood and flipped onto its stomach until morning. He grasped one side and began heaving it upright, tipping it until it slipped from his grip and crashed to the stony shore.

      He let a curse slip but didn’t wait for repercussions. Pushing it out to sea, he tossed the satchel inside and hopped in himself, grabbing the oars.

      The current was strong, and it tugged him back to shore with a vengeance. But he wouldn’t let it, putting to good use the skills he learned as a lad to draw him farther out to sea.

      When he was confident of his security, he let the oars rest, winded and worried from the night’s events. He leaned back and stared up at the blanket of stars overhead, out of breath and out of options.

      Then it hit him. He knew what he had to do.

      He reached inside his tunic for the letter. He unfolded and read it, marveling again at what the Emperor had spoken.

      Then he tore it. Tore the letter filled with Constantine’s dying thoughts into six pieces, rolling each of them around the copy of the Church’s code, now bearing the Emperor’s own creed. He stuffed each of them into the gilded cradles gifted him by Caesar Flavius Constantinus. His brotherhood would never believe it even if he could tell them, not a word.

      But one thing more was needed.

      Reaching into his cloak, he withdrew a medallion and eased it from around his neck. Snapping the thin leather strap looped through the object passed down through the ages, he set the medallion on the boat’s floor and struck it with a hidden blade, its point piercing the center and splintering into three jagged pieces. He struck it again into a larger piece, splitting it in half, then again for a final splinter.

      Six pieces to mark the Emperor’s code as authentic.

      Perhaps one day it would surface again.

      Just when the world needed it.

      He dropped a piece of the seal inside each of the six golden cylinders.

      Then he grasped the oars and began paddling, launching himself and Constantine’s confession on a long journey he prayed would pay off.

      One way or another.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

          APOLLONIA, LIBYA. PRESENT DAY. JUNE 16.

        

      

    

    
      Silas Grey forgot how uncomfortable a dig-site cot could be. Especially after a ten-hour flight, and especially after being put through the wringer just two months ago dismantling a major conspiracy that nearly debunked the Bible and broke the Church.

      But he wasn’t complaining. Not in the slightest. He was back out in the field getting his hands dirty with an archaeological dig that could shed light on one of the earliest community of believers in Jesus Christ in one of the most neglected parts of the world.

      He rolled onto his back and raised his arms above his head, grunting as he stretched the sore out of his limbs, the sound of waves crashing against the shore beyond his tent music to his ears and the rising sun casting hopeful beams filtering through the thick canvas a blessed sight that promised good things to come.

      Silas smiled. It was going to be a fabulous day.

      Several months ago, Naomi Torres, one of his agents from the Order of Thaddeus and lead archaeologist with Project SEPIO, had led a team of researchers to the shores of North Africa with the hope of better understanding the seedbed of Christianity. Little did most Christians know, but the faith many detractors and conspiracy theories and doubters claim was cobbled together by dead white guys from Rome and the outer reaches of Europe was actually birthed through the efforts of very non-white midwives.

      Of course, the Twelve Apostles are the most well-known of such men: Peter, John, James, Andrew, Philip, Thomas, Bartholomew, Matthew, James son of Alphaeus, Simon the Zealot, Jude Thaddeus, and then Matthias who replaced the disgraced Judas Iscariot. All very non-white Jews who had recognized Jesus of Nazareth was the long-promised Messiah. They neither converted nor conspired to craft a new religion. Instead, they trusted Yahweh—the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—had made good on his promise to rescue the world through the Suffering Servant Messiah and put it back together again, fulfilling his promises in Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection.

      But then the faith exploded out from Jerusalem into Judea and Samaria and on to the utter parts of the earth, just as Jesus Christ had instructed his disciples before he ascended into heaven. Moving out into Syria and Persia, even beyond into modern India. The Apostle Paul took the faith throughout Asia Minor and on to Rome, which could arguably—and anachronistically—be called southern Europe. But an unknown player in the formation of Christian culture was south of the Mediterranean Sea: Africa.

      Reality is, Christianity has a far greater history in the continent, especially in the north, than its Western or European expressions. From Egypt to Sudan and Ethiopia to Eritrea, from Libya to Tunisia and Algeria to Morocco—early African Christianity played a decisive role in the formation of the Church, both its culture and practices, but also its doctrine and teachings. What was later taught throughout Europe was originally shaped in Africa by such names as Tertullian, Cyprian, Athanasius, Augustine, and Cyril.

      And the Order of Thaddeus aimed to explore more of that history and those personalities, exploiting them in the interest of preserving and protecting the once-for-all-faith entrusted to God’s holy people by Jesus Christ himself. After all, it was their mission, given to members of the Order by Jude Thaddeus himself, an apostle of Christ.

      The smell of frying salted bacon and strong brewing coffee and spicy burning wood wafted inside Silas’s tent on a warm current, one flap of his canvas entrance having come undone during the night. It was waving lazily in the morning breeze, the heavenly scent carried along up the bluff laced with salted fish and the traces of early morning conversations and laughter.

      Silas’s stomach was rumbling now at the invitation to taste and see the goodness of the Lord for a new day. Literally, in the form of a hearty Order-issued breakfast. No doubt with Gapinski at the griddle. He rolled out of the cot, his bare feet hitting the packed earth. He closed his eyes and sighed, that blessed feeling of all the potential that lay beneath the ground clearing his head and allaying any anxiety he held for what the day might bring.

      Several weeks ago, SEPIO had been warned about a potential—something in the works targeting Western workers in the area. Vague and undefined, but something that could derail their archaeological endeavors, not to mention threaten their lives. He’d been unable to shake the worm of worry working through him during the flight and then barely slept a wink because of it.

      Victor Zarruq had brought news from one of their field operatives who had heard internet chatter surrounding the dig, along with a warning. The man was a trustee of the Order’s board of directors who had been sent to help smooth Silas’s transition into Order Master after Rowen Radcliffe’s death. And as the former bishop of Libya, he knew all too well the dangers that the region posed, a hotbed for religious and political zealotry and terrorism. A follow-up conversation with the agent stationed in their Rome office bore little concrete information. Only that the Order’s activity in North Africa seemed to have generated chatter on the dark web, along with a curious reference to an emperor code that bloomed into wide-ranging conspiracy theories involving the Church.

      Which was even more concerning.

      Because the day before they got the intel tip, Markus Braun, the social-media titan and founder of the WeNet platforms who had architected the conspiracy that had threatened to discredit the Bible and its message, had made mention of such a code during his take-down attempt of the central element of the Christian faith. Whatever it was sounded more like a bargain-bin Kindle conspiracy thriller than anything remotely connected to the Church. But the fact others were parlaying the language on anonymous, black-hole sectors of the internet was most alarming.

      Especially since Silas had no clue what either the specific threat posed or what the cryptic reference meant. Because there were over seventy emperors during the first few centuries of the Church’s early life who could fit the bill. Nothing had come of the intel after he arrived the first time, so he had made trips back and forth every so often to check on Torres’s progress and keep an eye on the threat. A flurry of chatter across the dark web a day ago sent him and his SEPIO agents flying to North Africa again.

      And back into the fray again, though he was beginning to have his doubts.

      Silas pushed through his tent flap, the smells and sights and sounds washing over him like a warm blanket, a balm for his mind-numbing worries and bone-weary body. He smiled at what lay before him.

      A burnt orange glow hovered on the eastern horizon, a fission explosion splitting the emerging indigo day sky from the waning night time, stars and a full moon fading fast. Seagulls called out to one another high in the sky down to a flock of them nesting on an outcropping of boulders and ancient stone, all that remained of the ancient city poking up from the seawater after sinking beneath the surface a millennium ago.

      The Order of Thaddeus camp of seven canvas tents housed the coterie of researchers as well as his SEPIO crew. Torres was overseeing the dig, supplemented by Zoe Corbino’s technological know-how from their headquarters back in Washington, DC, security muscle from Matt Gapinski and Celeste Bourne, and his own leadership—however modest and meager it might be, given the talent stuffed inside those tents.

      The encampment was arrayed in an arch on a bluff overlooking the sea, the rising sun paving the waters with gold, capped by lazily rolling white specs that promised reasonable seas and enough of a breeze to keep the bugs away and keep from overheating. The worst things you could get on an archaeological dig were pesky bugs and suffocating heat while you were knee deep in a hole trying to unearth the past. Dirt clung to you even worse than the pesky bugs, made all the worse by the red welts they left behind. And that wasn’t even touching on the diseases they bore, much less sunburn. The breeze and modest early summer temperatures should keep both at bay.

      Oh, yes, it was going to be a fabulous day! Especially with the view on the western front of the encampment: the East Basilica of Apollonia, with all of its pale-white pillars still standing and all the secrets it held beneath its sand.

      At the center of the encampment was a goodly fire, wood stacked and going white from flickering flames inside a makeshift fire pit made from stones from the shore. It was draped by two iron griddles, and now Silas smelled baking batter.

      “Pancakes?” he muttered, his mouth slackening and watering with delight. He slipped into a pair of sandals and was instantly drawn toward the makeshift kitchen like a tractor beam, eager to fill his belly with the morning goodness as much as to join the others who had already been roused from their sleep for breakfast.

      Silas walked across the rocky ground, nodding to a pair of researchers. Couldn’t recall for the life of him who they were, but he was sure they were top-notch. The Order hired only the best when it came to defending and protecting the faith—whether brains or brawn.

      And then he saw her. Celeste Bourne. His bride-to-be. Long brown hair askew, her braid having been undone for sleep and falling across her shoulders with wavy delight. Wearing light-weight grey hiking pants and a dark-blue T-shirt, a cream-colored wrap-around keeping her warm. He figured she wasn’t wearing any make-up either, given the conditions, but it didn’t matter. Natural was the way to go for her. He stopped a few paces from the center of camp to admire his love.

      What a beut…

      “I hear you are to be married soon,” a familiar voice said from behind. Buttery and bassy and accented with the tongue of the land.

      Silas turned to find Bishop Victor Zarruq smiling at him and nodding toward Celeste. The man’s bushy salt-and-pepper beard was a bit matted from sleep. He was wearing his trademark long linen cassock with an interweaving pattern of blues and greens and blacks running down both sides, a cap of the same pattern crowning his bald head. The man had served most of his life in the very soils that hid the traces of early Christianity, faithfully shepherding Christ’s flock in the midst of severe religious persecution. A few years ago, over twenty believers had been kidnapped by radical Islamic terrorists in the Libyan city of Sirte. While they were Egyptian Coptic Christians, the man still felt responsible for the events that had sent a ripple of persecuting worry throughout the Libyan churches. He retired shortly thereafter, but his steady hand had helped strengthen believers facing the prospect of martyrdom. Now, he was offering the same helping hand to Silas and SEPIO in the face of prospective persecution—in all its forms.

      Silas nodded and turned back toward the woman who was now helping Gapinski with the pair of griddles. “That I am. We tie the knot this fall. That’s the plan, anyway.”

      Zarruq folded his arms across his generous belly and began stroking his beard. “You are being a very lucky fellow, Master Grey. Very lucky, indeed. Her beauty is only outmatched by her intellect and strength of character. A godly woman, she is.”

      He laughed. “Indeed, I am a lucky man. And you don’t know the half of it, buddy!”

      The bishop turned to him with a chuckle, grin widening. “I am certain you are correct. But I am very happy for you both.”

      “Thank you, bishop.”

      “Good morning, sleepyhead,” Celeste said in perfectly polished Queen’s English, walking over with a plate piled high with Gapinski’s breakfast goods.

      Silas’s mouth salivated at the sight. “Good morning, yourself.” He took the plate. “You certainly understand the way into my heart.”

      “Oh, I’ve definitely figured out not to stand between you and your favorite meal of the day. Although, best get it straight before we tie the knot that I’ve got two left hands when it comes to cooking.” She nodded to the bishop. “Good morning, Victor.”

      “Good morning, my dear,” Zarruq replied with a bow.

      Silas crunched into a piece of bacon—heaven!—and frowned. “What do you mean? I thought you loved to cook.”

      She scoffed. “What are you playing at? You know the kitchen isn’t my thing.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      She crunched into a piece of bacon herself. “Well, you do now, love.”

      Zarruq giggled, then threw his hand against his mouth. “I believe I will see Matthew now for my own plate.” Walking away, he added with a whisper: “I would mind my Ps and Qs if I were you, Silas.”

      Quickly changing the subject before things got dicey, Silas asked his director of SEPIO operations, “Have you heard anything more from our agent in Rome about our little project here in Libya?”

      Celeste smirked. “You’re a smooth one, Master Grey.” She led him to the center of camp, explaining, “Nothing more. Seems the dark web has gone radio silence.”

      “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “I reckon you’re right.”

      “What about the emperor code reference? Anything more come of that, from the agent in Rome or analysts back at DC HQ?”

      She crunched into her bacon and shook her head.

      “Oh for two?”

      “Sorry, love. Wish I had more. But have a bite of pancake. It will do you a world of good.”

      They reached the center of camp, a gust of wind fanning the fire and whirling smoke combined with the smell of bacon and pancakes. Gapinski was serving a group of researchers stacks of flapjacks, wearing a white apron and oversized chef hat.

      Silas chose not to worry about the troubling news and take Celeste’s advice. He stuffed a bite of syrup-soaked pancakes into his mouth and hummed with pleasure. “Is this real maple syrup?”

      Gapinski spun around, armed with a spatula and bearing it like a sword. “For your FYI, it is. But I don’t want to hear nothin’ about pinchin’ pennies this or pinchin’ pennies that.”

      Silas held up a hand of surrender. “I didn’t say anything!”

      “Because two months ago, you were crabbing about spending bank on our ride and then you went around and booked us a flea-bag hostel in Miami. I swear we got lead poisoning from the walls. And herpes or something.”

      Silas frowned at Celeste. She shrugged and ate a bite of pancakes herself.

      “And then you dragged my fat hinny halfway across the world to boondocks it up with nothing but canvas and cots, so the least SEPIO can do is spring for a bottle of sugar-shack delights! Besides, it ain’t pancakes without the genuine syrup, anyway.”

      Silas stuffed another bit in his mouth. “We’re in agreement on that. But only one question.”

      Gapinski folded his arms and glared at him with suspicion, chef’s hat wilting to the side now. “Yeah, what’s that?”

      “Canadian or Vermont?”

      Gapinski scoffed and spun back to the griddle. “Is it really a choice?”

      “Vermont,” the pair said as one.

      Silas shook his head and took another bite. “Say, where’s Torres?”

      Celeste nodded toward a grouping of pale pillars poking up from the rocky land. “Already at work.”

      He nodded, crunching into his bacon. He finished the last of his pancakes and grabbed another plate stacked with flapjacks and soaked in the Vermont candy.

      “Dude! Lay off the goods,” Gapinski said, reaching to snatch back the plate.

      Silas held it out of reach just in time. “Chill, Gordon Ramsay. It’s for Torres. Want to make sure she’s fueled up for the day.”

      Celeste finished her plate. “I’ll join. You wouldn’t happen to have a proper cuppa around here, would you?”

      Gapinski raised a brow. “Uhh, come again?”

      “She means a cup of tea. Earl Grey, if you have it.”

      “Ahh, another one of those Britishism.” He cleared his throat, then replied in his best British accent, “Sorry, mate. How ‘bout I throw another shrimp on the barbie?”

      Celeste frowned. “You’re about nine thousand miles off from anything close, mate. Now why don’t you be a good lad and grab the pot of joe and follow us down to the dig, ehh?”

      Gapinski watched her leave for the East Basilica, a laugh escaping her while she shook her head. “Was it something I said?”

      “Not if you’re in Australia.”

      “My bad. I didn’t offend her, did I?”

      “No. She loves being confused with blokes from down under. I’ll grab the pancakes, you grab the coffee.”

      “I would like to join you, Master Grey,” Zarruq said, setting down his own finished plate of breakfast. “That is, if it is alright with you.”

      Silas shrugged. “The more the merrier. Besides, I hear the dig was sort of your idea to begin with.”

      “I suppose that is true, it was.”

      The three men began the trek down toward the dig site, a plate of pancakes and a carafe of coffee with accompanying tin mugs in hand.

      The sun was higher in the sky now, the site of the former basilica up ahead shining brilliantly in the morning light. Boasting five Christian basilicas, their remains looking like the picked-over bones of some ancient carcass, Apollonia offers one of the best glimpses of life and ecclesiastical architecture of the early Church. Each Christian house of teaching and worship was built before the 7th century, exemplifying the height of Byzantine design. But the crown jewel, the largest of the churches in the Pentapolis of ancient Cyrenaica, was smiling at them in the rising sun now. In fact, the original foundation goes back to the period of Constantine from the early 4th century—making it one of the earliest African Christian churches.

      “So what’s the deal with Libya, anyhow?” Gapinski said as they neared. “It’s not like they were any hub of Christianity.”

      Zarruq gasped and stopped along the path, planting his hands on his hips and shaking his head, mouth agape.

      “Was it something I said?”

      Silas chuckled. “Pretty much, but don’t feel so bad. Most Christians are ignorant about how important the land is to the faith, even Libya specifically.”

      Recovering, Zarruq put a hand on Gapinski’s shoulder. “Forgive me, Matthew. I did not mean to offend.”

      “Naw, it’s all good,” Gapinski demurred as they resumed their trek to the site.

      “It is just that my homeland is near and dear to my heart. Especially its very special place within the history of the Church.”

      “Tell us about that history, Victor,” Silas said.

      Before he could answer, a scream pierced the morning air.
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      A second cry rose above the din of waves crashing in the near distance now.

      Confirming the first one wasn’t a mirage of sound, a trick of the shore and ruins bouncing sound waves around from the fishing boats anchored at sea or those seagulls calling out to one another.

      Which sent a surge of fight-or-flight adrenaline coursing through Silas’s body, both activating him to take option one and also reminding him of the rumors that had been circulating in one corner of the dark web about Western activity in Libya.

      Now all signs were pointing to their activity.

      He wished he would have paid more attention to the warnings, trying to suss out the source and target.

      Because it was go time.

      Again.

      Silas and Gapinski looked at one another, setting down their breakfast goods and drawing their weapons, readying them for action.

      “Always something,” Gapinski growled.

      “You heard it, too?”

      “Roger that.”

      Silas turned to Zarruq and put out a staying hand. “Return to camp, bishop, and put it on lockdown.”

      Before the man could protest, the pair of SEPIO agents took off toward the columns a quarter of a mile ahead, their bony fingers reaching up from the earth like possessed corpses, as if lying in wait to curl in on the pair of SEPIO women trapped down below.

      The pair hiked it on the double, tearing across the uneven ground and kicking up rocks and dirt that made Silas’s feet burn through his open sandals. He nearly lost one of them cresting over a hump in the path, but he kept going. Kept tearing after Celeste, the memory of her crying out in that godforsaken cemetery last year at the hand of his brother pushing him forward—with zero concern for his feet.

      His step faltered on a piece of ruin jutting up from the path, sending him stumbling to the rocky ground.

      And Gapinski plowing into him from behind.

      The pair tumbled and cursed before springing back to the chase. Knees bruised, hands scraped and bearing blood.

      But they pressed on, desperate to answer the cries that had gone silent. Soon they came up fast to a waist-high wall, part of the basilica’s original apse.

      Silas climbed over it with ease. Gapinski, not so much, struggling to lift a leg and ally-oop over the barrier, flopping hard on the other side with a cry.

      “Sonofa—”

      “No time for cussing now!” Silas interrupted. “Pick yourself up and get to it!”

      He left his partner behind, heart hammering in his head for him to save his bride-to-be and—

      Another scream sounded. Toward the sea and over another wall facing north.

      But this one was not like the first.

      Different tone, different timbre.

      Less frightened and frazzled. More joyful and jubilant.

      Which was odd.

      Then another one was thrown up into the morning sky, followed by laughter and whoops of victory. One he recognized instantly above the chaos.

      Celeste.

      Confused, he ignored his aching legs and hustled faster toward the new sounds, weapon drawn on taut arms and leading the way as Gapinski came limping up to his side.

      They crested the north wall just as Celeste and Torres popped up.

      Throwing up frightened screams along with their arms in surrender.

      “Oy! Bloody—”

      Torres cut off her surprise with a string of Spanish.

      “Sorry!” Silas exclaimed, throwing up his own hands with acknowledgment before stuffing his Beretta at his back. “We heard the screams and thought the worst.”

      Gapinski shoved his SIG Sauer at his side as well. “Yeah. Thought you were being overrun by terrorist whack jobs and facing no uncertain doom.”

      “No uncertain doom?” Torres said, raising a brow and flashing Celeste a frown.

      “And overrun by terrorist whack jobs?” Celeste said, echoing Torres’s feigned offense. “Who do you think we are? A bunch of SoCal bimbos who can’t take care of themselves?”

      Silas put up a hand of surrender. “Duly noted. And for the record, I do know you can take care of yourselves. But the jury is still out on the SoCal bimbo part.”

      Celeste punched his shoulder. “Cheeky.”

      “If you weren’t facing no uncertain doom at the hands of terrorist whack jobs, why all the hysterics?” Gapinski asked.

      Now Torres threw a punch into his shoulder.

      “Ouch!”

      She grinned. “The hysterics, as you put it, were because of what I just uncovered. You’re never going to believe it!”

      “Believe what?” Silas asked.

      “Just—well, see for yourself…”

      The women scampered back over the north wall. The two men looked at one another and shrugged.

      Silas went first, following after them with Torres leading the way. She was heading toward a square hole that had been carefully excavated from the soil several yards away. The full measure of it was obscured by four crumbled columns turned on their sides, crisscrossing the path leading down to the main excavation site.

      Soon they reached the X-marks-the spot, a plot about the size of a modest garage with ropes tied around wood stakes anchored around the perimeter. Plastic sheeting was draped across the edges to mitigate water runoff and falling debris. Shovels and hoes and rakes were scattered about, along with buckets filled with sand and gravel and pieces of the broken basilica. A wood ladder lay propped against the side leading down into the maw and electric cables attached to a silent, rusted generator went with it.

      Torres switched the equipment on before mounting the ladder and descending, followed by Celeste. It rumbled to life, coughing black smoke and an annoying buzz-saw growl that sounded like it was on its last leg.

      Silas leaned over the side for a look. A tent was spread above the opening, offering relief from the sun but making it difficult to make anything out in the early morning. But what he saw made the ends of his mouth curl with interest.

      Cut stones, carefully placed on one another and sealed with mortar formed sturdy walls on all four sides, the layers of sand and dirt and gravel having been carefully removed by Torres and her team of experts. Below the ladder was a floor paved with tile and patterned with an intricate viney weave of faded white and black. A wood table sat off to the side against one wall, a smattering of tools and papers spread across its surface. Torres flipped on a pair of yellow tripod lights aimed at the center of the space.

      “Isn’t it remarkable?” Torres asked before waving her arms.

      Silas was grinning now and folding his arms. “Sure is. An expertly managed dig, Torres.”

      She smiled. “Thanks. I think we’ve managed alright.”

      “How long have you been at this?”

      “The better part of four months, since before I was called back for the last SEPIO mission. Flew back once that was wrapped up and got back to the grind. Couldn’t sleep last night and wanted to finish the floor. So I’ve been down here since two or three this morning.”

      “Jeez Louise, sister!” Gapinski said. “That’s dedication.”

      Torres shrugged. “What can I say? I’m a shovelbum at heart.”

      He scrunched up his face and leaned forward. “What is this place, anyhow?”

      “A baptismal,” Silas said. “By my count, one of the earliest known established architectural features of a church in North Africa.”

      Torres nodded. “That’s right. We’re not sure if it was original to the basilica or added after the fact, but it may have been the center of the African Rite here in Cyrene.”

      “Really?” Silas whistled. “Nice work, Naomi. I can’t wait—”

      Something caught his attention down below. At the center of the floor.

      He leaned forward into the rope barrier, putting his hands on his knees. “What the heck?”

      Torres glanced at Celeste before eyeing the space.

      “Something caught your attention, love?” Celeste said, joining in the search.

      He ignored her, mounting the ladder and scrambling down to the floor.

      “Dude, where’s the five-alarm fire?” Gapinski called after him.

      Silas headed toward the center of the baptismal where he had glimpsed the symbol in the bright tripod lighting.

      There it was.

      An X and P, one on top of the other.
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      The women gathered at his side as he stood staring at the tile bearing a symbol that was all at once remarkable and intriguing and confusing. Soon Gapinski had made his way down the ladder and sauntered up for a look as well.

      He whistled. “Wow, what a find.”

      Silas said nothing, continuing to take it in.

      “What is it?”

      “I’m with Hoss here,” Torres said. “Not sure what has you so enraptured.”

      “Agree,” Celeste added. “What are you playing at, Silas?”

      Silas knelt and swished away earth packed into the symbol etched into a tile the size of a paperback anchoring the center of the baptismal. A symbol that had garnered its fair share of controversy—inside and outside the Church. And correction: It wasn’t so much etched as it was inlaid with some sort of metal alloy, pairs of smaller tiles lined next to one another radiating from the center in neat lines toward the walls, right and left, up and down.

      What did it mean?

      “Alright, Indy,” Gapinski said. “You’ve had your fun.”

      “He’s right, love,” Celeste agreed. “How about you fill us in on your revelation?”

      Silas took a breath and stood, folding his arms and taking a step back. “It’s the Chi-Rho.”

      “The whatchamacallit?” Gapinski asked.

      “The symbol of Emperor Constantine?” Celeste said.

      “Emperor who?” Torres asked.

      “The savior of the Church, and some would say the founder of the Church.”

      Silas scoffed. “The latter sentiment is definitely bunk, shared by the likes of Dan Brown and Noland Rotberg, our intrepid New Testament scholar, if you can call him that, from the last mission. And the idea Constantine saved the Church is debatable. But he did put it on a better footing after ending centuries of on-again, off-again persecution.”

      “Converting the Empire to the faith also helped matters.”

      “Again, debatable,” Silas added with a wink. “No offense.”

      She folded her arms and winked back. “None taken. So what’s with the symbol do you suppose? Why here?”

      Silas shook his head, bringing a hand to his chin as he contemplated its meaning.

      “Alright, can I ask a basic knuckleheaded question?” Gapinski said. “What’s the Chee-Chee Woo-Woo, or whatever it is.”

      “Chi-Rho,” Silas corrected. “It’s one of the earliest forms of christograms formed by combining the first two letters for Christ in Greek. Christos.”

      “Chi and Rho?”

      “That’s right. The X and P you see there, superimposed on top of one another.”

      Torres asked, “Then what’s the connection with this Constantine character?”

      “Glad I’m not the only one not in the know…” Gapinski muttered.

      Celeste chuckled. “No worries, mate. Most Christians aren’t in the know when it comes to the earliest days of the Church. Especially the emperor responsible for saving Christianity.”

      “Again, debatable,” Silas said with a wry grin.

      “So what’s the deal then?” Torres asked.

      “The Chi-Rho was used by Emperor Constantine as part of a military standard, mounting the symbol on flags for his Roman army. The Labarum, as Constantine’s standard was known, cast the symbol of Christ in gold and was paraded at the head of military battalions.”

      Gapinski smirked. “Gives a whole new meaning to the whole ‘I’m in the Lord’s Army’ song I sang as a kid.”

      Silas turned to him, brow raised. “The what?”

      “You know,” he said before singing, “‘I may never march in the infantry. Ride in the cavalry. Shoot the artillery.’”

      Crickets and stares from the other three.

      “Oh, come on,” he said, continuing to sing, “‘I may never shoot for the enemy. But I’m in the Lord’s army! I’m in the Lord’s army! Yessir!’”

      Celeste laughed. “Sorry, mate. I haven’t a clue what you’re playing at.”

      “Don’t quit your day job, pal,” Torres said.

      “Was this one of your Southern Baptist traditions?” Silas asked.

      “Maybe,” Gapinski muttered. “But y’all missed out, that’s for sure.”

      “Apparently…”

      “Oy, look there!” Celeste exclaimed. She knelt down and ran a finger across one side of the symbol, picking away mortar and dirt, working more of it loose until a deep groove was evident along one side.

      “Nice work, darlin’!” Silas exclaimed, bending beside her and trying to repeat her work around the rest of the perimeter, but making less progress.

      “Do you suppose the tile is removable?” Torres asked, bending in for a look.

      “Don’t know. Hey, you got a pickaxe or trowel handy? Hammer would be nice, too.”

      She nodded. “Coming right up.” She grabbed all three lying on the wood table at one end of the baptismal.

      “Thanks,” he said, taking the tools and putting the pickaxe and hammer to work, gently scraping the pickaxe along one side of the tile and tapping it with the hammer to help loosen the mortar. It began chipping off before cracking and breaking up. A surge of excitement suddenly rushed over him from being behind the reins of a pair of archaeological tools he hadn’t touched in far too long.

      Smiling at his success, he set the tools down and cleared away the debris.

      Torres picked them back up. “May I?”

      “Be my guest.”

      She smiled as well and set about continuing the work on a third side while Celeste and Silas finished up with the fourth. Soon, they had removed all the mortar surrounding the center tile, the symbol of Constantine beginning to create an uneasiness within Silas.

      Torres turned the pickaxe around, then began to wedge the flat end into one of the sides.

      “No, wait!” Silas exclaimed, grabbing back the tool.

      “Oh, I see how it is,” Torres said. “Want the glory of the reveal without the hard work getting there.”

      Silas frowned. “It’s not like that, and you know it.”

      She giggled and nodded.

      “What are you playing at, Silas?” Celeste asked. “What’s the matter?”

      “Paranoid, are we?” Gapinski chuckled. “Afraid a big, bad boulder is gonna come crashing out of some hiding place if you pop the top?”

      He ignored the man, smacking the pickaxe against his palm in contemplation. “It’s just...this is unusual. To find the Chi-Rho like this.”

      “But not unheard of, right?” Torres asked.

      “True. But there haven’t been many places where it’s been discovered. Especially at the bottom of a baptismal.”

      “Until now…”

      He considered this, continuing to slap the pickaxe against his open hand.

      “Then what are you thinking?” Celeste asked. “What do you think it means?”

      Silas took a breath and shook his head. “Not sure. But it seems like some sort of seal. Perhaps of Constantine himself.”

      “Only one way to find out,” Torres said from the floor, one end of her mouth curling upward as if in a dare.

      Now he joined her in the grin, that feeling of being on the cusp of unearthing some hidden gem from long-lost history fueling him forward. In this case, the gem was the Church’s history.

      But what?

      Like she said. Only one way to find out. The rising euphoria overrode any warning from the back of his lizard brain.

      He handed the pickaxe back to Torres. “It’s your dig. You do the honors.”

      Her wry grin widened into a delighted smile. Torres took it and got to work, carefully inserting the flat head into the groove Celeste had first made. Taking a breath, she glanced at Silas for confirmation; he gave it.

      Then she gently began to press down on the handle, carefully applying pressure and working it up and down.

      Until it suddenly popped loose, one end jumping above the lip of the floor and a sigh of air from the compartment below throwing up the scent of dry earth and plaster.

      The four gasped at the unexpected success, holding their collective breaths and waiting for that big, bad boulder Gapinski warned about.

      The seconds ticked by, crashing waves and calling seagulls and that growly generator above the only soundtrack for their wait of the inevitable.

      Nothing else came.

      Silas reached for the tile, then looked at Torres for confirmation; she gave it.

      He threw her a delighted smile of his own and removed the cover.

      Literally holding his breath for what he might find inside.

      All four craned toward the opening as one, still holding their breaths before emitting the same startled gasp at what they saw.

      Inside was the round mouth for some sort of compartment. About the size of a coffee mug, seemingly drilled down into the earth.

      But that wasn’t the end of it.

      Staring back at them the full circumference of the compartment was what looked like pure gold. A cylinder filled the space partway inside made of the precious metal.

      Most unusual.

      Without a word, Silas reached inside to pull it out.

      When Gapinski slapped a massive paw over his hand. “What if a big, bad boulder really is gonna come crashing out of some hiding place if you remove—whatever the hey-ho day that is?”

      Silas raised a brow. “Now who’s paranoid?”

      Gapinski frowned and pulled back “Just saying…Steven Spielberg had to have known a thing or two about these sorts of things. How else did he craft such believable stories?”

      Ignoring the man, he grabbed for a small knob attached at the end of the gold cylinder—almost as if whoever put it there anticipated someone pulling it out again—and began sliding it from the shaft. It was heavy, as expected, and came easily. Soon he was cradling the magical object in both hands, all at once marveling and confused at what he was holding.

      “Blimey…” Celeste said.

      “Dios mío…” Torres echoed.

      “Amazing…” Silas managed.

      “All of the above…” Gapinski said.

      The cylinder was a long tube the size of his arm, smooth and shimmering and perfectly preserved. Which made sense, as every metal except gold is susceptible to oxidation and corrosion. But still…

      What the heck was this doing buried under hundreds of pounds of dirt in North Africa, hidden in a secret compartment at the bottom of an early Church baptismal—and sealed by a tile bearing the imprimatur of Constantine?

      “I say we take this solid bar of gold to the nearest Libyan bank and buy ourselves an island in the Virgin Islands!” Gapinski said. “Because this SEPIO gig is for the birds after what we went through two months ago.”

      “You can’t buy an island with a bar of gold, dingbat,” Torres said.

      “If Richard Branson can, why can’t we? Besides, surely this rod of gold will fetch a pretty penny.”

      Silas turned the cylinder over in his hand. Not a mark on it, not a stitch of writing or symbols or characters. Smooth as glass. Or gold, as the case may be. But while heavy, it wasn’t as heavy as it should be.

      He held it to his ear and shook it.

      Torres asked, “What are you—”

      He held up a hand to cut her off. Listening, discerning, intuiting what might be inside.

      Then he heard it. A faint clanging of something inside the hollow cylinder.

      Silas grinned. “There’s something inside.”

      “What?” she exclaimed, reaching for it as if to take it from him.

      “Oy, look there,” Celeste said, pointing to the one end of the object bearing the knob.

      He furrowed his brow and spun the object around, eyeing it before finding confirmation of his original deduction. A small indentation ran around just inside the edge.

      Like a cap, to seal whatever was inside.

      Silas glanced at his partners and took a breath. “Here goes nothing…”

      Grabbing the knob between his thumb and index finger, he pulled.

      It didn’t give.

      He frowned, pulling harder.

      More nothing.

      “Here, let me try,” Torres said, reaching for the gold cylinder again.

      He handed it over. “Be my guest.”

      She pushed a lock of stray dark curls behind an ear and took it, holding the object in one hand and the knob in the other. She twisted it, gritting her teeth when it didn’t give and bearing up her face in a scrunch before laying into it again.

      Then it moved.

      Not by much, but enough that the sliding offered a faint echo in the chamber.

      A startled cry rose from the other three, then cheers for her to continue.

      Torres did, twisting it back and forth, little by little, centuries of settle pushing back hard.

      Suddenly, it popped. She gave a startled cry at her own power and was soon holding the cover in her hand. And wearing pride on her face.

      “Nice!” Silas said.

      She shrugged. “A woman’s touch.”

      “I guess so.” He reached for the object, then stopped short. “May I?”

      She held it out. “As you wish, Master Grey.”

      Silas grabbed the object back, the earthy yet tangy scent of aged pulp and ink wafting out from the opening.

      Peering in for a look, he muttered, “What the heck…”
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      Silas rushed over to one of the tripod lights and held the golden cylinder aloft for a better look.

      Yep. There it was.

      Nestled down inside was what looked like some sort of scroll. And curiously a piece of parchment rolled up around the entirety of the thing.

      And something else, glinting from the bottom.

      He eased the object on its side, the faint clang he heard earlier falling out first into his palm.

      It was some sort of coin. Not round, mind you, but jagged. Misshapen, like a puzzle piece. He handed it to Torres, who began speaking in hushed Spanish.

      Silas angled the gold cylinder toward the ground and shook it to retrieve what remained.

      A rolled-up parchment slid out, brown and smelling of freshly pressed paper.

      Adrenaline coursed through him at the sight, sending his heart racing and head swimming with delightful possibilities.

      Celeste came up to his side. “What is it?”

      “Some sort of manuscript...” Silas muttered with a mixture of awe and confusion. Absentmindedly, he handed her the gold cylinder, still in awe of what he held.

      Gapinski groaned. “Not another one of those…”

      He carefully unrolled the parchment, its fibers surprisingly spry for being centuries old.

      Scrawled across its surface were the distinct characters of ancient Greek, from top to bottom. Not the Egyptian variant of Coptic, like the forged Muratorian Fragment from the last mission. This was Koine, the style used to write the New Testament and in the writings of the early
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