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Part 1

Chapter 1
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Nicole McHenry, head of the Shroud of Turin research project at the University of South Carolina, ran as fast as she could, sweat running down her forehead and back. She needed a win today, and she was determined to get it. She could feel him just behind her, gaining inch by inch. Damn, she thought, he’s caught up! 

And indeed, he had. As they rounded the corner, the Arc de Triomphe came into view—the finish line in their virtual race.

Nicole pushed herself as hard as she could, but her diligent opponent was not one to trifle with. Shit! Push harder. But it was not to be; she was going to lose again to Gideon.

As they both passed the finish line, Gideon expressed his faux remorse. “Sorry, Nicole, maybe next time.” 

Nicole was too out of breath to respond immediately, but eventually, she managed, “Next time, Uncle G. Next time.” Gideon wasn’t really her uncle, but the unofficial uncle to her twins. Gideon had insisted on the title after their birth.

“We’ll see. Listen, I have to go. Lots of new responsibilities with this new Vatican assignment. Say hi to Liam and give the kids a big kiss from me.”

“Will do. Take care. Love you, too. Tell your family we say hi.”

“Bye now.”

“Bye,” Nicole responded as she terminated their virtual session and hopped off her smart treadmill.
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Later that morning, Nicole readied herself for the afternoon ahead. It was her day off, and she planned to take full advantage by going on a shopping spree. She had lost the weight she had gained after the twins’ births, and she wanted some new clothes—she deserved it. But first, she needed to prepare food for them.

Today, her husband, Liam, was giving her a “mommy’s day” and taking care of the two-year-olds, Kimberly and Kevin. He was turning out to be a great dad, despite his trepidation.

After preparing the kids’ breakfast, the phone rang. It was her friend and coworker, Sally Ann.

“Hey, Sally Ann, what’s up?” Nicole said.

“Ya need to get ova here right away, baby girl. Y’all not going to believe what I’m looking at.”

“Are you serious? You know what these monsters are like if they aren’t fed on time.”

“Bring them with ya if ya have to, and Liam too if he’s there.”

“Slow down, girl. What’s this all about?”

“Ya know that new pattern-analysis program that Liam created fer us? Well, I think it found something!”

“Okay—we’ll be there as soon as we can. Hold the fort down until we get there.”

When she got off the phone, she rushed downstairs to find Liam. She found him in the kitchen, preparing the twins for their feeding.

“Hey, Love. I got a call from Sally Ann at the lab. She said your algorithm found something,” she said, unable to keep the excitement from her voice.

“What? Really? That’s unexpected!”

“Yes, and she wants us both to go into the lab right away.”

“Well, it will have to wait until we feed the kids. I’m sure I can get Mom and Dad to watch them for a while.”

“Sounds good. I’ll feed; you call your parents and Bellini.”
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As Nicole and Liam entered her secure lab facility at the university, she double-checked that the door locked behind them.

You can never be too careful, Nicole thought, her mind reflecting on the myriad of threats they had received and the deadly encounter with the Shroud of Turin two years prior. The Shroud still haunted her dreams—the dangers she and Liam had faced and her near-death experience, or had it really been more?

Waiting for her inside the lab was Dr. Sally Ann Dixon-Horowitz, who greeted her with excitement upon her entry. Her face was bathed in the light from the computer monitors. She looked like she hadn’t slept, and her half-filled cup of coffee looked cold.

“What took ya so long?” she said urgently.

“We got here as quickly as we could. You know, being a mom of twins doesn’t allow for instant transitions! We had to drop the kids off at Liam’s parents’ house,” Nicole replied. “Besides,” she continued, “what’s so urgent?”

Sally Ann walked away from the array of computer monitors that crowded her work area and went to Nicole and Liam, who had barely taken four steps since they entered. As she reached Nicole, she took her hand and dragged her back to her computer. Liam tagged along behind them.

“Look,” Sally Ann said.

“Look at what? What are we looking for?” Nicole and Liam studied the monitors, looking for something extraordinary enough to make Sally Ann insist they come to the university right away.

“Just look. Y’all will see it unless I’m crazy.”

Nicole and Liam reviewed the data for a few moments, and then Liam said, “Oh, my God! It looks like a matrix. Let me take a closer look.” He sat down at the computer and started vigorously typing. After a few minutes, he said, “This is amazing! There’s actually some numerical information encoded in the structure of the Shroud!”

“How’s that new? I don’t get it. We already know that it contains image-depth data,” Nicole said. She recalled seeing three-dimensional images of both the front and back of Jesus, extracted from the Shroud’s light and dark areas, something not possible with traditional two-dimensional photographs.

“No,” Sally Ann responded before Liam could answer. “This is different. This data came from outside the image area.”

“She’s right, Nicole. I’m not sure right now what it’s encoding, but it’s not random; it’s not noise. There’s structure here. Very complex.”

“So, why is it that no one has seen this before?” Nicole asked.

“Well, I assume it’s because no one has ever looked for patterned encoding before.”

Nicole could tell that Liam was very excited about the discovery from the tone of his voice. When he was excited, his pitch went up noticeably.

“I’m sorry, Liam. I know you developed a pattern-recognition algorithm to analyze the Shroud, but to be honest, I have no idea exactly what you’re looking for.”

“Basically, it’s looking for recurring patterns that are not naturally occurring. In this case, it found a pattern in the Shroud fiber coloration densities that apparently translates into a series of prime numbers: 2, 3, 5, 7, 11, and so on. Remember your math class? Prime numbers can only be divided evenly by one and themselves.” 

“I get it, but why would anyone use that?”

“The main reason is that it’s considered part of a universal mathematical language. In fact, part of the SETI project is to look for these types of patterns in radio signals from space, like in the movie Contact.”

“Oh, I loved that movie,” Sally Ann interjected. “Jodie Foster was amazing!”

“In any event,” Liam continued, giving a thumbs-up to Sally Ann, “between each prime-number marker appears to be another number. Each number is separated by the next larger prime.  Look here.” Liam pointed at the computer’s readout.
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“The pattern seems to repeat itself every eight prime numbers, and then it resets back to two. There’s no way this is natural. This sample has to be from Delacroix’s fake shroud.”

At the mention of the billionaire zealot who was responsible for her daughter Mary’s death, Nicole flinched. The lone mention of his name was enough to cause her some distress. In response, she gave Liam a glance of displeasure. 

“That’s impossible,” Sally Ann interjected, bringing Nicole back to the situation at hand. “I dated this specific sample to the first century. There’s no way it could be a modern piece of cloth.”

Liam went still. “Then I’m stumped. I have no explanation for how this can possibly exist.”

Nicole’s gaze locked on him. “Just like you have no idea how any of the Shroud’s more exotic characteristics exist. I know that you’re still a skeptic, Liam. But surely this finding must persuade you that the Shroud is of divine origin,” Nicole said, trying to bait Liam into an admission.

“If this sample truly is from the real Shroud, then perhaps,” Liam responded. “Perhaps.”
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Chapter 2
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Overwatch Director Isabella Conti was a middle-aged, short, formidable Italian woman with short-cropped, silvering hair who’d made her mark in the world of clandestine intelligence. Many people who had tried to stymie her career advancement soon found out that she was no one to confront without getting bitten. Always dressed in the same black blazer, white shirt, and knee-length skirt, she looked foreboding.

She had been the director of Overwatch for a little over five years. In that time, she had secured her place in history by recovering the missing Shroud of Turin.

Conti’s usual morning routine was to work out for two hours—one hour of cardio training and one hour of strength training, all before 6 A.M. After that, she walked to her office, which was conveniently almost directly across the street from her and her husband’s flat.

Today had been a typical day for Conti, that was until she received an urgent call from her office while at dinner with her husband.

“Director Conti here. Who’s calling?”

“This is Francis Rossi from the Shroud Watch team, Director.”

Isabella set her wine down next to her plate. “What is it, Mr. Rossi? This better be important. I’m in a critical meeting right now,” she said while giving her husband a wink, to which he responded with a tip of his wine glass.

“Oh, yes, ma’am, it is. They’ve found something in the Shroud. From what I can tell, it’s urgent that you come in right away.”

“Can’t this wait, Mr. Rossi? Is it really that urgent?”

“Yes, ma’am. I’d stake my job on it.”

“Well, you are, Mr. Rossi. I’ll be there in twenty.”

When she hung up the phone, she apologized to her husband, “Sorry, Donte, I’m going to have to take a rain check on dessert.”

“It’s okay, babe, it’s par for the course.”
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Upon entering Overwatch, she marched through a series of high-tech security barriers, stark corridors with various entry doors, and all-too-bright lighting. Arriving at the appropriate door where the Shroud Watch project was being run, Conti was immediately approached by Francis, who seemed uncharacteristically excited. Francis ushered her into his surveillance area and had her take a seat next to him.

“Thank goodness you’re here. Look at this,” Francis said, pointing at his monitor frantically. “They found something.”

“Calm down, Francis. Give me a second.”

As Conti studied the image on the monitor, it appeared to be a two-dimensional grid of squares. At the corners of each square, there was some numerical representation.

“So, what’s so special about this? I have no idea what I’m looking at,” Conti said.

“They have found numerical data encoded in the Shroud that has nothing to do with the image.”

“Well, what does that mean?”

Francis stood up and faced Isabella eye to eye. “It means they’ve finally found something new. And when I say new, I mean mind-blowing! This new data could change everything.”
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Chapter 3

[image: ]


Gideon was having dinner with his date, Arianna, when his phone buzzed in his jacket pocket. He ignored it.

They had settled down at their table in a restaurant he had chosen specifically for this “mission.” Wine had been poured, and small talk had commenced. The restaurant was perfect for what he wanted to accomplish: quiet, soothing, soft piano music in the background.

“You know what they call me in the Vatican?” he asked her, acting like it was some secret never to be revealed. “The Protector of the Shroud,” he said before she could respond. The title raised her interest in him even more.

“Oh, that’s quite the title. Protector. Is that your job, or are you just the janitor?” she said, laughing at his expense.

“No, seriously. I protect all the washing machines and everything!” 

They both had a good laugh when Gideon’s phone buzzed again.

“Are you going to answer that?” Arianna asked. “Is that your next date?”

“Oh, touché.” Gideon took out his phone this time. Two calls in such a short span of time were not normal for him to receive, as he didn’t have many contacts outside of work that might be calling him. “Give me a second.” 

Gideon took out his phone and checked the caller ID. It was Director Conti. Shit, he thought. Please don’t be important.

Answering the call, he said, “Hello, this is Mr. DeVito.”

“Mr. DeVito, this is Director Conti. I need you in my office right away. Please drop what you are doing and get here A.S.A.P.”

Gideon’s face dropped at her request. Shit timing for an emergency meeting, he thought.

“Yes, Director. I’ll be there in, say, an hour.”

“Make it twenty minutes.”

“Oh, uh, yes, ma’am. I’ll be there right away.”

As he hung up the phone and the music picked up pace, Arianna said, “Work?”

“Unfortunately.” 

“Is it urgent? Do you have to go?”

“Apparently so. Work doesn’t usually call me after hours.”

“That’s unfortunate. Will it take long?”

Gideon wanted to lie and tell her it would be a few minutes, but he knew that wouldn’t fly. Arianna was not only beautiful, but she was also smart—a trial lawyer by trade. He was sure she would detect his deception before he even said it.

“The rest of the night, probably. I’m sorry, but we’re going to have to cut this night short before it begins.”

He signaled the waiter, tossed down his card, and stood so fast his chair scraped the floor.
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When Gideon arrived at Director Conti’s office, he was quickly ushered to the seat in front of her large, well-organized walnut desk. The desk was an indication that Conti was always on top of every task; nothing was left to chance, and everything had a priority and a plan. In fact, the staff secretly referred to her as The Human Tetris, after the game Tetris, in which every piece must be placed perfectly in real time.

“Mr. DeVito, I trust your dinner was good? I’m sorry to have interrupted you at such a crucial moment.”

“No worries, Director. It was nothing that couldn’t wait,” Gideon said. “So, what is it I can do for you this evening, Director?”

“Well, there are two things. First, I want you to double-check and triple-check the security protocols for the Shroud. I want it to be impossible for anything to happen to it. Do you understand?”

“I do, but why the urgency? Has there been a threat?”

“No, not exactly. I don’t think you need to be privy to the exact reasoning here at the moment, but the Shroud’s safety is even more important now than it ever has been.”

Despite Conti’s attempt to hide her newfound concern, Gideon had an inkling that it had something to do with Nicole’s ongoing research on the Shroud.

“I’ll get right on it, Director. And the second issue?”

“I want to delay moving the Shroud back to Turin for the time being.”

“Really? I’m sure I can get it there safely, Director. It’s not a large security risk. It will be as safe in Turin with the new security measures I’ve specified as it will be here.”

“That may be, Mr. DeVito. But for now, I want the Shroud here.”

Gideon shifted in the chair, trying to get comfortable. He was certain the director had purposefully chosen the most uncomfortable chairs in the world for her underlings to sit in. Yet another way she kept control of every aspect of her dominion. “Your call, Director. I’ll cancel the plans and inform my team of your decision. Will you inform the pontiff? We’ll still need at least a week to move the Shroud to Turin before the exposition date.”

“Yes. I certainly intend to inform him, and I’m well aware of when it needs to be in Turin.”

“If that’s all, ma’am, I’ll be off then?”

“Yes, please. Take your leave.”

After Gideon left the director, he immediately headed to his office to begin implementing her requests. But first, he decided to make a phone call to the States.
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Nicole was surprised when her phone rang, and the caller ID showed Gideon’s name. They had spoken earlier that day during their virtual foot race, and they rarely spoke more than once per week. Nicole pointed to the phone and mouthed It’s Gideon to Liam and Sally Ann.

Liam paused what he was doing. Sally Ann looked up from her note-taking, pen in hand.

“Hello, again, Gideon. God, it’s weird that you’re calling right now,” Nicole said as she looked at both Liam and Sally Ann.

Nicole moved next to Liam and Sally Ann and put the phone on speaker.

“Why’s that?” Gideon offered.

“Because we just found something amazing in the Shroud.”

“How did I know you were going to say that?”

“I don’t know, how did you?” 

“Well, I can’t say exactly, but I can tell you that I’m not surprised.”

“Hmm, that’s suspicious. In any case, we’ve found something.”

“Well, don’t hold back. Tell me what you’ve found.”

Nicole covered the phone’s microphone with her hand. She whispered, “How much should I tell him?” 

Liam indicated with his thumb and index finger that she should only tell him a little at this time.

“It’s crazy, Gideon. We’ve found something in the Shroud that has never been seen before. And it’s so complex, there is no way it’s there by chance.”

Nicole moved to the computer, where a graphical representation of what they had found was displayed. She wondered if they would ever make sense of it.

“What is it?” Gideon asked excitedly. 

“We have no idea. I’m not even sure we have the technology to figure out what it even means. I don’t really understand it. Liam said we might need access to the entire Shroud even to start work on it.”

“My God, that’s incredible, Nicole,” Gideon said with apparent amazement in his voice.

“Hopefully, we’ll know more in a couple of days.”

“Keep me informed of what you find out if you can. I’m only a call away if you need anything. Okay?”

“Absolutely, you’ll be the first to know if we find out more. Take care.”

“You too. Say hi to Liam and Sally Ann for me.”

“I will. Bye.”

After Nicole ended the call, the three of them all sat down together at a small table in the middle of the lab.

“Well, that was weird. It sounded like Gideon knew that we’d found something before I said anything. But how’s that possible?”

“It is strange. I’m surprised that Gideon was being so cagey about it,” Sally Ann said.

“Hmm, that’s a good question,” Nicole said. “I think it’s a bit premature to call the Vatican and raise any victory flags just yet. We could still be wrong. I’d rather wait until we have something more definitive—like once we’ve been able to determine that we can even decode what we’ve found. What do you think?”

“You’re probably right. No need to get egg on our faces because we’re rushing. So, what’s the next step?” Liam added.

Just then, a buzz at the door indicated that Bellini had arrived. Nicole rushed over to the door to let him in. 

“You’re not going to believe this, Bellini,” Nicole said as she recounted what they had discovered to him.

“You’re right. I don’t believe it. That sounds almost too good to be true. It’s what you’ve been hoping for all these years, to find something new and exciting in the Shroud.”

“Yes. It is,” Nicole smiled as she responded.

“So, what’s next?” Sally Ann inquired, looking at Liam excitedly.

“Well, I’m going to need a day or so to figure out what these numbers are between the primes. Once I know that, I’ll have a better idea what we are looking at.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Nicole said.

“Anything I can do to help?” Bellini offered, feeling very out of place.

“No, keep doing what you’re doing—keeping us safe from the nutcases out there,” Nicole responded.

Nicole rubbed her temples, trying to ease the stress building up inside her. She hadn’t realized how much she had been clenching her teeth since the discovery. “Tomorrow is going to be one hell of a day.”
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Chapter 4
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The next day, Liam spent the better part of the morning trying to figure out what he was looking at. What could those numbers between the prime numbers mean? Why were they packaged in groups of eight? He tried to analyze them in numerous ways, looking again for patterns. Clearly, there was something there. Finally, despite his brilliance in mathematics, he decided he needed more help—help that could likely come from a physicist. 

After lunch, Liam called the university’s administration office to get the Physics Department’s contact information. He learned from the call that Dr. Andrea Montel was the contact he needed to reach out to. Although the Physics Department website had a contact form to request additional information, Liam knew that their discovery required much more discretion than an online form could provide. So, he decided to connect with Dr. Montel in person.

A knock on Dr. Montel’s office door announced Liam’s unscheduled arrival. When she answered the door, Dr. Montel was somewhat disheveled, with a half-eaten sandwich sticking out of her mouth. Obviously embarrassed by her appearance, she immediately turned away, extracted the sandwich, and wiped her face. Upon turning back to Liam, she said, “Oh, I’m sorry. I was expecting someone else. May I help you?”

“Yes. I’m sorry for stopping by without calling first. But I have a,” he paused, “sensitive and relatively urgent situation that I need your help with.”

“And you are?”

“Oh. I’m Liam McHenry. I’m the husband of Dr. Nicole McHenry from the Chemistry Department. I think you may know of her?”

“Why, yes. Who doesn’t at this point?”

“Well, I guess you’re right. In any event, is it possible that we can talk for a few minutes? We really need your department’s expertise for something that we’ve stumbled upon.”

“Sure, come on in.”

Liam entered her office, which, in his experience, was very large for a professor’s office. It was packed with all types of interesting-looking gadgets and what looked like partially built computers and computer subsystems.

“Wow, this is quite the setup you have here. It’s like a mini-lab in and of itself.”

“It does keep me busy, I must say,” Dr. Montel said as she moved back to her desk to take a seat behind it. “Please have a seat.” She motioned to the only seat that wasn’t packed with some advanced-looking gadgetry.

“I assume you’re at least a bit familiar with the fact that my wife is performing additional research on the Shroud of Turin for the Vatican? Well, this research has discovered something. Unfortunately, because of our NDA with the Vatican, I can’t discuss exactly what we’ve found. But we need access to one of your postgrads to help interpret the data, a postgrad willing to sign an NDA.”

Dr. Montel leaned back into her chair and folded her hands behind her head. “I’m certain I can find someone who would love to see behind the curtain of Dr. McHenry’s ‘top-secret’ project. How soon do you need this?”

“Yesterday, if at all possible.” 

“I figured as much. I actually have someone in mind who would be willing to help you as soon as today.”

“Oh? And who might that be?” Liam said, already knowing the answer.

“Me, obviously.”
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Lieutenant Luigi Bellini of Overwatch, the Vatican’s clandestine unit, stood in his steaming shower, letting the water run over his aching body. His morning workout had been more strenuous than usual as he tried to lose a few extra pounds he had put on since being assigned to watch over the McHenrys in the States. The fact that it was a cold winter in the South was not helping either. The unusual cold had kept Bellini from his usual outdoor activities, as he was more accustomed to the temperate weather of his native southern Italy.

He was enjoying his assignment providing security for the McHenrys. They were wonderful people, and he had become acquainted with them over the past two years. He enjoyed their twins. They reminded him of his sister’s twins back home in Italy: strong, alert, and full of life. However, there was definitely something different about the McHenrys’ twins, but he could not put his finger on it. 

Although he had come to know them, he still had a job to do. He needed to maintain his objectivity and remember that his first priority was to keep the McHenrys safe from the Shroud zealots. Even though the university had dropped out of the Shroud testing two years ago, threats against them and other project participants persisted even at this late date. Just last week, another credible threat had been sent to the university, which Luigi quickly followed up on and had a “talk” with the perpetrator, disarming the threat without any need for police involvement.

He also had a second priority: to keep their Shroud research project under surveillance, in conjunction with Francis Rossi, at Overwatch headquarters. The Vatican did not want any surprises if and when the research became fruitful. 

It had been shortly after the research project began that Bellini had secretly entered the McHenrys’ lab at the university and installed the Overwatch surveillance virus. This software gave Overwatch real-time access to all of the security and computer systems in the lab. 

As he finished dressing, he made his way to the kitchen for his morning meal: chicken and grits. Since living in South Carolina, however, he had devoured too many helpings of the Southern staple for breakfast, which is where, he surmised, his added weight came from.

God, I love grits, he thought as he sat down to devour his breakfast. He could only laugh at himself. 

Before he could finish his breakfast, though, he started getting another headache. They had been getting more frequent lately, and he had finally decided to set up an appointment to have them checked out. 

Nicole had scolded him for not looking into it sooner. She was concerned that someone so young and fit was having such issues.

“I’m telling you, you are getting too much salt in those grits. Your blood pressure is probably through the roof,” she had told him.

While Bellini wasn’t nearly as concerned as Nicole, he appreciated having someone looking after him while he was thousands of miles from his real home.
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Later that day, Liam brought Dr. Montel to the Shroud Lab to meet with Nicole and Sally Ann. When they entered the lab, Nicole and Sally Ann were engaged in a vigorous discussion.

“Ladies?” he said. “Ladies?” Upon hearing his second inquiry, they both turned to look at Liam and his companion. “If I may interrupt, this is Dr. Montel from the Physics Department. She’s agreed to help us in our little endeavor.”

“Oh, hello,” Nicole said as she went across the lab to greet Dr. Montel with a firm handshake. To her surprise, Dr. Montel had an equally firm handshake, which told Nicole all she needed to know about the good doctor—she was also surviving in the male-dominated scientific world. “I trust that my husband informed you that you’ll have to sign an NDA before we discuss any details with you, besides the obvious fact that our need for your skills has to do with our research on the Shroud?”

“Yes. If you have one available, I’ll sign it right now. Let’s get this underway. I’m so curious to find out what you’ve found that would require my specialty.”

It only took a few minutes for Nicole to locate a copy of the NDA on her computer and create a version that Dr. Montel could sign. The NDA was a bulky ten pages long. By signing the NDA, its signatories would be precluded not only from disclosing any research information beyond the designated Vatican offices and other NDA signatories, but also from pursuing any future publications or patents related to the research.

After reviewing and signing the NDA, Nicole brought Dr. Montel over to the lab computer and brought up the encoding that they had found within the Shroud sample. She briefly explained Liam’s background in mathematics and the program he developed to decode the data. As Nicole expected, Dr. Montel didn’t need much direction to dive into Liam’s program. Dr. Montel was significantly impressed by Liam’s work after studying his program for a few minutes.

“This is good work, Mr. McHenry. Perhaps you should be teaching here at the university?” 

“Oh, no, thank you. I’m definitely more of an artist than a teacher. Trust me.”

After another hour of solitary work, Dr. Montel stood up from the computer and walked over to where the McHenrys and Sally Ann were having their own discussion.

“I think I’ve seen enough to understand the scope of what we are dealing with here. As far as I can tell, you have discovered the definition of a small quantum system encoded within the supposed Shroud sample. I won’t even guess how this might be possible or how it might have gotten there, but it is definitely there. In any case, if we can solve this system, it is likely to contain a few hundred qubits. What this data represents is anyone’s guess at this point. It could be text or pixels, or, and this would be even more mind-blowing, audio or video information.” 
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Chapter 5
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“We have a problem,” Francis told Conti as he burst into her office. He had been told to inform her immediately of any new developments with Shroud Watch, and this development was well worth reporting.

Conti raised her head from her current work to meet Francis’s worried eyes. “What’s going on?”

“As you know, Overwatch has access to all of the computers and systems at the university’s Shroud Lab. This allows us to keep track of everything Dr. McHenry is working on. But it appears they have made arrangements with the university’s Quantum Lab, run by a ... let me see here ... Dr. Montel, to actually resolve a quantum system that they found within the Shroud. The issue here is that we have no access to monitor what they may find.”

Francis could see Isabella working to determine their next step, considering this new information. It didn’t take long for her to respond. 

“Okay, we need to get access to the same information they do as soon as possible. We can’t be caught flat-footed in this. As far as I can see, we have two ways to accomplish this. One, we can attempt to infiltrate the university’s quantum system, and two, we can try to recreate the experiment. Francis, I need you to make both of these happen right away. Do you understand?”

“Yes, ma’am. I do.”

[image: ]

Although a tour of the lab that housed the actual quantum computer was not necessary for what Nicole needed to complete their task, Sally Ann and Nicole were brimming with curiosity that couldn’t be quelled. Even Liam was curious—he had seen plenty of papers on quantum computer implementation, but he had never seen one in person.

As Nicole stepped into the university’s quantum lab, she immediately felt out of her depth. The place was colder than it needed to be, and the air had that over-filtered, sterile bite that reminded her of clean rooms and hospital corridors. Everything about it screamed security—badges, cameras, warning signs, and doors that locked with that heavy, final click. 

You can never be too careful, Nicole thought.

Inside, the room was lit by harsh LEDs that made the stainless-steel equipment look even more alien. Racks of electronics lined the walls, all blinking and humming like they were alive, and in the center of it all was the main machine—this tall, polished, chandelier-looking thing with layers of metal plates and a spaghetti mess of cables pouring out of it. And as she thought about the Shroud sample in her care, and Liam’s insistence that the “data” was more like a program, she felt a tightness in her chest. This room wasn’t built for curiosity—it was built for things that shouldn’t exist.

“So, this is where it all happens, everyone,” Dr. Montel said. “This is where the quantum world meets our everyday physical world. Despite all the ‘woo’ around quantum physics, the fact is that we would not have half of the technology we have today if we didn’t use what we know about the quantum world. As I’m sure Liam knows, understanding the quantum world is needed for implementing everything from the simplest of blue LEDs to this complex computer that you see here.

“The quantum computer here is comparatively small compared with those housed at, say, MIT or in China. Although it’s comparatively small, it’s big enough to handle the small system that you’ve found in the Shroud.”

After answering questions primarily from Nicole and Sally Ann, the group moved into the computer control room. From here, Dr. Montel and Liam could set up the quantum system using the computer terminals there. 

“It’s going to take me several hours to prepare and install the quantum system within the computer architecture. Once initiated, the results should be basically instantaneous,” Dr. Montel said.

“We should get our answer pretty quickly after that, then?” Sally Ann asked.

“No. Not necessarily,” Dr. Montel replied. “The main issue after getting it configured is achieving a good, stable run. One of the most significant issues with running quantum computers is that their environment needs to be isolated not only from the outside world, but even from itself. This requires attempting to build a climate that blocks everything from vibrations and temperature to cosmic rays and magnetic fields. Even a close-proximity cellphone call could cause the quantum system to fall apart.”

“Wow. I never would have thought of that,” Nicole said.

“Yes,” Dr. Montel replied. “It’s a very finicky process, for sure.”

“Can you call me when you get the first result?” Liam asked, handing Dr. Montel a piece of paper with his cell number. 

“Of course, Liam, I’ll give you a buzz right away.”

Liam? Nicole thought it was strange that Dr. Montel used Liam’s first name after knowing him for only a few hours. The way she said it made her think that she was attracted to her husband. On the other hand, why shouldn’t she be? Liam was a catch: smart, attractive, and funny when given the chance. She would have to chide him about it when they got home.
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