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    Marina jumped to the side of her bed, almost to her feet. A startled look around and she let out the first of several deep breaths and settled back onto the mattress. She swore — or half-prayed — and wiped the sweat from her head. That broke almost a solid week of uninhibited sleep. She wondered how long it would go this time. She rose from her bed and went straight to the iPhone on her dresser. Music, that's what she needed, lots of it... and loud. 
 
    From there she spent a good twenty minutes in the shower, washing away the cobwebs of sleep and the sweat of her nightmares. The cobwebs would wash away clean, she knew, but the dreams and memories would still be there, just below the surface. Just below the purposeful noise of a busy life. 
 
    As she dried off and scrutinised her steam-framed face in the bathroom mirror, the phone rang, cutting in on the club music with a favourite moment of Nina Simone. 
 
    She tapped screen. "Hello?" 
 
    "Hi." 
 
    It was Barry. His tone flat, focused in on himself.  
 
    "Hi Barry. How are you?" 
 
    "You know how I am."  
 
    "I do?" 
 
    "You should." 
 
    She rolled her eyes. "You're mad about last night?" 
 
    "You said you'd be there." 
 
    "No, I didn't. I said I'd try to be there."  
 
    "Did you though? Did you try?" 
 
    She sighed. It was like dating herself ten years ago. "Look, I worked late, then just felt too burnt out to sit at a basketball game. I needed sleep, that's all." 
 
    "So you went home?"  
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Really." 
 
    "Christ, Barry, what is it?" 
 
    "I called, Marina, and you didn't pick up. 
 
    What were you doing?" 
 
    "I wasn't doing anything. I was sleeping."  
 
    "Alone?" 
 
    "Excuse me?" 
 
    "Sorry, sorry… I didn't mean that. But you were supposed to be with me, then you said you were at home. What am I supposed to think?" 
 
    "Think whatever you like, but I don't have any reason to lie to you — if I want someone else, I'll tell you." 
 
    "And do you?"  
 
    "Barry…"  
 
    "Well do you?" 
 
    "No… I've not been with anyone else."  
 
    "And you don't want to be either?" 
 
    It was getting harder to feel like it. "No, I don't." 
 
    A long silence from Barry.  
 
    "Is that it?" 
 
    "What do you mean?" His voice pained, like he had been ambushed. "We're just talking. Can’t we just talk?" 
 
    "Sure, but I just got out of the shower… I have a few errands to run, then I'll probably drop by school." 
 
    "Can I see you tonight?" 
 
    She closed her eyes. "Yeah, sure. Grab a drink at the Far Side?" 
 
    "Yeah. What time will you be there?"  
 
    "I don't know… seven maybe. Eight." 
 
    "Can I know a little closer? Like, seven-thirty?" 
 
    "If you want." 
 
    "So you'll be there at seven-thirty." 
 
    It wasn't a question, so she didn't bother correcting him. 
 
    "Bye Barry." 
 
    "See you later. I love you." 
 
    She hung up the phone. Not enough patience in the world for her to deal with an "I love you" just then. Maybe she hadn't heard him; she still had plausible deniability for that. She dropped the phone on the counter and stared at herself in the mirror. A little older. Visible around the eyes. The eyes themselves though; there was something still there. A damage in the depths of whatever it is she could see, restless below the glistening surface. 
 
    She had been in the States for nineteen years, since the day after her fourteenth birthday. The years before that were a hostile country in the world of her memory. She visited too often in her dreams and, if she wasn't careful, in any of the quiet moments of her day. It was difficult to stifle the images, to keep them tied down in the shadows. And so the music. The television. The dancing at clubs. Climbing rocks. Skydiving. Soccer. 
 
    Still, at times the memories were difficult to keep at bay. They pressed in like home invaders. Seeped into place in her day like any other moment might. The line between the present and the past was never sharp for her. It blurred. Wavered. Superimposed visions of the past onto what seemed like memories of the present.  
 
    She looked into the mirror of her room, but instead of her own face staring back at her, she saw the eyes of the other children as the war arrived in her little town of Trebxinje, some twenty miles north of Dubrovnik. The faces of friends turned to scowls, in religious and ethnic hatred toward other friends… or in simple fear of being lumped in with the losing tribe. Serbs against her own people, the Bosnians. Lovers sending lovers to the rape camps, the detention centres set up in the soccer stadiums where the detainees grew and harvested potatoes by hand, scraping in the dirt like pigs after truffles. Truffles they would never eat — unless they stole a raw and dirt-caked bite here and there… which they all did when they could. 
 
    She watched the strong young men of her town flee, or wither into hollow phantoms, lanky skeletons with pools of despair or hatred where their eyes once were. Sarajevo had become everything she imagined hell must be. 
 
    So she hid. 
 
    When the firefights started, and then stopped, she watched her unarmed parents gunned down by her high school principal and the man who fixed their unreliable little car. She crawled under the edge of a wood pile and stifled her terrified sobs in the dirt and bark fragments. When night fell she slid out from her refuge and sought a friendly face. 
 
    That night she found none. Nor the next. 
 
    Nor the next. 
 
    On the third day she stole apples from a basket beside an old man's home and turned to flee, only to feel a grip and a pull on her arm that nearly tore her shoulder from the socket. She was tumbled down on the floor of an old, leaning shed and feared for a moment that the man was going to do to her what she had seen so many men do to women in the streets and alleys of her town those first few days. 
 
    But he hadn't. 
 
    She looked up to see his finger across his lips below wide eyes. When he saw her compliance he turned then to a crack in the wall of the shed and watched for some time. Then she saw the tension leave his body, as if draining from his shoulders to the ground. 
 
    "How old are you?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "Eight," she said aloud to the mirror, surprised at how distant her adult voice seemed to her own ears. 
 
      
 
    The man was named Bratislav Knežević, a Serb, too old to serve as a soldier anymore, and left on his own, to die or survive as his abilities allowed. 
 
    He survived. 
 
    He had been a boy when the Second World War hit. His father a worker on the hydroelectric projects in the mountains. When the Ustaše forces began their campaign to wipe out the Serbs, Bratislav's father had taken refuge in the mountains, with his young son. 
 
    He taught Bratislav to hunt in silence, to hide — to kill a man if need be. Bratislav learned well. He and his father spent the better part of four years like that, moving like wolves through the underbrush and ravines. When one day Bratislav heard shouting outside of their little cave, he crept to the entrance to see what was happening. He saw his father, a rabbit on a string slung over his shoulder, and a young soldier in the distance, shouting for him to stop. To raise his hands. 
 
    Bratislav met his father's eyes for a moment, and then his father ran. A shot echoed among the rock faces around them, but did not strike flesh. The boy watched as his father leapt off through the bush, head low, soldier in pursuit. Several shots were fired after that, in the distance, and then nothing more. Wait as the boy would, his father would not return.  
 
    Now he saw another child, not so unlike he had been so many years before. So thin. When the movement outside moved away, and he looked at her there, the little wisp of a girl, she had begun to cry. He grasped her by the shoulders and gave her a gentle shake. 
 
    "These things you see," he whispered, "you bury them. Bury them deep. Take them out only when you must, or when all of this is a distant shadow of thought. For now," he said, echoing what his father had told him so many years before, "you must become more than this terrible thing, or it will consume you, and leave you for the carrion and worms! Where it is strong, you be stronger. Where it is forceful, crush it." He balled up his fists and made a terrible grimace. 
 
    She stayed with him then, in his little house, beside the teetering shed. There was no conversation about it, no invitation, no request. She bathed in a tin tub of cold water, scrubbed the tears and filth from her body, and steeled her thoughts against everything that raged inside her. She would be more than this thing. She would be strong. She would be a rock upon which those evil men broke and bled like lambs in an avalanche. 
 
    She remembered her young face as she had stood, stared in the warped mirror at her thin, naked body, and at her eyes. Sharp points of light. Hatred. Fear. She stared at them longer, ignoring the chill that had begun to send shivers over her small frame. She willed a change. Stability. Determination. Control. She gripped all of those things that she feared most deeply, and broke them upon the sharp edge of her will. Her sight dimmed. Her body trembled, ignored by the solitary girl inside of it. 
 
    Sometime during those long moments, Bratislav had entered the room, wrapped a thin blanket around the girl with the staring eyes, and carried her to the attic stairs, to the small nest of towels and rags he had made for her. To keep her warm. Hidden. Safe. 
 
    Grown-up Marina shook her head and splashed water on her face. That was enough of that. No need to walk farther down that road this morning, if she could help it. She had things to do and they wouldn't get done on their own. She turned the music up, clapped her hand against her thigh, chained to the rhythm, and sought after the perfect thing to wear for a sunny day in Indiana. 
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    Marina passed by the main doors of the amphitheater, catching a few words of the current lecture series, and considered stopping to catch the rest of it. 
 
    Something about the Dead Sea Scrolls. 
 
    She had a vague idea of them, a certain interest even, but Barry was waiting and the last thing she wanted was more drama with him at the opening to an evening of blowing off steam on the dance floor, accompanied by a few drinks to lubricate a good time. That combination could go wrong in a hurry if he picked a fight with her. She didn’t have the energy to spare. 
 
    She watched as members of the audience threw their comments up to the podium. 
 
    "Finders, keepers, I say… possession is nine- tenths of the law!" 
 
    "It's 'nine points of the law', actually, but that doesn't even apply here — the Bedouin sold them, fair and square." 
 
    "Nothing fair about it! What did they get, twenty-eight bucks for the first ones?" 
 
    "That was a lot more in the forties than it is now, but even if they did get ripped off, it's not like they wouldn't have done the same thing if they had known how much they were worth and they had the upper hand." 
 
    "Even Kando didn't know. What he got for the scrolls was far less than they were worth — even back then they were worth millions…" 
 
    "But they didn't know that!" 
 
    "And that's just business, after all: buyer beware, seller beware…" 
 
    "You're all missing the point, they are Jewish documents, they should all go to the Jewish people."  
 
    "But when they were found, that territory was part of Jordan! Possession is nine... whatevers of the law, right? It's just the same with artefacts found in the States or in England: the state owns them." 
 
    "Was Israel even a state then? Not for the early finds… Maybe the British should own them." 
 
    "Like they own half of the artefacts from all over their empire? I don't think so!" 
 
    "Don't forget that Christianity was a Jewish sect at first, right, so it's just as much a Christian thing as a Jewish thing!" 
 
    "It's not Christian at all, they split away!" 
 
    "But they were one group when the scrolls were buried!" 
 
    "Hardly! There weren't even Christians back then. It wasn’t a separate thing!" 
 
    Ben Gela cleared his throat and drew his audience's attention back up to the front of the room. He smiled. Though this was supposed to be a prepared paper delivered to the public, almost half of the allotted time had been taken up by eager people asking questions about the scrolls: what was in them, who wrote them, and to whom they rightfully belonged. 
 
    The first of the three questions he could answer: they were writings, more than a third of them copies of what would later become biblical books, almost a third of them were religious stories from the time period, but that didn't make it into the canon of the bible — and the rest were writings specific to the sect at Qumran. 
 
    For the second question — who wrote them — he could offer educated conjecture and scholarly consensus — nothing more. They were mostly found in the area of the ruins of Qumran. The site and the ruins roughly fit with descriptions in the writings of Pliny, and Flavius Josephus. The people who wrote some of them, and collected the others, were members of a Jewish sect that called themselves the Yahad, the Holy Ones. Archaeology seemed to support that this group lived at the Qumran site for a substantial period of time, around the right years to be the writers in question. So far, anyway, these guys were the best guess. 
 
    For the third, he had bounced the question back out into the audience, fresh from a few words on the subject and banking on the various degrees of background knowledge and personal biases his audience had prior to the seminar. A few of them were fairly well informed. When tempers got hot though, and they always did, he had rein them in and put out a few soothing words as he wrapped it up. Those arguments always degraded, if left unchecked, into racial slur and accusations of Naziism and comparisons to Hitler. Only once had he miscalculated and let things get that far; he wasn’t about to repeat that mistake. 
 
    "It is a difficult issue. The Scrolls have changed hands through war, theft, government confiscation and, most often, simple sale and purchase. I say simple, but as you know, the cloak-and-dagger stories of how various parties got their hands on the scrolls in the midst of military and political partition, the gain and loss of territory, and all of this on the backdrop of a regional unrest already centuries old by the nineteen forties and fifties — well, there is nothing 'simple' about it anymore. It would make for a good movie." 
 
    Chuckles from the audience. He continued. "The bare fact is that the artefacts have come to be in the hands of various interested parties that we consider valid, for the most part, and some twenty known items are available on the black market, if one has the cash to pry them from the hands of their keepers. Even then, these are tiny fragments, nothing earth-shattering there as far as we know. Regardless of our opinions on the right to ownership, they are where they are, and they are owned by whom they are owned — anything else is, at this point, academic." 
 
    A hand raised in the fourth row, a middle aged woman with dark hair. She didn't wait to be called upon. "You still haven't given us your opinion, Professor Gela. As a Jew, and an expert, what do you think?" 
 
    Ben smiled. He had hoped to end the lecture there, but they weren't going to let him go so easily. 
 
    "Yes, that." He paused a moment. "My Judaism is a bit complicated, so I’ll leave that one untouched, but as a scholar… I suppose I could withhold my opinion on academic grounds, or even on practical grounds — one doesn't want to alienate one side or the other when one might sometime need access to study what they hold — but the truth is neither of these. The truth is that the whole situation is so tangled up that I feel grossly inadequate to sort it out. I really don't know. I have a Jewish background, yes, but I don't see it as black and white as many other Jews do. It is terribly complex, and I tend toward thinking that a solution is not at hand — one doesn't exist at this point. Maybe one never will. Those who are in a position to decide have a rough road ahead of them, and there is no way that even the majority is going to be happy in the end. Thankfully, such a decision is not — and will never be — up to me." He held a hand up to stop the sudden surge of new questions, and used the mic to speak over the noise, "Thank you for coming everyone, my email address is available on the university website, and there are some books at the side table if you wish to purchase one — I'm happy to sign them if you wish. I’ll be there at the back for a bit, then in the bar afterwards." 
 
    The audience applauded and Ben stepped down from the stage, immediately surrounded by people wishing to shake his hand and ask him questions they were too shy to ask before, or didn't get a chance to put forward in the allotted time. He was pleasant with all of them, but kept moving toward the back of the room. He had spend twenty minutes there, signing books and avoiding those who would simply try to impress him — unsuccessfully — with their knowledge of the scrolls. Ah well, it was human nature; he had tried to do the same thing with his auto mechanic. He was probably just as unsuccessful. 
 
    The night had gone well — it didn't always — and he felt confident that he had sell a few books on top of his speaking fee. That was good, he needed the money. He hadn't skimped on his education, attending the best institutions and taking every opportunity to present at conferences and conventions, to research in situ in Jerusalem, Paris, Montreal and Dallas, topping it off with four years in Oxford, with Millar, Vermes and Goodman. Then he had met Donna, fell in love, splurged on the wedding of her dreams. He had given her everything he could afford, and even a little more, before… before he had lost her. Not that she had asked him for those things. She hadn’t been demanding that way. It was him. He had always been a romantic in his soul, and with that came the grand gestures, the passionate sacrifice. 
 
    Now he was working in a little university in Bolt, Indiana, barely making it on his salary, carrying the burden of massive student loans without the corresponding Wall-Street income. Not that he minded much; he was doing what he loved and, between the salary and the publishing, he was getting by. Just.  
 
    The obligatory twenty minutes came and went and Ben moved, with the evening’s entourage in tow, to "The Far Side," the campus lounge just down the hall from the auditorium. He didn't notice the quiet figure of a man in a golf shirt and thousand-dollar shoes sidling along behind them.  
 
    A few of the more conservative attendees stopped at the lounge entrance, and three of those remaining each hurried off to buy him a drink, which suited him fine, and the atmosphere slowly shed any vestiges of the formal. A couple of his students were in the room, and several others in after some sporting event or other. A good mix. A few free drinks. A good end to a decent evening. 
 
    As Ben seated himself at a table, three questioners sliding in beside him, a beautiful woman walked by, wafting the subtle scent of flowery soap, or perfume. Had she given him a look? Yes, maybe she had. Maybe not yet the end of the evening, he thought, and maybe more than just decent… 
 
      
 
    Marina walked toward the stage. Midway across the dance floor she was firmly taken by the hand, and led behind her date. Barry was a good enough guy, but the possessiveness was getting old. Insecurity was never an attractive trait. She pulled her arm back, breaking his grip, and he turned on her. 
 
    "Seriously, Barry, what's your problem?"  
 
    "My problem? You're kidding me, right?"  
 
    "No. I'm not. What is it with you?" 
 
    "You can't see every guy in here ogling you?"  
 
    "Why is that my problem? They can look if they want, Barry, I'm here with you." She tried to sound encouraging, soothing even. 
 
    "Yeah, well how many of them have you been here with before?" 
 
    "Excuse me?"  
 
    "You heard me." He took her hand again. 
 
    "Not enough of them, asshole, not enough." She yanked her arm out of his grip, turned, and stormed off, leaving him scowling after her. She made a beeline for the bar. 
 
    She had been with that kind of guy before, the kind who couldn't handle being with a woman that other men wanted. Enough. No more. It wasn't her fault that men liked the way she looked. Since when was pretty a crime? Things had been on the line with Barry for a while, but this was the last straw. She was a strong woman, she reminded herself, confident and independent. She could do what she wanted, and she deserved a man with his own confidence, not some overgrown boy with an inferiority complex. 
 
    The man in the golf shirt and expensive shoes stepped aside as the woman reached the bar. He let her pass, taking a generous look as he did so, and walked back toward Ben's table. He hadn't wanted to be out late, but the purpose of the evening was a few quiet words with the professor. That wasn't going to happen for a while yet, so he bought a double of the best Scotch the place had, which was not saying much, and made his way to the table. He had play it aloof, let the eager beavers annoy the man a bit, then settle in for a good, educated discussion. 
 
    He had come a long way for this, to see if Ben Gela was the kind of man he was looking for. He shuddered as the sound system squealed and a trio of shaggy-looking twenty-somethings took to the stage. Considering what he was putting up with, he certainly hoped Ben was the one. An hour later, he was still sitting there, nursing the same scotch, watching the young professor gyrate around the dance floor with a woman ten years his junior. 
 
    Ben was having a great time. The woman who had walked past him earlier, the one who smelled so nice, was giving him the bedroom eyes and writhing her torso closer and closer to him. He had never been great with women, it had always been a matter of alcohol and luck. Tonight seemed to have both. He leaned in, moving to the throb of the band, and she did it. She just grabbed his head on either side and planted a long, sensuous kiss on his lips, bringing her body in to meet his in a kind of bewildered embrace. 
 
    That was when the fight broke out. 
 
    Barry took three long strides onto the dance floor, his bubbling rage bursting through what control he had left, and he shoved Marina away from Ben. His first swing missed entirely as Ben staggered out of range, his second met Ben's shoulder as the professor attempted a dodge to the side, his shock preventing any type of purposeful dodge. 
 
    Barry cocked his arm back for a third when a big man in khakis and a dark blue sport jacket grasped his wrist with one arm and gave him a sharp punch to the kidney. He then grabbed Barry around the chest and lifted him, gasping and stunned, until his feet left the ground. A second sport-jacket helped Ben to his feet and ushered him quickly through the side door, opened a moment before by the clanging impact of Barry's forehead. 
 
    Behind them both came the expensive shoes, gratefully leaving the untouched scotch behind. The exit door shut with a third sport jacket remaining just inside the establishment, halting the progress of any amateur muscle the lounge might employ. No such muscle followed. 
 
    In the alley, Ben was aware of a few quick blows, delivered against the man who had just assaulted him, and then the sound of a vehicle pulling up with a short squeal of tires. In a moment he was placed, firmly but without violence, into the softest leather seat he had ever felt. A back seat. The man in the golf shirt stepped in from the other side and sat beside him. 
 
    The vehicle lurched away from the curb, leaving the sport jackets behind with their doubled-over charge. 
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    Gulam Thoma turned off the screen on his phone and leaned back in his chair. He picked up his tiny coffee cup and tipped the thick liquid through, under his full moustache. He thrummed his fingers on the cracked leather couch and looked around the room, as if the answer lay somewhere among those possessions he had had for so many years, and with which he had become so familiar. 
 
    Adesh Dhawan had worked for him for a little more than a year. Book-keeping, at first. Some software systems and upgrades for the office. But most of all, the young Indian immigrant kept an eye on the world of black market antiquities. It had started out as an hour here or there, after work, scanning the Deep Web for items of interest for sale. The young man had a gift: he was genius with a computer. Soon it was the majority of what he did for Thoma, and the textile manufacturer had hired a second man to do the general accounting.  
 
    Thoma’s passion was not for cloth, but for artefacts, the ancient items handled by the great merchant-lords of ages past. The wealth didn’t interest him, not primarily, anyway, but rather the connection of his fingers touching the very surfaces that theirs had, so long ago. As a businessman himself, he felt a brotherhood with those others. Had he been born in a different time, he was sure, he would have stood among them, shared their lavish meals and imparted his own wisdom into the polite commercial conversations, the informal cabal that ruled the world behind the facade of every throne. But he was here, and he was now, and so few around him understood the deep value of what he did. It was more than making cloth and selling it on at a profit. It was more than simple two plus two equals four, and a nicer car, and a bigger home. It was history. It was being a part of history. 
 
    There were many items of interest on the Black Markets of the Middle East, and more than a few of them were priceless Muslim artefacts pillaged by the Americans and their allies in the bloody battles around Iraq and Syria. The Islamic State was taking ground though, and perhaps soon there would be peace again. 
 
    The Caliphate was an idea that appealed to Gulam Thoma. He believed in the supremacy of Islam and the rightful place of Allah, and his prophet Mohammed. Peacefully, if possible, but by force if necessary. The Americans were certainly making the peaceful solution difficult. He saw the new jihadists as a potential solution. A hard face to set itself against the hard face of the western invaders. Perhaps this Islamic State business could bring Islamic ideals into reality. He would welcome the group, if they could do such things. Support them even. 
 
    After all, he was not without influence. 
 
    His eyes followed the flat surface of one wall, noting the beautiful items that broke up its emptiness. A fragment of Arabic writing was framed and mounted, the beautiful calligraphy over four hundred years old, the poetry it recorded even older. There was an ancient decorative tile from somewhere near the Dome of the Rock, the great Islamic Mosque on the Temple Mount, where the stone lies from which, it is said, Mohammed ascended to heaven upon the back of a winged horse. There was a sword, long and curved, that was said to have shed blood in the great battles led by Saladin in the times of the Infidel Crusades, when murderous Christians came in waves to take Jerusalem in the name of their Jewish Christ. 
 
    Both religions disgusted him, the death-cult of those who worshiped Jesus as a god, wearing an instrument of execution around their necks like it was a thing of beauty, rather than a tool of shame and death. Most of them didn't even realise it. And the Jews… he had no adequate words for the Jews. He did not feel any guilt at his disgust; he knew most of them hated him back. The centuries of conflict made such sentiments unnecessary anyway. They were well known by all. It didn’t matter to him when it had started, of even by whom. It was as it was in his lifetime. How it was in the lifetimes of others was of little concern and even less help. 
 
    On his eyes went, to the other two walls within his field of view, soaking in with pleasure the history and religious meaning each of these items had for him. Jewelled broaches and brittle sandals, pieces of armour and frames around faded maps. 
 
    Even, placed away from main attention in the corners, ivory carvings of the Dome of the Rock and of the Hajj at Mecca, the closest Thoma came to allowing obvious graven images in his home. It was art. It was ancient. It was, perhaps, worthy of some small exception in the name of glorifying Islam and the places where Mohammed entered life and was lifted up from the earth. 
 
    These things were his heritage, and his pride. 
 
    In times of stress, they brought comfort. 
 
    The call from Adesh Dhawan had troubled him.  A cyber-theft from the likes of Leonard Kantor? Some kind of ancient document. "Palestine" noted in the file name. It seemed that something big was in the works in the world of black market antiquities, and that the very biggest players were already in the ring. He did not like that he had not been informed before, that he had no invitation or indication that something might be available. The Christians or the Jews, then, he thought to himself, Squabbling over something they think I don't want… or that they think I have no right to. 
 
    He poured himself another cup of strong, Turkish coffee, dropping two cubes of sugar into the tiny cup. Well, it might be nothing to me, his mind went on. But he wanted to decide so for himself. 
 
    He poured the coffee into his mouth in one, fluid movement, then sat up straight, placing his hands on his knees. He would pray — it was almost his usual time — and then he would buy a nice bouquet of flowers for his wife. Perhaps a golden bracelet. He might find that he needed some extra financing again soon. It did not hurt to be in the good books with his wife. A good woman. 
 
    A woman who held the heart and ear of her very rich elder brother. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marina made a move to follow the men through the doorway, but stopped herself when she saw the wall of muscle step in front of it and turn to face inward. No way through without a fight then. Well, she had had to fight grown men before, and she might be be able to take him, depending on his training and experience, but there might be an easier way. Bratislav had always taught her to find the easiest way to do difficult things. Save energy and resources for later needs. Unexpected challenges. 
 
    She turned and exited into the main hallway, back toward the lecture hall, and then cut through a side passage and out a fire escape. A quick detour around the outer perimeter of the lounge, ten yards down the road to a gap in the hedge between the parking lot and the alley, and she was there. 
 
    But she was alone. 
 
      
 
    The man in the expensive shoes leaned forward and offered Ben his hand, "Greg Bass. You can call me Bass, good to meet you." 
 
    Ben hesitated a moment, the fog from his few drinks clearing a bit with the shock of the fight and the fresh air. 
 
    "Uh, hello, I'm Ben Gela." 
 
    "Yes I know, I was at the lecture earlier. That was good stuff." 
 
    "Thank you — I mean for helping me out at the lounge. That was you. That helped me out?" 
 
    "Yes, with a couple of friends to help me."  
 
    "Friends?" 
 
    "Sure, kind of." There was a short, discomfiting pause. "Employees. Look Ben… may I call you Ben? Good. You see Ben, I have a special interest in the Dead Sea Scrolls, some more than others. I also understand that you're an expert in one of the more enigmatic documents…" 
 
    "The Copper Scroll?" 
 
    "Yes, that's the one. What can you tell me about it?" 
 
    Ben took a steadying breath and paused a moment. The transition from combat to casual academic conversation was a bit rockier for him than it apparently was for the man sitting calmly beside him in the car. He was safe now though; the fight was over. He could muster up the strength needed to speak, to thank this interested stranger for helping him out of what would otherwise have been a sound beating, at the least; Barry was a big guy. 
 
    "I suppose I could tell you a lot of things," he began, "It would be easier though, if I knew what you know first, so I know where to start." 
 
    "Alright. I know it's technically called Scroll 3Q15, and that it's a list of clues, or directions, and a list of treasure. I know that some think it is a kind of map that leads to the lost treasures of the Jerusalem temple. I've read it of course, in English, and a few articles about it, including yours." 
 
    Ben nodded. He had met these men before: treasure hunters, thinking that a few bucks and a few days would break the code and bring them to a vast treasure hoard. These same men tended not to consider that the country in question wouldn’t simply let them load up the gold and silver and fly out of the place, to pile it up in their own living rooms ad roll in it, or whatever these guys did with their money. Ben didn’t mind the fantasies, he had even had a few of his own in the early years, but it was something that had grown dull with repetition, at conference after conference. He had need to bring this guy, gently, back down to earth if he could. 
 
    "Then you also know that no one knows the location of where the clues start, for the most part, and that it is believed that the treasure, if it ever existed, was found and taken a long time ago… that none of it has ever been found in modern times?" 
 
    Bass smiled. "Yes, I know that."  
 
    "So your interest?" 
 
    "Well, to be clear, my interest is not so much in the Copper Scroll itself." Ben waited. "My interest is more in this…" 
 
    Bass reached out and pulled a photograph from a leather folder tucked into the seat-back pocket in front of him. Ben looked at it. It took a moment for him to realise that what he was looking at was not the Copper Scroll itself, but something very much like it, a different colour maybe, but very much like it. 
 
    "Silver," Bass said to the unasked question. "The twenty black market scrolls you mentioned in your speech — it's actually twenty-four, to my count. This is one of the four that haven't been talked about… not much, anyway. Much nicer than the more public items. Much harder to see." 
 
    "And you have this? Is it authentic?" Ben took the photo from Bass’s hand and held it up close to his face, in the glow of the dome light, trying to read the faint hints of letters, hammered into the silver sheet, the backward impressions only just visible on the outer surface of the rolled up metal. 
 
    "Yes, it is authentic, or seems so to the notable experts I had look at it, at the university." 
 
    "The university?" 
 
    "Columbia. I work with them a little, some philanthropy here and there and they let me hang around the antiquities department, get in on some museum events, that kind of thing. You know, pretend I'm one of them a bit. One of you, I should say. If I acquire something of note, I let them in on it, lend it to the museum so it gets enjoyed and appreciated by as many people as possible." He smiled, shrugging off this personal indulgence in philanthropy as if it was the normal thing to do. 
 
    Ben was skeptical. He knew of similar billionaire antiquities collectors who were less than moral in their handling of items, smuggling stolen artefacts into the States for museums of the Bible, buying and publishing items for tax write-offs, and other means by which they signalled virtue to the unknowing public, all the while pillaging priceless archeological sites and destroying the academic value of irreplaceable treasures. 
 
    "Have there been any efforts to open it up? The Copper Scroll caused some problems. The metal was so brittle." 
 
    Bass nodded. He knew the story. In the end the Copper Scroll had been cut several times, divided into sections, like toilet paper tubes cut in half lengthwise. Once opened, the scholars deciphered its ancient text and eventually made public the document's amazing claims: its treasure-troves and the clues by which to find them. 
 
    "It's been cut, like the other." 
 
    Ben frowned a little. "The photos don't look cut. They look flat." 
 
    "Computers," Bass smiled, shrugging his shoulders as if the machines were a total mystery to him, "They did something to the photo scans." 
 
    "The Copper Scroll was thought to be the only scroll of its kind. The only one hammered into metal, I mean, aside from an inscribed pendant or two. If this thing is real, it's a huge find. Who do you have working on the text itself?" 
 
    "No one." 
 
    "No one?!" 
 
    "No one, but I do have an expert in mind. I was hoping, actually, that you…" 
 
    Ben took a moment before his mind could take in what was being offered him. His eyes intent on the Cadillac emblem embroidered in the seat back in front of him, while the rest of his mind was busy trying to take in the drastic changes through which this evening had taken him thus far.  
 
    He knew this kind of thing often didn't pay out for a long time. He did the mental math: he would have to turn down outside speaking engagements, so his rent would go past due, his student loans to arrears, maybe default, and it was also possible his teaching would suffer and he might get fired — and all of the money he had in his bank account might feed him for three months if he was careful with it, maybe ate a lot of rice. He did have a credit card with some space on it. He had family that might lend him a few bucks when the end was in sight… 
 
    In short, it was a clear and easy decision. "Are you asking me to translate it for you?" 
 
    Bass nodded. "Then yes, yes, of course I will. When can I see the sections? I can publish this, right? There are a dozen good journals that would love something like this." 
 
    "I'll be in touch tomorrow. We’ll make the arrangements then. Are you available to travel if need be?" 
 
    "Yes, you bet I am. I'll need to make some arrangement with the university of course, cover my classes. Travel will be covered, will it? Financially? I wouldn't ask, except that-" 
 
    "Not at all, Ben. None of us work for free. The best are always compensated, and that is as it should be. I wouldn't have it any other way." The way Bass said it, it was as if Ben had tried to refuse payment or expenses. "Okay then, here's a bit of a retainer, to show I mean business, and you'll be hearing from me soon, personally, with some paperwork. This project is very important to me. I want you to know that I take it seriously, and respect the scholarship and historical significance." 
 
    Ben took the envelope without registering that he had done so, his mind whirring in a daze of plans and calculations. When the driver opened the door and stepped back, the professor stepped out onto the sidewalk in front of his apartment. Greg Bass smiled back at him as the door was closed and the muscled sport jacket slipped back into the driver's seat and pulled the vehicle away from the curb. Ben opened the envelope to see a stack of hundreds, maybe fifty in all, every one of them crisp, new notes. He tucked them into his front trouser pocket and stared after the receding tail lights. 
 
    It was only then that he wondered how Greg Bass had known where he lived. 
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    The western sky glowed orange as the sun, hidden behind majestic towers of flaming cloud, drifted slowly toward the horizon. A tall man in an elegant black suit stared at it through a wall of glass. Behind him was an expansive office designed with clean luxury in mind. The plush, leather couches were flanked by mahogany end tables, polished to shine. The desk was broad and deep and, except for the closed laptop placed unobtrusively off to the side, the surface was completely clear. There were no papers out, no pens. No folders sat stacked at the edges of it and no telephone lurked there, pregnant with the will to ring. 
 
    The lower rim of the sun shone out from beneath the western clouds and the man squinted against the sudden light, a smile pulling at the corners of his mouth. He stood for ten minutes more, as the glowing orb drifted down, the lower rim dipping below the horizon even before the upper had cleared the clouds. The remaining arc of it shrank and dropped, as if it sank into shimmering quicksand, or rippling syrup, until the last gleam of light flickered away and only the orange glow remained. 
 
    A moment more and the man returned to his seat, opened a drawer, and placed a sleek black telephone on the desk. He opened the laptop and it flashed to life, its glow sterile and artificial after the warm glow of the setting sun. 
 
    He took a deep breath, steeled himself, and pressed a button on the phone. With a sharp click, the heavy wooden doors opened and a woman walked in, followed, at a respectful distance, by a man in a dark suit, this one off the rack, and in need of a tailor’s attention. 
 
    "Anything pressing?" The man asked from his desk. The woman's raised eyebrows answered his question. "What is it?" 
 
    The woman turned and motioned to the man behind her. He stepped forward. 
 
    "This is Jared, he's from technical security division." 
 
    "Yes Jared?" 
 
    "There's been a breach, sir."  
 
    "What kind of breach?" 
 
    He glanced at the woman. She nodded and arched her eyebrow, a motherly jab that prompted the young man past his hesitation. 
 
    "Someone hacked the system and copied some files. Yesterday. Just after sundown." 
 
    "Which files?" 
 
    "As far as we can tell so far, they were limited to high-def image files from your archeological collections." 
 
    There was a drawn out silence. "Which ones?" 
 
    "Something called 13QSil, numbers one to seventeen." 
 
    The man closed his eyes. 
 
    "Mr. Kantor?" the woman stepped forward. He opened them and the young man saw a fire lit in the stare. He stepped back. The woman stood her ground. 
 
    "Find out who did this." 
 
    Jared continued. "We're working on it sir, so far we know that the hacker breached the system from somewhere in the United States. He routed it through China, which should have made it impossible to trace, but we have a contact there. There was a fee involved, but she had the information. Beyond that it's really difficult to track these things, to be more accurate. We have specialists on it, and the security weakness is being dealt with as we speak." 
 
    Leonard Kantor pulled a notepad from the desk drawer and scribbled four names on it, handing the note to the woman. "Find out where these men were when this happened, and check them against anything we can get on the hacker, any connection at all. If we can link one of them to the theft, or eliminate any of them from suspicion, I want it done." The woman nodded. "Then bring me in a cup of coffee, but give me a few minutes first. I have a call to make." 
 
    "Yes sir." She shooed Jared from the room in front of her, like he was a errant sheep, and gently closed the door behind them. 
 
    Kantor took a deep breath, fighting against rage and a sense of personal stupidity. Why had he left the files on a computer with any kind of Internet access? Why not just be sure, and keep them on a disc in the vault? At least then he had have some concrete clues. These cyber-thieves were next to impossible to track down; routing through China from some hole in the wall cyber-cafe… the chase would grind to a halt. All he could hope for was that the hacker's ego overcame the fee, no doubt a generous one, and that he would start to brag about his exploit. Then at least Kantor would have a place to start. 
 
    Follow the money. It always started with the money. 
 
    There was a chance, he knew, that the hacker could be identified as to state. New York wouldn't help him as much, as two of the parties upon whom he levelled suspicion lived there, and there might be a new player coming on the scene. Too many people in New York with the money to try something like this. Too big a pool for his liking. California would be better, at least a little. Or Texas. Texas would validate a feeling he already sensed in his gut. Of course the hacker may have been hired from another state, but even then, at least he had have a place to start. 
 
    Well, he did have one other place to begin his inquiries. He needed to know if any of the men on his list had started anything peculiar since the theft. Had any of them contacted a specialist, for example.  Whoever it was, knew him well enough to know that stealing it in the first moments of Shabbat would ensure a twenty-four hour head start from Kantor himself, even if his security staff would have been on it right away. The bastard knew him. 
 
    If he could find any irregularities in the behaviour of his short list of suspects, he could circumvent all the private-eye stuff and go straight to the man behind the thief. There were people who would love to get their hands on those files, but only a dozen people even knew that they existed, so far as he knew. Of them, only eight knew that Leonard had them. Of those, only four would have the inclination — and the means — to try to take them. He had been very careful about security for the item itself. Perhaps it was that care that had blinded him to the need to protect the data, the intellectual content of the item he had acquired. After all, this was a treasure that could lead to an even greater one. The levels of value were layered, and could run deeper than anything so far discovered. His people had lost the Temple Mount, and the security of Jerusalem itself was always in question. He was no zealot, but he was a proud Jew, and a proud Israeli. The recovery of any of the ancient treasures of his people would sit close to his heart. 
 
    With another deep breath, Kantor picked up his phone and speed dialled number seven. The woman who answered spoke in Hebrew. 
 
    "Israel Antiquities Agency, Aidel Pissarro's office. How may I help you?" 
 
    "Leonard Kantor here for Aidel. Is he in?"  
 
    "Yes Mr. Kantor, one moment please." 
 
    Tinny, unidentifiable classical music played for a few seconds as the call was transferred. 
 
    "Hello, Leonard?"  
 
    "Hello Aidel." 
 
    "What can I do for you?" 
 
    "We have a problem, my friend, with the item." 
 
    "The item? What's happened?" 
 
    "It's still here, not to worry about that, but there has been a breach nonetheless." 
 
    "A break-in?" 
 
    "Pictures of the item were taken. Electronically. A hacker."  
 
    "Just the pictures?" 
 
    "Yes, just the pictures."  
 
    "Then the scroll is safe."  
 
    "Yes, the scroll itself is safe." 
 
    "But if someone were to go looking…"  
 
    "Worse yet, if someone were to go finding."  
 
    "I understand. What can we do?" 
 
    "I'm emailing you a short list right now. Find out if any of these men have been in the country recently, or if they're here now. If not, we may have a little time, but I don't need to tell you that, in either case, the cat is out of the bag, so to speak." 
 
    "Yes, of course. I'll make some calls."  
 
    "Let me know as soon as you know anything." 
 
    "Of course. Thank you for telling me, perhaps together we can avert greater consequences." 
 
    Aidel Pissarro heard a vague grunt of agreement — he supposed — and then the click of the receiver at the other end of the line. Leonard Kantor was never much for lingering on the phone. 
 
    He opened his email and found the message Kantor had promised. One of the names stuck out immediately. This was a name he knew well. He also knew that Greg Bass had not been in Israel for some months, though he had vacationed in Abu Dhabi prior to that. Pissarro had met him there. Had a few drinks. Discussed a few business propositions. 
 
    Greg Bass was a billionaire and a collector. He was funded by family oil, but also by his real estate ventures, shipping interests, and not a small portion of arms dealing dollars — though he himself didn't handle these last on his own. He was content to acquire companies and properties to expand his wealth, and to acquire also, by whichever means seemed on par with the importance of the piece, items from antiquity, for his substantial personal collection. 
 
    He had recently shared an interest in the Ancient Near East and had, through Pissarro's contacts, secured a few noteworthy items of stonework and a fragment of the Dead Sea Scrolls. It was a damaged fragment of Deuteronomy, it seemed, though there was some ambiguity, due to its small size and rather generic surviving text. 
 
    Pissarro was a dedicated conservator at the museum, but he didn’t struggle much with his conscience on those items. The stonework was beautiful, but hardly rare, and the fragment had been in the hands of another black market collector, not in the hands of the Israel Antiquities Agency nor likely to fall into them. From one private hand to another. It did no harm to the museum, and did Pissarro's pocketbook a great deal of good. 
 
    Leonard Kantor's item, however, well that was something quite different. The Silver Scroll, as they had been calling it, had been found in a new cave on the northeastern bank of the Dead Sea, or so the finder had said. The Bedouin tracker who had found it took it to a known dealer who had called Kantor. Close to a million dollars later, the money secured in less than an hour and handed over even prior to official authentication of the item, the metal scroll was secreted in the vault below Kantor's Tel Aviv office tower. 
 
    The exact location of the cave had not been disclosed, but the item itself was a great treasure, worth tens of millions at least. Even so, if it contained writings similar to its copper cousin, then the potential riches to be gained by it would dwarf that by comparison… it would dwarf almost anything by comparison. 
 
    He knew a second name on the list: Devin Haish. Pissarro had just watched a live feed of a lecture Haish had given on the effect of war on the provenance of valuable antiquities — American and Russian soldiers looting, IS forces blowing things to smithereens, even the effects of weather on building not properly kept up due to the interruptions of local conflict — it was a mess. So Haish was in Boston, at least as of the night before. 
 
    He made a note to call about the other two names on the list, but inside he knew Bass was behind the theft. He tapped out an email to Kantor, assuring him that Haish was in Boston and Bass was in the States as well. Texas, as of the night before. This done, he picked up his phone and scrolled down to a contact number labeled GB. He pressed the button. 
 
      
 
    Just after lunch, on Sunday, Greg Bass stood at Ben Gela's kitchen counter, sipping tea and watching as the professor poured over the first photograph of a scroll segment. He knew that Kantor would have ended his Sabbath rest, during which he would have been sequestered from everything to do with business. Then Sunday not much would be happening. Too many agencies closed for the weekend. Too many people off doing personal business. Sometime late in the coming night, when the sun rose over the Middle East, the race would be starting in earnest. But Bass had already begun. Bass was well into the race now, despite the day, and he could tell that it was going well. He could sense Ben's heart racing, and so intense was the scholar's concentration that the vibration of Bass's phone didn't draw so much as a glance from the professor. Bass looked at the number. Israel. Pissarro. Could be awkward, but it was a call he couldn't afford to ignore. 
 
    "Bass here." 
 
    "Hello Mr. Bass, it is Aidel Pissarro. Do you have a moment?" 
 
    "Yeah, sure. What can I do for you?" 
 
    "I have some information for you. I thought you might be interested." 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "Well, it is just that there has been a leak of certain information, some image files, actually, from a major collector here." 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Leonard Kantor."  
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "That is all. He is asking that the IAA look into it, as a precaution. Unofficially." 
 
    "Yes, I see." 
 
    "As a collector yourself, I thought you might like to keep informed." 
 
    "I appreciate that, you never know what might be important. It's not a great time for me to talk more right now, but did you enjoy that case of Merlot I sent over?" 
 
    "Yes, I did, thank you very much." The case had, in place of one of the bottles, an envelope containing six thousand in American cash. 
 
    "Good, good. I have another vintage that you might like, I'll send one along." 
 
    "Thank you, Mr. Bass. I will keep you informed." 
 
    "That would be fine. Thank you." 
 
    Ben looked up just as Bass placed his phone back in his pocket. The professor shook his head, eyebrows raised with wonder and anticipation. 
 
    "Greg, this thing is… well, it's amazing."  
 
    "It's like the Copper Scroll, isn't it." 
 
    "Yes, I think it is. I mean, not just similar physically, but there's a connection here. I'm almost sure of it. The problem with the Copper Scroll is that we don't always know where to start looking, right? Well, there's that and the fact that the Jerusalem it describes is an average of thirteen feet below what's there now, covered over by rubble from wars, earthquakes and newer development. Then there’s the religious and political rat’s nest to go through to dig anywhere near the Temple Mount. 
 
    "But this is different, yes?" 
 
    "I'll need more time with it, but the palaeography seems similar to the Copper Scroll — the style of the letters more or less matches — but if it is a similar list, the clues might be less architectural and more geological… topographical, I mean. We might be able to get a bearing on the places this document references." 
 
    "And how accurate are they? How specific are the directions?" 
 
    Ben hesitated. He didn't know any of that yet. It was far too early. But something had made him uneasy. Something in Bass's carefully maintained tone had risen a notch. Something in his eyes had changed, just for a moment. 
 
    Bass smiled, "I know it's a long shot, but my friends at Columbia would fund an expedition, even if it was just to study the empty hiding places… hell, if they wouldn't fund it, I would. That might even be better. It would definitely be faster. Of course, I'd need someone leading it, someone who was an expert, but wouldn't mind me hanging around, watching the progress…" 
 
    Ben smiled. A job in the field, striding, like Indiana Jones, over the dunes in search of the lost Temple Treasure of Jerusalem. Nothing like it in all of his hopes; only in his wildest fantasies had he ever come close to thinking such a thing. Maybe that was it, the source of the unease. He hadn't even dreamed of anything like field work since Donna was diagnosed. Since her death, in fact, he hadn't dreamed of much at all. 
 
    "It'll take some time, to translate it properly, then there is the chance that the ancient landmarks have changed some after so much time… and then there's the almost certainty that the treasure has been moved, or looted, or just lost." 
 
    "I know." 
 
    "Still worth a look, though…" Ben said, almost a question to Bass. 
 
    "I know." 
 
    "It would be amazing to do it, Greg. Something like this could make my career." 
 
    "Good. I'll start getting things set up, and I'll see to it that you get the rest of the photographs." 
 
    "No chance of seeing the original?" 
 
    "Not yet. There are security issues, and conservation has to come first. You understand that of course." 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    "For now I can give you access to high-res photos like this one, and if there is any need later on to verify with the real thing, we can look into flying you to its location to have a look in person." 
 
    "I wouldn't mind that even if I don't officially need it." 
 
    "Of course," Bass smiled, "I'll get on it, see what I can do that way. In the meantime though, we need to keep this thing pretty quiet. I do intend to store it in a museum, to give people a chance to view it, then to have a decent replica set up while the scroll itself is safely stored. Preserved. But that will take some time, and some funding. A thing like this in a private collector's hands, shared or not… It's a touchy issue with a lot of very powerful people. You understand?" 
 
    "Yeah, I think I do." Ben thought for a moment. "You think there could be trouble?" 
 
    "I doubt it, but why take chances, right? Keep it to yourself. Strictly. It'll be better that way. I'll let my colleagues know that you're working on this part of it, and we'll meet again in — how long do you need?" 
 
    "A week or so from when I get the images, I suppose, for a rough translation. It's an estimate. Depends a lot on the condition of the other sections. This one’s pretty good." 
 
    "Of course. That sounds fine. But the sooner the better. If cash is a factor…" 
 
    "No, no, you were more than generous before." 
 
    "Okay, but I might send on a little more just in case. You might be ordering in a lot of take-out!" 
 
    Ben smiled as Bass grabbed his jacket and stepped out into the night. Bass’s ride had pulled up again sometime while they'd been talking, a Bentley this time, and sat idling at the curb. Ben watched Greg get in and then turned back into the house as the tail lights rounded the corner out of sight. He walked over to the table, picked up his mobile and considered for a moment. Checking a list taped to the inside of the cabinet drawer, he found the number for Kirstin Getz, a friend of his who worked in the conservation department of Ancient Near East Studies at Columbia. He dialled. 
 
    "Hey Kirstin, Ben here. How are you? … Good, good. Look, I won't keep you, I just have a quick question: do you know of a guy named Greg Bass? … Not someone who has some ties with the department, maybe donations, that kind of thing? … I see. You doing anything with Scrolls right now? I mean with actual items? … Yeah, okay. … No, no, I just heard a rumour and thought you might be in the mix. … Yeah, sure, I'll let you know if I can send anything your way, you never know. All right, thanks. … You too. Bye." 
 
    He hung up the phone and set it on the counter. 
 
    The department at Columbia had never heard of Greg Bass. 
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    Marina settled into her favourite chair and let her head fall back until her eyes stared up at the ceiling. She had walked home. The alley had been deserted by the time she made it out there, the distant tail lights of a couple of luxury SUVs the only sign that anyone had been there at all. 
 
    She had missed them. 
 
    She looked on the ground outside of the exit doors. It was dark, but even so she had thought any blood on the ground would be visible. There didn't seem to be any. Should she call the cops? Probably. 
 
    But she wouldn't. 
 
    Like all people who live through revolution, invasion, and governmental corruption on a large scale, she had little faith in, and no time for, the police. If anything needed handling in her life, she handled it on her own. That was what she had been taught. It had worked so far. 
 
    But Barry… what to do about Barry? The guy she had been dancing with — one of the younger prof's, she remembered seeing him on the podium earlier in the evening — would probably be fine. The guys in the jackets hadn't seemed to have any problem with him. Hopefully. 
 
    Barry though… She had seen the shot he got to the kidneys. He deserved that, she had no doubt there, but whatever had happened in the alley afterward might well have been too much. And what had it all been about? Why had the guys grabbed him and hauled him out like that? The bar didn't have that kind of security. Did Doctor Gela? Why would a professor need that kind of protection? 
 
    Whatever it was, it made her feel like she was being watched, like some cosmic figure was dangling things at the edge of her vision to see how she might react. A sociological experiment. A game. Or maybe she was the thing being dangled, a wiggling mouse suspended by its tail in front of the cosmic cat of fate. 
 
    "Pull yourself together, girl," she whispered, "think it through." The professor wouldn't have bodyguards. No one, so far as she knew, was after Barry. So what was it? Somebody in there had security. There was that function in the lecture hall… maybe that was it. A high-powered guest. A VIP with security. The mayor, or a governor or something. A scuffle breaks out, they take care of it. 
 
    But why drive them away? To the police maybe?  
 
    Her phone was dead by the time she had gotten home, so she had plugged it in, waited for the ping to indicate that it had sufficient juice to work again, and scrolled to tap Barry's number. 
 
    "What do you want?" 
 
    Good. Barry was okay then. "Just seeing what happened there. Are you okay?" 
 
    "Not that I think you care, but yes. Fine."  
 
    "What happened?" 
 
    "Nothing happened. Don't bother."  
 
    "Look, Barry-" 
 
    The call disengaged. She set her phone down and leaned back again in her chair. At least he was fine, and there wouldn’t be any messy threads left behind the breakup. Not ideal, but at least a good, clean break. She could feel her shoulders drop a little, her breathing deepen. She wiggled the stress from her fingers and toes. 
 
    What the hell was happening? She was thirty three years old, how was she still getting into these little dramas? Other people her age were raising children, climbing the career ladder, approaching their second marriages… 
 
    She got up and walked over to the fridge. She pulled out a bottle of beer and rolled it back and forth over her forehead and closed eyes. Then she popped the top off of it on the edge of her ancient toaster and took a long, drink, feeling the cool trickle of liquid all the way down to her stomach. 
 
    Today would be a day like so many before it. Booze to take the edge off, a movie or two to distract the mind, maybe a run. But first the sweet oblivion of sleep to put another night behind her. With a little grace she wouldn’t dream. Yes, what she needed was a solid eight hours of uninterrupted sleep, and then a restful Sunday. Wrap up a shitty weekend. 
 
    But then, Monday morning, some changes needed to be made. She had start them with a stop by the professor’s office, and an apology for the part she played in a very strange ending to his evening. 
 
      
 
    Ben leaned back in the chair, a tumbler of Irish whiskey in one hand and cigar in the other. David sat across from him, likewise equipped, and told a story about his daughter that they'd each heard or told a dozen times before. Mimi fussed away in the kitchen, the muffled clink of dishes coming faintly through the french doors and into the den. 
 
    Ben often came to visit David when he needed to think. Sometimes if he needed advice, too, but usually just an hour or two in the presence of his former father in law was enough to set him on a right train of thought. Donna had been his wife for almost three years when she had been diagnosed. It had been quick. Merciful. 
 
    For her.  
 
    At least that’s what people said. 
 
    For Ben it had been six months of hell, from which he wouldn't have emerged at all if it hadn't been for David, bearing his own pain and bitterness, and yet always being there, strong in the shadows when not needed, right up front when there was something to be done. It was David's way of coping, maybe. 
 
    Ben's way was near-total collapse. For a year after her death he had stayed at home, avoided any contact with women, except his mother in law, and grew steadily more depressed. 
 
    Then David set him up. 
 
    It was casual, nothing serious or formal, but enough that Ben picked up on the dynamic. At first he was offended, felt offended for Donna, too. It had been terrible. He had been sullen. Sharp. The woman uncomfortable. She had made some excuse, cut the evening short and made her exit with a visible sigh of "Thank God that’s over" showing in her every step down the walk to the waiting cab. Then David had called him into the den, placed the usual drink and the cigar in front of his frowning face, and set him straight. "I told Donna," he said, "That I would do all I could to get you through this. I was to give you a year, at most, then get you out there." 
 
    Ben had said nothing. 
 
    "My daughter loved you. I do too, like a son. So does Mimi. The last thing either of us want is to see you martyr yourself for something that is gone. God knows I'd bring her back, if I could, but that's not how it works. I know you'll always love Donna, and that you made her happy. That's enough for me." 
 
    David had taken a big sip of his drink then, and steadied himself from the emotional nudity. "Now go get some, boy, before you shrivel up and I never get to see grandchildren." 
 
    It had worked. Sort of. Ben had had a few dates since then, a lover or two, but nothing serious. Nothing approaching serious. 
 
    As the story David had been telling drew to the familiar close and they both chuckled, the older man leaned a little farther back in his chair, and waited. Ben pondered for a while, letting his thoughts drift, and watching the pungent smoke swirl around the room. 
 
    "David?" 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "What would you do if you were faced with the most amazing professional opportunity of your life, but there was something about it that made you hesitate? Like it was too good to be true, or like someone involved wasn't being quite real with you?" 
 
    "I'd trust everybody… and get it in writing."  
 
    Ben smiled. "Really, how would you handle it?" 
 
    "I wasn't completely joking, but it depends a lot on how much a good contract could do to protect you. You'd have to think about everything that could possibly go wrong, and try to write in some safeguards. You'd need to watch your back, and you'd need to figure out who your friends are in the situation, and who might be enemies." 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "And then, once you were doing that, you'd need to ask yourself if it was really all that great in the first place, if it was still great in light of those extra considerations. Trust your instinct. If it still feels like your dream job, then go for it. If it feels like something else, it probably is." 
 
    "I suppose you're right." 
 
    "It's not too far from here, is it?" 
 
    "No, no. There would be some travel, but I couldn't leave a town where the whiskey and cigars are free, now could I?" 
 
    David laughed, "Actually, I think we're nursing the bottle you brought for Christmas, so this one was on you." With that sentiment, he poured them each another one. 
 
      
 
    On the walk home, Ben's steps felt a little lighter. He couldn't believe that he had made the decision so easily. The Silver Scroll… he ran the words around in his head a few times, he was about to turn down exclusive work on the Silver Scroll. 
 
    For what felt like the millionth time, he thanked the universe, or God, or whatever held the strings of fate, that he had married the daughter of a man like David. He missed Donna deeply, but every time he sat in that chair across from his father in law, he was reminded of who she was, of why he had loved her so much. The influence of her father had no small part in making her the woman he loved. It was an influence that was now brought to bear on Ben himself. He had been the son in law before, but now he had been adopted into the family fold. He didn’t feel like an ended marriage was the only thing tying him to David and Mimi; he felt, probably for the first time, like a fully accepted and embraced son. 
 
    A hint of motion caught his eye and broke his train of thought. As he rounded the corner, a block from his home, his glance had happened to take in a blue sedan parked just up the street. Had he seen someone inside? The lamp above cast shadow on the interior, there was something about the silhouette of the headrests inside it… were two people seated in the front seats, facing him? 
 
    Would it be so strange if there were? 
 
    Maybe they were waiting for someone to come out of the house, or having a talk after an evening out. Nothing strange there. No reason to get paranoid about a car parked on the street. No reason to be paranoid about anything, really. 
 
    But explain it as he might, it broke the light mood and cast him back into shadow and doubt. Each sound on the dark street seemed closer, sharper. Even the spaces between street lamps seemed longer and darker than they had been on the walk to David and Mimi’s. When he passed through the shadowy spaces between the tall poles, he felt vulnerable; the heart of the light itself felt too exposed. He quickened his pace, almost jogged up his front walk, thrust his key into the ground-floor unit, and then locked it again behind him. 
 
    His apartment was all glass on two sides, surrounded by lush bushes and trees, just high enough to show themselves, but let the sun shine in on clear days. He had loved that about the place when he had first seen it, but this night what had seemed so open and inviting seemed unnervingly exposed. He walked around the two exterior walls, dropping the blinds and adjusting the slats until there was a thin wall of wood-stamped vinyl between him and the outside world. 
 
    It seemed a pretty weak barrier. 
 
    He grabbed a nine-iron from the bag in the hall and leaned it up against the bedside table. He hated the idea of it, was ashamed of his paranoia even, but if he had a reason to be so much on edge, he made up his mind to be prepared, at the very least. David’s advice hovered not far from his scotch-addled ears. 
 
    Trust your instinct. 
 
      
 
    Noises. Creaks. Taps on the window, real or imagined. Each time the fridge motor kicked in, Ben jumped from restless sleep. While it ran, he felt isolated, like the noise impaired his hearing and camouflaged the approach of whatever it was he feared. The night. The shadows in the car. The unknown. At four fifteen he had finally had enough; rested or not, he wasn't going to get any more sleep. 
 
    He hauled himself up from the bed and pulled on his jeans from the day before. He walked to the kitchen, making the conscious decision to leave the golf club behind in the bedroom, and turned on the kettle. He popped an English muffin into the toaster and prepared his cup. 
 
    Routine. 
 
    Routine would pull him out of this funk just like it had when Donna was sick. One foot, then the other. Nothing too difficult about that. 
 
    The kettle whistled. He poured his tea. The crunch of the muffin and the smell of the melted butter helped to shrug away the inner cobwebs of the night. As the numbers on the stove turned to five o'clock, he suddenly got up and strode over to the covered windows. He pulled the blinds up with decision, exposing the room once again to the openness of the many windows. One after another until he looked out on the dim street, just waking to the slight glow of the eastern horizon. 
 
    The car was gone. Good. It was nothing then. 
 
    A neighbour. 
 
    That was better. His imagination, friend or foe, was a strong one. He smiled at himself and turned back into the apartment. A hot shower would turn his day around. 
 
      
 
    The dark, prone form of a man lay in the shadow of the bush just outside Ben's kitchen window. He had ducked below the sill just as Ben had reached the blinds, the professor's unexpected action almost causing a face-to-face confrontation. As Ben receded down the hallway toward his bathroom, the man pulled out his mobile phone and dialled. 
 
    "I could do it now. He's in the shower. … No, nothing much, he had a drink with his dead wife's father, then home. Got a bit spooked I think. … No, he didn't see anything, just a bit on edge. … Yes. … Okay." 
 
    He pocketed the phone, rose and stepped carefully from the shadow, out onto the street. Before he had made it a dozen steps past the house, a dark sedan pulled up and he got in. The engine revved in the morning stillness, and they were gone. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ben was still fresh from the shower when he arrived at the university. He parked his slightly dented VW Golf in his spot and almost whistled as he walked to his office. He had felt so silly once the water had washed the uneasiness of the night away. He was being paranoid; he was sure of that. Something was not right with the job offer, but nothing said he had to take it, either. 
 
    He would let this opportunity go past him, and he had keep plugging away as he had been, happily writing and teaching — just what he had wanted to do for as long as he could remember. He had just come up with an idea for a new book on the Copper Scroll, perhaps mentioning its black market cousin, when he opened the door to his office and stepped in. 
 
    A man was there, sitting in the worn leather chair in the corner, leafing through Ben's work diary. 
 
    "Can I help you?" Ben tried to sound offended, authoritative, but he heard the tremor in his own voice and all the stress of the last night flooded back at once. He had no doubt the other man had heard it as well. 
 
    "You've been talking to someone about a job?" 
 
    "Who are you? How did you get into my office?" 
 
    "You've been talking to someone about a job." It was not a question. There was no tremor in the man's voice though he was the one intruding on another’s home turf. Probably breaking the law even. University policy, for certain. 
 
    Ben said nothing. 
 
    "You won't take this job. You'll turn it down. Have you been given any money?" 
 
    Ben paused, then nodded. Something about the man in the chair chilled him. He thought it best to be honest. After all, he had nothing to hide. He heard footfalls in the hallway and hoped that whoever it was would come in, ask him something, get him out of there without the danger and shame of having to flee. 
 
    "How much?" 
 
    "It's none of your-" 
 
    "How much?" The man leaned forward, the polished black glint of a pistol showing clearly from the shoulder holster. The footsteps went on past the door and faded from hearing. Ben could feel the cold sweat run down his back. 
 
    "A few thousand."  
 
    "How many few?"  
 
    "Five." 
 
    The man stood. He pulled an envelope from the inside pocket of his jacket and tossed it onto Ben's desk. "Here's ten. You're done. Give him back his money, and step out of it. You're done. You understand?" 
 
    Ben nodded. 
 
    "Good." The man stood, straightened his jacket, and smiled as he left the office. Just a friendly visit. Ben locked the door, fingers fumbling, and sank into the chair behind his desk. He looked at the envelope, a thick stack of hundred-dollar bills poking out of the opening. 
 
    What the hell is going on? 
 
      
 
    The man walked from Ben's office to the parking lot. He pulled out his mobile and called Leonard Kantor. 
 
    "It's done." 
 
    "He's no longer working for Bass?" 
 
    "No, he won't dare." 
 
    "You weren't rough with him, were you?"  
 
    "No, not rough." 
 
    "Is he afraid?" 
 
    "His type are always afraid." 
 
    "I wanted him persuaded, not frightened to the point of being no good to me either." Outside help was never as good as in-house. Kantor shook his head, but said no more; it would do no good. "Alright, what's done is done. He took the money?" 
 
    "Yes. Fifteen grand." 
 
    "Fine. Your payment is on the way." 
 
    Kantor hung up the phone. He rubbed his temples for a moment, wondering how best to spin this. He's scared, he thought, how do I fix that and still keep him away from Bass? He consulted his computer screen, turned his attention back to the phone and dialled. 
 
    Ben's office phone rang. He had calmed down a bit, enough to feel indignant that someone had told him to back off from a job that he had every right to take. He reminded himself that he had decided against it anyway, but it still bothered him. He felt like a coward. He let it ring a few more times, then "Hello, Ben Gela here." 
 
    "Hello Professor Gela," the accent was Israeli. Ben stiffened. He didn’t know why; the accent wasn’t an unusual one in his line of work. "Look, I wanted to call you. You might think this is crazy, just tell me if you think so, but I’ve learned that… well, I think you might be in some danger." 
 
    Ben said nothing. 
 
    "Hello? Are you still there?"  
 
    "Yes, I'm still here." 
 
    "I'm sorry to put it to you that way, but I have reason to believe that someone has ill intentions toward you. Does any of this make sense to you?" 
 
    "It might." 
 
    "Okay, I understand. Look, Professor, I happen to know that a man named Greg Bass is looking to hire an expert for an illegal antiquities acquisition — a theft — and I also know that there are other interested parties who don't want this to happen. These men can be very dangerous. There is a fight gearing up, and I'm afraid you might find yourself in the middle of it." 
 
    "So what would I do, if that were the case? How can you help me?" 
 
    "I'm not sure how much I can help you, except that I have some connections with the Israeli government, with the Israel Antiquities Agency, for example. Perhaps we could get you working on something officially, put you into the limelight as it were, make you too visible to be worth hurting…" 
 
    Worth hurting? Why would I be worth hurting? "And you think that would work?" 
 
    "It might. I think it might be the best chance you have. I am so sorry to say that, but you seem to have been chosen by Mr. Bass, and there are fewer good choices for you now. You can accept my help, or else I fear you will be torn up in a battle between very powerful men." 
 
    "If I were to accept this help, what would I do?" 
 
    "I have a representative already on his way from Indianapolis. Would you be able to meet with him when he arrives? We can work out the details then." 
 
    "I suppose it can't hurt to talk. I'm not committing to anything though, not right now." 
 
    "I understand, Professor, and I think you're being wise. If you decide to accept my help, I’ll let the IAA know to expect a call from you, and you can verify everything to your own satisfaction.”  
 
    Ben thought of the call to Columbia, of Bass’s false claims to be involved with them. “Yeah, okay.” 
 
    “Fine. My man will see you later today then, I'll text you the time." 
 
    "Alright. Um, sorry, but who am I talking to? I didn't catch your name." 
 
    "I am Leonard, Leonard Kantor." 
 
      
 
    In that place between the sleeping an waking mind, when the conscious mind moves at will against the backdrop of dreams, Marina lay and watched pictures and memories blend and flash. The images were of Trebxinje in the winter. The snow, so clean and untouched in the small hours of the morning, reflecting the light of the stars back and forth between the banks, showing each detail of the topography as a charcoaled shape against its whiteness. She watched her small form flit from one shadow to the next, just as Bratislav had taught her. She stayed low, like an animal. She was swift. She was sure in her movements — nothing hesitant or twitchy. 
 
    Smooth as shadow. Soft as night. 
 
    She moved to the corner of the old bakery, now a barracks of sorts for the mid-level officers. They could light the ovens, let the stones pull in the heat in the relative warmth of the day, then radiate it out through the night. 
 
    Warmth. Red light. Comfort. 
 
    Near the corner at the back of the place the door was nearly off its hinges, a result of the initial breaking, when the Serbs had made their move. She reached her thin arm through it and worked the loop of wire from the screw on the inside of the door. Unfastened, the door moved silently outward at her touch. 
 
    She moved in softly, walking on the balls of her feet, the heels of her thin shoes barely touching the floor. A few steps in and she reached what she had been looking for: rations. They were poor fare, by peace-time standards, but in the cold vice of winter they were better than gold. Better than bullets even. She reached out her little hand for the nearest packet. 
 
    "Zdravo, little one… how did you find your way in here?" 
 
    She turned to see and large man, pale faced and dark-eyed, standing between her and the passage to freedom. He wore a pistol on his hip. His expression, cautious and curious at first, registered what it was she was doing and the features hardened. 
 
    "Little bitch, come to take our food, have you? Well maybe you'll get more than you bargained for…" 
 
    He lunged for her, but she was too fast for him, too small a target. She ducked under his arm and grabbed a boning knife from a shelf below the countertop. With one fluid motion she swept it into her hand and drove it upward, into the man's inner thigh, even as she moved past him, putting herself between her attacker and the door to escape. 
 
    There are better places to strike than the heart, little one, especially for you. Just as serious, but much less protected. Soft places, but rich with blood… 
 
    Bratislava had shown her the location of the jugular, just under the corner of the jaw; the radial artery, alongside the bicep between the armpit and elbow; and the femoral artery, at the inner thigh. It was this last that she struck for, just below the level of her chest, small as she was. 
 
    The blade popped through the fabric, slid along the trouser leg and, for a heartbeat, she thought she had missed, but then she saw it, the sudden, unnatural gap in the clothing in the path of the blade. He saw too, even before he felt it, and his dark eyes widened as he clutched at the wound. 
 
    Marina reached out, yanked the pistol from his holster, and stepped back from him. He looked at her, on his knees and with disbelief still shining from his eyes, as she levelled the weapon to his forehead and backed slowly from the room. She stepped off of the final floorboard and heard the squeak of the snow beneath her shoes. Then she turned and ran, hearing the clear cry for help and alarm behind her. 
 
    She had spent the next hour darting from one shadow to the next, one hiding place to another, until she reached the back lot of Bratislav's little home. She took some steps toward the little stream that ran beyond his shed, then did her best to backtrack in her previous prints. The wind was blowing, obscuring the signs. It might be enough to hide her true direction. It would have to be; it was far too cold for her to stay out much longer. She needed the heat of a fire. She couldn’t wait. 
 
    When she was a good ten yards from the stream, she reached above her and grasped the low branch of an oak. She swung her legs up onto it, careful not to drop the gun, and then made her way gingerly up the ice-clad surface of the sloping branch. Onto the roof of the shed, along its apex, first scanning to ensure that no one was lurking about, searching for her still. From the shed to the eaves of the house and through the vent into her little attic nest. 
 
    There she curled up, like a hibernating squirrel, and gripped the weapon in both of her little hands. They might come for her, might come for Bratislav too — but she would not go with them. Nor would she let them take away the man she had come to… not "love," precisely. Not yet. But to need, to rely on… almost to worship. Everything she knew had been taken away from her in a single day. Bratislav was the proxy for parents, friends, school — everything known back then, before the world turned to whatever it had become. Her young mind had no words for it, nor had her adult mind taken the time to reflect on it, and to try to make sense of the senseless. Bratislav had the words, she was confident in that. He knew what to do. But he was not fashioned for peacetime. He was forged for a world of death and pain, for that middle world, for the needs of that bloodthirsty place. 
 
    She calmed her breathing. Calmed her mind. Fell asleep there, a nine year old girl with a semi-automatic in her arms, the cold metal cuddled like the soft fabric of a stuffed bear. She had made it away that time. She had do the same on many occasions after that, over the following six years. She would get away dozens of times. 
 
    She would get caught only once. 
 
    Marina opened her eyes. Commanded the memories to be silent. She was not frightened, but ill at ease. The semi-lucid daydreams were too common for the cobwebs of fear to linger long after they were over. Still, it left her with a feeling of imbalance, as if everywhere she went, any country in the world, chaos was just as far away as the next revolution. The floor of the world ever ready to tilt, and tumble everything into the darkness. Any confidence in the illusion of security had been stripped away, layer after cold and frightened layer. 
 
    She sat up, took two big steps to the bathroom. She ran a brush through her hair, washed the sleep and dreams from her face, and swished a liberal amount of Listerine Mint around her mossy cheeks and teeth. She pulled on her sweatpants and a teeshirt, grabbed a hoodie in case the wind got cold, and pointed her sandalled feet toward the university. 
 
    She had something she needed to do. Something to make sure of. Something to say to a man she didn't even know. But a man she had kissed on the dance floor… which had nearly gotten him killed. She prayed that he was alright, that she hadn't gotten him killed over some stupid romantic tiff in a relationship that she knew wasn’t going anywhere. That had nothing to do with the professor himself. 
 
    The day needed to start better than that. Today was her day to make a new beginning, to build a new kind of life. 
 
      
 
    The man on the other end of the phone was using a gentle tone, but the sharpness behind it couldn't completely be hidden. He was boiling inside. Ben continued. 
 
    "I'm sorry, that's all I have to say. You're not who you say you are, or at least you aren't affiliated with Columbia, and I'm not willing to work that way." 
 
    "Ben..." 
 
    "No, I've made my decision. There are other people you can call, but I'm out. Email me the numbers for an account and I'll return your money." 
 
    "Ben, you took the money, it's a done deal."  
 
    "I'm sorry, but you lied to me. I'm not responsible for a deal made in bad faith. I haven’t signed anything. I’m out. Goodbye.” 
 
    “You said you would do it. Backing out now is lying, Ben.” 
 
    “Well, then we’re even. Send me the account number.” 
 
    Ben hung up the phone. With a deep breath, he settled back into his chair. He didn't like it, didn't like any of it, but he had gone ahead and taken David's advice, Leonard Kantor's advice. He was out. 
 
    Now that he had done it, his nerves began to settle and he felt the weight fall from his mind. He was a professor, a teacher and a writer, and he didn't need the drama, or the danger, of what affiliation with Greg Bass might bring. Even the occasional footfalls outside of his door lost their sinister echoes. Students and staff coming and going about their daily business, that's all. He took a deep, settling breath, shifted in to his preparation; he had a lecture to teach in less than an hour. 
 
      
 
    Marina's hand had gone up to the door twice, but both times she had pulled back, hesitating. She may have known who Ben Gela was — had known who he was when she had kissed him in the lounge — but she knew he didn't know her. 
 
    When those men had taken Ben and Barry outside, when the other man had blocked people from following out the side door, she had been really frightened for both of them. Barry had been a jerk, and probably had it coming, but Ben was just out there having a good time, minding his own business. Even seemed like a nice guy. 
 
    She felt her chest. Her heart was pounding like it was trying to escape her body. She shook her head and turned back down the hallway. It was no good trying to talk to him when she was so turned around inside. She had a couple of things to do, then she had come back. It would be better then. She turned the corner, bought a sandwich from the kiosk, and sat on the plastic bench across from the main entrance. Her errands remained undone. 
 
    Despite the fact that she had been through the war back home, that she had learned to kick and scratch and even to use a gun before she had learned how to put on make-up, she knew that all of these types of situations were still dangerous. A screwed up boyfriend could get in a lucky punch — or an unexpected one. A bar fight could get out of control and lives could even be lost. A person can’t see as much death as she had seen and not understand the inherent frailty of the human body. They all hung on a thread. One small stab or blow in the wrong spot, and a life could be snuffed out, or damaged forever. Walking home in the dark, alone, even if she could handle herself, had been an unnecessary risk as well. Kissing strangers could lead to… well, a different kind of trouble. She knew that one well enough too. 
 
    She watched the new students moving in and out through the glass doors. So young. Until that spring she had been a student there, but even then she had been older than the rest by close to ten years. Internally, it was easy to justify it based on the late start she had had. There was no schooling for her back in Sarajevo, none of the kind that would prepare her for life in the States, anyhow, and so her first few years in Indiana had consisted of what basically amounted to kindergarten. She had to learn English. She had to learn the local customs. She had to learn not to strike first and ask questions later. That last one was difficult. She had had survival engraved into her very bones, and it was not easily covered over. Luckily, there had been an understanding cop or two, a juvenile court justice that understood a little of the place through which she had come. In time, she had adjusted sufficiently to function, to blend into her surroundings well enough to fool the untrained eye. But still, she never felt quite at home. Her sensations toggled between feeling like a rabbit in a field of wolves, and a tiger in a sheep pen. There had to be something normal in the middle, didn’t there? There had to be.  
 
    In the meantime, it was all about finding the path on which others had been walking since the age of four or five, and racing along it to catch up to some kind of normal life. She wasn’t quite there though, not yet. Her detour had cost her some years. Maybe five. Maybe ten. She should have known better, but instead she had over compensated, she supposed, acting more the young party girl than the young party girls did. It was a way to fit in, to keep the noise in her head at bay as she strove to pad it with something new. Something different. Safer. It had run its course though; that strategy was no longer effective. It was time for something else. Maybe, at long last, she was truly growing up. 
 
    Her program of study had finished — outward pursuits and adventure-based counselling — and she had begun looking for work. But her friends, such as they were, were still there at the university, for the most part. When she needed to blow off steam, or to fend off loneliness, that's where she went. "Used to go," she murmured. 
 
    She finished her sandwich without any enjoyment and considered a candy bar, but decided against it. Ageing brought with it maturity and better sense, but she needn't lose her figure. She looked down, checking for the slight bulge around the belt-line. It was there, but just a little. A normal amount? Yes, a normal amount. Just a cute little tummy, sexy even, in the right dress. Any less and she had be a waif. No need to look like she was on the heroin diet. She stood, smoothed her blouse and skirt, and turned back toward Ben's office. Enough was enough, it was time to grow up and apologise for her foolishness. She walked a few paces in the direction of his office, took a deep breath, and turned the corner. 
 
    There was Ben, walking straight toward her. His eyes met hers and she noted a look of panic. She steeled herself and smiled at him. 
 
    "Hello Professor Gela, do you remember me?" She felt stupid the moment the words left her mouth. 
 
    "I'm sorry, I don’t. I can't talk right now, I'm sorry." He moved as if to step by her. She stepped in front of him, halting his progress. 
 
    "No, I'm the one who's sorry. I didn't know he had do that. If you could just give me a moment to explain, to apologise, then maybe I could make it up to you. I'm so glad you're alright. You're okay, right?" 
 
    "Nothing needs to be made up, I don't know you. Please, just let it be. I need to go." 
 
    "I know you don't really know me, but we can't pretend that nothing happened. The kiss was one thing, embarrassing enough, but the kiss and the fight… then you both disappeared… I didn't even know what happened to you! I still don't." 
 
    "Look, Now is not the time. Just go. Go." His eyes seemed to beg her. 
 
    "Lady," the voice came from the man standing calmly behind Ben Gela. It was deep. Flat. She had heard that kind of voice before, when she was young, and it gave her a punch of adrenaline. The other man smiled, and lifted his chin toward the near-empty hallway, "I don't know who you are, but you need to move on now." 
 
    She recognised him, from the lounge, one of the sport-jacket-wearing piles of muscle. The one who had taken Barry out through the side door, in fact. 
 
    "No," she said, steeling herself, "I'm not leaving until I-" 
 
    The man stepped slightly to the side, revealing a pistol levelled at Ben, right behind his kidney. 
 
    "Fine then, you'll join us. Professor, you walk in front. I'll walk with the lady. Either one of you does something stupid, and I'll be gone before anybody knows where all the blood is coming from. You need to understand that I've been in this situation before. Most of the time everyone behaves and it works out just fine… but there have been times when it hasn't." 
 
    He held Marina's stare, his warm smile showing beneath cold eyes. She had been in that kind of situation before too. Powerless. It was as if her bones themselves ached. But ache didn't make it anything other than what it was. 
 
    She nodded. Ben walked. 
 
    The three of them left the building. 
 
      
 
    Forty minutes later, Leonard Kantor's man stood on that same spot, a cup of hot coffee in his hand. He had been to Ben's office at the agreed-upon time. No one had been there. He had called the mobile and the house numbers. Nothing. He had even checked if the professor had been held up in a lecture or something. He had one scheduled for that day, but had cancelled it. The young woman in the student services office had assured him that missing a meeting was unusual for Professor Gela, sometimes wires got crossed, that's all. Ben Gela was a busy person with a full teaching load and ongoing research projects. 
 
    The man didn’t like it. Didn’t like the feel of the air in the empty hallway. He pulled out his phone and called Tel Aviv, despite the early hour in Israel. He informed his employer of Ben Gela's absence, and of the administrator's explanation: Ben Gela is a busy man. 
 
    Yes, Leonard thought, his face darkening, it seems he is. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nawab Khoury lifted his head from his mat as he completed his prayers and rocked back up onto his feet. He pushed his hands against his knees and rose. He was not an overly religious man, at least not a fanatical one, but the regimen of prayers seemed to relax him, even when business was growing increasingly stressful. The motions themselves, regardless if the deity for which they were intended actually heard and responded, relaxed him. It was a ritual, a meditation, in a world that could otherwise be very chaotic. Life could be unsettling.  
 
    Most thought it shouldn't be, not at his level. He was wealthy, very wealthy, rich beyond many people's imaginations, and he had been so since his birth. He had taken his father's immense fortune and grown it through a series of successful ventures: buying land and developing high-rises, golf courses with american pro-tour designers and Italian architects. Then there were the oil fields, lots of these. In the last twenty years he had even expanded into gold and platinum mining in South America and Africa. His success was so apparent that he no longer had to invest his own money in risky projects. Other rich men flocked to him, struggled to be first in line to put money into his latest projects. He used his own as well, of course, and leveraged both his own wealth and that of others to best advantage, always hiding away nest eggs and backups in untraceable places. The machine of wealth was revved high, and he rode at the front of it, his hand on the wheel. 
 
    But that didn't mean he could rest. It didn't mean he could stop. 
 
    The nature of business in the Arab world meant that his wealth attracted all kinds of pressures. He had been approached by Al Qaida, the Islamic Brotherhood, Islamic State, and a dozen other extremist groups hoping for another rich patron. To a few of them he had given funds, just enough to ensure that he wouldn't find his way onto any target list. He did so graciously and with the understanding that, though he supported them, the funding must be kept secret in order to not jeopardise his position and his income. His money drying up would mean that he could not give again. They had seemed to believe him. 
 
    He was not surprised. 
 
    Cagey as those extremist types could be, Khoury dealt in billions every day, with men who would kill if it might make a deal they wanted go through — or stall one they didn't want. At any moment there were hundreds, perhaps thousands, of powerful people waiting for a detectable weakness. The wrong person finding the right weakness and all could be lost. At his level, law was a matter of who had the most power. Power came in a multitude of forms. 
 
    No, for those initiated into the world of multi-billion-dollar business and fortunes too vast to easily count, there was no misconception that his life was one of carefree ease. 
 
    A knock at the door stirred him from his thoughts. 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "A visitor, sir. Your sister."  
 
    "Maali?" 
 
    "Yes sir." 
 
    "Ah, good. Send her in." 
 
    Maali was his youngest sister, and the one of whom he was most fond. She had been very beautiful when a child. The day before her seventeenth birthday, though, a truck hauling propane tanks had overturned on the road beside her school. Several of the tanks had been ruptured and flew like missiles into the side of the building. Bricks had shattered into deadly shards. 
 
    Maali had survived, but her left cheek had been badly cut up. The wound had required grafts and did not heal well. The scars were not grotesque, but her face had been reduced to a marred reflection of what her beauty had been before the accident. The perfection there had been lost. 
 
    Marriage was still a surety, of course — the Khoury wealth would ensure that — but even among the super-rich there were beautiful daughters without scarred faces. His sister had not done as well as she otherwise might have. Still, Gulam Thoma was a decent match. 
 
    He had been wealthier when he had first married Maali. Considerably so. Since then he had been frittering away his inheritance and the income from his family's textile firm. Religious projects. Jihad. Artefact collecting was the latest thing. He called it 'conservation of antiquities.' Khoury smiled. Pretension reared its head at every level. Still, the man treated Maali well enough, and as long as that continued, Khoury would help out when his beloved sister asked him to do so. As much as it pleased him that Maali had come to see him, he guessed that today was just such a visit. 
 
    "As-salamu alaykum, little sister, how have you been?" 
 
    "Nawab, alaykumu s-salam, my brother. I have been well." 
 
    The pleasantries would come first. Khoury would meander through them, taking his time and not allowing a graceful door to open to the request until he had had some time with his sister. Besides, he didn't want these requests to come too frequently; it was better for a man to support his own wife, than to rely on his wife to bring money from her own means and family. Emergencies could happen, but Thoma was growing a bit too complacent in this way. Maali knew the etiquette, and did not rush the conversation. She was in some awe of her elder brother, but there was no mistaking the genuine affection in his eyes and tone. It would be a pleasant visit, and neither of them minded if it took some time to get to its primary purpose. 
 
    They talked of their family, updated each other on gossip and rumour, and shared coffee and pastries brought in by one of Khoury's personal assistants. As he neared the end of his second small cup of coffee, Khoury reached for a little finger pastry, brought it to his lips and, with a slight pause as his sister watched, placed the whole of it in his mouth. 
 
    It was not a rude gesture, the bite was not so large as to distort face or even speech much, but it was a signal rather. As he took time to chew the light texture there was a pause in the conversation, just enough to allow a difficult segue for his little sister. 
 
    "Nawab," she began. He nodded. "There is something I would like to talk to you about. It is important." Still chewing. A subtle nod. "It is Gulam." 
 
    Khoury made a small sound at the back of his throat; he had expected as much. 
 
    "It is money, like before, but not like before." 
 
    Khoury swallowed the last of his pastry, but remained quiet. 
 
    "You know of the Discoveries in the Judaean Desert?" 
 
    Of course he did. Most of the world called them the Dead Sea Scrolls, but they were found in Jordan. Arab land at the time. The Arabs had some of them, the Copper Scroll was still in Jordan for instance, but the Israelis had the lion's share. He was not a keen follower of the issues, but it was a matter of cultural pride to know that the scrolls themselves were Jordanian in origin. Another kind of occupied territory, in his opinion. He nodded. 
 
    "Gulam can get one." 
 
    Khoury's brow narrowed. "Which one? How can he get it?" He was a proud Arab, true, but he knew that the money required to buy a significant scroll would be astronomical. No, worse than that, no Israeli would even consider selling such a thing, especially to an Arab or a Muslim. Money wouldn't enter into it. Blood then? Was it stolen? Had the owner been killed? Was some war coming of which he had not heard? 
 
    "There is a new one. I don't know too much about it." 
 
    "And how much does he want? How much money?" 
 
    "He did not tell me." 
 
    "Then how are you supposed to…?” then he knew. "He is here.” 
 
    "Yes, he is waiting outside." 
 
    A pause, just enough to communicate some displeasure at this new method of interaction. It was one thing to visit with his sister, and to grant her money. It was another to hand wealth across to Gulam himself. Still, Maali waited, her eyes lowered and respectful.  
 
    “Very well." He pressed a button on a small device in the folds of his robes and his PA stepped into the room. "Gulam Thoma is waiting outside, please have him come in." 
 
    With a quick bow of her head, the PA left the room and returned a silent three minutes later with a man following her. Khoury rose and took a few steps toward him. Thoma rushed forward and took his brother in law's hand. 
 
    Where Khoury was tall and fine featured, Thoma was shorter, thicker, and had the mottled skin of a man who'd spent too many hours playing backgammon and checkers in the street. Khoury preferred his own gambling to be in back rooms: luxurious hotels, private jets, or yachts. A difference in means, no doubt, but the essence was the same. People were never so different as most supposed. 
 
    Khoury smiled with perfect white teeth, Thoma with his mouth closed, mindful of the yellowing that long years of smoking and coffee had left on his own. He knew he was not the physical specimen that Khoury was, but he did see himself as an equal in the realm of business acumen. Given Khoury's advantages, Thoma was sure, he and Maali would be twice as rich as her elder brother. 
 
    "As-salamu alaykum, my brother, thank you for seeing me." 
 
    "Alaykumu s-salam, brother, of course, of course, it is good to see family after so long. Maali tells me you have an opportunity.” No point in wasting time. 
 
    "The Arab people have an opportunity, brother… the Jordanian people." 
 
    "The Discoveries are rare, Gulam. They are in the hands of the Israelis. How is it that you think you can get one?" 
 
    "One has been acquired already — a new one — and it is like nothing found before." 
 
    "Then how can one know it is authentic?"  
 
    "It is. Well, the experts think it is." 
 
    "Sit down, have some coffee. Tell me what it is you know, and then what you need." 
 
    Thoma sat as instructed, but did not touch the coffee; his stomach was already tight and full of acidic nervousness. He had never asked for so much before and, even though this was not for him directly, he did plan to improve his circumstances significantly through the current situation. 
 
    "A new item has surfaced on the black market. Not a tiny fragment or blank bit of parchment as most of them are… this one is big." 
 
    "How big is 'big'?" 
 
    "It is called the Silver Scroll, after its copper twin.” 
 
    Now Khoury's interest was piqued. Of course he knew of the Copper Scroll, the treasure list of the Jewish Temple. He also knew what wealth it purported to locate if one only knew the key locations — and if only they had not been previously looted. He was educated enough, as well, to know that the Copper Scroll mentioned another, similar scroll that had never been recovered. Or so it was thought. For another such chance, if this were authentic? He took his own coffee from his lips and set it on the table in front of him before settling back in his seat and staring straight at his brother in law. Against expectations, the man had his attention now. "Go on." 
 
    "There is a man, a rich man, who has acquired the scroll through apparently legitimate means — at least there is no one seeking it with claims of rightful ownership, and the man intends to go public with it in time." 
 
    "Have they read it?" 
 
    "They have begun, we are certain. An American specialist on the Copper Scroll has been hired. Some powerful players from the other side of the sea are involved." He thrust his head south-westward, toward the Dead Sea and Israel. "If we can gain possession of the scroll before its existence goes public, then we can sweep away any arguments regarding rightful ownership… just as the Israelis did when they gained theirs in the war." 
 
    He almost spat as he said this, then continued. 
 
    "If the world criticises us for this item, it must at the same time criticise them for all of the others. If they demand this item back, then can we not demand the treasures of the Shrine of the Book in return? So they cannot. The Silver Scroll will be ours and can lie in a place of honour beside its brother, silver beside copper, lesser honour beside the greater. Such is the natural order of things." 
 
    Thoma was not without his negotiation skills either and, though Khoury saw the flattery of course, it was not without its effect. Such an opportunity was rare. It might be worth risking a bit of cash. 
 
    "And what do you need from me, brother." His sister smiled. 
 
    "There are costs."  
 
    "Of course." 
 
    "There are men involved who are preparing for a treasure hunt. They are serious men, and are seriously equipped." 
 
    "I grow impatient, Gulam. You have me on the hook — tell me a number." 
 
    "One hundred eighty thousand dinars, brother." 
 
    Khoury pulled down the corners of his mouth and pursed his lips. A quarter of a million US dollars. He paused, not because it was a lot of money for him, but to show his little brother the import of asking for this gift. Still, it was a gift that went beyond Thoma's petty ambitions. Khoury had no doubt that his brother-in-law would pocket some of it, but that was close enough to standard business practice anyway. Khoury would have done the same in his position. A finder's fee. Consultant. Something like that. 
 
    His sister smiled again. 
 
    "Yes, Gulam, I think this is agreeable." 
 
    "Thank you brother, thank you with all my heart! May the prophet, blessings-be-upon-him, reward you for this." 
 
    "It is enough to know that I have made my family happy, and that what you do is for the glory of Allah and of our people." 
 
    Thoma bowed and shook Khoury's hand. 
 
    "If you would not mind, brother — I know you have much to do — I would speak a while longer with my sister. I know you will need to get started." It was a polite way to dismiss him for a private word with Maali. 
 
    "Yes, yes I must go. The arrangements for the money will be as before?" 
 
    "Yes, I will let my secretary know and it will be delivered. You do not want it in an account, as it is a larger sum?" 
 
    "Best not, I think. The people I will need to deal with prefer cash payments, and it is wisest to be cautious, and discreet with such things." 
 
    "I am glad to hear you say so. I will ensure some security for the money while it is in your possession. And I will not be mentioned, of course, nor the family name." 
 
    "Of course, brother." 
 
    "As-salamu alaykum then." 
 
    "Alaykumu s-salam." And Thoma left the room.  
 
    "You are kind to show him this generosity, my brother." 
 
    "It is you to whom I show it. You are truly well?" 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    "He is treating you well?"  
 
    "Always. He is a good husband."  
 
    "And gambling?" 
 
    "Some, but he is a man — do you not all gamble a little?" She pinched his forearm. He could not argue with that, and was delighted by her small show of familiarity and mischief toward him. 
 
    "Still, you will inform me at once if there is a problem." 
 
    "I am sure he will be fine." 
 
    "Again, my sweet one, it is you over whom I watch. Stay away from trouble, and if trouble finds you, you flee to me. Do I have your word?" 
 
    "And my heart, brother. Do not worry too much. All is well." 
 
    She kissed him on his cheek, as he pressed her hands, and they parted. He called in his PA and directed her to have the money delivered, discreetly, to his brother-in-law's home. He asked too that a handbag be chosen and given to his sister. Something nice. He knew his PA would know just the thing. Then he picked up the phone and made another call. If this ancient item were to come to them, someone would need to be ready to care for it. If a treasure anywhere near what was purported by the Copper Scroll were to surface, he would need a small army to defend it. And maybe not so small. 
 
    He would let Thoma do the groundwork, feel out the situation and see if there was anything true to the rumours. If there was, then Khoury himself must be ready to step in. 
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    They were in the Escalade, the one that had picked Ben up from outside the bar on Saturday night. They drove to the southeast edge of town and into a light industrial area, a tangle of chain-link fences, parking lots, truck bays and sturdy, plain buildings. Marina kept her eye on the man with the gun, watching for openings to turn to her advantage, all the while noting anything that might make her think their lives were in imminent danger.  
 
    So far, it seemed they were not.  
 
    A gun on them, of course, was not optimal, but there was a difference in the way an executioner carried himself, different from a courier. This man acted like a courier. She had no doubt he would kill if need be, that he had killed, in different times, but his demeanour on the drive was one of a man told to bring Ben Gela alive. So long as this was happening, he would be calm and satisfied. Was she expendable? Could be. But hiding a body, a missing person, maybe cctv in the university hallways or parking area… the man would avoid such trouble if he could — of this she was just on the positive side of confident. 
 
    Still, being on the business end of a firearm was not a place she had ever intended to be again. 
 
    To be under the control of another person, especially a man, triggered much deeper reactions in her psyche, both conscious and unconscious. And so she watched. Waited. Poised herself to take whatever action she deemed necessary in the tick of a moment. And she bore the strain of that readiness. 
 
    She was told to stay in the Cadillac, and was closely watched by the man with the gun. A different man walked Ben into a single-story cinderblock building. Ben had the surreal sense that he was stepping into a bunker. Sitting in the foyer, on a fold-out camping chair, was Greg Bass. Ben was led to a second chair and the pressure on his shoulder moved him firmly into the seat. 
 
    "Hello Ben." 
 
    Ben said nothing. 
 
    "I wasn't very happy to get your call, Professor — we had a deal, after all." 
 
    "The girl has nothing to do with this. Let her go." 
 
    A hero. Good. He could use that to his own advantage. “Maybe. We'll talk about that in a minute. First, we need to fix this situation. As I said, we had a deal." 
 
    "You lied to me. And I don't want to be involved in anything illegal." 
 
    "There's nothing illegal in this. This is above legal and illegal." 
 
    "The gun in my back would beg to differ."  
 
    "The gun in your back was nothing more than a quiet way to get you here. You seemed reticent to face up to your obligations over the phone. The issue of the scroll, however, is something else." 
 
    "You don't even own it."  
 
    "Who told you that?" 
 
    Ben said nothing. What could he say, a voice on the phone? Some guy named Leonard? 
 
    "I don't want to be involved in anything illegal," he said again, "and the guys with the guns tell me that I don't want to work with you." 
 
    "Everybody has guns, Ben. The government has guns. They don't want other governments to have guns, but they do too. Citizens have guns, terrorists have guns. The truth is, the world is not as stable and orderly as the government would have us believe. For most people, life is living under the protection of the nearest person with the most guns. I am not that kind of person. Nothing wrong with it, for the average guy… I just deal on the same level as a government. No more moral or immoral than that. Anything else is an illusion meant to keep the plebs in check. All we have in the end is our word, Ben. And you and I? We do have a deal. I don't break deals, and I don't like deals I've made broken against my will. I made a genuine offer. You accepted. You've been paid a retainer. You will do the work." 
 
    "And if I don't?"  
 
    "You will." 
 
    "But if I don't? You'll kill the girl, I suppose."  
 
    "I hadn't thought of that, nor would I say something so rash. Besides, the girl wasn't involved until she wouldn't leave well enough alone; her choice, really. I haven't fully considered her usefulness yet. No, I think you'll find that, even without her safety in mind, you'll be cooperative." 
 
    He paused, motioned to the man behind Ben, who stepped over to the countertop and poured a couple of cups of coffee. A little cream and sugar in each and a stir. Then he passed one to Greg and one to Ben. Ben didn't lift his hand to take it. 
 
    "If you don't accept the cup, I'll have him pour it on your crotch, Professor." 
 
    Ben's hand opened and he took it. The whole time he just stared at the floor, his anger and frustration welling up within him. Greg took a sip of his coffee. 
 
    "So, how are David and Mimi?"  
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Donna's parents, David and Mimi… I heard Mimi… let me check the time…” he glanced at his watch, "Yes, it seems she's been attacked. Mugged." 
 
    Ben leaned forward as if to stand, but the gunman pushed hard down on his shoulders, pinning him to the chair with a pressure that threatened to snap his collar bone. Hot coffee splashed on Ben's hand but he didn't seem to notice. 
 
    "You sonnova-" 
 
    "Now Ben, don't fret. She's okay. A bruise or two, a missing purse. I'm sure she'll get over it in no time." 
 
    "You can't-" 
 
    "But Ben, that's where you're wrong. Haven't you been listening? 'You can't you can't you can't.' This is what I'm trying to convey to you: I can. And I am. You are not in a position to negotiate. The negotiations are over. Done. This is the contract enforcement stage. When you deal with issues that are above legal or even national confines, you need to do your own wet-work. That's where I am, Ben. Think of this as a court ruling. Mimi is fine — for now — and so is David. So is the girl in the car, for that matter. All of that can change. It's a dangerous world, Ben, and those who want to carve out a little niche need to understand that, and act accordingly. For me that means getting behind what I want and what you agreed to. For you it might mean doing a job you love, for a lot more money than you normally make… for a guy you don't care much for. In all, Ben, that's not so bad a deal." 
 
    "If you hurt any of them…" 
 
    "If any of them get hurt, Ben, it won't be on me. I have told you exactly what keeps each of them safe, and now it's up to you." 
 
    "And what about the others?"  
 
    "What others?" 
 
    "The guy on the phone, he said that there were other parties interested, that they were dangerous." 
 
    "Oh Ben, we're all dangerous. Outside of your little university world, we're all dangerous. You keep your mind on the academics and I'll run interference between you and any of these other 'interested parties.'" 
 
    "I guess I have no choice." 
 
    "You had a choice. You made it." 
 
      
 
    The occupants of the Cadillac rode in silence. Marina sat beside Ben, tears of rage and anxiety streaming down her face. When Ben had sat down beside her, she had grabbed his hand, her shoulders shuddering with relief. She must have thought they'd brought him there to kill him, he realised. Poor girl. He leaned in a bit, pressing their shoulders together, but saying nothing. He received as much from her hand as he gave with his own. He had been terrified too. He still was. 
 
    Marina exhaled, long and slow. They wanted Ben to do something, of that she was now sure, and they had placed them together again in the SUV. That meant that they weren't there for execution. They weren't even there to be held in some bare room for other purposes. They were going home. They would stay alive that day. That was enough for the moment; later moments would take care of themselves when the time came. There would be other garbage clinging to this situation, of that she was certain, but in the grand scheme, the key thing was okay: they were going home. 
 
    Greg's final words still rang in Ben's ears, "Everyone has their own agenda, and your life is of very small consequence in the midst of it all. If you think you can trust anyone in this, government or otherwise, you're a fool. Are you a fool, Ben?" 
 
    What struck him the hardest was that Greg Bass was right. No one could be trusted. No one had Ben's needs in mind. All anyone wanted was their own 'niche' as Bass had put it, their own piece of the pie, the bigger, the better. 
 
    He looked at Marina, beautiful, tear-stained, but now almost stoic. He thought of David, of Mimi, and of what Donna would have thought of his putting her parents in any kind of danger… and that was it. He knew what he had to do, regardless of danger to himself. He wouldn't be one of these guys, only out for self-preservation and wealth. He had step above it, transcend it — all grand words for just one thing: keeping those he loved safe. Doing what he was told. 
 
    The Escalade stopped beside Ben's VW in the university parking area. The man in the front passenger seat got out and opened the door. Ben and Marina both stepped out and then the men were gone, the SUV was gone, Bass was gone. But the threat remained. 
 
      
 
    Marina stared off at the receding taillights of the Cadillac. They got into Ben’s car and he drove, the only speech between them was the minimal communication needed to direct Ben to Marina’s front door. He pulled up at last and the two of them sat silently in the car. 
 
    “You okay?” Ben asked. 
 
    She nodded. “You?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    No more words came to either of them. 
 
    All that remained was the sinking feeling that they had been dropped into a lightless cave — move around at all, and one might just find out what lives in the damp and darkness. In a way, it was a comforting feeling for her… familiar, anyway. She knew what to do. Knew how to dial down her emotions, expectations, even humanity. To be ready. As they sat in the empty and quiet street, however, she thought of Ben. Innocent of any wrongdoing at the bar. Trying to keep her out of it at the university, despite being in the midst of an abduction. Pretty solid, for a regular guy. She picked up a discarded receipt from the centre console and grabbed a pen from three or four of them that rattled around in the cubby. She wrote her number down, then her name. She opened the door, stood without a word, and walked away from the car. 
 
    Ben sat a moment, watched her stride up the steps and into the security door at the front of the apartment building, then sank his face into his hands. 
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    Gulam Thoma walked down the crowded street with an intense effort at seeming relaxed and casual, but his knees seemed reluctant to bend, and each time his feet made contact with the cobbles his whole body seemed to jar in a most obvious way. He dared not look to see who noticed; to do so would only make it worse. 
 
    His hand went to his belly as if his ample stomach were troubling him, but in reality his rounded belly was a little thicker than usual that day, as packets of hundred-dinar bills were lined around him and secured under a few layers of thick felt wrapping. This tightness added to the ungainly manner of his gait, but it was a comfort, also. He had seventy thousand dinars on his person, enough to tempt every living soul in the market to slit his throat and leave him in the dust for the mongrels to devour. A fortune to them. A fortune also to Thoma, now that his business was in such a state. Not even his brother in law or his wife knew the extent to which his fortunes had fallen. 
 
    No matter. 
 
    That was all about to change. 
 
    When this was over, he would be a national hero. People would say to Nawab Khoury 'Oh yes, I know you! You are Gulam Thoma's brother!' Even Nawab, high and mighty as he was with his family's money, might feel some pride in his brother-in-law then. Even if not, it was about time Nawab was knocked down a peg or two. Picturing the jealousy the man might feel once this was done, Thoma smiled, his knees loosened a bit, and the stones beneath his feet felt a little softer to the tread. 
 
    Turning down a side street behind the bazaar, he arrived at the kiosk where he knew men could be hired for dangerous tasks, tasks that might require avoiding the police and getting one's hands dirty. He had never been there before, despite having hired a thug or two in the past, to enforce contracts and the like. This place was for high-level tasks. Thoma guessed that they seldom came higher than this. 
 
    "What do you want?" The man behind the counter asked, though with no real movement toward getting any food or drink for him. 
 
    "I am here for business."  
 
    "We sell food." 
 
    "I am expected."  
 
    "For food?" 
 
    "If you like." 
 
    The man looked him over for a moment. "Okay, wait here." He stepped through a door cut in the plywood wall behind him, pulling the thick blue curtain back over the gap as he passed through. A moment later, Thoma felt a tap on his shoulder and turned with a jump. 
 
    "Gulam?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Family name?"  
 
    "Thoma." 
 
    "Okay, come with me." 
 
    The man led him a little farther down the street, then turned into a dark alleyway that broadened out until they stood in a sunlit courtyard, like a bright grotto among the many shadowy stalls of the backstreet spillover of the market.  The man pointed for Thoma to enter a shaded opening. He did so. 
 
    The dimness slowly shifted to shadows and shapes as Thoma's eyes adjusted from the bright sunlight to the relative darkness of the room. Four men stood in the deeper depths of the space, while two strode forward and motioned for him to raise his arms out to his sides. 
 
    He did so. 
 
    They patted his arms first, then his legs, then one of them began at his armpits again and worked his way downward. When he reached the thick padding that concealed the sheaves of dinars around his waist, Thoma felt a sharp kick to his knee as the man shouted "BOMB! BOMB!" and the men in the depths of the room leapt back into the darkness. The man searching him thrust his own body over Thoma's and the two tumbled out into the light of the courtyard again. 
 
    "No, no! No bomb! Money! Money! It is money!" 
 
    His grunts and gasps distorted the words and it was difficult to know if anyone heard him over the shouts and cries of fleeing men, but after what seemed an hour of feeling the solid kick of his heartbeat under the weight of the man atop him, and the scrambling search around his wrists for any kind of detonator, Thoma finally felt the release of pressure and he took in several deep breaths of fresh air.  
 
    He felt the smooth muzzle of a gun press against his left temple and the rush of hands pulling up his shirt, yanking down the felt wrapping and pulling out handfuls of bills, now soaked in sweat and bending like wet leaves in the hands of the man who held them up for inspection. 
 
    Thoma let out his breath and opened his eyes. 
 
    He was then yanked roughly to his feet and pulled into the darkness again. Another pat-down, this one very thorough and lacking any kind of gentleness. Then he was thrust down onto the seat of a folding metal chair and told to stay still. He could feel the muzzle of the gun come to rest on the back of his neck, just below the collar of his shirt. He was acutely aware of his own spine. 
 
    He waited. It did not take long for his fear to stir up indignation. A gun at his neck, not because he had brought a weapon of any kind into the room, but because he had come with a large amount of money, and some imbecile mistook it for explosives. His dignity had been damaged. He would not forget. 
 
    In a little while, a single man walked back through the doorway. He was younger than Thoma, maybe twenty-five, and had a close cropped beard and shoulder-length black hair. His face was calm and showed no hint of embarrassment at having fled only a few minutes before — if this man had indeed been one of those waiting in the shadows. Thoma could not be sure. The man wore dark brown canvass cargo pants and a light, tan jacket, zipped up almost to the top. The man with the gun spoke from behind Thoma's back. 
 
    "He had money wrapped around him like plastique. I almost blew his head off, the fool." 
 
    The man in the tan jacket smiled, "A fool, maybe, but a fool with funds." 
 
    "I am no fool," Thoma whispered, cursing that his voice did not sound stronger. 
 
    "But you have come to buy a service?"  
 
    Thoma nodded. 
 
    "Then please," he smiled and reached both hands toward the dark doorway at the back of the shop, "Come inside. It is cooler there, and we can have refreshment and recover from our shock. 
 
    Thoma did not see that the man had any effects from the shock. 
 
    The coffee went down well and steeled his nerves. He was sitting around the table with three men as if they were about to play dominoes, but Thoma knew that the stakes were far higher than any game he had ever played. These men were killers, thieves, and whatever else a paying customer wanted them to be. 
 
    "So, Mister Thoma," the man in the tan jacket smiled, "What is your particular need this day?" 
 
    Thoma looked around at the men. He knew that they could kill him then and there and take the money he had brought. But he had prepared for such a temptation. "I brought this modest amount with me to assure you that I am a serious man." 
 
    "Of course you are," the man still wore the same, immovable smile. 
 
    "There is more where this came from… for a successful result." 
 
    "Yes. And the desired result is what?" 
 
    "There is an item recently procured by a Jew in Tel Aviv, and an American is helping him." Thoma knew that each of these terms would carry weight and elicit a desire to help him fight their mutual enemies. It might even give a sense of brotherhood. "This item is valuable to me and to Islam itself." 
 
    "I see. You want us to bring you the item." 
 
    "If you could, I would give you riches beyond your imagination, but this will not be possible." 
 
    "What then?" 
 
    "The item is a document of great antiquity. What it contains may be valuable information in the right hands." 
 
    "And this is where the Jew comes in?"  
 
    "No, the American." 
 
    The smile seemed to waver for a heartbeat, then resumed its motionless state. 
 
    "The American is an expert in this document. He will know its contents."  
 
    "So we are to…?"  
 
    "Bring him to me."  
 
    "Where is he?" 
 
    Thoma hesitated. He liked being a big player, but until he learned more from his hacker source, he had little more to tell these men than he already had done. He could not resist meeting with them though, any more than he could resist calling them into action under his own control. 
 
    "He is in the United States." 
 
    The men glanced one to another. 
 
    "This is a big job, and far away," Tan Jacket said, nodding as he did so, "It will take a lot of money. It is not easy for Jordanian men to provide — services — on American soil." 
 
    "Don't you have partners over there? Cells or something?" 
 
    "We are not Al Qaeda, Mister Thoma… but yes, we do have some associates in America whom we could employ. As I said, it is expensive." 
 
    "There are seventy thousand dinars in that belt. If you successfully bring the American to me, there will be as much again." 
 
    "But we cannot bring him here from America." 
 
    "Then hold him there, and I will go to him."  
 
    "There will be added expenses… a safe place to keep him, security and such matters." 
 
    "I can guarantee you the additional seventy thousand. Beyond that…" 
 
    Tan Jacket's smile faded, replaced by a stillness that made Thoma's skin feel cold down the backs of his arms, and up his neck. 
 
    "…and expenses for the safe place, of course. Beyond that I will make no guarantee. If I am happy with your results, I may see clear to offer a bonus of another," he hesitated, visualising the money pouring out of his account like a stream of papers, "forty thousand." 
 
    "Plus five thousand for each of our men killed, if such a tragedy should occur. For their families." 
 
    "Fine." 
 
    Tan Jacket smiled again. It would be easy to manufacture the deaths of a half dozen men if need be. If Thoma wanted bodies, well that was no problem either — plenty of bodies could be found at five thousand a head, with room to spare. This man Thoma had money, to be sure — but he wasn't used to having it. They had dealt with rich men before, and they were always the most unwilling to let go of their money. This man seemed eager to prove the abundance of it. 
 
    "I will give you instructions then, when I have the details of his current whereabouts. How do I contact you?" 
 
    "Here," the man handed him a small paper card with an email address and password written on it, "You sign into this email address and write an email with the information. Then you save it as a draft. Do not send it. They scan emails for information, but only when they move from sender to receiver.” 
 
    “They? Who are they?” 
 
    “Anyone. Authorities.” 
 
    "So I don't address it to anyone?" 
 
    "No, just write it and leave it there. I will access the account and read the email. I will delete it when I have done so, so you will know I have it." 
 
    "And if you have anything to tell me?" 
 
    "The same method, the same email. Open up the draft and read it, then delete. Delete everything once you have seen it. We must not leave a trail, however faint or difficult, for others to follow. And no names. Use ‘the American,’ or ‘the Jew,’ that kind of thing. Do you understand?" 
 
    "Yes, yes I do." Thoma nodded. It was a good plan. These men seemed to know what they were doing. 
 
    "Then the final thing," the man leaned forward, the smile gone from his face and his palms placed flat upon the table. He looked directly into Thoma's eyes with a stare that seemed devoid of all life, of all Thoma knew as human. 
 
    "Yes? What is it?" 
 
    "Do not ever come back to this place again. When the time comes for the rest of the money to come, we will make arrangements. Is this, too, understood?" 
 
    "Yes. It is." 
 
    "Never." 
 
    "Yes, I understand." 
 
    "Do you have any questions before you go?"  
 
    Thoma thought a moment. "What should I call you?" 
 
    The man stared long into his eyes, but Toma focused all of his will to wait out the answer. His eyes fell to the table in the face of that lifeless stare, but he did not move away. 
 
    "You don't need to call me anything, Mister Thoma. All you need to do is remember that we, too, are serious men. If your end of the bargain proves true, you need not worry about anything." 
 
    Thoma stood and backed away from the table, then he slipped out into the light and went back out through the narrow alley and into the back of the bazaar and the bustle of everyday life. With the parting words of his new partner he had realised the simple parallel: if Thoma held up his end of the deal, he needn't worry about anything — he believed that — but he also understood that, should anything go wrong from his end, should that money not reach its destination or should his new partner feel cheated on the deal in any way… then there was very little Thoma should not worry about. 
 
      
 
    Ben wished he had said more to Marina, had convinced her that talking to the police was not an option, that talking to anyone was not an option. He wasn’t sure if he should tell her about others being in danger if he didn't translate the writing on the photographs or do as he was told — just for a while. Would that help keep her quiet, or stir up panic in the woman. He suspected the former, but without a concrete reason to think so, he had to consider the worst case scenario as well. He couldn’t risk David and Mimi’s lives, even for his own safety. A little work, a little time, then he would be out of it, and no one would be in danger anymore.  
 
    He came to a decision. He should ask her, simply and plainly, to help keep those he cared about safe. 
 
    He grabbed the little piece of paper and tapped the number into his phone. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi. It’s me. Ben.” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Yes she knew, or yes what-do-you-want? he wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Look,” he said, “I know today was weird, what happened. It’s not a normal thing.” 
 
    "I feel like this is somehow my fault — the fight and everything." 
 
    "It's not your fault at all. It's nothing to do with you. You just came to do a good thing at a bad time." 
 
    “I-” 
 
    “No, please, let me finish. What this man wants, he’s going to get. He’s willing to hurt people to get it, and I’m not willing to let him do so. I can stop it. I do what he wants, and he leaves them alone, leaves me alone, leaves you alone too.” 
 
    “You’re doing something for him?” 
 
    “Nothing illegal.” He wasn’t sure of that. Probably was illegal, when he thought about it, even possessing the stolen images… or was it? “He just needs some translation work, that’s all. I’ll do it, then walk away. He won’t need me after that, and he won’t need to hold a threat over anyone else after that. Just please, for a little while, just pretend it never happened. You’re safe. I promise.” 
 
    “What about you? You don’t seem too safe to me.” 
 
    “I will be, if I do what he’s asked.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Yes,” though he wasn’t, “I am positive.” 
 
    She said nothing. He waited. 
 
    “Okay. I won’t say anything.” She didn’t know who she would have said anything to. Certainly not the police. “But let me know you’re okay, from time to time, alright?” 
 
    “Yeah, I can do that.” 
 
    “Okay. Ben?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You were very brave today, trying to keep me out of this.” 
 
    “Yeah well… had to try.” 
 
    “I appreciate it, really. If I hadn’t have pressed you, he had have let me go.” 
 
    “Maybe. No way to know.” 
 
    “Even so… thank you. Not many guys would do that.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll see you later… around the school.” 
 
    “Yeah, probably. And you’ll let me know.” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    It was a strange end to the call. Anticlimactic. They mumbled goodbyes and hung up and that was it. Ben put the car in gear, pulled out into the street, and headed for home. When he felt the acceleration of the vehicle, he sensed that something in him had changed. He didn't feel afraid anymore. He felt the way she saw him in that moment, the way Donna had seen him as he sat beside her bed in the hospital, always there, quiet, but aware. A sentry of sorts, between the world and those he loved. He could do this. He could keep them all safe. He rode home in silence, pulled into his parking spot and turned off the engine. He sat still a moment, listening to the ticking of the cooling engine. One more call to make. It was late, but he wouldn’t be able to sleep until he had made sure. He pulled out his phone and dialled his father in law.  
 
    "Hello, David? How are things?" 
 
    "I'm at the hospital, Ben, Mimi's been attacked." 
 
    "What happened?" He held his breath.  
 
    "She's been beaten, son, pretty bad." 
 
    "How bad? Will she be okay?" Sweat broke out in Ben's forehead. Bass had lied again. 
 
    "I don't know. Her face is pretty swollen, they say she has some cracked ribs. Oh God, Ben, who would do this? For a purse? Mimi would have given money to anyone who needed it. Those bastards. Those…" His voice trailed off. 
 
    So much for Bass's assurance that it had been only a couple of bruises. Trust no one, he had said, trust no one. 
 
    "It will be okay, I'm sure she'll be okay. Do you want me to come by?" 
 
    "No, she wouldn't want that — being seen that way, I mean — she's shaken up though. I'm so goddam mad, I could kill somebody!" 
 
    "I know, I know how you feel. It'll be okay, though. It will." 
 
    Ben could hear an attempt at an answer, choked off by a sob, or by the effort of stifling one. He waited. 
 
    "You take care of yourself son, and I'll let you know when you can come and pay your respects. She'll stay the night in the hospital, but should be home tomorrow. I'll let her know you called and wanted to come by.” 
 
    “Yes, do. Thanks. Hang in there, okay?"  
 
    "Yeah, yeah I will."  
 
    Ben hung up. 
 
    A few bruises, Bass had said. A few bruises. Instead she had broken bones, a messed-up face and at least one night in the hospital. What else had Bass lied about? 
 
    Would they be safe from that psycho even after this stuff was all over? 
 
    Ben still had to do what he was told, he was resigned to that, but how best to keep the others out of danger? That was the main thing. It was too much to ask David and Mimi to go anywhere, even if they could, with their house and mortgage. Besides, he was too ashamed to tell them what he had gotten mixed up in, that it was his fault Mimi had been beaten and that the rest of them might be facing the same thing — or worse. Besides that, they were both stubborn and proud people. They weren’t likely to do anything under threat, not for their own safety, anyway. 
 
    No, Mimi and David would have to stay in the dark on this one, at least for now. 
 
    Marina, however, she was a different situation. She had only just gotten involved, and even then, barely so. If she packed up and fled, maybe Bass would let her go and forget about her. After all, he didn't need her… he had Mimi and David. Ben had agreed to cooperate in exchange for their safety, and he meant to do it. Thanks to Bass, and to the man in his office, Ben had fifteen thousand dollars in cash. He could give her enough for a long holiday, someplace cheap and far away. She might even welcome the opportunity. 
 
    Marina needn't be involved. 
 
      
 
    The first thing Marina did after Ben was gone was to pull her gun out of its case and slide it between the cushion and the end of the couch, within quick and easy reach. It was a G43 9mm Glock. The six round magazine was loaded, and an additional round was already chambered. It was ready to fire. She moved to the kitchen,  held her head over her kitchen sink and splashed cold water on her face. She had the urge to wretch, to puke out the stress and memories dredged up by the last hour and a half. But she took in a few deep breaths, rubbed the cool water over the back of her neck, and the feeling subsided.  
 
    She opened the fridge and grabbed a beer, the last one there, and returned with it to the living room. She turned the television on and flipped through to something light — an early Frasier rerun — and then dropped her hand to rest on the grip of the Glock. Feeling it there helped her, in some way. She felt exposed. Foolish. But not helpless. 
 
    The phone made her jump, and it rang several times before she picked it up. It was Ben again. He waited on the other end of the line and each ring brought to him images of a home invader, a beating, rape, or killing. He had almost made up his mind to race back there when her voice, soft and controlled, came over the line. 
 
    "Hello?" 
 
    "Hi Marina, it's Ben again."  
 
    "Hi. You okay?" 
 
    "Yes, I'm fine. I was more concerned about you." 
 
    "I'm alright." 
 
    "Look, you know how I told you that things would be okay if you just kept quiet and if I did what was wanted of me." 
 
    "Yes…" 
 
    "Well now I'm not so sure." 
 
    "What do you mean? Have you changed your mind? Do you need me to call someone?" 
 
    "No, no, don't do that. What I mean is that I don't think things are as safe as they seem… as they seemed earlier. I don't think…" how should he word this? “I think you should consider getting away for a while. Quietly." 
 
    "You mean run away?" 
 
    "Not like that, not anything so desperate or permanent. All I mean is that now would be a good time to take yourself off of the radar. The people who need this work done might not be interested in using you against me, but then again… I don't trust them. I would just feel better if I knew that it wasn't an option for them, that's all." 
 
    "So you mean I should get out of here so I'll be safe? Just pick up and run? Leave everything?" 
 
    "I know, I know, it is a lot to ask. Money isn't an issue though, I have enough to leave you as much as you need — ten or fifteen thousand if you need it — you can go to Mexico, or even Europe. Just vacation for a month or two, lie low. I can leave a message for you when it's all safe… email or something." 
 
    "That's what you want? For me to run away and hide?" 
 
    "In a nutshell, Marina, yes. Would you do that for me? I know you hardly know me, but would you consider that if I paid for it?" 
 
    She paused, processing his words, weighing the situation and the man with whom she was in it. He waited. 
 
    "Okay, I'll consider it. How would I get the money? Can I stop by your place?" 
 
    "Yes, that would work. Thank you, Marina, I know it's a lot to ask, but thank you so much. It's a load off my mind." 
 
    "You just keep yourself safe. What's your address?" 
 
      
 
    The smell of strong coffee wafted through a small Indiana hotel room. A petite woman, wrinkled and scowling, listened to a headset attached to a laptop. The audio transmitters that had been planted in Ben Gela's car and home were doing their job, feeding a steady stream of audio to her computer each time sound rose above the ambient. She had been listening in on a few of his conversations over the past day, nothing terribly exciting or juicy — but this was different.  
 
    He had told the girl to run. What did that mean? The wrinkled woman wasn't party to whatever Mr. Kantor had going on, and she was too smart to ask any more than he chose to tell her, but she was sure this threw a wrench into his plans. She picked up a packet of cigarettes and placed one, unlit, between her lips. Then she pressed the speed-dial on her phone. 
 
    "Hello Mr. Kantor. Yes, just thought this shouldn't wait for the report. He's called Marina Saalik and asked her to run away, to hide. … No, just Marina. … Yes sir," she flicked on her lighter as she spoke and held it to the end of her cigarette, "I certainly will." A deep pull, as if all that was calm and good in the world could be sucked in through the little white tube of paper, and a cloud of smoke billowed out to join the fragrant smell of coffee in the air, "Of course, sir. Good-bye." 
 
    Leonard Kantor held his thumbnail to his teeth, nearly pinched them down on it, then stood up in disgust. He had not chewed his fingernails since he was a child. The American was starting to become a problem. Again he thought back to how simple it would have been to keep the images on an unconnected computer with a couple of armed guards in the room. So easy to do, and so much trouble would have been averted. If something happened to the scroll or, worse yet, to the treasure to which it might lead, he didn't know what he had do. The shame of it was more than he could imagine. 
 
    "What to do?" he said softly, rising from his chair and looking out of his window toward the sparkling water of the Mediterranean Sea. He was a hard man, when he needed to be, but he far preferred a nuanced approach, something mutually beneficial wherever possible. His mind rolled over and over, seeking different options. But he could only think of one thing to do. The woman gone, the professor uncooperative… Bass seemingly in control. Not unsympathetic, a man trying to keep the woman safe, his late wife's parents safe. No, not unsympathetic. 
 
    But he couldn't let it go on. He had to get Ben Gela working for his side. Or at the very least, remove him from Bass’s. 
 
    "Shame," he muttered, "a true shame." 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Shame on you, thinking I'd cut and run like that while you faced this by yourself!" 
 
    Marina stood in his doorway, the light rain wet on her shoulders. She wore a thin, tan shirt, like an African explorer, and Ben tried to keep his eyes from straying to the spots where her nipples pressed out against the damp material. No time for distractions. He knew that she was there to support him, but he also knew the danger involved. Besides, what could she do to help? 
 
    "I wouldn't just leave you in all of this, Ben! What kind of person do you think I am?" 
 
    "I think you're a regular person, the kind that can't help in a situation like this, no matter how much she might want to." 
 
    "A regular person? I don't know what 'regular' means then, because I couldn't let an innocent person face this, alone, whether I thought I could make a difference or not. Being here for you, that's the difference I can make." She didn't mention the Glock tucked into the back of her jeans, or that she knew how to use it. "If I need to keep the coffee on while you work, I'll do that. If you need groceries, I'll do that. If I need to learn Greek to help you, I'll even do that. You might find there's more to me than you know!" 
 
    Ben smiled. "Aramaic."  
 
    "What?" 
 
    "What you'd need to learn… it's Aramaic. Usually one learns Hebrew, then Aramaic and Syriac. The text I'm translating for Bass, it's in Aramaic." 
 
    "So then I'll learn Ara-"  
 
    "-maic" 
 
    "Yes, Aramaic… I'll learn that then." Her arms were folded across her chest and her face set in an expression that left no doubt in the one who saw it: she was there to stay. 
 
    Ben took her coat, and as he turned to hang it on a hook in the short hallway, she pulled the hem of her shirt from her belt and let it hang down, covering the gun from casual view.  
 
    He was glad, truth be told, that she hadn't listened to him. The task would seem less lonely, less frightening, with someone else there. She ruffled her hair and peeked at him through the damp locks. "So you don't know Greek?" 
 
    Ben smiled and shrugged, "We learn that before Hebrew…" 
 
    "My God! When do you nerdy types ever have any fun?" 
 
    As she walked off to the kitchen to put on the coffee, Ben stared after her, one corner of his mouth pulled back in a crooked smile. He didn't dare tell her about the French or German he had had to learn for reading scholarly articles, or the years of Akkadian and Arabic in his graduate period… just for fun. 
 
      
 
    From the depth of shadow by a brick wall across the street, a man in a thick raincoat adjusted the gun under his arm and dialled a number on his mobile. He spoke in low tones, always with an eye toward the ground-floor apartment across from him. 
 
    "Yes sir. No, she's here with him, making coffee I think. … Yes sir." He closed the phone and faded back into the shadow of the wall. 
 
    Greg Bass set the phone down. It seemed that his pet professor was going to do as he was told after all. Good. Cooperation was always less hassle than the alternative, and a lot less… messy. He turned and walked down the glassed-in hall of his Texas ranch-house, seven thousand square feet on seventy-three hundred acres of nothing. It was a far cry from his Manhattan place, but he loved it. No one to bother him. No one to ask any favours of him, or money from him. No, out there he had what he sometimes craved more than anything else his wealth could buy him: privacy. Nothing but him, his minimal staff, and the coyotes… and everyone but Bass himself did their best to stay out of sight when they could. 
 
    He reached the end of the hall and passed through a large library, artefacts and works of art intermingled with the books on the shelves. An educated eye would pick out several items of interest, both among the books and the items peppered around the gaps and tops of shelves. Most were American artefacts, instruments and tools fashioned by the early native peoples of the South West. An ancient blanket hung down from a silver-plated bar along one wall, reputed to have been wrapped around one of Santa Ana’s men at the Alamo, and with a few bullet-holes to lend credence to the story, a dark discolouration still apparent around a couple of them. Below it, a pair of Colt 45’s sat in brass brackets, tilted inward and downward, like the viewer was facing a gunslinger in mid draw. A few stone axes lined the top of a chest-height book case in the middle of the room, the wooden portions replicated and carefully fastened to the shaped stone heads. In all, a dozen rare items decorated the room, each of them tying into the local landscape, a result of careful design and consideration. Nonetheless, Bass paid none of them any heed. His mind was elsewhere, drifting through the Levant, east of the Mediterranean Sea, his mind on what treasures might lie ahead of him there, and on those that, despite the blank wall toward which he walked, lie ahead of him much closer to home. 
 
    He pressed his hand against the narrow, unadorned panel between two cases, and it moved away from him with a faint click, drifting inward until it settled against the side wall of a short passage. At the far end he tapped some numbers into a keypad set into a large steel door. There was a beep, a low hum, and then, with a faint clunk, the door slid back to reveal the true treasure room of his favourite residence. 
 
    Air slid out past him, dry and cool. The pressure inside was always kept higher than that in the outer room. Any air entering through the intake vent was filtered, scrubbed, dried and treated, then gently pumped into the chamber through half a dozen outflow vents. The cases inside were stainless steel frames and thick glass bases. As Bass entered, a warm, yellow glow rose from the ceiling and floor at once, bathing everything in a gentle light.  
 
    He always felt a strong sense of pride in this room. He had designed it, with the aid of an antiquities conservationist and a vault architect, and had overseen the construction himself, educating himself in the process to ensure that it was the best current technology had to offer. It was state of the art, everything regulated, monitored, self-adjusting and each system equipped with a redundant back-up. His house could burn to the sandy ground on a scorching summer’s day, and this room would still be there, cool, dry and secure. A flood could flash through the lowlands around the hilltop house, and even if the waters by some apocalyptic efforts managed to cover over the crest, the vault would remain just where it was, anchored securely on deep pilings, the intake vents automatically sealed against moisture intake until it was safe to restart the flow of dry, treated air. He could sit in the custom leather chair in the centre of the room, throughout any of these calamities, and calmly read through whichever of his rare books took his fancy in the moment, and not have a care in the world. It was his Holy of Holies, and it was perfect. 
 
    When he thought of the antiquities dealer keeping the Temple Scroll in a shoebox under the floorboards of his little shop for several years back in the fifties, his stomach knotted. The item had eventually been taken by force by the Israeli government, then monetary compensation offered to the dealer. A just action. A theft on moral and historical grounds. 
 
    Bass smiled. That was all he did, after all: he acquired items that would otherwise be carelessly kept, and he kept them in the best possible state. He would bring in experts and have the items studied. High-res photographs of everything he owned were stored on a disk in the safe of his Manhattan apartment, and another set in a safe deposit box in Geneva, with a few other important and sensitive items. Everything documented. Everything preserved. The world may not know it, but he was single-handedly securing millions of dollars worth of irreplaceable treasures, for generations to come. An unsung hero, that’s how he saw himself, and someday, he was sure, the rest of the world would see it too. In the meantime he was a secret hero, hiding behind the persona of a regular billionaire. A kind of Batman of the antiquities world. He smiled at the thought, though it was far from a new idea to him. 
 
    He stepped up to one of the cases and held his hand in the warm golden glow of an Anglo-Saxon helmet, dragged his finger down the rim of ancient metal. Though too small for him to try on, it was proudly shaped by skilled hands, and equipped with eye-protectors and long, thin extensions down each cheek. The object was one of his favourites. His imagination felt the cool hardness of the metal against his face, the weight of it on his forehead as he fabricated the actions of the warrior in his mind, swinging his axe and sword against his foes, crushing the skulls of his enemies, those who tried to take what was his, those things he had rightfully won. He remembered too that, in reality, a life had been lost in the process of acquiring this item — perhaps a fitting tribute to the man who had worn it, a toll to the gods of history, or one warrior's gift to the memory of another.  
 
    But Bass saw himself as more than just a warrior, more even than a secret hero who protected priceless things from those without the means to preserve them. No, he had evolved. He saw himself as a lord of the battlefield of his age and of the world of scholarship as well. A self-trained historian, antiquities expert and collector of the rarest of the rare. All of it, all of his success both in business and in this, his other passion, was a result of naked determination. His eyes fell on a simple, dressed stone sitting on a stainless steel shelf along one wall. It had been taken from Masada, the Jewish fortress built by King Herod along the edge of the Dead Sea. There had been, an older fortress on the site, built by Alexander Jannaeus. Antigonus II had tried to take it and failed. A testament to the determination and skill with which it was built. Herod had then improved the site, made it a palace, but even more formidable, more isolated. Impregnable, so it was thought. But then the Romans had come, bloodied and drained from the sacking of Jerusalem and the putting down of the Jewish rebellion. The last of the holdouts fled to Masada, and stood at last there, behind the fortifications, both natural and man-made, that had held so strong, for so many years. 
 
    Lucius Flavius Silva, Roman governor of Judaea, arrived as head of the tenth legion. What he had seen was a fortress built on a pillar of stone, separated from Roman forces by a deep canyon on three sides, and the wide Dead Sea valley on the other. No bridge. No road. No way to cross that topography and attack. Perhaps another man would have given up, or tried to starve them out, but Silva had no time for waiting, and no intention of giving up. If the topography was the problem, he would change it.  
 
    For days, weeks, his soldiers gathered stones and threw them over the side, into the canyon. It must have been a puzzle at first, watched by the men on the walls of Masada, and then a joke. Bass could hear the echoes of the laughter floating across the gap, the mocking words heard not only by Silva, but by his men as well. But he stayed. Continued. His men threw stone after stone over the side. Relentless. Unstopping. And the ravine floor rose. 
 
    Bass smiled as he thought of the laughter dying out on the far side of the chasm. Mockery turned to grim stares, and he could imagine a creeping fear welling up in the hearts of those who stared across, into the stoic eyes of the man who stood among his soldiers and watched the imperceptible rise caused by each individual stone. And each day the ravine was shallower. Less formidable. 
 
    When it rose high enough that the weapons of the Jewish holdouts were in range of the soldiers, some Roman lives were lost, but even that did not stop the governor. He ordered Jewish slaves brought forward, and they resumed the work. The men on the far side had a choice then, to kill their own defenceless people, or to watch, as the hands of their kin continued the inevitable advance of their enemies. They chose the latter.  
 
    When at last the rampart was finished, and the Tenth Legion crossed into the fortified palace on the other side of it, they found a silent compound. The soldiers had taken their own lives, rather than give their enemy the satisfaction of doing so. Bass understood though, that Silva would not have missed that satisfaction. He had a victory of his own, not over mere soldiers, but over circumstance itself. He had faced fate, eye to eye, and stared it down. 
 
    For the Silver Scroll, and much more for the Temple Treasure it was said to lead to, Bass was willing to stare down those same kinds of odds, to stand eye to eye with fate and to pay what the ancient lords would pay for their own successes. A warrior is a life who takes a life, but a lord, he is a ruler who moves on a grander scale, and for grander rewards. And for the reward that the scroll promised, Greg Bass would offer many lives if need be.  
 
    Including those of Ben Gela and Marina Saalik, of Bolt, Indiana. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ben had hardly slept. It had started with the stress of the translation work, been ramped up a notch by the beautiful woman sleeping beside him on the sofa, her form clearly visible in the contours of the blanket, then further by feelings of guilt at having another woman in the home where he and Donna had lived out her last two years of life. A year and a half of relative bliss, and then the steep descent of the end. It felt strange to have another woman in that space. Strange, but calming too. 
 
    Then the phone call came. 
 
    It was Joan from the apartment above Ben's. She had seen a man lurking in the darkness across the street, he seemed to be watching Ben's apartment… should she call the police? He had told her "No," that a student had made some threats and the police had stationed the man there for the night, just until they could question the boy. That seemed to settle her a little, but it put Ben on the ceiling.  
 
    He couldn't work that way. He couldn't do this from under the weight of henchmen and threats and danger to his family and… to whatever Marina was. He thought long and hard about what his best move might be. By the time the sun was up and Marina had started to stir, he had made a decision. Over a cup of coffee and split pastry, the last of the food currently in his apartment, he had told Marina of his plan.  
 
    They slipped out through the utility entrance and crept along the hedges for two full blocks before making a run for it and catching the number eight bus to the east end. Nearly an hour later they hopped off at a sheltered spot, grabbed a meal in a Denny's on Ben's credit card, and spent a silent sixty minutes waiting for the mall to open. So there they were, walking into Grayrock Outfitters in the mall, the scroll photographs tucked safely in Marina's handbag. 
 
    "Is this kind of place necessary?" Ben asked, staring at the racks of helmets, boots, ice-axes, and camping gear. “We’re probably going to sit in a hotel room somewhere and order room service.” 
 
    "Yes, it is. Trust me. The clothes and packs are in the back. Follow me." 
 
    "I could have grabbed a few things from home, or bought something at the airport." 
 
    "But we didn't grab anything when we left, we aren't going back, and buying a bunch of clothes at the airport would just draw attention," she grabbed his hand and dragged him toward the rear of the store, "and besides, the thugs watching us, following us, and all the pressure is making this impossible for you to work. If we're going to get through this with any sanity left, we'll need to make it fun if we can, to think of it as an adventure… and adventures need adventure clothing."  
 
    This was her latest method of working through the difficult: make it a game. A challenge. 
 
    Ben gave in. Over the next half hour he tried on various items at her request. Some she kept; others were thrown back. Soon she had a small pile of expensive but — Ben had to admit — great-looking clothing beside her, and he was, head to toe, the likeness of an Indiana Jones for the new millennium. Even the other customers nodded their approval as they came and went, trying on gear and making purchases of their own. Laughing, Marina handed him a helmet and ice-axe and started snapping pictures with her phone. 
 
    "All right, all right," Ben said, after half a dozen of these indignities, "Enough! Let's pay for these and get out of here." He returned to the changing room and Marina browsed the bags while she waited, choosing two mid-sized packs and adding them to the pile. The clerk rang each item through. Then they waited for Ben to return. 
 
    Five minutes passed with no serious concern on Marina's part. She looked around at new products, and picked out a couple of items for herself. She had pay Ben back once she transferred some cash from her savings account. Rainy day money — and it was raining, that was for certain. Then ten minutes were gone and she was beginning to look over her shoulder. She felt exposed. Concerned. Even the regular shoppers, so mundane a few moments before, suddenly seemed to be watching her from the corners of their eyes. Paranoia, that was all it was. Before letting herself get to the point of fear, she smiled at the clerk and nodded toward the back, "I'll go check on him." 
 
    She walked back through the store, past the three-sided mirrors, and down the little hall of changing rooms. Ben had been in the farthest one. 
 
    "Ben? You doing okay in there?" She heard a groan. With one quick motion she pushed open the door and stepped in, her hand drifting to her lower back, to the gun that still sat nestled in her belt. She had expected to see him collapsed on the floor, exhausted, shot, knocked out, or worse. What she saw was quite different. 
 
    The groan had not been Ben's; it was a trick. Ben was held fast, by his neck, under the arm of a hulking man with a flat, crooked nose. Ben was in his regular clothes, his new outfit in a heap on the floor. At her arrival, the man tightened his grip, Ben went purple, and it was obvious that the thug had the power to snap the professor's neck in a moment. Marina let her hand drift back around her hip, making no indication that she was armed. 
 
    "If you want him to live, say nothing and step inside." She did so. "Hello, Miss Saalik, you may call me Mr. Smith. I am here at the request of my employer." He smiled at his own eloquence and eased up on his grip a bit. 
 
    "What do you want?" her voice trembled, but all three of them could hear the anger in it, even more than the fear. It surprised both men. 
 
    "I want no one to get hurt," he continued, "and I want the completion of the work the professor here was hired to do." 
 
    "He can't work like this. Just let us go. We'll do it, we'll find what it is your boss wants and give it to him. All we want is to be left alone." 
 
    "I understand. The pressures of work can sometimes be crippling." He squeezed tighter on Ben's neck again, eliciting a wheeze from his captive's restricted throat and short, ineffective kicks from his feet. "But it is imperative that we all do what it is our part to do. Do you understand?" 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    "Good. Then what I want you to do, is to turn your back to me. Cuddle up close. That's right." With one smooth motion, the man released Ben and instead looped his thick arm around Marina. Ben dropped to his knees, coughed a couple of times, and then leaned against the wall, staring up at the man with hatred. 
 
    Marina stood in the man's powerful grip, smelled the hint of garlic of his sweat, and arched her back, trying to keep the gun from pressing against her captor, revealing its presence. 
 
    "If you hurt her," Ben rasped, "I'll find you and kill you." 
 
    "Please, professor, that's like me threatening to disprove your best theories. Let’s stick to the areas in which we are professionals, shall we? Good. What I don't want to happen is any screaming, or ruckus, or any kind of disturbance. I am willing to kill you both to protect the identity of my employer from official notice, and to ensure my own safety and freedom. If you endanger either of these goals, you are in mortal danger yourselves. I will be gone long before any police can arrive, and video footage will not help them find me. My employer will find another person to do the work, an inconvenience, but nothing more, and life will go on as before — for everyone but you. Do you understand? Good.  
 
    "Now this is what I want to happen. I want you, Professor, to wait in this room while Miss Saalik and I stroll casually from the store. You will then inform the clerk that you have decided against any purchases today. Then you will return to your home, finish the translations without taking a single step outside, and await further directions. Miss Saalik will be safe with me… so long as you cooperate. If you do, at any point, decide to make a problem of yourself… well then things will change."  
 
    As he said this, he pulled her a little closer to him, his arm pressing up underneath her breast, and his wicked smile aimed at Ben with all the sick glee of every bully Ben had ever faced in school playgrounds from kindergarten to grad school. He shook with anger, but what choice did he have?  
 
    He placed his hand on the floor to brace himself before getting up, and as he did so his fingers touched something cold there on the carpet. 
 
    Marina had had enough. She could see that Ben had no choice if they took her, and she had no desire to be in the care of this smooth-talking monster for however long it took to get this thing done. The man's grind against her chest and back had been too much for her to tolerate. With one quick motion, she lifted up on her toes and thrust her head back, feeling the wet smack of her skull on the man's mouth and nose. She then rammed her heel down hard on the foot of her attacker. His grip loosened and she twisted free, just for a moment, and was about to pull the pistol from her belt when her breath was frozen by a sharp krak! 
 
    She stood there in shock as the big man slid down the back wall, blood welling up from a gash in his forehead. She looked at Ben. 
 
    He stood there, over the big man, the ice-axe in his hand and a look on his face like he might just take another swing at the good Mr. Smith. She reached out and placed her hand on his forearm. 
 
    "It's okay, Ben. He's out cold." He looked at her, coming out of the moment as if from a blackout or a dream. 
 
    "Wow." He breathed out, long and slow.  
 
    "Yeah, wow." 
 
    "Marina…"  
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "…I think we had better get the hell out of here." 
 
    Ben was against them taking the time to go through the checkout, but Marina's cooler head won out in the end. She convinced him that paying and leaving as if everything were normal was the best way to avoid suspicion, and besides, hadn't they come because they needed some gear? If anything, the encounter in the change rooms was even more proof that they needed to get away from Greg Bass and his thugs. If they'd found them there, at the mall of the other side of town, then their every move was being watched, or monitored somehow. Bass could do that there in the States, but maybe his reach was a little shorter on the other side of the Atlantic. They got out of the store, made their way down the broad, glittering halls of the mall, and out toward one of the busier exits. There they ducked aside and paused to collect themselves. As they caught their breath in a bathroom designated for wheelchair users, the gravity of what had just happened started to dawn on Ben. Were the police being called at this very moment and a warrant issued for his arrest? For assault? For murder? He cursed Greg Bass under his breath and Marina looked up at him. 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "What did I just do?"  
 
    "You saved us." 
 
    "I might have just killed a man." 
 
    "You might have just killed a man who might have killed both of us. Fair trade in my books. Besides, I've had worse knocks on the head than you gave him." 
 
    Ben looked at her, not sure if she was serious. She paused. She seldom spoke about her childhood and the years in Sarajevo.  
 
    "Well, you know, rock climbing, that type of thing. If I haven't had one as bad, I've had close, and I don't think you killed him. Did you see the skull on that monster? There are turtles jealous of that guy!" She smiled and tugged on his sleeve. 
 
    Ben turned his eyes from her for a moment. "Maybe you're right.” She could flash from the fiery-eyed, anger-filled woman in the fitting room, into this playful, girlish woman in the turning of a second or two. He wondered what the knocks on her head were really from. The rock climbing thing didn't quite ring true. 
 
    "I am right. Bass wouldn't risk having his brain trust jailed, would he, despite what his thug said? If it were so easy to find someone able to do what he needs you to do, then he wouldn’t be going to all this trouble for you. Besides, the last place he wants you is in police custody, spewing your guts about him, the scroll, the threats." 
 
    "I guess you're right. We still have to be careful though." 
 
    "Agreed. Well, I've caught my breath if you have. Ready to move?" 
 
    "Yeah, more than ready." 
 
      
 
    Two figures walked swiftly between parked cars in the background as the henchman, bloody cloth pressed against his head, scanned the entrances to his side of the mall. He had called his partner in the van to tell him he had lost the girl, and so they'd each taken a side of the huge building, keeping an eye on the streams of people, each hoping that they didn't have to explain to their employer how a professor and a woman had gotten the best of two experienced enforcers. He knew he hadn't been unconscious more than a few minutes, but that would have been enough for them to flee the place… if they had gone immediately. 
 
    Of course they had. He cursed his own stupidity and vowed to give Ben Gela an answer to the gash on his head — then he tapped his phone on. As the line clicked open and the man on the other end said "Hello," the two figures stepped up onto a city transit bus in the background and huddled together in a seat near the back. The engine rumbled and the bus pulled away. 
 
      
 
    Greg Bass hung up his phone. He was not pleased with the hired help, to put it mildly, but at least the situation had shown him one thing: the connection between Ben Gela and Marina Saalik. Such connections could be exploited if need be. He leafed through a file on his desk. The tab at the top said "Saalik, Marina Ismetta." He praised himself again for being thorough, for being prepared, and for having his people create a file on Marina Saalik the moment he had seen her as a potential cog in the machine he had been oiling up and getting ready to roll. 
 
    His eyes scanned down the page. Born in Trebinje, Sarajevo: Former Yugoslavia; orphaned in the war sometime before age fifteen and taken to the US by the Red Cross in the fall of 1998. Finished high school as an independent student in her late teens. Recently completed training as an occupational therapist, into adventure sports at an elite level: snowboarding, skydiving, rock climbing. Injured two years ago in a cycling accident, a month in hospital, seven more in physiotherapy, treatment a success.  
 
    His finger tapped the last item on the page, one line below the medical outcome. Exhibited signs of emotional stress during rehab. Possible PTSD. Refused psychological treatment despite nightmares, lost time. Woke up screaming from night terrors twice. Deep-seated trauma causing almost constant fear and anxiety. He nodded to himself, tapping the page with his finger. That last item might be the most useful of all. 
 
    Bass walked over to the big glass window and stared out over his land. He had heard a rumour that Leonard Kantor had been in touch with the man in Indiana, or at least had sent a representative there. So the Israeli collector was leaning on the professor then. Or offering to help him. It was obvious that Kantor had realised Bass's involvement, or at the very least suspected it, but it was equally obvious that the Israeli couldn't prove anything.  
 
    Doing anything to stop Kantor would be difficult, but trying to stop Ben Gela? That would be a much simpler task, for either Bass or his rivals. True, Bass had Ben's family under his thumb and that would keep him in line for a while, but what if Kantor decided to play hardball as well? With tigers on both sides, where would the little rabbits run? Such prey could be unpredictable. 
 
    The rabbits might need a little extra help after all.  
 
    Bass typed in a password and an encrypted screen changed to a set of four boxes. He typed a four-digit code into the top one, a set of dates into the next, a dollar amount in the third, and his personal ID tag in the fourth: IREX. He then hit the return key and the screen returned to garbled text.  
 
    He had check it in half an hour. No doubt the personnel he needed would make contact by then. He looked forward to working with them, despite the cost. He was tired of dealing with the fumbling mistakes of incompetent help. It was time to call in some high-end assistance. 
 
    Things were about to get hot. 
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    "Ooh, hot!" Marina smiled at Ben as she pulled the cup from her mouth and sucked her top lip. 
 
    He looked around to make sure no one was close, then whispered "I don't don't know how you can be so calm! They could be here anywhere." 
 
    "But we're in the airport now, what are they going to do, shoot us with angry looks? They can't do anything in here that isn't monitored and recorded, they can’t get in with guns, and they can't do anything violent and expect to make it out of here, with or without us — haven't you heard of Nine- Eleven? This is the safest place we can be, all things considered. Cops, gates and dogs everywhere."  
 
    She knew it to be true; she had even nonchalantly dumped her weapon into a trash can on their way from where the cab dropped them. She hated to part with it, but there was no way she could take it into the airport with her, and nowhere else to leave it, especially without Ben finding out. She only hoped that it went out with the regular trash, undetected, and that TSA agents weren't pouring over surveillance tape that very moment, looking for the individual who'd dropped an automatic pistol into a can just outside of an airport. Add in her nominal Muslim background, and she had be buried in some dark hole while her hair greyed and her teeth rotted out. 
 
    "Maybe you're right, we don't need to worry here…” Ben couldn’t help but wonder if David and Mimi were going to pay for this little manoeuvre, but he hoped they’d be safe once he was clear of Bass’s grasp, and assured the man that the work would get done, on Ben’s terms, and the results handed back to the rich Texan.  He didn’t want to share his fears with Marina, not just yet, but if Bass or his men met them there, even inside the confines of airport security, and threatened to hurt his loved ones unless he came back… His heart wouldn’t stop racing until they were in the air, clear of this place, and clear of bass’s threats and bullying. he wondered even if this was the time to call David, at least let the man to be on the alert. Or would that only scare him. He noticed Marina looking at him, studying his face as if she could read his thoughts. He smiled, and nodded without much conviction. “You’re right, of course. But we should still be careful." 
 
    "And we shouldn't be doing anything that looks suspicious, like whispering, hiding behind corners, constantly looking behind us, or walking with our faces tucked into our collars! Relax. We might be in trouble, we might not, but nothing is going to happen inside a security zone, so for the next fifteen hours at least, we should relax. Rest. Store up some of that nervous energy for later. God knows I feel it too, but it won't do us any good if we get there exhausted. I have half a mind to stay here in the airport until you're done that thing.” Part of her thought that it might not be a bad idea. 
 
    "How do you do it? How can you be so calm?" 
 
    "I'm used to adrenaline," she winked at him, "but even more important, I'm here with you." Her eyes looked off behind him, scanning for a clock off in the distance, "And I think you took pretty good care of us back there." 
 
    She could see him take in her words, saw his chest expand a bit. He took a deep breath.  
 
    Okay, she thought, he’s calming down. If we can get through the next fifteen hours in relative comfort and safety, then we can worry about what comes next when we get to the other side.  
 
    "C’mon," he said, "we had better get down there, I think they're boarding first class now, we won't be much after that." 
 
    "Wait a minute, what? We're not flying first class?" She grinned and put her hand in the crook of his arm. “That’s it then, I’m outta here. I didn’t sign up for economy!” 
 
    On the other side of the promenade, obscured from notice by the shops and restaurants running down the centre of the aisle, a man in a suit kept pace with them. He walked with a cane, though he seemed to have little trouble with either leg. Occasionally, without slowing his walk, he looked over at something in a shop window as the couple walked past on the other side. As they neared their gate and fell into place behind a chattering group of tourists, the man with the cane came around the end of the promenade and stepped into line several people behind them. 
 
    On a cushioned bench, two rows in from the boarding area, a man looked up from his magazine as if to check the boarding status. As his eyes returned to his reading, he noticed the man with the cane, standing in line rather than sitting or taking advantage of early boarding, despite the apparent weak leg. He was carrying no suitcase either, and traveled with nothing to read, watch, or listen to while waiting. 
 
    A moment later, the man with the cane sighed and looked off to his right, his eyes drifting over each person in the room in a matter of seconds, then returning to stare at the boarding sign in front of him. Calm. Without suspicion. Confident. 
 
    The man on the bench touched his finger tip to tongue, turned the page, and waited for his section to board. He was reading a long article about one or other of the Kardashians.  
 
    He didn't give a rat's ass about the Kardashians. 
 
      
 
    The hum and vibration of the engines, the constant flow of canned air, the feeling of being stowed away in a dim compartment full of people, thirty-seven thousand feet in the air, powerless to control their fates, and so relaxed in forced trust; Ben drifted in and out of sleep. His resigned relaxation was almost complete. 
 
    Almost complete. 
 
    Marina lay still, consciously letting the tension drain from her muscles, breathing in only thoughts of peace, imagined fragrances of flowers, and memories of things she held dear. She could not yet rest her mind, and so she would use it to press rest upon her body. 
 
    Her cherished memories were not of sun-kissed vistas from atop Southwest mesas, or fresh cool air rushing by as she angled a bike just right to navigate a steep drop down a rocky trail, though they were all good memories. They weren't of lovemaking on lazy mornings, or even the translucent recollections of her mother's face staring down at her, sweet baclava baking its warm scent through the air of the little kitchen. No. 
 
    The image in her head was of a dark, cold room in a shack of a house in Trebxinje. She had seen a woman raped that day. A girl, really, not much older than she had been then. Could have been Marina herself, but for the grace of God. Well, his grace wasn't on the other girl that day. Marina had returned to Bratislav in the little house, shaking with rage and fear and nearly retching with the tension between feeling like she had to do something, and knowing that there was nothing she could do.  
 
    He had not held her. He hadn't even pressed her hand. The old man walked over to the kitchen cabinet, knelt down with a groan and popped up a narrow board below the sink. Unwrapping an oiled rag, he produced a semi- automatic pistol. 
 
    "It is a Beretta Modello," he whispered, "Italian. It was my father's. Where he got it, I don’t know, but he always kept it safe, and he handed it down to me." 
 
    He pressed the gun into her hand. She felt the cold surface, the rough contours of the grip, the sharp edge of the magazine where it protruded from the bottom of the gun. She had already procured the old revolver by that time, but hadn’t told the old man about it. It was her secret, and the war had thought her enough by then to keep a few of those to herself. He waited a moment, let her feel the weight of the Beretta in her hand, then continued. 
 
    "When the war ended and I came down from the mountains, back to Trebxinje, our house was gone. Burned down to ashes, only the cellar still there.” He stomped his foot down on the trapdoor to his own cellar, for emphasis while he spoke the word. “This gun is all I have left of him. He taught me to shoot it. Without bullets at first, quietly, in the darkness of the cave. Then later, a time or two." His voice trailed off, as if he had shifted to an inner dialogue, but hadn't noticed.  
 
    For the first time, Marina saw the heaviness of age on the old face, the deep depth of the creases around every feature. She waited. "Here," he continued, "You take it. It is loaded. It is ready to fire. My father gave it to me. I give it to you." 
 
    "I'll never let it go." 
 
    He stared at her. “No. Do not say such a thing. This gun, this… thing. It is a weapon. A tool. It has great value to me only when there is peace, when all is well. If ever a time comes when using it will save your life, I am very happy. But if ever a time comes when having it will endanger you, then cast it away. Drop it as if no thing ever had less value on the face of the earth. If it endangers you, then its purpose turns to dust. It becomes your enemy’s weapon then. Do you understand?" 
 
    She had nodded. He responded in kind. They sat there then, her hand wrapped around the handle, feeling the weight of it pinch her fingers between it and the worn tabletop. The old man sat beside her, his hand still gently pressing hers against the cold steel. 
 
    “If they catch you, you fight only if there is a purpose to it. If they rape you, you fight only if there is a purpose to it. If you can get away. If you can’t, then you take whatever pain they have to force upon you, but you survive it. Live on to spit on their memories. Curse them. But do not let them win by such means. Do not let them change the world. Find something that gives you some hope.” He patted her shoulder, twice, then returned his hand to the tabletop. Stared into past years, and thoughts all his own. 
 
    She could hear his breathing. She could hear her own… happiness. 
 
    Almost happiness. 
 
    Across Ben's lap, she lay still and relaxed, her feet on the aisle seat, hips in the middle, and her head resting against the lower edge of the closed window shade. His arm was draped around her, just under her breasts, and the closeness, the smell of each other, was intoxicating, an opium dream; Ben set aside his fleeting feelings of guilt as he thought of Donna, and let the memory of her blend with the reality of the woman sleeping in his arms. Marina closed her eyes and let herself be held. A rare moment of vulnerability. Ben’s head eased down beside hers, his nose at the edge of her hair, eyes closed. He drifted near sleep, bathed in the scent of her and lulled by his own exhaustion. They stayed like that for a long while. 
 
      
 
    The man with the cane noticed Ben's head drop from view. Good for him, he thought, she's a real looker.  
 
    The plane had plenty of empty space on it — about half capacity he guessed — and it wouldn't be difficult to keep an eye on the traveling professor. Simple job, anyway, following a guy on an airplane. If there was any kind of trouble, any 'interference' as Bass had put it, the cane would give him an edge. He was sure Bass would be pleased with him. If trouble came, and he handled it well, there might even be a bonus in the job. Future work for sure. 
 
    He adjusted his belt. He had been drinking coffee for a full hour and a half prior to the flight, trying to blend in with the crowd. Now his bladder was full and growing more uncomfortable by the minute. Gela seemed to be asleep, or making a move on the woman. Either way he had be staying put for a while. Nowhere to hide over the Atlantic anyway. He got up and craned his neck to make sure the professor was safe in his seat. He was. 
 
    He left the cane leaning against his tray table and made his way to the lavatory, remembering to use the seats as support, keeping up the act of the sore leg. He hated the little rooms, but there was nothing for it; he wasn't going to make it another six hours without going.  
 
    A few minutes later and he was stepping out of the door, happy to be free of the confining little cell, with its jarring odour, not quite foul, but certainly not pleasant. He nodded at the man waiting to use it next, not envying him the air quality he was likely to endure — especially at that moment. He reached his row, taking a last look forward before sitting down. He could see the crown of Ben's head over the seat. Not making a move then, he thought, pussy. At least they were still there and all was well. He could sit down and relax… maybe watch a movie. 
 
    A sharp pain erupted in the small of his back, near his left kidney. It felt like a bug bite at first, but quickly got worse. He sucked in air to yell. But didn't. He could feel his knees wobble, then nothing. With little more than a weak hiss, easily covered by the drone of the engines and air conditioning, he leaned and fell, gently guided by the man from the lavatory line, into his seat. A quick arrangement of pillows and blanket, and all a passer-by would see was a big man, snoozing away on a late-night flight. 
 
    The man from the lavatory snapped the seatbelt around the sagging form, outside of the blanket for full visibility. It wouldn’t do to have the flight attendant try to wake him for a seatbelt check if they hit a patch of turbulence. Then he returned to his own seat and lifted up the magazine he had been holding at the boarding gate. He had found an article worth reading at last, and he wanted to finish it before taking a nap prior to arrival.  
 
    His jacket shifted as he read and the woman beside him let out a quiet gasp. He looked at her and she pointed. A syringe had slipped from the leather packet in the side pocket of his jacket and fallen to the floor. He reached down to pick it up, smiled and tucked it back in.  
 
    "Diabetes," he whispered, "Damn needles." She smiled and nodded, returning to her tiny television screen. 
 
    It was done. The two were none the wiser. 
 
    Kantor would be pleased. 
 
      
 
    Ben and Marina were off the plane in good time. There was some fuss over a man who'd had some kind of stroke or heart attack and was unconscious, though still alive they said. Perhaps they always said that. In any case, once he was taken from the half-empty plane, the rest of the passengers filed out in just a few minutes. There was a layover of about two hours, just enough time to stretch the legs and get a bit of good coffee on the way to the next gate. 
 
    “You ever been to London? To England?” Ben asked. 
 
    Marina shook her head, though she had, a long time ago, been escorted down that same hallway, from one plane to another, the second one bound for Chicago and a new life in the United States. It was a powerful memory, but all through it a heavy rushing of sound, like the sustained push of a hurricane, dampened all clear sense of sound. Faces. Muffled voices. Colours and confusion. Her body had been there, but her inner self was still in the clutches of the war she had left behind. No, she hadn’t really been there before. 
 
    “I studied here. About an hour from right here, actually. Oxford.” 
 
    “Did you like it?” 
 
    “Did I like it? Yeah, I suppose. It wasn’t what I thought it would be. Not so much the cultural experience I’d hoped for.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It was intense. Narrow. When you hit a certain point in academia, everything is so specialised, that it feels like you’re living in a tunnel. Interesting things show up around the edges, maybe important things… but you can't look at them. There’s no time to really dig deep and understand the bigger pictures. It’s a rush to finish, and move on. When it’s over, that’s when you get to do more of what you want to do, but by then…” 
 
    “By then what?” 
 
    “Well, I’d forgotten most of those things I wanted to look into. All those ideas were washed away in the hurry and the workload.” 
 
    “But it was still worth it?” 
 
    He grinned at her. “Hell yeah!” 
 
      
 
    The second leg of the flight was much shorter, and a uneventful to the couple as the first leg had been. They didn’t sleep, but kept up the feeling of rest. Preparation. They watched a movie. Ate. Leaned on each other and soaked in the mutual assurance and comfort. Then it was over. Wheels touched down with a jolt and they were there. 
 
    Ben and Marina moved quickly through to the luggage carrousel, grabbed their packs and walked toward the taxi queue. Whatever ease they'd achieved on the plane faded with the air-cushioned thud of the security doors. They were in the open now, in Tel Aviv, Israel, both of them far from anything familiar or controlled. Marina remembered Leonard Kantor's warning to Ben. She realised for the first time that, by getting farther from Bass’s sphere of influence, they might well have stepped into the sphere of another, equally terrifying entity. If any of the people Kantor had warned Ben about were to make a move here, there would be little either she or Ben could do to stop it. Maybe coming here was a bad idea after all. A little late for that little revelation. Their best hope, as she saw it, was to keep moving and to keep anonymous. 
 
    Ben turned to look behind them. 
 
    "It's okay," Marina said, looping her arm through his once again, "We look just like any other couple walking through the airport. Tourists, or locals coming home from vacation. We're fine." I would like to find a gun though. 
 
    Ben took in her words. Any other couple, she had said. Did she see them as a couple then? What would that mean? His mind went first to thoughts of the new privileges such a status would bring. Alone in a foreign land, sharing rooms… close, intimate quarters. But his mind didn't stop there. This was no fling at the university bar, this was a life-and-death situation, a potentially life-altering circumstance. Whatever happened, any emotional connection would be exaggerated tenfold. Could such a relationship be trusted? The good and the bad might easily spin out of control and become something beyond what he had the emotional capacity to deal with at that point in his life.  
 
    He smiled back at her, but knew it was weak.  
 
    She grinned and picked up their pace. She knew she needed to be strong, not only for her own sake, but for Ben's as well. Silence and stillness could be mistaken for anything, in such circumstances: even courage. Fear clung like a gargoyle to her back, but she couldn't let that show. For his sake she could do it; like he had for her back in Indiana. 
 
    Like he had. She felt suddenly awkward, with her arm looped through his. A day or two after breaking it off with Barry, and here she was, flirting with a guy who had rich criminals chasing them half-way around the world. A guy with a dead wife, and obvious commitment issues. 
 
    They reached the others waiting in line for cabs and she shrugged off any more thoughts of Ben, of her… of her and Ben. The benefit of being chased by murderous antiques collectors was that any emotional baggage or hesitation she might feel would be well camouflaged behind the fear and stress. 
 
    Off to their left, following laterally, rather than behind the couple, a man walked along without apparent notice of the Americans, his magazine tucked snugly beneath his arm. Once outside, he paused and sat on a bench near the pickup area. He dialled a number on his phone and sat with it held up to his ear, saying nothing. As Ben and Marina neared the front of the line, he stood and spoke a quick word or two, in Hebrew. As they dropped their packs into the trunk of the car, a green Land Cruiser pulled up and stopped in front of the man. He stepped in, took a moment or two to adjust his safety belts, pull an automatic pistol from the console pocket, to tuck it into his belt, and to greet the driver with a smile. Then, as the taxi pulled out from the stand, the Toyota eased out into traffic a couple of vehicles behind it. 
 
    Ben, Marina, and the man with the magazine all let out a long sigh of relief. 
 
    So far, so good. 
 
    Ben Gurion Airport faded from view as they set out into the desert. Desert, Ben thought, staring out the window at the broad patches of bright green vegetation. Crops and orchards blended in with the opportunistic weeds along their edges, sharp relief from the dry brown of the areas untouched by irrigation. This might technically be a desert, but the lack of rainfall had been hidden beneath a green layer of man's ingenuity. The soil, barren of all but the hardiest of desert plants for untold numbers of years, had been claimed, its richness tapped, for survival at first, then for luxury and profit. The barren plains had become yet another stronghold of the human race, secure so long as technology and relative peace could be sustained. The former was going strong, but peace, in this place more than most, was always precarious. 
 
    "You must be proud of what your people have done here," Marina said as she squeezed his hand. 
 
    "'My people?'" 
 
    She hesitated, her face flitting between expressions, "I'm sorry, did I say something wrong? I just thought…" 
 
    "It's alright, sorry, sorry. I am Jewish, you're right. Well, kind of. And Israel is a Jewish state. Kind of." 
 
    "Why 'kind of'?" 
 
    "Well, it's a secular state, not a religious one." 
 
    "But isn't it Jewish?" 
 
    "It was created to be a homeland for the Jewish people, kind of as compensation for what happened with Hitler." 
 
    "So it didn't turn out that way?" 
 
    "Well, most Israelis are Jewish, at least culturally, but only about one in five are religious Jews, and there are other people living there too, Christians and Muslims and others. One can be Israeli and not be Jewish, just like most Jews have nothing really to do with Israel." 
 
    "Really? I didn't know that." She paused. "So what about you then, you aren't Israeli, obviously, but you are Jewish… 'sort of,' you said? I'm not sure what you mean." 
 
    "Mine is a long story, that's all."  
 
    “You don’t have to tell me anything, but… we have some time." 
 
    "Later, if that's okay," he said, smiling as reassuringly as he could, "It's a bit heavy, and I'm feeling pretty light right now. It would be great to keep that going if we can." 
 
    She nodded and kissed his cheek. Not quite quick. A bit more than a peck. Just the right amount of pressure, of breath. He felt the moisture from her lips cool on his skin as they drove through the hot sun. A tease of which she was well aware. The tension between what she was doing, and what she should be doing was still there, vibrating around her thoughts. What she really wanted was an afternoon of abandoned sex… but she wasn't yet sure that what she wanted and what she needed were the same thing.  
 
    She usually didn't care. 
 
    Ben leaned back in his seat, tilted his head forward, and watched the beautiful scenery speed by. Marina stared out of the window as well, but with her head resting on Ben's shoulder. They watched the land, occasionally pointing out some scene of interest, conserving energy against the unseen dangers on the horizon. Ahead of the cab, the built-up profile of Jerusalem came into view. 
 
      
 
    Behind them, with three cars separating him from the cab, Magazine saw the city and renewed his efforts to spot anything out of the ordinary. It was so much easier to do this in America, where any car with more than one adult male occupant was suspect. Here, many people shared the cost of fuel and three or four people in a car was not an unusual thing, nor was a person walking alongside the road with a pack or burden. He paid little attention to the scenery, but instead scanned the oncoming vehicles, as well as those immediately ahead and behind. He had a bad feeling about something, a kind of lump high in his chest, like a golf ball just behind his sternum. The lump always meant trouble.  
 
    As the vehicles entered the city, he sat a little straighter in his seat and took a long look backward to see if any vehicles were gaining on them. When he turned again to the front, something had changed. But what? 
 
    "Overtake the Mercedes," he said, and the driver pulled out to pass the sleek silver car rolling along in front of them. Magazine took the gun from his belt and held it between his thigh and the door. As they cruised past the Mercedes and gained on the SUV in front of it — the one just behind the Americans’ taxi — one of its four passengers pulled something over his head and it became clear: masks. "Take them! Do it now!" 
 
    Magazine's driver stomped on the pedal, but both men knew the effort was useless. From the east side of Kaplan's traffic circle, a van containing two visible occupants, both in balaclavas, rounded the corner toward the cab. The timing was perfect. Magazine turned his eyes to the Americans as the van crashed into the side of the cab. 
 
      
 
    The music was tinny, but Marina liked it, the wavering tones of the male singer like an Imam's prayer, suiting the exotic nature of the landscape and buildings. The sound was, to her, much like she imagined hymns affected those raised in country churches. The meaning behind them was not where the power lay, but rather in the beauty of the sound and the depth of the evoked half-memories. It stirred something in her. It wasn’t a passion for violence or conquest, any more than the hymns stirred up desires to muster up another blood-soaked crusade in those who had been raised in a Western setting; it was something deeper, more stable. Peaceful and secure. 
 
    Ben was in a different mood entirely. He didn’t dare call David, for fear that it would keep the man in Bass’s sights and therefore in the thick of the danger. That fear niggled at the edges of everything, but it was with some guilt that Ben felt the excitement of the situation taking the forefront of his mind. He had been to Jerusalem briefly, as a student, but with the heavy schedule and light wallet, hadn't seen much outside of windowless document rooms and a cheap room in student housing. This time he had money, both his own and the cash Bass had given him, a need to explore, and a beautiful woman sitting beside him, clutching his hand like a teenager. It really was like being the star of an Indiana Jones adventure. He smiled and turned to look at her. 
 
    "LOOK OU-!" 
 
    Through the side window, he had seen nothing but grill. The shining chrome smashed into the side of the car at the rear fender, sending the world spinning around them. They could do nothing but feel the hard pull of centrifugal force and grasp at their wits and bearings as both were slammed from their control. Marina’s ears rang with a high whistling sound. The radio seemed to have paused for the impact. A second crash arrested their rotation and the cab lurched backward, unnaturally slowly by comparison, until it came to rest with a light bump against a square, stone barrier. 
 
    Marina sat for a moment, coming to terms with a still world and spinning heads, then looked over to Ben. He was staring down at his hands, at the blood and bits of shattered glass, his eyes widening, glancing around as if trying gain his own bearings. Marina glanced over her shoulder, still encased in the whistling sound from her inner ears, and saw balaclava-clad men jumping from the doors of the van and an SUV. 
 
    Guns. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gulam Thoma opened the email account, hands trembling and almost missing the keys. He typed in the password and looked at the menu. One draft. He opened it. 
 
      
 
    Information received. Set to intercept. Will advise when complete. 
 
      
 
    They had deleted his message. 
 
    He thought of writing something back, just to keep involved in things, to feed that nervous energy into something. Anything. He thought better of it. He ticked the box beside the short message and deleted it. They would know from that that he had seen it. He would wait for word from them once they had completed the mission. That was better. More professional than an impotent reply. He logged out of the account and deleted the history on his browser. 
 
    He sat back in his seat, one foot tapping back and forth against the chair leg, his teeth working his bottom lip to free a flake of chapped skin. How long would it be? An hour before he heard? A day? It would depend on where they took the American, he supposed. Tough to hide him in Jerusalem maybe. Back to Tel Aviv? Some place in the countryside? Probably. 
 
    He had received the call from Dhawan the night before. Late. The hacker had intercepted some communication between the Texan and one of his operatives. He had also managed to identify the American expert and gain access to his credit card account. By signing in, but not doing anything with the card information, fraud protections had not kicked in and he had been able to leave without much of a trace. Certainly no trace Ben Gela would notice. Now, with the password in hand, he could check transactions and know when and where the American was going. Each access would appear legitimate. No bells going off, free access to the information. 
 
    The camping gear store had been puzzling at first, but the airfare to Tel Aviv had explained it. Americans… always thinking that any place outside of Manhattan was an untracked wilderness. How did they think these cultures had survived and thrived for millennia before the United States of America was even a distant dream?  
 
    And already the so-called Superpower was beginning to crumble. They were riddled with poor, neglected citizens. Infrastructure was beyond any reasonable state of repair… trillions. War heroes were forgotten, empty celebrity was held higher than dignity, morality and real accomplishment. His face crumpled into a scowl and it was all he could do not to spit in disgust. It was one thing to fail, but quite another to fail while deluded that you were the pinnacle of human achievement. The great cultures of the Middle East would outlast the Westerners’ sprawling, soulless houses and profound weaknesses of character. Between that and their deluded conceit as the world's police force, they had no fan in the person of Gulam Thoma. He loved their movies — mostly — and their music. But that was about where it ended. He had met plenty of Americans, but what they pretended to be in their films… he had never met an American like that. 
 
    Thoma had given his young hacker a bonus of five hundred dinars, peeled from a roll of three thousand, and promised him more for going above and beyond, for bringing any information about the shadowy deal unfolding in the secret realm of high-value black market antiquities. Dhawan had been thrilled by the payment, but Thoma knew that the young man was worth ten times that amount, and more. Business information, legitimate and otherwise, had shifted from the big, tin drawers of filing cabinets and secret ledgers, to the digital world. The digital world had, in its turn, been divided into territories as well, levels and depths beyond the skill of most people to navigate. Among the most esoteric of these was the network known as the Deep Web. 
 
    The Deep Web lay beneath the Surface, unreached by standard search engines, and was purported to be many times larger than the part of the Web accessible by the usual means. Most of it legitimate, despite its dark reputation, but it was also ideal for anonymity, which attracted several, less savoury, subcultures as well. Criminals. Spies. That portion of the Deep Web was where Dhawan concentrated his searches. It was a network of pages seldom even grazed by the billions of users online every day. It was a warren of dark passages and encrypted files, a haven for pedophiles and human traffickers, smugglers and drug dealers of the upper echelon. 
 
    But it was also the motherlode for one who knew how to mine it. Someone like Dhawan. 
 
    There was seldom anything big there, at least nothing easily read, but there could usually be found a crumb of code, a few kilobytes of information that might tip a skilled observer onto another clue, to another crumb. Crumbs turned into trails, if the right person was tracking them. The right sensitivity to the code and a gifted hacker could come up for air with a fistful of data on which to build. So Dhawan had done so.  
 
    He had then taken the information and extrapolated from it, gaining some Surface Web traction and then some public information about the man he was trying to identify and follow. A detail here, cross-referenced with another from over there. Eliminate those who didn’t fit the profile. A million people at first pass, then a couple of hundred thousand, then a thousand, a dozen… and the final depression of the return key nearly cleared his screen, the string of names going dark to reveal just one. The seed of a greater search. The dangling end of a much longer thread. Gregory Jonathan Bass, Texas billionaire and narcissistic hoarder of priceless items that had belonged, for the most part, to people who would rather not have parted with them. He had learned that Bass was ruthless, fully committed to his collection, and backed up by some serious firepower. 
 
    He had fished for code that might reveal who it was Bass was using to help him. There was usually an expert involved, some greedy or timid academic, or antique dealer, who more often than not bore the brunt of legal repercussions if the process became messy, or public. It seldom did though, it seemed, as there was far less Surface chatter about Bass than Deep Web speculation. He may not have been liked, or even respected on an academic level, but he was most definitely taken seriously… even feared. 
 
    Dhawan had almost given up for the night when he had found a short string on the tail end of a message. It followed a set of seven characters separated by a dash — PGJ-WGXZ — which he had seen several times in connection with Bass's digital shadow. Something about it had seemed familiar and he had played with it a bit, trying it in a couple of decoders, then simply Googling to see what might come up by chance. He had reached a dead end, a page that was no longer there, but with a little tweaking of the address, deleting bits from the tail end of the IP, a page appeared: a volleyball team photo from Harcourt University in Bolt, Indiana. 
 
    A search of the departments revealed one for Archaeology and Ancient History, with a subheading indicating that it included Biblical Studies. A simple faculty search revealed that the department consisted of only five people, four men and a woman. Of those five, none of them had names with three letters for the first and then four for the last, as he had hoped. It would be an easy solution to the code, to line up the name with the garbled letters. He had paused and considered.  
 
    The family names would not be shortened, likely, but the given name might be, and they could be in any order. Only two of them had family names with four letters: Benjamin Gela and Christopher Glen. Christopher might be shortened to Chris, but nothing with three letters. Benjamin, however, could easily be Ben. He scanned down his professional profile page. A Facebook page open to students. There it was, in a welcome note to freshers taking his new course. A note of best wishes. Signed "Ben."  
 
    And Benjamin Gela was a specialist in the Dead Sea Scrolls.  
 
    Dhawan had even found travel information for Gela and a companion, to Tel Aviv. Right under his nose, or very nearly. Thoma calculated, over-optimistically, that this change in geographical location would decrease the compensation demanded by his hired men, and even toyed with thoughts that the professor might have the item there, on his person, ready to be easily taken and secreted away to Thoma’s credit and honour. So he had opened the email. Delivered his first message. Received his reply. And waited. 
 
    In the dark of the evening, Gulam Thoma still sat at his desk, foot tapping and teeth slowly making a tender pulp of his bottom lip as he waited for word from his men. 
 
    When it finally came, he closed his eyes and swore. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The whistle in her ears pulled inward as her gut tightened and the world jarred into sharp focus with a roar. "Come on, Ben! We've got to get out!" 
 
    Sharp, metallic pings rattled off of their vehicle and the driver slumped down, his torso leaning into the passenger seat. 
 
    Ben blinked hard once, snapped out of his shock, and responded to Marina’s hard pull on his hand as she dove from the car, handbag swinging wildly around her shoulder as she tried to keep the taxi between them and the sounds of gunfire. She was bent at the waist, but running for cover without a look backward. As they ran amid tiny clouds of dust and sand exploding around the vehicles, horns blared, tires screeched and the metallic pings burst in rapid showers across surfaces all around them, a horizontal, deadly rain. Her head began to spin. This wasn’t one set of attackers peppering them with gunfire; this was a full-on firefight. Where were so many bullets coming from? She wasn't shooting. Ben wasn't shooting. Who the hell was shooting? 
 
    She ran through a small parking area beside the road and toward a low stone wall. Ben kept his head down and followed. In the distance, a large, stadium-like building dominated the skyline and the pair fled toward it. Once up and over the low wall, Marina dropped to her belly and used her knees and elbows, soldier-style, to propel herself forward under full cover of the stones. Ben did his best to do the same. Once they had covered a short, level distance, the ground sloped steeply downward and the two of them slid to a stop at the bottom of it, on a paved walking path. 
 
    "Are you okay? Are you hurt?" He didn't hear her at first. "Ben, are you okay?" 
 
    He nodded. "You?" 
 
    "I think so. We can't stay here. Whoever that is will be looking for us." 
 
    "Where can we go? Our bags!" He looked back toward the road. 
 
    "Forget them. We can't go back." 
 
    Ben knew that the photos were in Marina's handbag for safe keeping, still slung around her neck and shoulder, despite the crash. He assumed she had her passport in there too. Ben himself had his own passport and the stacks of cash in his money belt tucked under his left arm, beneath his shirt. His credit card was in his front pocket. The rest of the items they could replace if need be. He thought for a moment. "That building there, some kind of stadium? Sports complex?" 
 
    "Looks like it." 
 
    "Lots of people, security maybe. We could get lost in there and they wouldn't find us… If we can clean up a little first." 
 
    The sound of gunfire dropped to an occasional burst of a shot or two. 
 
    "We had better get going," Marina whispered, "It should be safe enough until whoever is left shooting finish the job and come after us." The two bent double and moved off down the path, ready to duck away and run as soon as a break in the retaining wall allowed it. 
 
      
 
    Magazine glanced down at his leg. He had taken a grazing wound as he broke cover to gain a better position in the firefight. His opponents were better than he had expected. Likely former military or, God forbid, they might be current military personnel from the Israeli armed forces. Nothing like living in a constant state of high-alert to hone the skills of your soldiers.  
 
    Either way, Magazine's job was clear: give the professor and the woman time to get clear, then neutralise this situation before the two got too far away for him to pick up their trail. He lifted his pistol up over the hood of the car where he crouched and let fly three rounds in rapid succession. His Jericho 941 had a fifteen-round capacity, and by his count he had four shots left. His spare ammo was back in the Range Rover. He cursed himself for changing positions without thinking it through first. Stupid move, but he had sensed a window in the fire and taken it. At least he was still alive, and that was his primary concern, despite his dangerous vocation. 
 
    Three sharp reports echoed across the traffic circle. In the distance, the harried wail of Israeli police vehicles could be heard, no-doubt already on their way to the scene. This was Jerusalem, too, and any number of armed security guards might be closer to them, running silently on foot, or speeding along in cars not equipped with the sirens and markings of the official peace force. 
 
    As the last echo of gunfire fled up into open air, Magazine popped his head up and back down, taking in the area in a brief glance. Seeing nothing, he bobbed back up, pistol at the ready, aiming in the general direction of his last remaining foe. A hand popped up, two rounds fired from a pistol, then it was gone. Magazine steeled his nerves to remain where he was, risking that the blind shots wouldn't find their target. 
 
    He waited. 
 
    His opponent waited too — or was reloading for a fresh volley. 
 
    The sirens grew louder. 
 
    Ben Gela and Marina Saalik were making their way further from him. Getting harder to find. More likely to get lost and meet this kind of challenge on their own next time. He couldn’t let that happen. 
 
    But still he waited. 
 
    His gun fired before his conscious mind registered the eyes and gun barrel that suddenly popped into view above the hood of the other car. Two rounds. The first one probably missed, but the second one passed through the man's forehead, sending a mist of blood and brain-matter up in a tiny pink cloud. The man sank down behind the vehicle. 
 
    Magazine waited a few seconds more. Then he stood up, floated over to the Range Rover in a half-crouch, stuffed his trouser pockets with ammunition, and ran. 
 
    He had seen the direction Ben and Marina had taken, and guessed rightly where they would be headed. It was where he would go in a similar situation, had he needed help and lacked the training for a more strategic, self-directed solution. He was up over the stone embankment and through the brush in a moment, then settled into a swift walk, stifling the pain in his wounded leg. It was just a graze, anyway, and wouldn't do him any lasting harm.  
 
    Behind him, one of the fallen forms rolled onto his belly, picked up his fallen gun, and jogged across to the retaining wall. He tucked the gun inconspicuously into his tan canvass jacket and glanced around to make sure he wasn't being followed. The appearance of the gunmen from the Land Rover had been a surprise. It had become quickly apparent that they were professionals, and that his own team was out-gunned — or at the very least, well-matched. A decision needed to be made. Feigning death would decrease his team’s chances of success in that engagement, but it would greatly increase his chances of gaining the upper hand in the next one. Besides, each body was another five grand in his hands, and fewer shares to pay out for duties done. In the midst of a volley of fire, he had dropped down, alongside the driver of the van, and lay still, carefully controlling his breath, to appear as still as possible. It was a risk, as his opponents might take the precaution of a safety kill-shot into each fallen form, but he calculated that the approaching sirens and the increasing distance gained by the fleeing targets would make such precautions impractical in the time frame. He had been right. 
 
    It was clear that this was no accidental interference, that these unexpected defenders were working for the other side, one of the other sides, and he deduced that his best chance of finding the Americans again was to follow their bodyguard. He could dispatch the remaining man easily enough now that he knew his face. Especially since his quarry thought they were all dead. Strictly-speaking it had been a mistake, not checking the fallen. Softness born of living in the peaceful West, maybe. Ah well, the man wouldn’t make the same mistake again, the gun tucked under the edge of the tan jacket would ensure that much. 
 
      
 
    Magazine trotted along, keeping an eye out for better routes toward the stadium, or for indications that his wards had changed their direction for some other haven. He stuck his gun in his belt, pulling his shirt out to hang over it in case some jogger were to overtake him and see it. The bleeding leg he could explain easily enough as the result of a fall. He pulled his tie loose and paused just long enough to wrap it around his leg in an effort to stop the bleeding and assess the damage. Just as he had thought: nothing major nicked. No arterial bleed. Just a meat wound. 
 
    He kept moving. 
 
      
 
    "There!" Marina pointed at a three-story, white stone building built into the hill. The front doors were propped open with small wooden wedges, despite the heat. A few young men were skateboarding further down the concrete walkway, flipping their boards over and attempting to balance on a handrail. 
 
    Ben looked toward the parking area and spotted the sign, "Youth Science Center" in small English letters below the Hebrew script. 
 
    "What are you thinking?" He glanced behind them. 
 
    "Find a place to clean up? Lie low?"  
 
    "Unnoticed?" 
 
    "As easy in there as it will be at the stadium… probably more so. And it’s here. Right now. If they’re following us…” 
 
    It made sense. The people chasing them — whoever they turned out to be — couldn't search every building in the area. He doubted they would even try. They would make their best guess, and if that failed, escape would move up the priority list pretty quickly. Ben hadn't been in Jerusalem for some years, but he was willing to bet that the police were nearly at the scene of the firefight, if not already there. He had heard the sirens even through his shock. They acted quickly here, and with decision. Their attackers would either be incapacitated by death or wounds, or they would be getting the hell out of Dodge City, in a hurry.  
 
    He nodded and the two of them entered the open doors, Marina walking a little behind Ben, trying to hide the now-crusted blood on her hands and the front of her shirt. She looked back down the path, the way they had come. Again, she wished she had a weapon. 
 
    Once they were safely inside and their eyes had adjusted, the dimness was comforting. The foyer itself was deserted and they would be invisible to anyone passing by on the bright outer walkway. Marina pointed to a women's restroom and took Ben by the arm. "C'mon, we go in here together. I'm not letting either of us be alone for the sake of social correctness." 
 
    Ben didn't argue. 
 
    They stepped into the room, locked the little deadbolt on the outer door, and checked the two stalls for occupants. No one.  
 
    They were alone. 
 
    Marina set the tin wastebasket against the door, both of them aware that it wouldn’t slow down anyone determined to get through the tiny bolt, but feeling comforted by the appearance of further fortifications nonetheless.  
 
    Marina leaned back against the wall and let out a long breath. Ben felt the tremor in his knees and feared he might collapse. Instead, he took two unstable steps toward the sinks, and slid up to sit on the countertop. Marina pretended not to notice the tremors. Her own adrenaline was pumping, and she guessed that Ben had never been in a situation like this before. 
 
    "Okay," she said, "Time to clean up." 
 
    She pulled her outer shirt up over her head and moved over to the sink beside Ben. There were a few shallow cuts from the broken window glass, but nothing deep, and nothing still bleeding. Bandaids would do, once they got to someplace safe, or if they saw a pharmacy or convenience store on the way. 
 
    With the tap running cold and strong, she rubbed the garment with soap and pressed the cloth out, repeating several times until the stains were as faded as they were likely to get. The pinkish splotches were still obvious, but it no longer looked like she — or someone else — had been bleeding all over her clothing. With the colour faded and spread from dipping it back into the sink, it was coming out looking like a low-quality pink dye job. She could live with that. 
 
    As she washed her button up shirt, Ben watched intently from his perch beside her on the countertop. Despite the severity of the situation — or perhaps because of it — his mind was not dwelling on their danger or on what move they might make next. Instead, his eyes fell to the low opening at the neck of her tee-shirt. It had a generous v-neck, and the smooth skin of her breasts jiggled and rippled slightly as she scrubbed in the sink. She was shiny with sweat and flushed with the strain and efforts of the last half hour. As he noticed her nipples growing erect in response to the cold water, he felt similar shifts in his own body and slid from the counter to stand again on the floor. 
 
    Marina smiled to herself, fully aware of the attention, and not immune herself, to the urge for friendly physical contact and comfort. Not the time, she told herself, not the time. 
 
    She chose not to analyse the fact that she had, sometime in the last twenty four hours, decided that there would be a time, a proper time, somewhere in their future. She thrust all such thoughts from her mind, and took a look at herself in the mirror. All in all she had come through it alright. She looked then at Ben, who stood staring at the floor tiles and lost in thought… or the lingering effects of the shock. 
 
    His shirt was of a thicker material than Marina's was, and the glass hadn't cut through it or flown through the collar. There were a couple of small scrapes on the backs of his hands, and his knee looked like it had taken a beating scrambling through the bushes, but nothing obvious or serious overall. He was dirty, looked like he had just gotten off of a trans-Atlantic flight and rolled in the dust in celebration, but other than that he might pass as someone who wasn't running for his life from armed gunmen. That was, after all, the goal. 
 
    "Ready?" Marina had put her shirt back on, wet, but in much better shape than it had been. Her nipples were still apparent, perhaps more so now, covered in the cool cloth, but Ben looked her directly in the eyes and nodded. 
 
    She smiled, as aware of his avoidance as he was. Had they a little more time, she might have taken the opportunity to let off a little steam. But they didn't have time; not for that, anyway. They slid the trash can from in front of the door, pulled back the little bolt, and left the restroom to continue their journey. Then Ben stopped. 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "Why the stadium?" 
 
    "What do you mean? You know a better place to hide? Here maybe?" 
 
    "No. The stadium might be the best place to hide, but that's the point." She waited for him to continue. "We can hide. They can look for us. We hide again. Where does that end?" 
 
    "I don't know… when we find the treasure?"  
 
    "That's just it: no one knows where the treasure is." 
 
    "But you can find it. They are all after you because they think you can find it, and they know that they can't…" 
 
    "…They can't find it." 
 
    She paused and his reasoning opened in her own thoughts like a flower. "So if we are following the clues from the scroll…" 
 
    "…They won't know where we are anyway. By the time they find someone else who can read it, we'll be miles ahead of them… well, a few steps at least. Could be enough." 
 
    She paused, "That might work." 
 
    "It's our best chance. It might even seem random or unpredictable from their point of view. If we hide just anywhere, they'll find us. I'm sure they have their ways and means to root out fugitives, especially fugitives who don't know what they're doing and who don't know the area." 
 
    She nodded, pretty sure she could hold her own if it came to it. "But you know the area, right? You studied here." 
 
    "Emphasis on 'studied,' I was no tourist. In and out on a student's budget… and schedule. I’m not much help there.” 
 
    "Then where can we go?" 
 
    Ben felt in his front pocket. The credit card was there. "I have a pretty good idea," he said, taking her by the hand and heading up the stairs toward the rear entrance and the hill. 
 
      
 
    The skateboarders paused as the man with the bleeding leg limped past, heading for the stadium. He did not ask them if a similarly bloodied couple had passed by before him. Their surprise at seeing him and lack of comment told him all he needed to know: Ben and Marina had not come this way, not this far, at any rate. It was possible that they had walked by unnoticed, had made it out of the crash without any injuries, but very unlikely.  
 
    He paused and looked around.  
 
    There was only one place they could have hidden: a building off to the side. Doors open. Cool and dim-looking inside. Not a bad idea. He took a few limping strides toward it. 
 
    Tan Jacket turned the corner at a slow jog, and tried too late to dodge into the bushes at the side of the path before his quarry had seen him. 
 
    Magazine dove behind the low retaining wall as he pulled his gun from its hiding place. His hand tangled in, and then pulled free of the tail of his shirt as the Jacket pumped three shots in his direction. The kids screamed and all but one froze where they stood. The other turned and ran into the trees, leaving board and friends behind. Magazine smiled, grimly. Survival instinct… that kid would probably outlive them all. A moment later his friends turned and followed him, leaving the two men alone on the empty path. 
 
      
 
    As Ben followed Marina into the back seat of the cab, he took a deep breath and tried to still his nerves. His heart was racing and his mind was getting away from him. Every sound made him jump and glance over his shoulder. He needed to get a grip if they were going to survive this thing. 
 
    He even imagined, as he closed the door on the heat of mid-day Jerusalem, that he heard more gunfire in the distance. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Leonard Kantor finished his evening Shema prayer and sat on the side of his bed. The sound was turned off on his mobile phone, but the light flickered on. A call from his primary field man in the Ben Gela affair. He picked up the phone and tapped the accept button. 
 
    "Kantor here." 
 
    "Mr. Kantor," laboured breathing, "There has been a complication." 
 
    "I see." 
 
    "The subject has slipped surveillance. The woman as well." 
 
    "How did this happen?" 
 
    "There was an attack on the road. Professional." 
 
    "A hit?" 
 
    "Maybe. We didn't give them the chance, but we lost personnel." 
 
    "Identities of the interference?" 
 
    "Nothing solid. Ex-military or current." 
 
    "Israeli?" 
 
    "Yes sir, I think so. Fairly local, anyway. Could have been Jordanian." 
 
    "Anything more? Is Gela alright?" 
 
    "Nothing more at this time. I am looking for them. Still engaged with one contact.” 
 
    This was not good news. Bass was a big player, but it would have been difficult for him to organise an Israeli-based team at such short notice — especially military. Kantor also didn't like the sound of the singular 'I am looking for them.' He knew this likely meant the deaths of the rest of the team, but he didn't ask. The man was a professional and would do the professional thing. It was not Kantor's place to interfere on that level. Each person bore self-responsibility when it came to choice of career or vocation. Consequences and benefits came to each one in kind. He paid well and gave full, pertinent information as available. That was his part. 
 
    "Keep me updated. I will expect word by six tomorrow morning, either way." Leonard tapped the end call button and set the phone back down. 
 
    "Yes sir." 
 
    Magazine spoke into the phone even as the call disconnected. He adjusted his position, lying on his side in the dirt beside the low retaining wall, in an effort to ease the pain. He then looked down to his abdomen.  
 
    It had stopped bleeding, at least externally, but he would need to have it looked at soon. Internal bleeding was almost a given, and then there would be infection to worry about, and shock.  
 
    He reached over and grabbed a discarded hoodie from the low wall where the skateboarders had been practicing. The kids themselves were nowhere to be seen. No civilian casualties there, it seemed. Good. He didn't like collateral damage. Muddied things and brought undue attention to already hot situations. He wrapped the hoodie around his waist, up high enough to hide the wound in his side and to drape down over the bleeding leg. Imperfect camouflage, but better than none. 
 
    He popped his head up and scanned the path back toward the traffic circle, hoping for a flash of tan or bit of movement in the cover. 
 
    Nothing. And twilight was fast approaching. 
 
    He lowered his head again. He hadn't seen any of his shots hit the target. The man had fired back several times as well, only wounding him via ricochet. The bullet, or a fragment of the building block it had hit, had punctured his abdomen just below the navel. No way to tell how deep it was, but it was not superficial, he knew that much. As long as it hadn't nicked the bowel, he would be fine. If it had… not worth thinking about that it the moment. Nothing could be done about it at the moment anyway. His primary concern was avoiding another hit. 
 
    He glanced at his watch. Neither one of them had fired for a full two minutes now, and authorities might already be on their way to this second battleground. He knew they had to move. He knew Tan Jacket would know that too, if he were still there, and breathing. Maybe he had already gone, slipping away through the brush and trusting in the authorities to take care of his opponent, or leaving the reckoning for another time.  
 
    It was a waiting game, each one could be hoping the other would step out into the open first. Neither one knowing if the other were alive, if he were waiting for a corpse to make the first move. 
 
      
 
    A little farther back down the path, next to the youth science centre, Tan Jacket lay in the dirt, his breaths coming fast and shallow. He had a bullet hole next to his clavicle. The bullet had entered at a steep angle, and gone deep. A steady stream of blood was flowing from it, showing dark against the light canvass. He could tell by the weight on every breath that there was internal damage. With each breath his lungs were on fire. He had little time. 
 
    Peering through the leaves, keeping an eye on the path ahead, he pulled out his phone and typed in a local telephone number. He waited while the call was received and relayed to an online system. Then in two rings, a voice answered on the other end. 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "They got away, brother."  
 
    "How?" 
 
    "They had protection. Pros. We got most of them… but I'm the last one… Think I hit him…" His focus was fading. He closed his eyes a moment. 
 
    "Hit who? Gela? Who did you hit?"  
 
    "They're gone though… Alone…"  
 
    "Is Gela hit?!" 
 
    He saw the other gunman slip over the wall to the path. He was wounded too, at least one shot had hit. He was slow and unsteady. Tan Jacket raised his gun. The effort blurred his vision and his hands were shaking. He tried to hold his breath, but that made it worse. He gazed into the blur of distant colour and squeezed the trigger two more times. 
 
    "What the fuck was that?!" The man on the phone was screaming at him now, "What's happening?!" 
 
      
 
    Gulam Thoma stared at the message. He read it a second time. Then a third. 
 
    His operatives had been wiped out, killed for the most part, or injured beyond being useful in the near future. The message told of the failure and included a warning to stay away from the contact point. No more money would be required at that point, but the operation was, for the moment, at a stall. Thoma knew by the wording that no money would be returned, either. Seventy-thousand Dinars gone… and for nothing. The professor and the woman had fled to an unknown location and seemingly had the protection of armed security forces. The message went on to say that he would advise Thoma at a later time if there were any developments. 
 
    “If…” 
 
    Thoma sat back in his chair. He had just spent seventy thousand dinars on a massacre of his own people. He was no further ahead than when he had first heard of the scroll. Much further behind in fact; soon Khoury would want to know how things were going. What could he tell him? And how would he explain the new car, parked prominently on the front drive of Thoma’s compound? 
 
    Outside his window, the sound of amplified prayer floated through the air and he stepped over to his prayer rug without really thinking. He knelt on it and lowered his head to the floor, let it bump softly against the mat. Allaaahu, Akbar. Allaaahu, Akbar.  
 
    The words were a howling wind in his empty body. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At a small table in a tea shop near the Old City in Jerusalem, a man sat sipping from a tiny cup and taking small bites from a layered pastry. A cane leaned against his thigh. He had been making some inquiries since his release from the hospital, and this was where he was to meet his informant. Bass would not be happy to hear what had happened on the plane, but Cane was not yet ready to inform his employer of the turn of events. He was not new to his chosen career and made it a practice to always deliver news of a problem with news of a pending solution.  
 
    This case was a tough one. 
 
    He had regained consciousness in a Tel Aviv hospital, somewhat to his own surprise. He had thought the man who had stuck the syringe into his side had been there to kill him. That would have been Cane's move. Dead men can't come back to fuck up plans later on. But Cane wasn't dead, and his intention was to find whoever had done this to him and to apply his little motto in as painful a manner as possible.  
 
    He had checked out, telling the doctor that he had merely made a mistake taking his medication, but that he was fine now. The doctor had not fallen for the story, but had little choice. Any crime that had occurred had been against Cane, and if the man didn’t want to acknowledge that fact, there was little the hospital could do about it. The man’s lower back, where the needle had pierced him, still harboured a deep ache and he was grateful to have the cane with him still, fulfilling an ironic secondary purpose since the attack. 
 
    From the hospital in Tel Aviv, he had moved quickly to Jerusalem and made contact with associates in the security sector who might be able to shed light on what was happening at street level, if anything. 
 
    They had had a lot to say. 
 
    Firefights in the streets, a kid injured while fleeing from one of them, half a dozen bullet-ridden bodies left cooling at a roundabout half a mile away — there was no doubt of the connection. The timing was too perfect for it to be otherwise, and the security dogs had moved at speed from the one site to the other, following a trail clear to them, even if the senses of their human handlers couldn’t pick up the signs. It was a fuck-up of major proportions, and if he really analysed it, chances were his run-in with the needle-bearing fellow passenger had removed him from a potentially deadly firefight. He was, after all, armed only with a cane. Ah well, he could remedy that soon enough. 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted by the approach of a woman. Caucasian. Tall and thin and blonde, drawing much more attention in the little bazaar than Cane had wanted. 
 
    "Good afternoon. I am your contact from BPS — you made an inquiry?" The accent was Dutch. Maybe South African. He had never been really good at sussing out those things. 
 
    He nodded, saying nothing. She sat down beside him. 
 
    "Name please?" 
 
    He told her, not his real name, but the one he had used when he had made contact. She nodded and continued. 
 
    "The subjects were intercepted while in transit from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. Some negatives, but the subjects were not among them. Later interceptions indicate further interactions. Subjects still in the positive, by all indications. The identified party from Tel Aviv is a verified participant, but there is an additional player from east of the sea. The interception appears to be instigated by the second party." 
 
    "ID?" 
 
    "Provided via text following this contact. Do you have any further inquiries at this time?" 
 
    Cane thought it over. "No, if I do after the text I will contact your colleague again." 
 
    The woman stood, smiled sweetly as if she had just met with a beloved uncle or an older lover, and walked away from the table. Ten seconds later, Cane's mobile pinged. He looked at the name in the text. It meant nothing to him. No matter though, it was a place to start. 
 
    With a deep breath, he tapped the second number on the speed dial. Couldn’t put this off any longer. On the other side of the world, the clear sound of a bamboo chime rang out in the Texas night. 
 
      
 
    Greg Bass lowered the phone from his ear. It had disconnected. He popped the back cover from it and levered the chip from the body. He dropped it into his shredder and the brief, harsh grind was deeply satisfying. It was a burner phone, untraceable now that the call had ended. The operative's phone was a burner too, but even if the police were to get their hands on it, all they would find at the only number it had ever called was a small office with a telephone relay in it. If they managed to crack that, they would find the call was routed to Switzerland, not the most cooperative of governments when it came to outside interference, and from there to a string of prepaid cell phones from Walmart, each one from a case purchased with cash by an unidentified woman in a scarf and sunglasses. 
 
    Bass sat on his chair, facing out of the big windows of the ranch house, the moonlight showing the distant hills with a ghostly light. Gela was on the run. Kantor was aware of Bass's involvement — no longer just a theory — and now there was a third party involved. More locals, more or less. It was getting more intense, and trying to keep on top of things was going to get increasingly difficult. 
 
    For one thing, he now knew that Gela had armed help. Whether it was the Arabs or Kantor's men, he didn't know, but it complicated things, raised the stakes considerably. Bass had hoped to avoid this kind of dynamic. He doubted that the academic had arranged all this himself, at least not in an effort to take the item or the treasure for himself. The unassuming scholar just wasn't the type.  
 
    He also knew that Gela had all but the last two pages of photos. Bass reasoned that the final clues would be on those last two, and without them, Gela would not be able to take the final steps to the trove. Unless… 
 
    There was one other person who did have those final two photographs, the final bits of information that any treasure hunter would need: Leonard Kantor. If Kantor was Gela's partner, then Bass could be cut out of the deal and all of his efforts and investment wasted. 
 
    That was not going to happen. 
 
    Bass knew Kantor's man had been in Indiana, so he had only one conclusion: Gela had chosen a different side, and backed out on the deal in favour of the Israeli Jew. A brotherhood thing, maybe. Well, at least Gela thought he had backed out. Bass had other ideas. 
 
    But first he had have to find him. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marina stared out of the third floor window of their hotel room. It was a beautiful view. The suite was expensive, and the luxury was a needed change from the fear and danger in which they had been immersed for the past three days.  
 
    Ben had used his credit card to secure it and would pay with cash when they left. He hoped in that way to avoid any credit card searches. At least he had had the card, tucked safely away in his front pocket. Without that, he knew, he wouldn't be able to secure a decent room no matter how much cash he had. And he had no desire to hole up in a seedy dive with who-knows-what going on by the hour in the next rooms over. 
 
    He had the photographs fanned out on the table, with the last one off to his right. He was using a yellow legal notepad, scribbling away on two lines, writing some words under the others and some next to them in the regular style. 
 
    Marina drank in the view, as if to save it to savour later, and then pulled her head back in through the window, into the cool shadows that would sooth and, possibly, protect her from those who searched for them. Part of her hated being holed up, waiting for someone else to make a move. She would far rather have done something herself, gone after the men who'd been shooting at them, or something. At least the guy who did have something to do was on her side, and was wasting no time with it. Things could be much worse.  
 
    She walked quietly over the carpet in her bare feet, contemplating the long, decadent shower to come, and peeked over his shoulder at the crooked rows and columns of words. 
 
    "Why do you write it like that?" 
 
    "The multiple lines?"  
 
    She nodded.  
 
    "Thought you might mean the terrible handwriting." A smile. "Well, Hebrew's a bit different than most languages, in that it doesn't really have vowels, as such." 
 
    "It doesn't?" 
 
    "No. There are a few letters that often indicate certain vowels, but in most cases the language was a string of consonants." 
 
    "And this is one of those cases?" 
 
    "Everything before the sixth century, really, and this was over five hundred years old by then." 
 
    "So how do we read it if there aren't any vowels?" 
 
    "It's similar to what it would be in English. Let’s see… Take the letters P, T, and S. In English, as an example. The word might be 'pats,' 'pets,' 'puts,' 'peats,' even Patsy." 
 
    "So how do you know?" 
 
    "Well some words are much more common that others. When in doubt, I start there. Besides that, once a sentence starts, there are clues as to where it's going. If I say 'This apartment doesn't allow…' then we look at the P, T, and S, then 'pets' is the obvious choice. There might be an extremely remote chance that it's 'pitas,' or 'pots,' but not likely." 
 
    "But when the choice isn't obvious, you write down both words?" 
 
    "Yes, or sometimes more. Even when it does seem obvious, I like to do it. The trick is to keep all of the choices in mind, even if they are unexpected or seem unlikely. Sometimes a word later in the sentence makes me question a choice earlier on, and I go back and change it, altering the meaning of the sentence as a whole. If a scholar doesn't do that, but hammers on with their original choice, not only do we get mistakes, but we get theologically-motivated readings that are awkward and misleading." 
 
    "Does that happen a lot?" 
 
    "Not too often, not in a major way, but it's well known that translation requires a fair amount of that kind of choice-making — judgment calls, really — and that personal theology often nudges judgment one way or another." 
 
    "Speaking of personal theology…"  
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "Dr. Gela?" 
 
    "You want more about the Jewish thing?" She raised her eyebrows and smiled. “Don’t you need a break? You’ve been at that table since we stepped through the door.” 
 
    "What about you, Marina Saalik, you want to share your religious views with me?" 
 
    She smiled. "I don't mind it. Not much to say really. Atheist leanings, other than the occasional fox-hole prayer." 
 
    "But the name?" 
 
    "Means 'cute and caring' I think. And yes, before you ask, or tell me something we both already know, my background — way back — is Muslim." Not way back, she thought, my parents were believers… but that was an age ago, a world away. 
 
    "Where did your family come from, originally I mean?" 
 
    "Originally? Who's to say. My parents came from Bosnia though, then moved to Sarajevo before I was born." Actually, they are buried there, in an unmarked mass grave. “I think most of the Bosnian families came from Turkey, back in the day.” 
 
    "Sarajevo? During the war?" 
 
    "No, before it." There was nothing before the war. There was nothing during the war. There is only now. 
 
    Ben paused. He had a feeling she wasn't telling him the whole story, but then he had refused to tell her anything yet, so he wasn't one to point fingers.  
 
    Marina herself listened to her words as if there were a third voice in the room, a second Marina, telling a story devoid of pain, fear, shame and loss. The first Marina, the real one, was content to step back, to stand behind this other, to remain silent and to save her story for a time when she could bear to accept it herself. Maybe then she could share it with someone special. 
 
    "So, professor… your turn." 
 
    "Maybe in the morning. No, really, I will tell you, but I am exhausted in every way… it’s been far to long a day for me to bare my heart before a good sleep. Besides, the faster I get this thing translated, the better." 
 
    She could accept that. For now. "Is it interesting so far? The scroll?" 
 
    "Amazing, but let's let that wait for morning as well." 
 
    "Hmm, you're no fun at all this evening. All work and responsibility." 
 
    "Call it an occupational hazard." 
 
    "You don't want to play at all?" She raised a single eyebrow.  
 
    He tried to quip back, but no words came. After the moment of awkwardness, embarrassment set in and he could feel the blood rush to his cheeks. 
 
    "Relax, Ben, I don't bite. Let's take a break, we can each take a shower, then watch a movie or something." 
 
    He laughed, almost naturally. "I can take half an hour I guess, you can have the shower first. I’ll find a sitcom." 
 
    As they reclined on the beds and he watched her reflection in the television screen, superimposed over Jerry Seinfeld and Elaine, bouncing witty banter back and forth, he mused that he might not even mind… if Marina bit a little. 
 
      
 
    At six o'clock sharp, Leonard Kantor's phone rang and he picked it up off of his bedside table. He had been awake for almost an hour, reading over the Copper Scroll in English translation and then started giving the Silver Scroll a try in the unique Second Temple Hebrew — with little success. He could fight his way through the first century dialect only with difficulty and frequent ambiguity. The text was unclear. It was very slow going.  
 
    The phone went to his ear. 
 
    "Hello." 
 
    "Hello sir." It was his field man, as expected. "You're patched up are you?" 
 
    "Yes sir, well enough."  
 
    "What have you found." 
 
    "I've had word from a contact sir, and he's used his credit card." 
 
    "Go on." 
 
    "He's checked into the King David Hotel, for three nights, he and a guest." 
 
    "Why would he be so foolish as to use his credit card? Could it be a trick?" 
 
    "I don't think so sir. It's been put through for one agora only, at the front desk. He probably means to use cash, but they take a credit card in case of damage or theft. He probably didn't know that their verification would show up, or he might think we can't get at that kind of information." 
 
    Kantor considered this. It made sense enough, and Ben hadn't exactly come across as a crafty tactician, despite the runner to Israel and away from an intimidating figure like Greg Bass. 
 
    "Do you want me to move in sir?" 
 
    "Not yet. Have a look though. Make sure both of them are there and that they're healthy. Get an adjoining room even, if you can. Wait there and don't let them leave without you on them." 
 
    "And if we can set it up to listen in?" 
 
    "Yes, do so. He's working on something very sensitive. Very important to me and to the State as well. He is not to be disturbed if we can help it. But we do need to keep an eye on him. We don't want another firefight, and we don't know how he had react to our presence, even if it is there for his own good." 
 
    "Understood." 
 
    Kantor disconnected the call. No, he didn't want another firefight. In the back of his mind, a tune began and Mick Jagger chanted away at the edge of his consciousness, he wondered if it might be a foreboding of what was to come… You can't, always get, what-cha want… 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    NINETEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marina woke up in Ben’s arms. She had taken a hot bath about the time he had wrapped up his work for the night, and joined him in the bed sometime after he had fallen asleep. In the night he had wound up spooning her, her head on his right arm and his left draped over her, up between her breasts, his fingers interlaced with hers. She liked the feeling, his chest pressed against her back, her breasts resting on his arms, nothing between his skin and hers except the thin layer of her cotton tee. It had the thrill of the new, and yet the sensation was familiar. Comforting. She liked the smell of him too, the rich scent of sleep and fading perfume from the soaps and shampoo of his shower. 
 
    She liked it too much. 
 
    She gently pulled her fingers through his, slowly moved her body way from his warmth, then slid from the bed into a crouch on the floor. When he did not stir, she rose to his feet, and crept out onto the little balcony to greet the day. It was bright, but not yet hot, and the heavy concrete barrier surrounding the tiled flooring felt like protective measure against everything they’d been experiencing in the last forty-eight hours. She could see out into the world, but it could not reach her there. Not through the barrier. She had the urge for a coffee then, but lacked the energy to get up and make one. 
 
    Ben awoke in the other room and sensed the decrease in warmth beside him. A brief look around revealed her outline, a shadow cast upon the gently swaying fabric of the sheer curtains. She was on the balcony. Safe. Enjoying the respite, no doubt. 
 
    He had been aware if sliding over, next to Marina, and putting his arms around her. At the time his skin was chilled and his nerves reliving the intensity of the firefight earlier in the day. He had needed comfort; not merely wanted it. He had needed connection, and reassurance that he was not alone all of this. Her presence had been a profound comfort.  
 
    Despite that, the stream of thought with which he had been engaged had followed him into slumber. His dreams had been filled with Aramaic root words, prefixes, suffixes and archaic forms jumbling together, someone firing a weapon in the distant background. The ache of the shock from the collision also seeped through into his attempt at rest. 
 
    In his dreams he couldn't make sense of the sentences, couldn't quite get the meaning from the text, always a little bit further to go, not quite where he needed to be. That was nothing new. He often felt that way when he was away from the actual texts. He didn't 'speak' Aramaic, after all, nor did he understand it spoken aloud. Not fluently anyway. His was a knowledge of the written word, the symbol on the page. He could read it and write it very well. But it still didn't feel the same as a spoken tongue. Not really. He didn't own it in his bones in the same way as he did English, French, and German… and that always made him nervous. The phantom report of firearms in the distance didn't help with concentration or confidence either. Now that he was awake, he needed to convince himself that it had all been in the dream, that they were safe now. Secure. At least for the moment. He had to calm down and ready himself for another busy day.  
 
    That would start with a shower. 
 
    Under the hot stream of water, he filled his hand with shampoo and smothered his hair with it, lathering the pleasant scent over his face, chest, groin and legs, washing away the previous day's fatigue and preparing his brain for another day of rigorous workout. He worked his fingers around and through his toes, massaged the arches in his feet, and felt the tensions drain, at least in part, from his whole frame. The shower was a place of refreshment and cleansing, true, but it was also a place where he often had his most honest and creative sessions of thought. This shower was no different. It occurred to him, unbidden, another reason why his dreams had been especially troubled. It was the ghost of the Copper Scroll. 
 
    He had spent many years learning his craft, studying languages and ancient culture, religion and cultic praxis — all so he could tap into the mind of ancient scribes and scholars, to time travel in a sense, as his twenty-first century mind soaked in the thoughts of the first-century writer, direct from his hand. Nonetheless, he had specialised in one of the most enigmatic and controversial of the Dead Sea Scrolls. It was not just that it was physically unique, and it's mystique was more than just the fact that it purported to lead the reader to sixty-four caches of treasure beyond the modern imagination. It was the fact that the author of it had not been trying to be obscure. To the first century writer, this work no-doubt read like a Google map would to the Millennial mind. 'Turn right on 4th street, continue half a mile, turn left on Lincoln Avenue — the piles of gold are on your right.' 
 
    But his was not a first century mind. Twenty centuries or more had passed since these words had been written down. The Jerusalem into which he and Marina come, was not a first century Jerusalem anymore, despite the glimpses of the ancient version here and there among the bones of the old city. The Romans had burned it, knocked it down, buried it in its own ashes. After them the people had rebuilt, filling in holes with rubble, building up the tel on which it stood by another layer, added to the dozens before. Later wars, small-scale disasters and the regular demolition and reconstruction of a growing, modernising society had done even more. Little was left of the streets those ancient writers walked. Unless some new and fantastic technology broke the code of subterranean rubble, and gave them a true map to use, they were stalled. The clues in the scroll, probably so clear two millennia ago, were just beyond the reach of Ben Gela and his colleagues. Grazed by fingertips, perhaps, but never grasped.  The few sites found by John Alegro had been empty, the treasure looted or — what might be worse — retrieved by those who hid it. Such was Ben’s sadistically chosen lot in academia. 
 
    But now, with the text of the Silver Scroll in his possession, that might change. Today, he thought to himself as he towelled off and stared at his steam-veiled face in the mirror, All of that might change. 
 
    Marina smiled when Ben stepped out onto the terrace, a tray in his hands with coffee, pastries, and two plates of eggs with toast and conspicuously missing bacon. He had finished his shower and decided on a few more minutes of preparation before diving in to what would no-doubt be a marathon session of scholarly exploration. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, “They had bacon on the menu, but I didn’t really realise until after it all arrived that the default version comes without. I can call down again and get some if you like. I don’t even know if you would want bacon.” 
 
    “Of course I would’ve,” she grinned, “Who doesn’t love bacon?! But this is fine. I’m starving. And this…” she cradled the coffee cup in both hands and brought it up for a full inhalation, the aroma alone stirred her from any remaining drowsiness. She left the sentence unfinished. 
 
    Ben sat down and the two of them ate breakfast as if they were any normal couple, spending an unscripted day in an exotic locale, eating a familiar breakfast before exploring the town. An image of modern tourists.  
 
    But they weren’t tourists, their day was very much scripted, and they were very aware of the ticking of the clock in the race for some kind of conclusion. Ben’s thoughts hovered near the safety of David and Mimi. Marina’s were more difficult to untangle, but she felt a strange safety in the midst of the danger. It was a familiarity, and she punished herself for letting it sooth her. What kind of being was more at ease with gunmen chasing after them, Ben and his family in danger, and no thought for long-term safety or security? She didn’t allow herself to voice a conclusion, even internally, but she could see the undefined shape of it in the depths of her mind, and it was not a figure of beauty. 
 
    Her shift back into gloom seemed to flick a switch, and they both sank back into the reality of where they were, and why. ben took in a deep breath, pushed the last mouthful of a pain au chocolate into his mouth, and returned to the interior of the suite, coffee cup in hand. Marina remained outside for a while, jousting with her thoughts. 
 
      
 
    The text was difficult. The most arduous part of the task was determining the letters themselves. The metal of such artefacts was old, encased in particles built up over centuries, and usually had to be painstakingly cleaned by chemicals and fine tools in the hands of conservation specialists. Despite the cleaning, distortions abounded and the writing itself was unclear. It seemed apparent that the engravers of the Copper Scroll didn’t understand the letters they engraved. They were just shapes to the inscribers, and so subtle differences could occur that would seem inconsequential to the maker, and yet confuse a literate viewer. Many believed that added to the credibility of the document, to its reality as a secret text of great importance. For the modern scholar, it was just another hurdle to jump to reach the meaning. Like the Copper Scroll, the Silver Scroll seemed to have been copied onto the metal by an illiterate engraver. Add to that the lack of the usual conservation and cleaning of the surface, and each letter was a puzzle of its own. 
 
    Marina returned to the room, refilled his cup, and reclined on the sofa, enjoying the cool of the room after the warm sunshine of the lengthening day. Ben thanked her, but did not pause from his work. 
 
    Beyond the task of determining the letters, one had to determine the breaks between words. There were no gaps, as a rule, especially on so expensive a medium as copper or silver. Some were obvious, either due to placement or to the form of the letters, but others were not. The meaning, in some cases, could be profoundly affected by drawing the line a fraction of an inch to one side or the other. It was like building a puzzle on which the pieces changed shape over time, there was no picture to work from, and someone had added unneeded pieces to the box and covered over others with felt pen. Ben was working his way through the coffee faster than he was making it through the manuscript. 
 
    But it was coming together. Slowly. 
 
    The two documents were similar, but this newfound text was unlike that of the Copper Scroll in two respects. The first was that it contained references to other writings of the Yahad, the group of men who had probably collected and wrote the scrolls. The second was that it did not list clues in the same way, the step-by-step directions to places to dig for buried treasure. In fact, so far it barely mentioned physical treasure at all. He had just finished writing out a string of letters he believed to be accurate, but hadn't worked his way through the breaks to determine each word. A few were obvious, but others could go a number of ways. He sat back in his chair, poured the dregs of his latest cup of coffee into his mouth, and read over what he had so far. 
 
      
 
    Be silent before the LORD, and prostrate yourself in the dust at his feet. His mystery has brought the kittim to the doorstep of our enemies, to the wicked and unclean. His favour has brought to us the foreknowledge of calamity, the wisdom of preparedness. War is coming, and the righteous must gird themselves for battle. 
 
      
 
    So far so good. The references were to the right time period — first century, the Roman retaliation to Jewish revolt — and even mentioned the kittim, an apparent code word used by some sectarians for the Romans in those days. Since the Romans sacked the Jerusalem Temple, and it was probably treasure from that temple that Ben was trying to find, then at least the chronology lined up. He read on. 
 
      
 
    From the Temple the wealth of his favour rests in the hands of those with the zeal to guard it in secrecy. From the people of his remnant gold and silver flow. From the wicked, treasure falls like blood into the hands of the righteous. — In caves of earth we hide wisdom, under stones we hide our wealth. The enemy brings his might against it; with his might the enemy defeats himself. With his eyes the wicked seeks the wisdom of the LORD, but with his hands he covers over righteousness and salvation. 
 
      
 
    He pondered the line "the wealth of his favour" and "his remnant gold and silver flow." These were encouraging. This seemed to be reference to actual gold and silver, actual treasure from the temple itself.  Or maybe he was just being hopeful. The next line, also, seemed clearly to speak to the amassing of wealth in the Holy Place… 
 
    In a fraction of a second, his skin burst into gooseflesh, adrenaline exploded into his bloodstream, and he nearly cried out as he jolted in his chair, toppling his coffee cup from the table. 
 
    "Geez, Ben, ease up on the java!" 
 
    It was Marina. She had crept up behind him as he had intently studied his work. 
 
    He put his hand on his heart, shook his head and smiled, somewhere between relief and embarrassment. She grabbed his shoulders and shook, gently, smiling and easing the situation as best she could. She had forgotten that he was not the type of person to be more at ease in the midst of danger and chaos than in the humdrum, day-to-day routine of normal life. Poor Ben. 
 
    "Must be interesting, professor. What are we looking at?" She peeked over his shoulder at the scribbled lines of text. 
 
    "Looking hopeful so far. We're on the right track as far as setting and time period goes — assuming it's not a forgery — but nothing concrete yet, no specific landmarks. Might in the end prove to be another interesting literary fragment from the period, but nothing more. 
 
    "That would be a shame. Do you think they'd believe-" She let her words trail off at the look on his face. His pen began to scribble more words on the yellow legal pad in his hand. He scrawled a few words, each above the next, then came to the end of the string and returned to cross out the unlikely contenders. What was left intrigued Marina enough, but to Ben, the unsung expert on the Copper Scroll, it was more than he could have hoped. 
 
      
 
    On tin we scribed our silver, on copper our gold, on silver the very wisdom of the LORD. 
 
      
 
    "What does it mean?" 
 
    He paused. "Good news for me… maybe not what Bass or the others want to hear." 
 
    "Why? Tell me." 
 
    "If there were three scrolls, three objects on which they 'scribed' or 'wrote,' then the tin one has not been found or, just as likely I suppose, it hasn’t survived. The copper one… well, that could be the Copper Scroll, obviously." 
 
    "And it tells where the gold is. That fits." 
 
    "Sort of. It tells about a lot of treasure, not just gold — but that could be metaphorical, a synecdoche for treasure in general." 
 
    "And so the silver one?" 
 
    "Well, finding the Temple treasure would be amazing, don't get me wrong here, but if the Silver Scroll is what I think this says it is, then it might lead us to much more. It might lead us to more scrolls." His face fell. 
 
    "What, what's wrong?"  
 
    "It just occurred to me…"  
 
    "What?" 
 
    "That if this scroll is a map to otters scrolls, it might be leading us to the caves already found around Qumran. It might give us clues as to the location of writings we've had for seventy years already." 
 
    "But it was in a cave, right? Why leave clues to a cave in the cave itself? That doesn't make sense."  
 
    "There were eleven caves though. The Copper Scroll was found in Cave Three. Now that I think about it, we don't even know that this Silver Scroll was found in the caves at all. Maybe it was, but Bass didn't tell me. He might not even know himself." 
 
    "So it could be what you say, a map to treasure we already have." 
 
    "That's not going to make many people very happy." 
 
    They were both still. Silent. 
 
    "I need lunch," Marina sighed at last, "You want some?" 
 
    Ben nodded, "Yeah, I'd better. Anything though, I'm not picky."  
 
    She noticed him watch her in the mirror as she stretched and walked back over to the kitchenette. Even through the thick terrycloth robe, her shape was a pleasure to see.  
 
    She leaned back, room service menu in hand, and began to read through each item, one by one. In that moment, she felt thoroughly content, despite their situation. She knew the feeling wouldn’t last. 
 
    He smiled and returned to his work.  
 
    We all have our areas of meticulous scholarship, she thought, and scanned the menu for the perfect meal.  
 
      
 
    Marina waited for the food, unable to keep her mind from wandering to times past, when meals were not so easy to get. Despite their danger — which was a welcome distraction from unbidden memories — the quiet and luxury of the room left her too much time to contemplate. It was too still to keep the demons at bay.  
 
    She forced herself to focus on the television, muted and with the captions on. She studied each detail of each scene in an effort to ignore the images and feelings that welled up in her anyway. It was like an unwanted movie playing across the surface of the hotel menu. 
 
    She was a little girl, maybe ten years old, or eleven, and at Bratislav's home again. Still. Winter had come and almost gone, but spring had not yet arrived. Food was worth more than gold, but she and Bratislav had neither one. Her little ribs stuck out of a frame already slight and lean. Her cheeks had begun to sink and her eyes seemed much older than her tender years. She had stopped looking in the misty mirror at all, those past few weeks. Bratislav said nothing, but he had begun to cough. It wasn't the eager cough brought on by the slip of water down the wrong passage, or the purposeful cough meant dislodge real or imagined phlegm from a congested windpipe. Bratislav's cough was that of the aged and weak. His body had become too fatigued to swallow. His heart had begun to forget to care. 
 
    In the night she curled up in her little nest in the attic and heard him below her, the hollow rack echoing between too-thin walls in sharp contrast with the mellow, baritone moan of the wind outside. Her own hunger pains had begun to subside, though she hadn't eaten in three days. Young as she was, she knew that was a bad sign. Worse yet, bitter to her tender heart for the old man, was the powerlessness she felt for the one who was risking everything for her, who had shared his food with her through the cold months and had now run out. If not for the extra food she had eaten from his meagre supply… 
 
    She reached over, under the rough folds at the top of her bed, and felt for the cold steel. They were there, side by side, the two handguns she had collected. One from Bratislav, one from the man in the bakery. Her hand found the one from Bratislav. Wrapping her thin fingers around the roughness she lifted it, like a man lifts an anvil, and crawled out through the high vent into the darkness. 
 
    She had returned an hour later, trembling and tear-stained, favouring her right wrist as if she had fallen on it. Bratislav did not ask what had happened to it. He didn't ask where the three small tins of food had come from. Something in the hollows of her eyes perhaps told him not to. Or told him what he needed to know without the need for words. They ate the three tins, like a feast of kings. 
 
      
 
    Lunch had come and gone. Ben worked on, with Marina watching movies, napping, even massaging Ben's weary shoulders until the sexual tension had grown too acute for either of them and he had proclaimed the need to get back to the translation. True enough, in any case. He was making good progress and she didn’t want to break his concentration or his momentum. Too much was riding on his work. 
 
    By the time Marina was studying the menu again for the supper options, Ben sat back in his chair, blew out a long breath of air, and dropped a scribbled, written and rewritten patch of chicken-scratched translation on the table. 
 
    Marina glanced over. "What's wrong?"  
 
    "Finished." 
 
    "Really?!" She jumped from the bed, smiling with enthusiasm, and grabbed the notepad from the table. She read aloud. 
 
      
 
    The gold remains pure, no image mars its surface. In the day of the seventh battle, when the Sons of Darkness face the Sons of Light, the Sons of Light shall raise the untainted gold on banners of gopher wood wound with myrtle, the aroma of the LORD will pass between the armies and the wicked shall fall, the pure breath of the LORD shall linger and the righteous shall stand amidst it. 
 
    When… 
 
      
 
    She halted. "Where is the rest of it?" 
 
    Ben nodded, "Yes, that is a good question."  
 
    "Does it just end there?" 
 
    Ben looked up at her, eye to eye, "I highly doubt it. There's no break in the image on this last paper, and I can see here where the metal continues on to the left of the last photograph. Which means that-" 
 
    "That Bass has the rest of it." 
 
    "If there is a 'rest of it.' Might be that this is all he has, too." 
 
    "But I think we both doubt that." 
 
    "Doesn't seem the type to operate without some kind of assurances, does he?" 
 
    "The threats, though. Your family's safety is his assurance." 
 
    "Even then, why not hold back some of the text. Once I was this far, he could give me the rest and we go from there. No risk on his part to do so, and it would protect him from just the sort of situation we're in now. He might even have a second guy working on it. We might only be one branch of his strategy.” 
 
    "So what now?" 
 
    "I think it's over, Marina."  
 
    "Over?" 
 
    "You should get home. Or at least take a while, lie low, then go home." 
 
    "And what would you do?" 
 
    "Wait for you to be safe, then call Bass. I have no choice. I don't know how to contact Leonard Kantor — don't even know if he's less a crook than Bass anyway — and Mimi, David. I can't let them get hurt. Once I’m not of any use to Bass anymore, which might already be the case if he’s got a backup plan, what’s to stop him from doing something just out of spite or revenge? What’s to stop him from…” He stopped talking, the catch in his throat threatening to become something even less under control, something shoulder shuddering and utterly embarrassing. 
 
    "That's bullshit, Ben." 
 
    He looked up at her. 
 
    "Seriously, that's not what I signed up for." She placed her hands on her hips, like a superhero… or a defiant teen. "We can't just leave it, and no, we can't let Mimi and David get hurt. So we have one choice." 
 
    "And that is?"  
 
    “Like you said, we call Bass." 
 
    "And say what? 'Sorry we attacked your goons and fled the country with your pictures and your money'?" 
 
    "Yes. Exactly. Though the goons attacked us before we attacked them. That was self defence." 
 
    "You think Greg Bass will care if it was self defence?" 
 
    "No. I don't think he cares much about his hired muscle at all, either way. I bet he cares a great deal about this scroll though, and about what you've already translated and figured out. You thought it would take you a week. It’s taken what, three days so far? What are the chances anyone else out there is faster than that? If there even is someone else working on it for him. If he has the end of the scroll, it's because he thinks the end of it contains the good stuff. What do you think? Do you think the end of it contains the good stuff?" 
 
    Ben paused. Then he nodded. 
 
    "Well then," she said, setting her jaw and staring fiercely, like she would take on the lot of them single handedly if need be, "A club with fries for me, then the phone call. Burger this time? They have a nice blue cheese and bacon…" 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    TWENTY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He paid no notice as his office door clicked open and his secretary stepped in and then stood, motionless and silent by the entrance. The two men in front of him didn't even realise the addition to the room until they had concluded their business and stood to shake hands with their host.  
 
    Kantor smiled and shook their hands as if they had all afternoon to trade niceties, but inside his neatly buttoned vest his heart pounded as if he had suddenly burst into a full sprint. What he didn't know is if he was, in that moment, the lion chasing the goat… or if he was the goat. Janet had been given his mobile phone and one reason only for which to disturb his meetings. 
 
    As the door closed on the elevator in the exterior office, he remained there, not wasting time in returning to the inner sanctum. "What is it?" 
 
    She said nothing in return, but handed him his mobile phone. The line was open. 
 
    "Hello?" 
 
    "Yes hello Mr. Kantor."  
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "The subject has just completed the translation for which he has photographs, but he does not, apparently, have all of them." 
 
    "I see." Kantor was not worried by this. As the owner of the scroll itself, he knew that it was incomplete, that a corner had been broken from the outer end. A flaw, to be sure, but nothing likely to be catastrophic. ”Is that all then?" 
 
    "No sir." A pause. “They've called the Texan."  
 
    "Take them. Now."  
 
    Kantor hung up the phone. 
 
      
 
    Marina stepped out of the little room at the end of the hall, a fresh bucket of ice in one hand and a Mekupalet candy bar in the other. She didn’t know the brand, but it looked good. Her eyes moved from the image on the package to the hallway in front of her.  
 
    With his arms already in full motion, the first man slammed a steel ram against the door and it burst open, shattering fragments of broken doorjamb into the room. She heard Ben shout in alarm. The second man stepped quickly in. She heard "On the floor!" and "Where's the woman?!" and dropped the bucket. 
 
    The man with the ram turned his head at the sound and their eyes met. He reached behind him for his gun and took two long steps toward her. 
 
    Those steps were his first mistake. 
 
    As his hand pulled the weapon free from its holster at the back of his belt and came around toward her chest, her slippered foot whipped up and caught the underside of his arm, just behind the wrist. It was with wide-eyed disbelief that he watched his gun spin up toward the ceiling. Even as he watched, he reached with his other hand to try to capture it. 
 
    That was his second mistake. 
 
    Her knee came up as she lunged at him and the full force of her momentum struck him just below the rib cage. He crumbled. The gun hit the floor behind them and she spun to grab it. A quick motion made sure it was loaded as an already-chambered round spun off into the air, another one taking its place in a fraction of a second. He had been serious then, she thought, a bullet chambered even while at rest. Serious men. But she was serious too. 
 
    As she rose to her feet, the other man stepped from their room, pistol at the ready, and a third from the adjoining suite, also armed and ready to fire. 
 
    "Put the weapon down," the first one said, appraising the sight of his comrade squirming for air on the floor at her feet, not making the mistake to underestimate the woman who stood before them, armed and without the hint of a tremble in her steady grip. "Put it down and no one gets hurt." 
 
    "Fuck you," she spat, raising the gun toward his head. The stances of both men sank a little lower and the line from eye to firearm grew tight and straight. Everything had happened in seconds, but it was enough time for her to weigh the situation.  
 
    It wasn't good.  
 
    There was a door to her left, but it would be locked. No time to shoot her way through it. If there was time for that it would only be because everybody else was dead, and then there would be no need. No, once her finger squeezed the waiting tension in the trigger, things would happen fast and in a most permanent manner. The best she could hope for would be to take two or three of them with her. Strictly speaking, she shouldn't have hesitated; that might cost her a kill. 
 
    "Wait!" It was Ben, coming from the room, still crouching, hands held up over his head, "Don't… please, wait!" 
 
    All three sets of eyes in the hallway stayed on target, even as they watched him in their peripheral. 
 
    Ben's head was spinning. Beyond the shock of the man bursting into his room when he had expected the gentle entrance of a beautiful woman with a bucket of ice and some chocolate, he now faced an armed showdown in the hallway. He didn't know how Marina had gotten a gun, or how she could possibly be as cool and poised as she seemed to be, but seeing her there, the first woman he had really let in since Donna's death… now facing trained killers in a foreign country?  
 
    He didn't even know who these guys were. Bass's men? Not likely, he had just spoken with the man and agreed to do it his way, without any more violence or tricks. Kantor? Possibly, but then what was going on? Were they there to stop him from translating for Bass, to kill him if need be? To kill… maybe both of them? And how did the big guy get face-down on the floor? Was he with them, or just some guy who went out for ice from an adjacent room? He looked like he was one of them. But that would mean… Marina? 
 
    "Please don't hurt her." He heard his voice as if someone beside him had spoken the words. "Please… just don't hurt her. What do you want from me? I'll do it. Just let her go." 
 
    "Ben," her voice was low, steady, but the adrenaline was waning and her hands had started to tremble just a little bit, "Step back. We can't let these bastards do this. I won't let them do this. They're not taking you, and they're not taking me." 
 
    At her words, Ben moved his feet, but instead of retreating back into the room, he rose into a tenuous crouch, stepped in front of the nearest gunman, and straightened his legs. Slowly. Deliberately, despite the nervous wobble. The professor's chest was then directly between the muzzle of the weapon and Marina's crouched form. He moved forward until the muzzle made contact with his sternum. 
 
    "I can't," Ben said to her, without moving his eyes form the man in front of him, "I can't let you die too." Marina looked at the remaining gunmen, grim smiles coming across their faces. She considered firing anyway, ending this in the one sure way to still the inner voices, to calm the rage… to have it all over, and not to let these bastards win.  
 
    But they would win. If she did it that way, the big boys at the top would win. They would find another scholar. They would get another translation. They would hire more armed muscle and press onward until they got whatever it was they wanted. Whatever it was. 
 
    She was helpless. 
 
    Despite the time spent dodging snipers' bullets back home in the war. Despite nights spent under rubble and plastic sheeting, trying in vain to keep out the teeth of the frost and fear, here, in a soft robe in this luxury hotel overlooking one of the oldest cities still occupied, she was once again helpless. She had to face the cold truth: she had no real way to beat these men. 
 
    But maybe Ben did. 
 
    The thought came unbidden, but she trusted it. Ben may not be a fighter, like she was, but he was smart. Yes, that was obvious. He had a bookish intelligence, a sharp academic intellect that she’d already begun to envy. But there was more. He had something else she wanted… he had hope. Despite the obvious pain and brokenness in his life, he seemed to keep going in the hope — expectation even — that all he had lost might be regained. Somehow. Sometime. It was a hope that Marina herself barely dared to think could be hers as well.  
 
    And there was more. He also had integrity. There he was, a professor from an Indiana suburb, standing willingly in front of three guns, one of them pressed against his chest, and though his knees were shaking, his voice was steady, his conviction clear. He would give his own life before he would let them take hers. Whatever deep pool he had dipped into to find this kind of courage, despite no experience with this kind of violence… it was impressive. Marina wondered if her heart even housed such a place. 
 
    "Tell me who you work for," she said in a soft voice, toward the one she knew was in commend. 
 
    "I cannot tell you that. That is for him to say."  
 
    "Are you here to kill us?" She knew even as she asked it that it was a silly question.  
 
    "If we were…" he shrugged. 
 
    Yes, she knew. If they were there to kill them, there would have been no shouted warnings, no big show of firearms and power — it would have been quick, quiet, and already over. So they weren't intending to kill them, at least not yet. Would they do so later? It didn't matter. She had to trust them. For good or for bad, this standoff in the hallway had only two possible outcomes, and she was unwilling to risk Ben in the bloody one. At least the other way, they had a shot. 
 
    She lowered her gun to the floor. 
 
      
 
    The man with the cane walked slowly down the empty hallway. He wore a thigh length raincoat that a trained eye might see was thicker than it should have been under the left arm, and he walked with a limp, favouring one whole side of his body rather than just the leg. He was still sore from whatever that bastard had dosed him with on the plane. As he reached the door and saw the damaged jamb, he transferred the cane to his left hand and reached into the raincoat with his right, easing the weapon from its holster. Standing on his strong foot, he nudged the door open with the other, the handgun up high, stabilised against his chest. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    They had cleared out — or more accurately, they had been cleared out by force. Their clothes were gone, the room empty and still, the odour of blue cheese and bacon wafted up from the untouched food on the service tray. No blood on the floor, no disarray other than the usual used towels and the broken door. 
 
    He backed out of the room and continued down the hallway, listening carefully as he went. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    He pushed open the door to the stairwell and began his descent, sliding the gun back into the holster as he did so. When he exited through the steel door and into the parking area, he took one sweeping look around, taking in every detail, his mind meticulously searching for anything out of place, anything to trigger an alarm. 
 
    Again, nothing. 
 
    "Fuck," he muttered, and pulled out his phone. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marina did not speak for the entirety of the ride to the outskirts of Tel Aviv. Ben sat beside her, staring straight ahead at nothing, or closing his eyes entirely. Beside him sat a man with a gun in his hand, relaxed, but with the barrel pointed vaguely in their direction. She glanced at the trigger finger. It wasn't on the trigger, but rested lightly on the trigger guard, an inch forward of the deadly lever. No accidental discharge for a bump in the road, or a startled twitch. A pro then, most likely. It gave her a strange, mixed feeling of comfort and futility. Perhaps not so strange. 
 
    She hadn't known what to to do when Ben stepped between her and the gunmen. Everything up to that point had been driven by conditioned reflex, instinct born of an early life in the midst of death and danger. She had seen the gun, felt the bulk of the man move toward her, and it was as if her body moved of its own accord.  
 
    Disarm.  
 
    Disable.  
 
    Dominate.  
 
    Just like Bratislav had taught her. And everything had gone as it should have. Until Ben stepped from the room. 
 
    She had shared with him a little, but with such things it was always best to hold back, to keep the details back or, at the very least, share them only with those carrying similar burdens, for whom the information would be nothing overwhelming. But such sharing was never needed with those ones, the other ones who knew it for themselves. Eyes looked into eyes and there was a mutual understanding, an agreement that each had enough of their own weight to carry. Too much discussion could inadvertently turn into a contest, a mutual measurement to see who had suffered the most, or done the most things they regretted. With those not burdened by the same cares it was best to hide them, act out the show of normalcy until both actor and audience believed it to be true. But in the hallway… She blinked and held back tears. She had been ready to kill those men. All of them. And she wouldn't have been tortured by it if she had… no more than she already was, by other things. But that had shown Ben too much. She was sure of it. He had gained a glimpse into the darkness that bubbled and churned under her surface of calm, under the cover of clean adventure. He had seen the black. 
 
    She glanced at him, at the red-gold light of the dropping sun shining on his face. His eyes were closed, the small mounds of his eyeballs twitching now and then beneath the lids. Unbidden, a vision of Bratislav overlaid that of the dozing professor. The old man, too, sat with his head slumped back, eyes darting around under the thin, wrinkled lids. His breathing shallow. Rapid. His skin clammy to the touch and even more pale than it normally was. And she had watched. Not shouted. Not run for help, from the soldiers or from anyone else. She had been… afraid. 
 
    She looked to her lap, to her hands. Rubbed them lightly together. In shame? She didn't know. All she knew was that the man beside her had stepped between her darkness and a bullet. For all she knew, he had now closed his eyes in order to banish her image. Her presence. Her existence itself. She didn’t blame him. Couldn’t blame him. If she had some way to banish her own image from her own sight, she would do it. No, she understood the revulsion the man felt for her now. He might hide it under polite manners, but it would show. It was showing already. She turned her own gaze to the side, to the passing blur of ignored scenery, and rode in a miasma of self condemnation and silence. 
 
    Ben was exhausted. He fought back his need for sleep, but was losing the battle in stages, drifting in and out of consciousness as the vehicle thrummed and bumped over the dark asphalt. The previous night, too, had held little sleep for him, despite the comfort of the warmth and scent of the woman beside him. He had risen early, started off the translation work right away, and filled the intervening hours with caffeine and high hopes.  
 
    All the while, Marina had taken care of him. Ordered food. Brewed more coffee. Kept out of his hair. Kept the television barely audible. Even took an interest in the process itself. Even Donna had seldom looked into the actual work he did, beyond the sensational surface of the popular Dead Sea Scrolls conspiracy theories. When she had learned the truth of them, her interest had plateaued, and even waned over time. 
 
    The moment he had struck up against the end of the document, the obvious straight cut of the digital photo, he had known immediately that Bass had hedged his bets, retained part of the document as an insurance policy against somehow losing contact with — or control of — his personal scholar. So the so-called brilliant professor had called the sociopathic billionaire. With that call, he had let, what? — his own ambition? — blind him to potential consequences. For himself, yes, but also for the girl he had dragged into the middle of his personal mess. He swore at himself yet again for his foolishness. He could have said 'no' in the beginning. Well, he did. But he could have done it another way, found another way to stop all of this, before money changed hands, before it came down to thugs and guns and fearful flights into the midst of a battle for which he had everything to lose, and no power to push one side or the other away from him. And then there had been the hallway. 
 
    He watched it all over again in his mind's eye. His hand had flown up immediately, once he had realised what was happening and had seized control of the tremors of shock in his arms. As he hit the floor, the words shouted at him were incomprehensible and needless. Fear had gripped him. He had cringed. Cowered. A gun in his face. A pen in his hand. All grand platitudes thrown away in favour of one thing: his own survival. He watched his memory with shame. 
 
    But then the girl. 
 
    Shouting in the hallway, a woman's grunt, a body falling on the floor — something in him welled up and when his gunman turned his attention and footsteps to the hallway, Ben had pulled himself up, forced his own feet through the broken opening, to the centre of the danger. Then he had seen her there: Gun in her hand, and what he now knew to be a professional gunman on the floor, disarmed at her feet. How did he come from being part of a professional, surprise attack, to a groaning slab of meat on the floor of a hotel hallway? The only explanation was that she had done it. The woman who had stood there in one slipper and a terry cloth bathrobe. 
 
    Any sense of heroism in him had instantly withered away in the face of her bravery. How had she done it? How had a beautiful young woman turned the tables on these… soldiers? While Ben himself lay on the floor in surrender? 
 
    And when Ben's attention had noted the third man in the hallway, the two muzzles aimed at her one that aimed back, he had experienced another wave of fear. This time it welled up years of pain and regret, impotence and frustration in the face of Donna's cancer. The illness had eaten at her body even as it ate at his soul. Her flesh had weakened and the peaks and valleys of his humanity had flatlined into a long string of plodding existence. 
 
    Marina, somehow, seemingly without trying, had begun breaking up those long, featureless days of trying to sweep his mind and heart clean. He had noticed her body heat against the chill of his own skin. He had breathed in her words, the vapour of her vitality, and had given her his own. But there she stood, facing the real probability of death and the tearing up of her vital flesh. She stood there. Donna stood there. David. Mimi. Everything stood there. 
 
    So he had taken three more steps. Stepped between them. 
 
      
 
    "We're here." 
 
    Marina and Ben must have drifted as they drove, the stress and effort of the last few days finally catching up with them, jet-lag doing its part as well. The passing rows of houses and shops were gone, left behind in favour of a rural landscape, now growing dim in the onset of twilight.  
 
    Up ahead was a stone wall with wrought-iron gates, slowly tracking to the side to allow them entry. As the vehicle passed through them, shadowy forms shifted in the dimness. The gate closed behind as they drove up a curved drive to a two-story, ultramodern house overlooking the shallow valley to the west. A home, but a fortress as well. Ben saw the signs of understated security. Marina felt it in her bones. 
 
    The broad bronze door opened and a man in a black suit stepped out onto the concrete landing. The car stopped. Ben and Marina stepped down into the fine gravel and walked toward the dark opening. 
 
    Without knowing who had grabbed whom, Marina realised that she and Ben were holding hands. Tightly. 
 
    They walked down the main hall, broad and marble-floored, and then out into a large, open room walled on one side entirely by glass, the distant clusters of twinkling lights giving the feeling that the house itself floated in a dark sky. Leonard Kantor sat, legs crossed, on a broad and sharp-angled easy chair. He stood as they entered. 
 
    "Professor Gela, Miss Saalik, please forgive the circumstances of this visit." 
 
    Ben's eyes were sharp. "It isn't a visit, sir. It is a kidnapping." 
 
    Kantor paused. "Yes, what you say is true, Professor Gela. Mitigating circumstances, perhaps, but it is so." 
 
    "Why can't you just let us go…” Marina said, not quite able to muster enough hope to make a real question of it. 
 
    "But I can let you go, Miss Saalik. It is my intention to do so, in fact, after a brief discussion, and if you still wish to leave at that point. Or you can stay until the morning, and go then. I will even offer you what assistance I can, to take you to a place of your choosing, where you would feel safe. Anything you like… after a brief discussion. That is the only thing upon which I must insist. Please, both of you, sit. Just for a moment." He motioned to the long sectional. 
 
    They sat. 
 
    Despite the sharp, geometric lines of the furniture, it was welcoming and comfortable, the leather soft like fine suede, if not more so. With another motion from Kantor, a young woman brought in a tray of drinks, some cold in frosted glassware set alongside cups of coffee and hot water. A wooden box of herbal and traditional teas was open beside them.  
 
    "I took the liberty of providing an assortment from which to choose; I did not wish to delay our discussion." 
 
    "So then," Ben said just above a whisper, "Discuss." 
 
    Kantor settled back into his chair and lifted an icy glass of something that looked like lemonade to his lips. He looked intently at Ben. Briefly at Marina, then back to Ben. 
 
    "First of all," he began, "At no point prior to today have I had any armed personnel confront or intimidate you. That was not my doing." 
 
    "The gunfight the night we arrived?" Ben asked. 
 
    "My people were there, following you, yes. But this was in an effort to protect you, not to coerce. On your aeroplane, as well, I was forced to intervene for your own safety." 
 
    "How are we supposed to believe that?" Marina spat the words, her intensity jarring in the calm, soft atmosphere of the room. 
 
    "I expect nothing, I suppose. You can accept or not. I can only tell you it was so. Perhaps after this discussion, when you are free to go, you will believe me." 
 
    "I would believe a lot quicker and easier if you would let us go now." 
 
    "You may go now, Miss Saalik. This very moment, if you like. But Professor Gela is needed for a few minutes more." 
 
    "Go." The word was out of Ben's mouth before he even knew he said it. 
 
    She looked at him. 
 
    "Go now. When Mr. Kantor is finished with me, I'll follow you." 
 
    "I can't leave you here!" 
 
    "Please. When we're done here we can meet up. In the meantime, I won't say anything until I know you're safe. Please. I need to know your safe." 
 
    Kantor was silent. Watching both of them, the same look on his face that Ben had when scrutinising the scrolls. 
 
    "No," she whispered, "I can't leave you here." She leaned back in her seat, the hope seeming to ease from her body in resignation to fate. 
 
    Kantor stood. "Please, I can bear it no longer. In two minutes, if you choose to walk out that door, there will be none to stop you. I will give you a car to take you anywhere you like. You can call to tell me where to pick it up when you leave." 
 
    "Why?" Ben asked, as both he and Marina stood to face their host. "What is it you need from us that gets us out of here in two minutes?" 
 
    "You don't need to give me anything to get out of here. I simply wanted you to take a look at these." He gestured to a table set back away from the windows. Upon it sat a shallow box, about a foot square and six inches deep. Beside it was a stack of photographs of text. Ben recognised these immediately; he had spent so many hours staring at the same photos over the past week. 
 
    "What is it?" Ben asked. 
 
    "I think you know what it is, Professor Gela," Kantor replied, "and by this gesture I would like to prove to you that I am indeed the rightful owner. The original was not stolen." He stepped over to the wooden box and lifted the lid. He stepped back, and Ben was drawn in as if some kind of magnet had locked onto his skeleton. 
 
    In the case was a moulded interior, perfectly conformed to the shape it held: A cylindrical scroll of rolled metal, darkened and embrittled by time, and unmistakably ancient. 
 
    Ben’s breath came out in a long, low sigh, his fingers reached out, hovered over it like a reiki master, unwilling to touch it, but unable to resist getting as close to it as he could, to feel the energetic connection between his fingertips and the scroll. 
 
    "That's it?" Marina whispered. 
 
    "Yes," Kantor replied, "That is the real thing. But I suspect the professor now has a few questions of his own?" 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nawab Khoury finished his third cup of coffee in as many hours. His stomach was rebelling, throwing acid up to assault his throat and sour the taste in his mouth. He know it wasn't just the coffee. His nerves, too, were bothered. 
 
    The last two nights had been fitful and without rest. The potential importance of the items Thoma had brought to his attention weighed heavily on him. He had been following the actions of his brother in law for the last twenty-four hours and did not like the inaction reported back to him. 
 
    He had no doubt that his brother in law was, in fact, not doing anything personally, and that was what bothered him the most. Where was the communication with his agents? Thoma was a decent person, but he was no genius, and was prone to making too big a man of himself when it came to this kind of thing — especially with other people's money in his hands. The new car, purchased prior to the success of the mission, was a clear example of this. Even so, sometimes accoutrements like new vehicles and fine suits were needed to exude the proper air, to show certain partners and adversaries that they were dealing with a man of means — if they didn’t already know it. And despite some shortcomings, Thoma was by no means lazy. Other projects might have gone better with Khoury himself at the helm, but Thoma had at least shown some measure of success, even if he had done so while acting a pompous ass. 
 
    But this was different. Khoury hadn't heard from him at all, and Khoury's agents had nothing to report. It was as if Thoma had taken the money and locked himself in a room with it, in total secrecy. But that was not like his little sister's husband. Even scans of his email and mobile communications revealed nothing. 
 
    It fed optimistic suspicions that Thoma had upped his game, that he had stepped up his degree of sophistication. It also fed skeptical notions that, perhaps, the man had entered into waters much deeper than those to which he was accustomed. Perhaps it had been unwise for Khoury to grant Thoma the helm on this one. They had launched similar schemes together of course, but always within the borders of Jordan itself, and never for stakes as high as these. Unique stakes. Once in a lifetime, even. The risk of loss of something perhaps irreplaceable, and yet so important. Valuable… 
 
    He placed the empty cup on his desk and frowned against the lack of pleasure it had given him. He stepped over to his desk and tapped the intercom button on the dim touch screen. It lit up and his PA answered. 
 
    "Get me Gulam Thoma please."  
 
    "On the phone?" 
 
    "No, have Soma pick him up and bring him here. We need to talk." 
 
    "Yes sir." 
 
    He walked back to his couch and leaned back against the soft cushions, letting his head lean gently back until he stared up at the sparkling glass of the chandelier, fifteen feet above him. He closed his eyes. Against hope, he let the tension leave his shoulders and prayed for a moment's rest before his brother in law arrived and they sorted through this mess. He had been wrong to leave such an important thing to an underling, family or not. It was time Khoury himself brought his full weight to bear on this issue of a new scroll. Thoma had been right about one thing, if anyone was to have it, it should be those upon whose lands it originally rested — and that was his people. That was his Jordan. 
 
    And he might already be too late. 
 
      
 
    "It hasn't been cut!"  
 
    "That is correct." 
 
    "But I have photographs… and you have photographs! How did you read it?" 
 
    "I call it the Weevil Scanner. I developed it myself — well, my people did, with my money. I will admit to the seminal idea being my own." 
 
    "Tell me." 
 
    "It works a lot like a regular scanner, so they tell me, but instead of placing the artefact into the scanner, the scanner moves through the artefact. In this case, a thin blade of flexible material slides into the gap between the layers. We placed the scroll in a special frame and rotated it until the scanner had read the surfaces, both sides, and then it rendered the features. We scanned it several times and had the computer analyse the results, taking the most consistent portions of the images and building a master file — 'stitching' I believe they call it — like a scanner on your telephone might scan a document." 
 
    "Then you just open it up, unroll it digitally… like a simulation.” 
 
    "As you say." 
 
    "The results are amazing." 
 
    "Thank you. Coming from you that is high praise indeed." 
 
    "So Greg Bass…" 
 
    "Mr. Bass, I fear, stole the photographs from my server. I was careless, I confess, in having them there at all. A disc would have been better, but hindsight is twenty-twenty, as they say. He is less interested in the scroll than in what it promises to reveal — assuming it is similar to the Copper Scroll in that respect.” 
 
    "The Temple Treasure." 
 
    "Some believe so, yes. I am not a scholar, but I was able to read enough of it to know it was something that needed protection. I have failed in that, at least initially. I am trying to right that wrong." 
 
    "How did you get it?" 
 
    "I bought it. It’s provenance is questionable, but so is the case of nearly every artefact of this age. In so many generations, there are bound to be a few bad apples. I didn’t ask too many questions, I confess. Vulgar, maybe, but that is how these things are procured.” 
 
    "So you are a private collector, like Bass?"  
 
    Kantor frowned. "I am a private collector, yes. I am quite a different breed from our Mr. Bass, however. In this case, as well, it is not for my collection that I acquired the scroll. It was in the hands of a dealer. As you know, such a circumstance often means a lack of means — a lack of the proper facilities by which to keep it preserved." 
 
    All three of them stood in silence. 
 
    It was Marina who broke the stillness. "So what do you want us to do?" 
 
    "What I want," Kantor said, looking first at her and then at Ben, "Is for the professor to complete his translation, in safety, and for the treasure to which this artefact leads — if such a treasure exists in situ this long after its hiding — to be located and placed into the care of the Israel Antiquities Authority." 
 
    "And what if it is not on Israeli soil?" Ben asked. 
 
    "In that instance, I will leave it to the interested governments to decide."  
 
    "You will?" 
 
    "How could I do otherwise, even if I wished to do so?" 
 
    Ben nodded. That was a good point. "And Greg Bass? What about him?" 
 
    "If you accept my protection, I will do just that: protect you. Both of you.” 
 
    Kantor was a shrewd man, and both he and Ben knew it. It wasn't just the professor who was in danger. As long as there were people Ben cared about, and as long as Bass could get to them, then the Texan billionaire had Ben in his pocket. 
 
    "I have family in Indiana." 
 
    "Yes, the parents of your late wife. They are fine." 
 
    "You know this for sure?" 
 
    "I have made certain of it myself. They are being watched over, and will be protected if need be. Twenty-four hours a day, each day of the week until they are out of danger. If it takes a year — ten years — you have my solemn word on it." 
 
    "Why me? Why not some other scholar?"  
 
    "Truthfully, it was Mr. Bass who made that choice. You are a good one, yes, as a specialist in the Copper Scroll, I might even have settled upon you myself. But as you say, there are others. When Mr. Bass brought you on, I could have hired someone else — a small team of scholars had I wished to — and raced you to the prize. But that was not my choice. I was angered, for one thing, when my files were stolen. I do not like to be bested, and there was a feeling of my privacy and security having been violated. Neither sits well with me. For another, I thought a better move, a more strategic move, would be to defang the serpent." 
 
    "Defang the serpent?" 
 
    "Yes," Marina broke in, "I understand. It's a fighting term. It means disarming an armed opponent, like ‘cut the head off the snake.’ The best way to win the fight is to take away the power of the enemy. If Bass didn't have you Ben, if he lost the groundwork he had already laid, then he would be way behind. Starting over even." 
 
    Kantor nodded. "Just so."  
 
    "So what now?" Ben asked. 
 
    "So now, if you wish to go," he held his arm up toward the hallway, "you are free to do so." 
 
    "And if we don't?" Marina asked.  
 
    Kantor smiled. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Greg Bass was cresting the last rise before the full panorama of his Texas ranch house would come into view. It was his favourite part of his run. He ran nearly every day, forty-five minutes to an hour, depending on the route he chose and the schedule for the day. After receiving the call from Ben Gela in Jerusalem, he had shouted for joy, punched his fist into the air, and laced up the shoes. He had do the full hour, a celebration of finally reeling in that eel of an academic and getting this show back on the road.  
 
    He normally ran just after waking, the earlier the better, but this new surge of excited energy would keep him up anyway, so he might as well make up for missing his run that morning. The heat of the day had begun to dissipate, as it did so quickly in the desert evenings, but between the stars and the bare, sand-coloured ground, there would be enough light for him to do a lap of the north range before touching base with his people in Israel, arranging a well-supervised place for the professor to finish his work. 
 
    Ben was close. Really close. He had translated all of the material he had been given at twice the pace estimated by more than one expert in the field — and that all by himself. He was a natural. It pays to do the research, he thought to himself as he crested the last upward slope and the lights of the house came back into view, his oasis in a sea of emptiness, and it always pays to use the best people, pain-in-the-ass as this particular one may be. 
 
    His pace quickened as the land sloped away before him. He pressed himself onward, feeling the increasing burn in his lungs as he drew in oxygen, a losing battle against the build-up of lactic acid and oxygen depletion in his working muscles. Pain is the body's way of killing weakness, he repeated as he panted down the last half of the slope, and that which does not kill me — is gonna get its ass kicked!  
 
    He burst into a sprint, grunting through breaths as he raced past the first of the straight rail fences around the horses, the restless animals trotting away from him in the deceptive light. As he reached the landscaped portion of the lawn, he drew up, slowly decreasing his speed until he was jogging slowly on the spot, checking his pulse, from habit more than a need to track it, and taking in a deep draft of water from the straw attached to the Camelback canteen he wore. It was still cool and refreshing. 
 
    Good end to a good day. He would sleep that night, and sleep well. 
 
    His PA slid open the heavy glass door and leaned out. "Phone call, Mr. Bass… from Israel." 
 
      
 
    Leonard sat in his chair, silent and sipping his drink, watching intently as Ben poured over the final photographs of the scroll. Marina lounged back on the sectional like a lioness, feeling like she should feel truly safe for the first time since joining Ben at his apartment what seemed like years ago. Somehow though, she still fought with a sliver of discomfort, on the edge of her instinct, like that bit of motion she sometimes saw in her peripheral vision, but when she turned to look, there was nothing there. 
 
    Beside the table on which the scroll had been placed, the lid now back on the box, another table had been brought in. This one was strewn with photographs, both those Ben already had from Bass — notated with circles, arrows, marginalia, traced outlines of letters — and a new set, fresh and blown up to a slightly larger size. Unnoticed by Ben, a figure entered the doorway, a kind of briefcase in his hand, and Leonard rose to meet him, his face widening into a pleased smile. 
 
    "Ah good, you are here." He waved the man toward where Ben sat, now looking at the newcomer with interest. 
 
    "What's this? Another scroll?" Ben smiled, knowing that on some deep level he wasn't joking. Everything else seemed so surreal, why not a third metallic scroll to keep him busy? Maybe the other treasure list mentioned in the Copper Scroll, another copy to search for clues that might finally reveal the key to his life's work. Maybe even the tin one or the gold one mentioned in the scroll. Why not? They might have been found together, after all, in the same secret cave where the silver one had lain for so long, undisturbed. 
 
    "No," Leonard smiled as the newcomer unsnapped the buckles on the case and lifted the lid, "The same scroll." 
 
    Ben's jaw dropped as his mind clicked through what he was looking at and realised what it was, what it must be. "Is this a replica?" 
 
    Leonard smiled, "Yes." He ran his fingers over the bright orange material, feeling the minute textures of the surface. "The technology was developed in Sweden, for scanning corpses prior to decomposition or cremation — especially in cases of foul play. It's '3D' scanning, even reads densities below the surface of the material. It allows them to revisit data at much later dates. Fascinating. With a combination of their software, our scanner, and a three dimensional printer, we were able to scan the scroll, map the surface based on slight differences in density, and so to remove corrosion, and non- metallic deposits before printing the final product — while it was all still a string of data. The printing itself took almost five hundred hours and was just completed this afternoon. A triumph. Look, rubberised plastic. Flexible enough to roll up, but holds the shape of the letters just as if it were rigid. The did a fine bit of work here. When I contacted them about our problem here, they were skeptical, but interested. And of course, interest increased after I had arranged for a suitable contribution…" 
 
    "It's a far cry better than having to cut it, like the Copper Scroll." 
 
    "I agree. And the result much clearer, from a cursory look at it." He looked down at the closed case that contained the original Silver Scroll. "I am not certain I could have brought myself to cut this one," he said, "regardless of the treasures it might prove to reveal."  
 
    He snapped out of his brief reverie and looked directly at Ben, "Not that I criticise Allegro or Baker for cutting the Copper Scroll — that's the technology they had in the fifties, and they did a fine job for the day — some other idiot might have tried to unroll them and ground the thing to powder — but I am pleased to be alive in a time when both preservation and scholarship can operate hand in hand, as it were. It so seldom happens in archaeology. It is uncommonly plagued by petty squabbles, for a discipline with such a noble pedigree." 
 
    "This will help I think," Ben said, running his fingers over the mottled surface, "There are a couple of areas down here that still are unclear…" He leaned down to the item, tracking his fingers to the place where he had struggled to make out what was happening on the photograph. He tilted the replica to a sharp angle against the light, making the most of the harsh shadows it created. 
 
    "Making progress though?" 
 
    "Yes, yes. I have a few lines left to transcribe, then I can translate the final section. I can't promise it won't take all night." 
 
    "I'll have Alsandra brew some strong coffee and bring in something to eat." 
 
    Marina watched for a few more minutes, then began to fidget. At Kantor's invitation she spent a couple of hours alone in the swimming pool, out under the clear night sky and with a view of the city in the distance. Her muscles needed the stretch and the workout, and her heart needed the weightlessness of floating in the darkness, among the reflections of the stars. She rolled onto her back, let the warm water hold her there, staring up at the stars. She saw the tiny pin-pricked lights in the dark blanket of the sky, the same stars she had stared up at in the mountains southwest of Trebxinje as a girl. Despite the positive developments of the photographs, and the safety promised to Ben’s family, her thoughts were still plagued by heaviness and self-loathing. She had no desire to talk herself out of it, to stir herself into a better frame of mind, artificial or otherwise. Instead she looked up at the stars, felt the surge of separation between her and the tiny, distant points of light, and dove straight down, as deep into the pain and horror of her heart as she dared go… and further. 
 
      
 
    Bratislav had not recovered from the cough or the chills. His shallow breathing grew lighter and more rapid on into the night, until at once the girl awoke to sudden silence. At first she thought she was alone in the little house, that he had somehow slipped out into the darkness. Then she saw his form, leaning back in the chair, his stubbled chin hanging slack, and too small in the dim room. He had been outlasted by the candle he had left burning on the kitchen table. 
 
    Marina descended the attic ladder and silently crept up to him, reached out and wrapped her fingers through his. They were chilled by the stillness of age, but not yet with death. That would come. She sat there on the floor beside his chair, leaned her head against his thigh, and watched the gentle flicker of the candle as it slowly dripped its life into the shallow pewter cup. When it finally sputtered and popped into a tuft of black smoke, unseen in the darkness, she said a kind of prayer for the old man, something half-remembered from her parents, or grandparents, before the eternity of the war had welled up and engulfed her. Then she rose to her feet.  
 
    She couldn't stay; they would find her. She couldn't leave him there like that either. Her mind could not accept the reality of what would happen to him, left there for days or weeks, even in the cold. Others had been left in the ditches and barren places around the town, and those images were clearly locked in her young mind. It would not happen to the one who had saved her from the initial shock and loss of the war. She walked over to the aluminium hatch that covered the root cellar, and heaved it open. She moved down the wooden steps into the darkness and found the head of Bratislav's spade, the handle burnt for warmth a month ago. There, below the ground frost of winter, she dug a hole as best she could. 
 
    The old man's body had been surprisingly light. She had been able to drag him from the chair and into the dark hole. She had rolled him into the depression she had dug and then pushed as much soil over him as she could. Not enough, but she had thought of a way that it wouldn't matter. She pulled up as many boards as she could from the floor and walls, and pushed them into the cellar. Piled the old blankets there too. Rested a while. Tried to pray for him, but no words would come. No tears left either. An hour later she crouched at the back of the place, a burning match touched up against the thin wisps of curtain by the back door, laid out in a line, like a giant fuse, from there to the stack of scraps sticking up from the makeshift crypt. 
 
    As she moved up into the higher ground, out past the lights of the town, far enough to ease her grip on the cold metal of the pistol and to move with more speed and less stealth, she glanced behind her at the growing plume of flame at the near edge of Trebxinje. The walls went up like wicks, the roof creaked and tilted, then crashed down upon the tomb like the capstone of a pyramid. When she had seen that, she turned her eyes and made her way up over the ridge and into the trackless places.  
 
    She would head south, to Dubrovnik, and maybe from there to Africa. She didn't know how far either place was, not really, but she was sure that if she could get over the water, to a new place — a warm place — she would be safe. 
 
    As her eyes adjusted and she picked up speed, leaving everything she had ever known behind her, a weight seemed to lift from her shoulders, and she cried. She looked up at the stars and everything else around her became blackness. A new weight descended where the old had left. 
 
    He had abandoned her to the darkness after all. And left her behind. 
 
      
 
    "Damn it!" 
 
    The sound came from the other side of the glass wall, the room where Ben worked and Leonard Kantor sat and watched him in silence. Marina pulled herself from the water and wrapped herself in the robe Alsandra had provided along with the bathing suit; a selection of new garments, purchased for guest use. 
 
    Inside, Kantor was on his feet, and Ben was sitting at the table, head in his hands. It was Ben who had cursed, she guessed, and went over to him. 
 
    "What's happened."  
 
    "I'm done." 
 
    "Isn't that good? You thought it would take all night.” She realised only after she’d said it, that it nearly had taken all night. 
 
    He handed her the yellow notepad. "See for yourself." 
 
    She took the notepad and began to decipher the wandering line of text amid the scribbles and notations from where it last left off. 
 
      
 
    When the victory is final and the deeds of the righteous inscribed upon the golden sheets by the finger of the anointed one of God, the tin shall be burned and the stones cracked, the copper read and the riches amassed at the feet of the righteous one, and the silver held aloft to open the eyes of all. We, the Sons of Light, have - - - - this, I, the scribe of silver, submit to this word and make - - - - laid it here, beneath the mountain of - - - - shall stand fast over it - - - - . 
 
      
 
    "The little lines of dashes?" She asked, "What are they for?" 
 
    "Missing portions," Ben sighed, "Look here." He took up the replica and pointed to the lower left- hand corner of it. "Hebrew is read right to left, top to bottom, so this is the end of the document," he pointed to the bottom left hand corner of the replica, "The very end."  
 
    It was missing a small, triangular portion. The photograph beside it was the same. 
 
    "And it's gone." 
 
    "Broken. Just the corner. It was so close, Marina. Look here," Ben became excited again, "it tells of a tin scroll. This one we've not yet found, or maybe it was destroyed by time, or found so long ago that it has since been lost again. Could even be somewhere on the black market I suppose — we don't know. But here, 'the copper read and the riches amassed at the feet of the righteous one,' That's all very much in alignment with other research. The Copper Scroll is a treasure map of sorts, and the Righteous One, is a recurrent character in the sectarian scrolls." 
 
    "The ones written at Qumran?" 
 
    "Yes, we think so. Even here, look! Mention of the Sons of Light; this is amazing. Absolutely a sectarian writing. The War Scroll tells of a final set of battles, when the Sons of Light battle the Sons of Darkness seven times. Each side wins three of the battles until they are at a stalemate, the powers of good and of evil equally matched. This dualism is normal in the sectarian writings… lots of Zoroastrian influence from Persia. It says that God even created the Angel of Wickedness, the source of all evil and unrighteousness, and allows it to have power more or less equal to that of the Angel of Righteousness. The fight is an even matchup. Then, during the seventh and final battle, at the last moment, God himself steps in and gives the victory to the Sons of Light and the Angel of Righteousness." 
 
    "So there is some good stuff there, but not…"  
 
    "Not the key we were hoping for," interjected Kantor. "It tells us of a mountain, but does not tell us which one. I wish I could tell you I have been holding back the broken fragment, but that portion has been lost. Too often we have recovered just the right fragment to give us great insight into past texts. It could be this is the time to pay for such good fortune and blessing… Jewish Karma, perhaps." 
 
    Ben muttered something under his breath, his disappointment obvious. 
 
    "It does no good to be dismayed, Professor Gela, archeology is a long game, and such disappointment is ninety-nine percent of it, as you yourself must know. We may not have the treasure the scroll tells of, if it even exists, but we do have the scroll itself, and that is priceless to me and to the Jewish people. And to others.” 
 
    "Still, it is a deep disappointment." Ben nodded, blowing out a long sigh, "To be so close, but miss the vital word." 
 
    "Do not worry, as I said. One cannot expect everything one desires, especially when trying to reclaim such ancient things as these. For now I suggest you rest. Recuperate. Sleep and eat. You have more than earned it. I will have my people escort you to the airport tomorrow and you can return in safety to your homes. I will also take the liberty of sharing the translation with Mr. Bass, if I may, and of assuring him that there is nothing more to be gained in threatening you or your families." 
 
    "That might not be enough to calm him down," Marina thought aloud, "He was pretty pissed when we bolted." 
 
    "Not to worry," Kantor continued, "He is a businessman, and will see reason with the right kind of persuasion. There is always risk in revenge, and he is not one to take on risk without some kind of reward at the other end of it, generally financial in his case, or a treasure of some kind. As a precaution, I will keep protection in place for you and your family until we know there is no danger of reprisal. Besides, I took you from the hotel after you had contacted him again — took you by force — you can hardly be blamed for that." 
 
    The two of them nodded and, at Kantor's gesture, followed Alsandra to the room that had been prepared for them. After they had left the living room, Kantor remained standing for a long time, staring into the empty hallway through which they had left. His expression was a blank, hard glare. 
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    They slid into bed without discussing the sleeping arrangements. The room at the hotel had had two double beds in it, but only one had been slept in. Perhaps Kantor had heard that from his men, or perhaps he had just assumed they were a couple. They had been holding hands, after all, when they had arrived at his house, and had been traveling together. But then Marina remembered the comment about their phone call to Bass. 
 
    "How did he know about the call to Bass?" She asked as she pulled the covers up. 
 
    "Shh!" Ben whispered, leaning in very close to her ear, "he might be listening." He glanced toward the doorway, then brought his face in close to hers again, his lips to her ear. "I think he was monitoring our room, at the hotel. He knew how far I had translated, that we were missing pages. He knew that we had called Bass, and it was just after that when…" 
 
    "I haven't had a good feeling about this all evening." 
 
    "Nor have I, but the scroll was there, and I had to figure out a way to get us out of this, to have both Kantor and Bass leave us alone." 
 
    "You faked the translation?" 
 
    "No, I couldn't do that, Kantor would probably know. Even Bass would figure it out eventually — I'm not the only Hebrew scholar around. And it's a lot of work to do the first translation, but once it's there, the text is easy enough to follow — like building a difficult puzzle once you know what the picture looks like. The next scholar to look it over will be able to skip the clear portions, improve other portions according to his or her expertise, and to easily judge the accuracy and quality of what was done. If I’d have faked something, the others would soon know, and we’d never be free of this.” 
 
    "But then we are free of it, there isn't anything else on the scroll to move things forward. We know it's buried under a mountain, but we don't know which mountain." 
 
    "You're right. Without the missing fragment, there's nothing left to go on." He paused. "But…" 
 
    "But what?" 
 
    "How do you feel about a trip to Oxford?" 
 
      
 
    They boarded their flight, booked through London Heathrow to New York JFK, but they had no intention of completing the full journey that day. As Kantor's driver called to inform him that both Gela and Saalik had boarded and that the flight had left Tel Aviv, the businessman had a moment of self-doubt. He had been sure that the professor had been hiding something. He had considered putting an electronic tracker on him, but thought the better of it. Had they boarded the plane — and it seems they had — security may have detected it and there would have been an incident. Such an incident might derail the pair from what Kantor was sure would be the continuation of their rogue quest for the treasure told of in the scroll. 
 
    He had been up the rest of the night and through the morning, checking over the translations, especially the end sections. They seemed accurate to him. The broken fragment had revealed only that the scroll had originally held the location — and that a fracture a quarter of an inch further to the left would have revealed it. Bad luck, he thought, but he did not quite believe the reaction of the dedicated academic.  
 
    The joy at the striking contents was real, but the disappointment at the missing portions did not ring true in Kantor's ears. When he had closed his eyes and listened to the professor's explanation to the woman, he could not help but feel that it was part play-acting, more for his benefit than for hers. A little too much volume. Explanation more tuned to Kantor’s needs than to the woman’s. 
 
    He wished he had had their bedroom bugged, but he didn't like the presence of such things in this home. He had the place swept for surveillance devices at least twice a week. It was his oasis from the battle of the business world, from the realities of being an Israeli Jew in a land encircled by Arabs. He had never brought business into his home before. This was an extraordinary circumstance, requiring both security for the scroll and scholar, and an environment of friendly ease. All around him here was relaxation. Most things outside of the door brought stress. 
 
    But such stresses could be useful. They honed one's aptitude for detecting deception. He could not define the cause of his unease, but there was no doubt as to its existence. 
 
    He must keep an eye on the pair for a time yet. He would start with a call to a friend at the airline. 
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    Greg Bass stared at the broken glass in the corner and internally cussed himself out. He was not prone to those kinds of outbursts — he considered them evidence of weakness of character. He didn't see himself as having a weak character, not at all, and so the outburst had made him even angrier. 
 
    His PA had not entered the room at the sound of breaking glass, but when he called for her, she stepped in from the door and stood silently, calm and ready, and waited for his direction. 
 
    "Where is the plane?" 
 
    "Denver, sir. Scheduled maintenance." 
 
    "Have the helicopter pick me up. Book me from Dallas to Tel Aviv on the first available. You'll come as well." 
 
    She nodded and stepped from the room. There was no need to mention the broken glass; it would be cleaned up before he had made it to his flight in Dallas. There was no need to mention his packing, or the first class seat by the window; these were givens. Greg Bass ran a tight operation, smooth processes and well-trained staff. That’s the way he liked things: just so. He did not deal well with problems like Professor Ben Gela and that woman he ran with. It was time to get truly serious with the rogue academic. He picked up one of the burner phones from his desk and made a call from memory. The man who answered was concise. 
 
    "Yes sir?" 
 
    "The hospital. Both of them."  
 
    "Wet or clean?" 
 
    "Wet. Not dead though… yet."  
 
    "Understood." 
 
    Bass pushed the button and popped the tiny disc from the phone. It went into the shredder with the others, the phone back on the desk. When he returned from his trip, that too would have a new chip in it and be replaced in the drawer, ready for later use. 
 
    He liked a tight operation. 
 
      
 
    Leonard Kantor set his phone down on his desk and leaned back in his chair. Gela and Saalik had been on the flight from Tel Aviv, but they hadn't made their connection in London. A three-hour layover, but they'd missed their connection? Not likely, even in an airport the size Heathrow. Had it not been for the slight rustle at the edges of his instinct, he would have surmised that the two had decided on a romantic getaway in London prior to their return to daily life in the United States. Had it not been for that rustle he might also have assumed they'd stopped in a bar for a drink or two, maybe gotten carried away and lost track of time. If it hadn't been for the rustle, he wouldn't have checked up on them at all. 
 
    But then there had been that rustle. 
 
    Why the Uk? That was the question. Ben Gela had gone to school there of course. Could have been catching up with old friends. His professor, Vermes, had died a few years back, so maybe he would check up on the widow, stop to pay his respects at the grave maybe. But Kantor didn't think so. Gela had studied the scrolls at Oxford, rubbed shoulders with the world's top academics from all over the world, in a wide variety of specialties, but especially Second Temple literature and artefacts — like the Silver Scroll. Kantor himself loved Oxford, despite the occasional anti-semitic sentiment that hovered just below social decorum. Nothing unique to Oxford there. If he were in Gela's position, if he needed to find something out, his contacts there would be among the first he would call. 
 
    So what was it Gela needed to find out? 
 
    He leaned forward again, picked up the phone and made a call. A London number this time too. An old friend who owed him a favour. 
 
    "Hello?" 
 
    "Hi William, it’s Leonard." 
 
    "Ah Leonard my friend, how are things? Are you here in London? We can meet for lunch.” 
 
    "No, at home, but I need a little help with something." 
 
    "Just ask, anything I can do." 
 
    "There is an individual I am considering for employment, a professor from the United States." 
 
    "Yes…" 
 
    "He was up at Oxford for his doctoral research." 
 
    "Sounds promising." 
 
    "Yes. He worked with Geza Vermes, but of course he is no longer with us to assess the man. I have a few references as well as that one, but I was wanting to do a little special poking around if I might." 
 
    "Okay…" 
 
    "What I need from you is to know which other professors Dr. Gela worked with during his time there, especially as they relate to the Dead Sea Scrolls, or the history of the Levant in the same time period." 
 
    "So Second Temple period specialists, Roman or Jewish, who worked with — what is the name again?" 
 
    "Benjamin Gela, G - E - L - A. Anything to do with archaeology as well, might be useful." 
 
    "Mmm… okay. Yes, that shouldn't be difficult. I can email a list to you, with contact numbers, probably by the end of today." 
 
    "Thank you. You've been very helpful." 
 
    "Let me know when you are in the area again, Grace and I will meet you for dinner and drinks." 
 
    "Sounds lovely, I will do that." 
 
    They said their goodbyes and Kantor hung up the phone. His next call was on the land line, to an internal extension four floors below him. 
 
    "Hello." 
 
    "Gela is in the UK. Oxford, I suspect. I have more information on the way. I will have a plane waiting for you. Take backup or use locals, but you will need perhaps half a dozen. I want him found, and I want him detained." 
 
    "Detained… on British soil?" 
 
    "Keep me isolated from it, but I have some questions that need answers." 
 
    "Yes sir." 
 
    "Go now, we are already far behind, I fear." 
 
    The man at the other end hung up the phone, poured the dregs of his tea into his mouth, and waved at two other men to follow him. He then stood with a soft grunt, picked up a magazine from a stack of a dozen or so on his desk, tucked it under his arm, and strode toward the elevator. 
 
      
 
    "Ben Gela, how lovely to see you!"  
 
    "And you, Martin. It's been a long time." 
 
    "A long time indeed. How have you been?"  
 
    "I've been alright, publishing here and there, and a book on the go." 
 
    "Wonderful. Good. I did hear about your lovely wife… I was sorry to hear about that." 
 
    "Thank you.”  
 
    The older man then turned to Marina. "And this is?" 
 
    "Oh, sorry, this is Marina Saalik. Marina, this is Martin Goodman, a professor of mine when I studied here." 
 
    "Nice to meet you Professor." 
 
    "Just 'Martin,' please. Nice to meet you as well. Well, what can I do for you? Just having a look around the old place?" 
 
    "Not really. It's more of a research trip." 
 
    "Hmm, something I can help with then?" 
 
    "I hope so. Do you remember when you brought in a fragment of silver with some Aramaic text engraved on it? It was a small triangular piece of silver." 
 
    "Yes, I do. Quite a nice little thing, if indeed it’s authentic. The 'Final Battle' fragment its owner calls it. Quite intriguing to think what it might have come off of. to enough there for to be of much use though, if I remember correctly.” 
 
    "Yes, that's the one. Do you know where it might be now? I'd like to take another look at it." 
 
    "I think so."  
 
    "Is it here?" 
 
    "Not right here, no. It's part of a private collection. The owner is a local fellow, bit of an eccentric I should say, which is saying something for this place.” He smiled at Marina as he said this, “His name is Eli Bannerman." 
 
    "Is he a professor here?" 
 
    "No. Quite knowledgable in Jewish magic though, but never got his doctorate. His grandfather was a collector, and Eli is too. Haunts the halls at Blackfriars, and the Oriental Institute. Does some popular writing as well. He’s part of a local academic club, and I think that keeps him pretty busy.” 
 
    "Do you know where to find him." 
 
    "Yes, he lives in North Oxford, off of Banbury." He flipped through a small file box. "Ah yes, here. Park Town — he won't mind if I tell you, his home doubles as a kind of office for him. He'll be pleased that someone is interested — shall I write it down for you?" 
 
    "Yes, please, that would be great." 
 
      
 
    "It was good seeing him again," Ben said as they left the Oriental Institute building by the main entrance — into what could only be described as an alley in any modern city. In a medieval town like Oxford, it retained full street status. "He's a sharp fellow." 
 
    "Aren't they all, here?" 
 
    Ben chuckled, "Most. But he's considered the world’s best in two areas, and that’s not so common, even here. He’s a down to earth guy, too. That's even less common. And very helpful. If it weren’t for him, and one or two others, my time here would have been a lot less enjoyable." 
 
    "So you think this Eli person has the missing piece of the scroll?" 
 
    "Yes, I do. We didn't have a solid date for it, not enough text on it for that, and the provenance was not ideal. Taken altogether it makes serious study of the item a bit undesirable. Well that and the fact that it is too fragmentary to tell us much on its own. It was still fascinating though, especially since it was one of the first actual experiences I had with an ancient artefact. I remember holding the thing in my hand — it was part of what inspired me to specialise in the Copper Scroll. Inscribing into metal is not a common practice in the period I study, and I think it always indicated something particularly special and important." 
 
    "Isn't that why some people think the Copper Scroll is a forgery though?"  
 
    "Ah, you've been listening in!" 
 
    "Googling, actually." They turned the corner toward Banbury Road. Two figures in dark coats stepped out from behind a parked Bodleian Library van and followed, a dozen yards behind them. 
 
    "Well, some still think it's a fake, but I don't buy it, an nor do most of the Second Temple specialists. Yes, inscriptions on metals are rare, but that is actually a good argument for authenticity, too. If you were going to make a forgery, wouldn't it be best to make it look like other things from the period? Why make it unique? Not a good strategy for a forger." 
 
    "Big lies are the best lies." 
 
    "Yeah, maybe. I don't think it’s the case there though. I can't say whether the treasure it tells of is real, but I will stake my reputation on the scroll itself being authentic." 
 
    "And the Silver Scroll?" 
 
    "More difficult. It seems the real deal. The degree of decomposition feels right. Gold would be a little different, harder to tell because it holds its own better than almost anything, but the silver darkens, picks up particles… it has a great patina… and the scroll I saw at Kantor's was definitely old." 
 
    "Or an artistic fake." 
 
    "Or that. But if it is, it's one the best and most elaborate hoaxes I've seen — and why would it be kept so secret then? Hidden away and fought over by these almost anonymous collectors? No, I think they'd publicise it, like the Jordan Lead Codices a few years back, even if they kept the contents secret to buy time to find the treasure. They might even be able to get investors based solely on the rumour of a treasure to be found. It'll take a small army of specialists to really get at all the evidence one way or the other, but I'm pretty certain it fits the bill.” 
 
    “Codices are books, right?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “What were The Jordan Lead Codices all about?” 
 
    “It was a similar situation to this, actually. Some lead books were found, extraordinary circumstances surrounding the finding of them, uncertain provenance, and in the end it was determined that they were fraudulent. The lead was old, but the inscriptions much more recent. That brings up another, even more difficult factor.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Forging valuable objects is nothing new. It’s been going on as long as human beings have been making objects for art and worship. Sometimes an item is a forgery, but the forging was done a thousand years ago, or more. Makes the usual scientific means of testing much more difficult. Luckily, the sophistication of the forgers is usually too low for them to get away with it. Some problem in the text is usually found, some inconsistency that allows us to disprove authenticity and uncover the fraud.” 
 
    "Hmm." She seemed to agree with him, though it occurred to her that any items good enough to fool them, would simply be considered authentic. They wouldn’t even know if they’d missed something, or even if the fake was so good that there was nothing to miss. Like that with everything though, she reasoned, nobody notices what they don’t notice.  
 
    They passed from the narrow street into the broad boulevard where the Banbury and Woodstock Roads split — or joined if one were walking the other direction — and turned to the left, heading northward to follow the Banbury branch. They crossed the Woodstock Road side on the diagonal, jogging a bit to stay clear of a tour bus on its way out from the centre of the city. They made it to the median and, as the bus passed them, Marina knelt to retie her shoe. Ben paused to wait, turning to look behind him, to take in the view of his old college, Blackfriars Hall. As the bus cleared their field of view, two men in dark coats made to dart across after them. 
 
    Eyes made contact. 
 
    They stopped. Just for a moment, but long enough to trigger every instinct in Ben's body that something was not right. 
 
    "Marina…"  
 
    "Yeah?" 
 
    “Run!" 
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    She didn't need the words repeated. The two of them bolted northward, across a single lane of oncoming cars that fed the Banbury side of the southbound traffic. They leapt over the low wall surrounding a churchyard cemetery and ran for the open doors of the church itself. 
 
    "What is it?" Marina gasped, glancing behind to see the two men following at a run, dodging around a car that had come to an abrupt stop to avoid hitting them, "Who are they?" 
 
    "I don't know. Kantor or Bass's men, must be." 
 
    "But why are they still following us? How could they know?" 
 
    "I don't know, but we need to lose them. Quick, in here.”  
 
    He ducked inside and, beside the altar, pushed open a narrow wooden door. They passed through a small office and down a hall that ended in another solid wooden door. The architecture of these old churches was fairly uniform, in broad strokes, but each had its peculiarities. Ben had been in this one before, taking a casual look at the architecture and artwork, but it had been a brief visit, and years ago. He wracked his brain to remember anything that might help them now. With any luck, they could keep out of sight and the men following them would leave the building to hunt them on the far side. 
 
    Ben motioned for her to stop and he put a finger to his lips. His ear to the door, he waited. Nothing. They both turned to look as a low creak broke the silence from the direction they had come. 
 
    "Ben pushed the door and they stepped through. To the right was an exit, to the left a broad opening back into the sanctuary through which they had entered the building. Ben kicked the door to the right hard enough that it smacked back against the outer wall, but as he lunged to run through it into the open air, Marina pulled him back, deeper into the building, ducking around the corner into the sanctuary with their backs to the wall. 
 
    They waited. Footsteps came quickly and the two men burst through the wooden door just as the outer one gently latched back into place. They turned and shoved it open, looking both directions down the grassy alleyway beside the church.  
 
    "This way!" one of them hissed as they ran toward Banbury. 
 
    Ben and Marina slipped out of the building the way they had come, turned away from their pursuers, and hurried back across the street. "Good move, he whispered, "I'll remember that one."  
 
    They headed straight into Little Clarendon Street and ducked into a French Bistro, panting and glancing behind them. The patrons and serving staff turned to look. Marina smiled and held up a hand in apology for the flustered entrance. She motioned for Ben to sit at a table back from the window. He did. 
 
    "We were lucky," she said, "That was close."  
 
    Ben nodded. "Let's wait a while, then we can head that way with more care." 
 
    "No, we can't."  
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "They'll be there." 
 
    "They'll be looking for us. We've lost them. Once they realise that, they'll head back the way we came to look." 
 
    "I don't think they will." 
 
    "And why not?" he asked, waiving the waiter away from them, much to the young man’s annoyance. 
 
    "Because they were following us before we knew they were there. They saw the direction we were headed.” She picked up a menu, though her eyes stayed on Ben. 
 
    "But we've seen them. They know that." 
 
    "Yes, but… My friend's brother is a cop, and we used to have steak nights at his place, nearly every Friday night after work. A small group, four or five of us. Not a party thing, just sitting around, talking about whatever we felt like.” 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "So he was part of a team that responded to fleeing suspects, car chases. He told us about chasing down criminals. If they lost sight of a vehicle they were after, they wouldn’t waste much time racing around looking for them. They would go back to where they found it and follow along the route it was headed when the chase started. They'd find a spot to wait, down the road from there, where they would have wound up if they’d kept going, and then they’d sit there, drink coffee or whatever. Just wait. Sure enough, after the guy thought he had lost them and they'd given up, he would continue on his way. They'd wait until they saw a car of the same make and model, then hit the lights and sirens. They would always run again, he said. But the important part is that the professionals know what the criminals didn't: that they would go back on their way once they thought they were safe. Same direction, every time." 
 
    "So we're the criminals in this story?" He smiled. 
 
    "You see what I mean though." 
 
    "We're not in cars, but yes, I see what you mean. The trick makes sense. So if we can't continue, what do we do?" 
 
    The waiter stepped forward, "Might I suggest you order?" 
 
      
 
    Gulam Thoma knew what the visit to the Khoury household meant. It was always a fine balance, when undertaking any venture with another man's money, between keeping them emotionally invested and involved, and keeping them far enough away from the action to maintain control in one’s own hands. Perhaps with some men, those who had more money than sense, wresting control of it was an easy task. Thoma didn't know any such men. His brother in law was rich as a sultan — but held onto his wealth like a back alley moneylender. As the big car slid almost silently into position outside of the massive, manicured flowerbeds of the mansion, Thoma felt control sieve through his fingers like sand. He knew in his heart he was out of it. He was simply waiting to be told. 
 
    Khoury was casually reclined on a sleek, modernist swivel chair by the window, an uncharacteristically relaxed posture for the man, usually so elegant and formal when in the company of others. His back was to the room in which the newcomer stood. Thoma wondered for a moment if his initial impressions might have been mistaken. 
 
    Khoury began. "I heard about the shoot-out in Jerusalem." 
 
    No, not mistaken. 
 
    "I assume it was our people on one side or the other?" 
 
    Thoma nodded, a gesture that Khoury noted in the faint reflection on the window in front of which he sat, pretending to look out over the lawns. Then Thoma mumbled a "Yes, it was." 
 
    "I have decided that this venture is more important than I had first thought it might be." 
 
    "It is very important, brother. I am treating it most seriously." 
 
    "Yes. I can see that." Khoury swivelled the chair to face his brother in law and motioned for the latter to sit opposite him on a low divan. It was an unusual courtesy. “Don't be worried, Thoma, I did not call you here to take away my support, or to take over control, for that matter." 
 
    "I am grateful," though he did not believe the second statement. 
 
    "I do, however, want to be more involved. The violence in Israel might be traced back to me and, although in some circles such a thing would be beneficial to my business reputation, it would be damaging in other, more Western concerns." 
 
    "Yes, of course. I was very careful." 
 
    "Of course you were, I did not mean to imply otherwise. I have been impressed, in fact, with the level of secrecy you have managed to maintain, despite the violence that occurred.” Khoury drew in a long breath, “But these things are difficult. It is like DNA."  
 
    Thoma did not comment, waiting for the senior man to lay out his thought. Khoury picked up a cup from the table beside him and sipped from it, herbal tea this time. Still hot. Then he waited. 
 
    Damn it! Thoma silently cursed. He was being made to speak, or not to speak, at the whim of his wife's brother. It was a tactic over which he had no power. He was being shown his position, clearly but without either of them having to say so. He was the student, Khoury the master. "How is it like DNA, brother?" 
 
    "Everywhere we go, we leave traces behind us. We are like fleshly comets hurtling over the surface of the earth. Skin cells, hair, even the vapour breathed out from each exhalation has the unique signature each of us carries — our lineage, the apex to which that lineage has reached in us, and a sign of the potential of those who come after us. It is inevitable." 
 
    "I left no signs." 
 
    "We always leave signs, Thoma. Each of us. All of us. We cannot help it any more than we can cease shedding cells. I recognised your DNA in the events in Jerusalem, and anyone else who did would also recognise the DNA of the money required to hire the men with guns. Such resources would not be traced to you. They would not stop there." 
 
    "It was unfortunate, but my men were not the only ones armed. The others had security forces as well. What was I to do? I had no choice!" 
 
    "And that is your DNA, brother, to cry that you had no choice when there are always choices. Dozens, hundreds, thousands of choices we make each day. Each moment is a choice." 
 
    "You say this, brother," Thoma could feel the tension in his voice and fought to keep his fists from clenching in his lap, "But without the benefit of having been there. You do not know the full situation." 
 
    "I know this: you were not there either. I know that the other players, private or otherwise, are vying for a priceless artefact that might lead to an unfathomable treasure — and I can fathom a lot, I assure you — and yet you do not realise that armed confrontation is the lowest common denominator of the situation? Of course they are all armed. Would you be otherwise, in their situation? Did you send your emissaries in with empty holsters and pleasant intentions?" 
 
    "Of course not." 
 
    "Then not being there is an impotent excuse. Not an excuse at all. I saw your DNA in it as clearly as I saw the DNA of others involved. It is not a game of amateurs, being played out in the streets of Jerusalem, but one of deadly predators. Experts. Specialists in this type of intrigue.” 
 
    "Brother, I…" 
 
    "Do not mistake me, Gulam, I rebuke you in part, but it is not my intention to humiliate. This venture you brought to me, it is like every other business arrangement, from a single dinar to many billions of them. There are parameters to consider. Cost. Remuneration. Risk. And not least of all, strategy. It is as if you are trying to take over a company, but let me ask you this: have you taken any consideration for how to run the company once it has been procured? To be very clear, have you taken any steps for the transport of this item? For its preservation? For its protection from armed assaults once it is in your possession? For a double-cross on the part of those who take it for you? For even moving it across the border from Israeli-occupied soil into the heart of Jordan?" 
 
    "I…" 
 
    "Gulam, you need not answer. I know already that you have not. You have taken money to pay for your own needs already, to secure a new car, for example," he held up his hand before Thoma could speak, "and this is not a wrong thing to do. Of course some of the money goes to you, I would have done the same. The issue is the timing. The American motto of 'pay yourself first' looks lovely in a book, and makes the greed-driven feel good about themselves, but this is before ever lifting a finger to earn respect, or demonstrate ability. Such behaviour reveals a deep flaw. You have paid yourself, but you have not yet done the work for which you have been paid." 
 
    "I have begun it." 
 
    "Payment is for success, not empty effort. Am I to pay for a house in full before it is more than a hole in the ground, empty of foundation, lacking is walls or roof? No, Thoma. Any such deal is made by a fool and, despite what you might think, I do not consider you a fool." 
 
    Thoma remained silent. Good, thought Khoury, He understands. He continued. 
 
    "I have been in touch with Jordanian Antiquities, and they will be ready, should we bring them anything in need of conservation." Thoma's jaw dropped and he leaned forward in his seat.  
 
    "Do not worry, I have not told them the nature of the item, nor the precise nature of procurement. In any case, they would accept the latter so long as they had plausible deniability regarding any foreknowledge of violence. After the fact, they can rightly claim to be in the same position as nearly everyone holding a scroll from the Jordanian finds — none of them has an undisputed right of ownership, as you well know." 
 
    "So you are taking over?"  
 
    Khoury took another sip of tea.  
 
    Thoma stood. 
 
    "Give all information you have to Soma, he will pass it on to me. Keep the money. It is a finder's fee now." 
 
    "It is not the money, brother… you wound my pride." 
 
    Khoury lifted his eyes, a hint of fire flickering in the dark pupils. "Then give the money back and I will repair your pride." 
 
    Thoma's eyes darted from side to side and his thumbs worked against his closed fists, but he said nothing more. 
 
    "Give my love to Maali, and buy her something nice. Do not think I am blind to your treatment of her: you are a good husband, and for that I am more grateful than you can know. Truly, brother. If we are successful in this venture, I will see that your pride is seen to then." 
 
    Thoma turned, without a word, and left the room. 
 
    Khoury set the cup down on the table as the door closed. His eyes returned to the vista of lawns just as the sprinklers hissed to life and covered the sprawling view in ten thousand diamonds of water droplets, glinting in the low angle of the sun. With business and family matters settled, his stomach, at last, had settled into its healthy state. His hand moved to a pocket in the depths of his robe, and he produced a phone.  
 
    A single call would be made, and with it a team of prepared men would spring into action. Such a small motion, to cause such a powerful result, like a bullet exploding from its casing when the tiny, sharp firing pin struck.  
 
    His finger tip tapped the little screen. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    David Hartman stood up from the front porch swing with a groan. He picked up his Scotch tumbler with two fingers and stretched. It was late, the smell of lilacs thick on the cool breeze. He had been up much of the night. He hadn't heard from Ben since that evening he had called, and after Mimi had returned home from the hospital and expressed interest in a quiet dinner with her son in law, David had tried to contact him. He had had no word back. He tried the university. They said Ben was away on a family emergency, that his cousin had called in for him. But he didn't have any other family. He didn't have a cousin, not that David knew of. 
 
    After the discussion they'd had the last time Ben was over, David was concerned that something serious had happened. He had considered calling the police, but wasn't sure of that either. He didn't want Ben to get into trouble. If Ben was already in trouble, he didn't want to make it worse. 
 
    Another thing that held him back was the possibility that he was mixed up in something by choice. Ben had had misgivings about his potential business partner, but also seemed very keen on the project itself, whatever it was. David knew that money was a little tight, since the loss of Donna’s income and the extra expense of her care, but he didn’t know if it had become a problem. He’d made it clear that he was there to help if needed. He knew though, that pride could be a powerful deterrent. Would David himself accept family money in the same situation, if he had a way to earn his own, even if it did come with some strings attached? Probably not.  
 
    He had told Ben to go by his instinct, but that was easier said than done. Instinct, too, was sometimes fallible. If Ben had chosen to get involved in a dodgy situation, the last thing David wanted was to be the one who made it all go wrong. Honest men, like Benjamin Gela, were sometimes the easiest to set up… hell, they were always the easiest. David had seen it many times in his life, and it was only through a healthy dose of cynicism and paranoia that he had avoided being that guy himself.. probably some luck, too. He had always felt he had an uncommon dose of luck, to season his hard work, though losing his daughter had shaken that belief. Maybe Ben was lucky too, maybe not. David had lost his daughter. Ben was his son now. He didn't want to lose a son too. 
 
    And so he had been up, swinging gently on the porch swing, thinking and drinking. Waiting for word from Ben, from anyone, about what was going on. He needed sleep though, his thoughts were wandering farther afield with each sip… getting harder to follow… and he needed to check on Mimi. He stepped inside the front door and turned the deadbolt behind him, making sure the door was secure. Something didn't feel right about the darkness between the street lamps that night. Or it could have been the scotch. 
 
      
 
    Two figures watched as a blue Ford Escape pulled up a little farther down the street, drifting a few yards even after its headlights had been turned off. The one nudged the other, but he had seen it too. Hands reached into the opened fronts of jackets and remained there, with a ready ease. 
 
    Three figures emerged from the Ford, a fourth stayed in his seat, the engine idling. As they approached the Hartman house, one of the three walked ahead of the others, moving up the porch steps, quiet as a panther, and reached up to his full height, used his outstretched fingers to press against the bottom of the porch light with a gloved hand. With a quick twist, the light went out and the other two men veered off from the street, over the lawn, and onto the porch where the first man had already crouched down in front of the deadbolt, the faint glint of lock picks apparent to the two men standing in the brush of the neighbours rhododendrons. 
 
      
 
    David sat up in bed. Had he heard something? He glanced down at Mimi. She was out, the pain killers no-doubt giving her the sleep of her life. 
 
    He slid out of bed and carefully walked out into the upstairs hallway. He reached into the den and picked up his father's old cane from where it always leaned against his desk, the heavy cast image of Winston Churchill sat atop the hardwood stick. David grasped it in both hands. He felt silly doing it, but did it nonetheless. Instinct. After a brief listen at the top of the stairs, he slowly descended, not sure if the shadows on the blinds were the same as were always there, or something different… something sinister. 
 
    At the bottom of the stairs he looked up and down the hall, and over into the kitchen area. All was still. The fridge compressor kicked in, sending little tremors of vibration through the floorboards and the air. A normal nighttime noise. The house itself seemed as it always did. He walked up to the front door and checked the lock. Still bolted. He turned the tiny handle and heard the click as the bolt came free from its slot. He turned the knob and opened the door. 
 
    The Scotch had begun to wear off already and the chill of the night air spread shivers over his whole body. He took one step out onto the porch and looked in both directions. The bulb was off. Had he turned it off? He reached behind him and flicked the switch up and down a couple of times. Nothing. He looked up at the bulb in the darkness. Not broken. Hmm. Burnt out? Would he hear that from upstairs if the night was quiet, the tiny pop of a spent bulb? He doubted it. 
 
    Nothing else out there though. He let the rubber-capped tip of the cane touch the wooden floor of the porch and sighed, wrapping his fingers around Winston’s well-worn forehead. The deal with Ben was getting to him. He made up his mind: in the morning he had make a call. For better or worse, he couldn't live with thinking that Ben might need help, and his father in law did nothing. 
 
    He closed and locked the door, made a note to replace the bulb, and returned to bed. He paused at the darkened door of the den, then moved on. He leaned the cane against the bedside table, and fell into a fitful sleep. 
 
      
 
    To the side of the porch, two men crouched in the shadows. They let out their breath slowly. One of the bodies on which they leaned was still twitching slightly, the killing blow not as efficient as the those of his partners had been. They were thankful that the old man had been slow getting down the stairs.  
 
    The light breeze had had enough time to drift the smell of fresh blood off over the rhododendrons, into the neighbour's yard where the cat was picking it up, searching its memory for the scent. The darkness hid the spatter marks of blood on the boards and the siding. They'd have to do something about that before the daylight hours. Time enough to think of something though — after just one more chore. One dark shadow looked toward the other and nodded at the Ford Escape idling down the street, its occupant craning his neck to see what was happening in the darkened porch and the building beyond it. 
 
    The second shadow moved off toward the back of the house and into the alley. In a few moments, the blue Escape would be easing out of its space and around to the back of the house. That hatchback will be handy, the first shadow thought, I hate stuffing bodies into a trunk. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Do you see them?" 
 
    "No, but I'm thinking if they're any good, we won't. Besides, they're thinking we're headed up Banbury…” Ben reached over and took Marina’s hand as they rode, pretending it was somehow adding to their cover as an everyday couple, sitting on the upper deck of an Oxford bus. 
 
    "Which we were…" 
 
    "Which we were, but this will take us up the Woodstock Road instead.” Woodstock ran more or less parallel to Banbury, and the space between was webbed with little connecting streets and lanes. Lots of choices to cut through once they were parallel with Park Town — and lots of choices for their pursuers to cover. It would get them to the same place, in the end, but without taking the predicted route. The shops and homes passed by below their window. "Once we're north of Park Town, we'll hop off and cut across." 
 
    "How far do we ride?" 
 
    "I'm not sure. Once we're even with the cluster of shops at Summertown, we should be good. We can head back south then. Hopefully they won't expect that — we’ll see them before they see us if they’re there…" They waited, watching each home as it passed by below them. "Here are the playing fields, we can hop out now." 
 
    The street was clear, except for a few small clusters of uniformed schoolchildren moving toward the vast green lawns where cricketers were warming up for practice. The couple disembarked and crossed the main road, cutting through a dense residential area before reemerging into the bustle of midday Oxford, Banbury Road. Ten minutes from there they finally arrived at the small arrangement of streets known as Park Town. It ran off of the larger street like a cul-de-sac, secluded and quiet. If their pursuers had been waiting there, catching them would have been like grabbing goldfish in a bowl… but it was also one of the least likely places they would look. They entered the street, scanned for the men they’d seen, and let out long breaths  of relief at the empty street and paths. They found Eli's number and walked up to the tiny porch. A last look around and Marina tapped the knocker against the door. 
 
    The man who answered was unlike anyone Marina had ever seen, more mole-like than man-like. Ben, having spent some years in Oxford, was less surprised. Eli Bannerman was old, but just how old was anyone's guess. He had white whiskers from the bottom of his neck up over his chin and cheeks, the sideburns sticking out like mutton-chops from the shorter-cropped beard around them. The crown of his head was bald, but around it curly wires of white hair sprang out in every conceivable direction. Even his ears looked like they had been stuffed with tiny bouquets of white hair. He was dressed in dark brown corduroy trousers and a blue flannel shirt. Over this was a threadbare plaid vest complete with pocket-watch. His eyes were deep-set and sharp. 
 
    "Eli Bannerman?" Ben asked, reaching out his hand, "I'm Professor Ben Gela, from the United States. I used to be a student here. Martin Goodman told me where I could find you. May we come in for a moment? There is some research you might be able to help us with." 
 
    The man muttered as if to himself, "Yes, yes, American of course. Midwest. A hint of the semitic in the background though, I'll wager. Lived abroad… well educated, but still dangles the participle now and then though." He chuckled to himself, waggling his finger in mock chastisement of Ben’s grammatical error. He then turned his attention toward Marina. "And who is this lovely young creature?" 
 
    She smiled and reached out her hand. He took it and, to her surprise, bent and kissed it. 
 
    "I am Marina Saalik. Don't try that 'hint of the semitic' trick with me though, my name gives just as many clues as his does. Not to mention that he said he had been a student here, and so obviously lived abroad, and is well-educated.” She was very pleased with herself. 
 
    He smiled, his finger slowly uncurling as he spoke, until it pointed at her, like a trivia contestant gesturing as he gets the final question to win the night. “Bosnian… But grew up in the east, maybe Dubrovnik, thereabout?” 
 
    Her face paled. 
 
    “Yes, I thought so. Long time in the midwest as well, trying to rid yourself of the European, but the edges are there, my dear — nothing wrong with it mind! — but the edges don't fade once one reaches a certain age, do they? No, they don't. Not an academic though. Bright, judging by your eyes, beautiful eyes, but not an academic." He nodded, slightly, seemed a bit disappointed on her behalf, as if that were somehow a misstep in anyone's life path. 
 
    "Ah, may we…" Ben asked again, motioning toward the inside of the house. He felt far too exposed on the open steps of the little house, so close to Banbury and the men who were pursuing them. 
 
    "Oh yes, yes, of course, how rude of me, come in come in. Will you have tea? Yesss, you'll have tea. I was just about to have mine, kettle's already on. Mother always said to boil a full kettle, even when alone. One never knows when unexpected company will arrive. No, one doesn't. And unexpected company is just that, isn't it," he looked at them both in turn, quite seriously, "…unexpected." Then he turned and left them in the suddenly silent sitting area. 
 
    He was gone less than five minutes, but in that time they were able to soak in the thick atmosphere of the room. To Marina's eyes it was all strange, vaguely Middle-Eastern kitsch, but to Ben's trained gaze, there were diamonds amid the chunks of coal, and he instinctively calculated the many articles and bits of research that could be done — or had already been done — on artefacts in this room alone. It was impressive. Aged shofars of kudu horn hung from twine high on the walls; mezuzot lined one shelf, each of them containing a scroll of tiny writing; bowls on display stands were grouped on a low table near the thick-curtained windows, lines of fading Hebrew characters on them, and one in Greek.  
 
    Amid all of the artefacts, books and scrolls filled every nook and crevice, some of them crisp and new, but the vast majority showing varying degrees of respectful age. They were in English, Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek, Latin, French, German, Dutch, even Syriac and cuneiform. A small section looked like it might be Polish; Ben was not familiar enough with the language to know for certain. Something Eastern European though. Eli Bannerman may not be a professional scholar in the normal sense, Ben thought, but if the evidence of the room were anything to go by, he did get around. 
 
    The man came back into the room, balancing a tinkling array of mismatched cups and saucers crammed around an ornate, silver-plated teapot. He set the tray on a stack of books near a circle of armchairs, and wandered back into the kitchen. Marina steadied the tray and glanced at Ben as if to say "This is the guy we're relying on to get us out of this?" 
 
    He returned with a plastic container of miniature cucumber sandwiches and placed them on the cluttered coffee table. He looked over the spread, and seemed very pleased with the result. He then sat, claimed a cup of tea and a cucumber sandwich, shoved the latter wholly into his mouth, and grinned at them. 
 
    "Well then," he began, the words muffled between bites, "what is it I can do for you?" 
 
    Ben sat and took up a teacup. Marina did the same. 
 
    "I was at a lecture some years ago, at the Oriental Institute. I saw a fragment there that I understand is yours." 
 
    "I see. Which one then? Are you writing a paper?"  
 
    "It's a small triangular fragment, inscribed in Hebrew. I believe you call it the ‘Final Battle’ fragment?" 
 
    "Ah yes! Tantalising little trinket. And you would like to see it? To borrow it? Only my father gave it to me, years ago. He wasn't one to do such things you see. Mother always said he tried, but I didn't believe it. Not until then. Perhaps not again since. Fascinating little thing though, fascinating." 
 
    "I don't think I'll need to take it anywhere. I just need to transcribe the text." 
 
    The tiny eyes grew wide and his mouth opened, revealing bits of masticated sandwich, "You've found it!" 
 
    Ben faltered, at a loss for words. 
 
    "The rest of it — you've found it, yes?"  
 
    "It is possible." 
 
    "Fantastic! Fantastic! Yes, yes, I'll get it, it is… ah, it is…" he glanced around the room like he had just been dropped into it for the first time, "Oh yes, here, here." He stopped his search and, turning, looked at them very seriously. "Once had a cat die. Buried it in the back garden. Still called it everyday for almost a month. Memory like a sieve I have. Like a sieve."  
 
    He then returned to his retrieval of the fragment. He pulled open a drawer in a small cabinet tucked away in a corner, and from it he produced a tiny box — a cheap jewellery box, Marina guessed. He popped the lid and there it was, a triangular piece of ancient silver nestled on some discoloured tissue paper, the whole thing small enough to fit in the palm of her hand. While Ben squinted down at it, Eli rummaged through another cabinet drawer until he produced a folded sheaf of off-white paper. "And here is what you need." He handed it to Ben. 
 
    There is was, neatly transcribed with alternate word choices and a skilled drawing of the placement of each letter. 
 
    "Well done…" Ben muttered, instantly aware that he had given the compliment as if to one of his students, whereas this wire-haired old man had obviously achieved a degree of expertise that, in many ways, dwarfed Ben's own. The old man beamed, nonetheless. 
 
    "I had always hoped to see its sibling before my years ran out. The chances were slim, I have always known that, but hope doesn't care for such things, does it? No," he answered his own question, suddenly grave, "It certainly does not." 
 
    "My I copy this?" Ben asked, ready to transfer the neat little letters into his larger, scribbling hand. 
 
    "Of course, of course," the old man grinned. "Here, we can use this." He produced a thin scanner, then reached into a leather satchel and pulled out a Macbook. "Let me just…" he pulled out a pair of thick bifocals and stared down at the screen through the lower half of the lenses. Marina watched the thick tips of his short fingers as they pecked away at the keys. "Here, and… here." The scanner hummed to life and he lifted the thin lid. 
 
    Ben looked beside him and was met by Marina's amused smile, both at the old man's apparent tech savvy, and at Ben's sheer amazement. Something made her think that Eli probably had a Twitter account too. 
 
    "There. In the memory, safe and sound. You can take the paper copy young man, if you like. I've been slowly getting all of my old notes into this thing, you know. Wonderful tool. Wish I'd had one sixty years ago, might have made something of myself!" He grinned at them and pressed his hands together without sound, as if at some great joke, then handed the paper to Ben and closed the lid. "Please," he said, "Have another sandwich. My mother always said, 'make too many sandwiches, always too many,” he looked over his glasses at Marina, “…because there can never be too many.'" 
 
    Both of his visitors smiled and thought the same thing: They would have liked Eli Bannerman's mother. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ben didn't need more that a few minutes with both his own notes and Eli's to have a pretty good idea of where their next destination was in their search for the scroll treasure. He wrote his notes on a fresh sheet of paper, referring to Eli's notes to fill in the ends of the broken lines. He made some translational choices, filled in a damaged letter or two along the fracture line, and the tail end of the manuscript was complete. For Eli's benefit, he read the text from the beginning and, as they completed it, the hairs on the back of Ben's neck bristled to attention. 
 
      
 
    Be silent before the LORD, and prostrate yourself in the dust at his feet. His mystery has brought the kittim to the doorstep of our enemies, to the wicked and unclean. His favour has brought to us the foreknowledge of calamity, the wisdom of preparedness. War is coming, and the righteous must gird themselves for battle. — From the Temple the wealth of his favour rests in the hands of those with the zeal to guard it in secrecy. From the people of his remnant, gold and silver flow. From the wicked, treasure falls like blood into the hands of the righteous. — In caves of earth we hide wisdom, under stones we hide our wealth. The enemy brings his might against it; with his might the enemy defeats himself. With his eyes the wicked seeks the wisdom of the LORD, but with his hands he covers over righteousness and salvation.  
 
    On tin we scribed our silver, on copper our gold, on silver the very wisdom of the LORD. The gold remains pure, no image mars its surface. In the day of the seventh battle, when the Sons of Darkness face the Sons of Light, the Sons of Light shall raise the untainted gold on banners of gopher wood wound with myrtle, the aroma of the LORD shall pass between the armies and the wicked shall fall, the pure breath of the LORD shall linger and the righteous shall stand amidst it.  
 
    When the victory is final and the deeds of the righteous inscribed upon the golden sheets by the finger of the anointed one of God, the tin shall be burned and the stones cracked. The copper read and the riches amassed at the feet of the Righteous One, and the silver held aloft to open the eyes of all. We, the Sons of Light, have witnessed this. I, the scribe of silver, submit to this word and make record of this covenant.  
 
    We laid it here, beneath the mountain of the last day of the final battle, and here we shall stand fast over it. The enemy has done with great effort what we could not have achieved. The LORD has decreed it, God has made it thus, and there shall it lay until the gold is held aloft. 
 
      
 
    "Beneath the mountain of the last day of the final battle," Eli repeated, his face aglow with joy. "The text is obviously Qumran sectarian, so… Masada?" 
 
    "Masada." Ben nodded. 
 
    "What is Masada?" Marina asked. 
 
    Eli's face grew serious. His eyes engaged her and it seemed almost as if the light in the room dimmed as he began… or perhaps a cloud had drifted momentarily over the sun outside. 
 
    "It is the place of the last stand of the Jewish freedom fighters, in the first century. They had defied the Romans, taken back their land and held it, for a time, while the Romans were busy settling other disputes. But the yoke of Rome was not easily thrown off. The Roman forces came and took back the land, destroying Qumran in sixty-seven CE, and sacking Jerusalem in seventy… and then they chased the last remaining holdouts south, along the Dead Sea, along the West Bank. There is a fortress there, built by Herod as a fortified palace overlooking the sea. It is beautiful even now, as a ruin; one can only imagine what a wonder it was to those eyes, two thousand years ago.  
 
    "The Jewish forces held up there… for a time. Zealots. A few remnant Essenes. The Sicarii. The Romans were hampered, you see, by a deep crevice — a canyon, really — that ran around the outside of the promontory on which the fortress stands. The Roman forces bridged it. It was unthinkable just a few weeks before, but there it was. The end was foreseen, by those in the fort. It was inevitable." He fell silent. 
 
    "So what happened?" Marina asked, "Did the Roman's kill them all?" 
 
    Eli stared at the coffee table, lost in thought. 
 
    Ben picked up where he had left off. 
 
    "The Jewish soldiers trapped inside, not wanting to give their enemy the honour of spilling their blood, made a pact. They gathered in certain rooms — all but a couple of the women and a few children who hid away — and before the rampart was complete, they took their own lives. Every last one of them. Almost a thousand of them, one mass suicide." 
 
    "That's terrible." 
 
    "Yes. It is a powerful place, even today. The Israeli special forces spend a night there as part of the completion ceremonies of their training. That's what I've heard, anyway. It's a symbol of the deep emotion behind the Jewish rebellion, and of their hatred of those who ruled over them." 
 
    "And that was it, then? The end of the war?"  
 
    "That was it for the rebels," Eli continued, suddenly present in the conversation again. "Many Jewish people survived, of course, in Jerusalem and in many other places throughout the diaspora. The Temple had been destroyed, and was never rebuilt, which changed the face of Judaism forever, as it evolved into something other than a Temple-based religion. The Jewish people adapted. They had to. But the rebellion ended there, by the hands of the rebels themselves." 
 
    "So 'beneath the mountain of the last day of the final battle' could be Masada. Could it be anywhere else?" 
 
    Ben smiled, "It could be on the plains of Armageddon." 
 
    "Pardon me?" 
 
    "It might be metaphorical," Eli clarified. "The sectarians at Qumran seem to have been very metaphorically inclined. They also seem to have believed in a great final battle, the one mentioned in the writing we just heard, between the Sons of Light and the Sons of Darkness. If it refers to that battle, to the last of the seven battles, then it could be some mountain around Megiddo, a plain that in Greek is called Armageddon." 
 
    Ben shook his head, "Then we're right where we are with the Copper Scroll… stumbling around blindly." 
 
    “No,” Eli said, his voice quiet, “You’re not.” 
 
    Ben and Marina glanced at each other and waited for him to continue. He seemed to be gathering in memories from a long time ago. 
 
    “I was given this thing by my father — I think I told you that — and that happened just after his return from work in Israel. He didn’t find it himself. He told me the story of it though. The war was starting, one of the many, and a young man offered it to my father, to sell it to him. The man said he’d found it in the lower rooms… of Masada.” 
 
    “Beneath the mountain…” Ben whispered, quoting from his notes.  
 
    "I wonder, young man, might I keep a copy of your portion of the writing?" 
 
    "Yes, of course. Here." Ben handed him the copy he had written out, the one combining both portions of the text. Eli scanned it and handed it back. As he did so, he continued speaking. 
 
    "Might I also ask, where is the other portion? Is it a public piece? I doubt it, or I would have heard. Is it something of which I might see photographs?" 
 
    "I'm sorry," Ben said, "It's a private collection, at least for now. Getting to see it has turned into more trouble than its worth. If there comes a point when it’s available, I will definitely send you copies though. It’s the least I could do after your help here. Until then though, I think it’s safer if you don’t have them.” 
 
    “And if I were to choose to take that burden on of my own free will?” 
 
    “My conscience wouldn’t rest.” Ben shrugged. Eli nodded. 
 
    "Disappointing. But still, a wonderful day for me. Wonderful indeed." 
 
    "So what now?” Marina asked, a smile creeping over her face. 
 
    Eli grinned back at her, a hint of incredulity in his expression. "My dear, my dear! If there is any hope left untried or any lead left unexplored, it must be examined. But then, I see by the glint in your eye that you never doubted your own intentions. Most of the questions we ask, are those to which we already have the answers.” 
 
    Ben smiled. The old man was right again. Probably something his mother had told him. 
 
    "If only with I were a few decades younger — I'd go with you!" 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    THIRTY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The bus from Gloucester Green in Oxford to London had been a flurry of quiet conversation, the two of them with their heads together, going over what had transpired over the last couple of days at first, then letting the conversation drift to other things. Marina shared a little about her first couple of years in the States, recounting times of confusion, insecurity, and cultural mistakes using humour and self-deprecation, dealing with the most difficult matters in a light style, the way people in all cultures tend to revisit negative or trying memories. Ben listened, and laughed, but saw through to the heart of it. He could only imagine what that had been like. Even so, she hadn’t shared anything about the times prior to her arrival in Indiana, and that, too, told him a little about what her early years had been like. 
 
    For his part, he told her a little bit about his life with Donna, and a little more about the ongoing relationships he had maintained with both David and Mimi, how they had become like parents to him, now that his own were gone and they had lost their daughter. “Funny, how these things work out,” he had said, “people entering your life before you even know you need them.” 
 
    He hadn’t meant the statement to carry so much import, but it was soon after that that the two of them settled into silent companionship, not quite uncomfortable, but too intense to allow for continued conversation or small talk. They simply sat, shoulder pressed to shoulder, relaxing in the knowledge that they had gained a solid lead on the men who had thrust so much fear and tension into their lives. 
 
    When the bus from London reached the UK side of the Channel Tunnel, Marina began leaning her face against the window to see what was ahead. Both of them smiled, wide-eyed, as the bus swerved slowly to the right, then back to the left and onto one of the train cars. Inches, only, separated the side of the coach from the inner wall of the train compartments. They drove onward, passing from the interior of one car to the next, until they’d reached the parked rear end of the van in front of them and they could go no further. Those following behind them pulled up and stopped as well, the long line of bumper-to-bumper vehicles sitting, incongruously, upon a long line of train carriages. hard plastic partitions were drawn across the fronts and backs of the train sections, and locked down. Side doors were closed and locked. Brakes engaged. Then they waited.  
 
    Ten minutes later, the checks and lists all complete, the engines revved up and the long chain of cars rolled ahead, increasing in speed as they sloped down into an engineered ravine, and then underground. Soon, their subterranean path would pass out beyond the coast, and under the unfathomable weight of the English Channel. 
 
    Marina didn't like the feeling of being in the tunnel, so far beneath the rock with millions of gallons of water over them, pressing down on them, waiting for one fraction of an inch to open a chink in the armour of the engineering marvel that is the Channel Tunnel. She should have felt secure; she had spent enough time searching for caves as a girl, finding tremendous comfort in the relative security of the clefts in the solid rock. Here she felt trapped though: no way out, no weapon. 
 
    Ben was smiling, looking up at the roof of the train. "You know, the layer of water that's above us now, the weight of it includes the entire top layer of the oceans, give or take. Massive pressure — truly difficult to comprehend." He looked at Marina's face. He stopped talking. 
 
    It was still early. The snack they had eaten in the station was no longer keeping hunger at bay, but a little time spent chatting about what kind of food they wanted for breakfast, and what they had enjoyed from the King David hotel room service, and they were already two thirds of the way across. In another fifteen minutes they would be in France. Marina had wanted to fly back from Heathrow, but Ben was too concerned about the men who had been following them in Oxford. He still didn't know how they had found them, but the only thing he could think of was that their handler, whether it was Kantor, Bass or — God forbid — a third interested party, had been able to get private information from the airline, or banking information from his credit card. Either way, it made him uneasy. Rather than take any unnecessary risks, he made the decision to buy them bus tickets to Paris on a one-day tour. Cash. They had purchased them last-minute in London and would be in Paris in just a few short hours. 
 
    Marina leaned her head against Ben's shoulder, but he could tell she wasn't asleep. Unlike the drive toward the crossing, she was tense now. Maybe the tunnel, maybe the threat of pursuit. Probably all of it stacked up together. With some luck, their trip to Masada would put it to rest… hopefully without putting both of them to rest as well. 
 
    Once in Paris, they booked tickets from Charles De Gaulle airport back to Tel Aviv, cutting it as close as they dared. Anyone trying to find them would have to monitor every flight into Israel from almost any European airport in order to track them — though he had to admit that Paris would be high on the list. Ben thought it unlikely, but not impossible that either of these men might try. He would know by the time they left Tel Aviv. Not before. 
 
    They found their seats on the plane and Marina settled back into hers, tucking her temple into the stiff headrest and closing her eyes. She felt sleep coming over her almost immediately. She should be nervous. She should be terrified, really, and deeply excited over the possibility of finding the site of lost treasure. But instead she was just tired. Tired of the miles and tired of the danger and, most of all, bloody tired of being pushed around.  
 
    Ben leaned back beside her, placed an arm on the rest so that it touched her lower back, and stared at the baggage compartments overhead. As the plane taxied out onto the runway, his semi-lucid thoughts traced their way around a realisation. Something that Kantor had said. Something that Bass had said. Something that, he realised, neither one had been able to demonstrate. 
 
    He closed his eyes then, and slept soundly for the duration of the flight. 
 
    Marina pondered their situation as well. She was tired of being made to feel like rabbits running from wolves. She had not been a rabbit for a long time, and the feeling did not sit well with her. She made a decision, in the moment of clarity offered by the edge of sleep and the deep whine of the plane engines as they accelerated down the tarmac: She would not run anymore. Not from anything. From that point on, her goal was to reach the treasure or the dead end that would mean safety for her, for Ben, and for the people Ben cared about. When they reached Tel Aviv, she had find a way to get a weapon, to even the odds against these gun-toting thugs. She and Ben had done well enough, even unarmed, and despite being outnumbered. Once she had a decent firearm, it wouldn't matter who came at them, she would make sure it wasn't an easy day for anyone who meant them harm. 
 
    That determination set firmly in her mind, she reached over and laced her fingers into Ben's. He returned the pressure. She settled her face into the tiny airline pillow and closed her eyes. Sleep came almost at once. 
 
      
 
    In his soft leather seat on the upper deck of the same flight, and with his presence as unknown to his fellow travellers as theirs was to him, Greg Bass reclined in his chair and watched a documentary on the Turin Shroud. He wondered what it would cost to get something like that. Chuckled to himself. The shroud was a fake, he decided. Not a fake artefact — no, he knew it was something special — but it wasn't a burial shroud. Something medieval maybe. It hadn't been wrapped around Jesus' body in the carved-out tomb. The lines were wrong. Too… frontal. If it were wrapped around a human form, the features on the face would have been elongated width-wise. Distorted. If it were the earliest known photograph, as some others claimed, then the photographer took a picture, simultaneously, of the upside-down back-view of the same subject, directly above the first. None of the theories made sense. Some kind of banner? Yes. Method of manufacture unknown, but definitely a piece of art of some kind. Not a miracle. Still valuable though — he wouldn't turn it down if it became available, even if nobody really knew what it was. 
 
    He turned the program off and closed his eyes, listening to the thrum of the engines. He would be in Jerusalem soon, so close to the treasures he was sure were there, just waiting for him. He wondered where the professor and the girl had gone. Very strange. The damaged door was the key to what had happened. The mystery of who had done it, though, still remained. Either Kantor had gotten to them, someone else did, or else the conniving little weasels pulled a fast one again and took off. Probably the former. The only reason they wouldn’t need Bass any more, was if they had the rest of the photographs… and Bass knew of only one other person who had that. 
 
    None of these scenarios pleased him. Not to worry though; he had taken care of it. There were men searching for Gela and Saalik in Israel, the UK, and even Indiana. Others were preparing to hide and care for any treasure they found. Still others were waiting to do anything Bass asked of them. Anything. They were armed. They were experienced. They were ready. 
 
    Kantor might try to stop him, but the Texan had his own resources with which to combat the Jew. And the problem with the professor? Once he heard about his in-laws' little 'accident,' Ben Gela would come around. He would be pissed off, beyond any doubt, but not beyond reason. Men like Gela always listened to reason in the end. 
 
    And if he doesn't, thought Bass, I'll beat the girl until he does. 
 
    And then he fell asleep. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    THIRTY-ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Telephone for you, Dr. Ahud." 
 
    Dr. Avni Ahud moved from the stack of filing cabinets he had been searching through, back toward his desk. His office was equipped with a relatively new Mac, but he seldom used it for more than emails, word processing and watching press releases put out by the various departments of the Authority. He preferred old-school methods: alphabetisation by hand, paper files, tight steel locks on loud, metal filing cabinets, and a hidden bottle of something decent in a lower desk drawer for after-hours work sessions. A clean tumbler always sat at the edge of the big desk, the implications of its presence ignored by those around him. He liked a drink, but never before five in the afternoon, and he never allowed it to affect his work. This, too, was an old-school way of doing things. In fact, the inner life of the man was perfectly suited to the job with which it had been paired for the whole of his adult life: the moral collection and preservation of important antiquities. He could never look quite straight at technology. He preferred things that he could open up, look at the guts and understand what was going on in there. There were rare exceptions, and those usually thrust upon him by the relentless progress of the world around him. — the soft sound of a harp rang out from his pocket — he pulled out his phone. 
 
    "Hello, this is Avni Ahud." 
 
    "Hello, Dr. Ahud, my name is Ben Gela, I'm Professor of Levant Studies for a small university in Indiana." 
 
    "Yes, Dr. Gela, how may I help you?" 
 
    "I think we can help each other sir. At least I hope we can." 
 
    "Yes?" Ahud replied, his eyelids drooping slightly in anticipation of another pitch that he bet would promise the caller a lot more than it would the museum. 
 
    "Do you know a man by the name of Leonard Kantor?" 
 
      
 
    "Gutsy, calling them." Marina shook her head. 
 
    "I had to. It's been bothering me since we landed in Tel Aviv. Kantor said that he represented the IAA, or at least that they had a close working relationship, but how do we really know that?" 
 
    "We don't know it's not true, either. Could be the kind of relationship that the guy you contacted didn’t want public. You might have just told Kantor where we're going." 
 
    "I may have, but I don't think so. It was something you said before, when we were talking about the authenticity of the Copper Scroll. Something about a big lie being a good lie?" 
 
    “Yeah,” she nodded, “A whopper is easier to sell sometimes than a little lie. Every woman with any dating experience at all knows that…” a grin and a poke at Ben’s ribs, “but I don't think anyone knows why." 
 
    "Trust me, somebody somewhere is working on it." He smiled back at her. The situation had needed a little levity. "Anyway, it was that saying that got me thinking. Bass told me that he was working alongside Columbia. It just happens that I have a friend there, so I checked up on it. He had been lying to build up his own credibility, make himself seem more legitimate." 
 
    "And you think Kantor is doing the same?" 
 
    "I've been around a lot of serious archeologists, the hard-core types that spend months at a time in the pounding sun in the hopes of finding a few academically valuable items in a lifetime — some never find one — and these guys don't play. They're almost religious about the things they find. It is like worshipping the whole process, complete with sectarian in-fighting.” 
 
    "You don't think the odd trinket just falls into a pocket here and there?" 
 
    "I think it happens far less often that one would imagine. Far less likely than opportunity allows for, that’s for sure. It’s not a random slice of the population out there, it's an army of people who border on fanaticism for finding — and publicising — the next King Tut's Tomb, or Dead Sea cave, or Sutton Hu hoard. Training takes decades, and a lot of that spent on one’s belly in the dust and sun, cracking fingernails and drying out skin, usually for nothing but the odd bit of pottery or scrap of metal. It’s a hot, physically demanding, often fruitless pursuit. A lot of investment for what almost amounts to a chance at winning a lottery. The prize is becoming one of the famous discoverers of something or other. The fame and status is a big part of the appeal… to keep something like this secret would give most of them high blood pressure, or worse. The guys I know could never keep something like this from the public eye, even for millions.” 
 
    "And if Kantor knows just one of these guys who is crooked enough for that…?” 
 
    "Then let's hope it's not the one I called." 
 
      
 
    They sat on a bench outside the airpot rental car office in Tel Aviv, waiting for their vehicle to arrive. It pulled up moments later, a red convertible made by Qoros. Marina had never heard of it, but rightly assumed it to be an Israeli-made car. It was bright, easy to spot, and no-doubt very familiar to anyone local who was looking for one. 
 
    "Could you be a little more obvious?" Marina smiled, only half-jokingly, "I'll feel like my maiden aunt in a midlife crisis in this thing… if I had a maiden aunt." 
 
    "Don't worry," Ben grinned back, "That's the whole idea." They got into the car, top-down, and drove the airport loop through to the long-term car park. It was nice to have the wind in their hair and the sun on their shoulders even if it was just for a few minutes. It was a brief catharsis that they both needed and their spirits were lifted. Ben pulled into an empty stall and went to the kiosk for a ticket. From there they hopped a bus and were on the road to Jerusalem within half an hour. 
 
    "You think they'll fall for it?" 
 
    "The best I can figure is that someone is monitoring my credit card. If they are, then they'll know we rented a car. They might even be able to find out which car. I'm hoping they do. With them on the lookout for a red convertible, we should be able to slip in under the radar — as long as we keep using the cash." 
 
    "Will there be a tour to Masada then?" 
 
    "There are definitely tours. We'll just have to time it right so that we aren't there alone too long." 
 
    The ride into Jerusalem was uneventful. They'd missed the first shuttle by a dozen yards, but another came along in a few minutes. Once on board, they could feel the tension drain from their bodies. For the first time in several days they felt as if they were truly off of the grid, moving in one place while their hunters were looking in another. 
 
    As the bus passed through the fields, mysterious rugged mountains across the horizon, Ben thought about the life of an average Israeli in the area, constantly aware that a rocket might streak across the sky and explode in a neighbourhood, a school, a workplace. The average Palestinian, too, never knew when such an attack might bring the wrath of the Israeli army upon them, guns and tanks and planes against their makeshift rabble of freedom fighters — or terrorists, depending on who one asked.  
 
    Ben had been in danger only for a few days and he was sure it had taken a year from his life. He couldn't imagine a lifetime of that kind of stress. Perhaps a person just got used to it. Perhaps not. Perhaps people in this region, even if they weren't killed directly by violence, still died young, victims of the stress of a precarious life. 
 
    In Jerusalem they didn't even have to leave the bus station to find a suitable tour. Banners, posters, signs, and hawkers lined the lobby and the entrance area. Ben had the money out to pay one of them when something caught his eye and he had another idea. 
 
    "Follow me for a minute. I have an idea and your pretty face definitely won't hurt my chances." 
 
    "Why sir," she said, putting on a southern accent and toying with her shirt, "I'll loosen a button or two and be right behind you." 
 
    Ben turned and eyed the button. 
 
    "You'd best recognise a joke when you hear one, Professor Gela, or this belle might blacken your eye." 
 
    He grinned and she followed him over to the parking lot where two young men sat on motorcycles, smoking and chatting with a pretty parking attendant. 
 
    "Excuse me," Ben called as he and Marina approached them, "Those are nice bikes." They weren't, particularly, but they were in decent shape and had high suspensions, like hybrid racing bikes. "I've seen this kind of thing in the Dakar rally." The young men were suspicious, but couldn't suppress proud smiles as they pictured themselves bounding over the dunes of the world's most famous cross-country race. 
 
    "Look," he said, leaning in a little, "My fiancé and I are here for a little pre-wedding honeymoon, and we don't really want to be on one of these tours with the over-tired tourist set on an old bus. Any chance we could rent one of these things for a day?" 
 
    "Two of them," Marina chimed in, "Unless you're planning on riding behind me." 
 
    The two young men looked at each other, shaking their heads, until the wad of cash Ben pulled from his front pocket caught both of their gazes and the heads slowed to stillness. 
 
    "How much would it be… for both bikes… one day?" 
 
    Each looked to the other. 
 
    "How do we know you'll bring them back?"  
 
    "And how do we know you won't wreck them? Driving in Jerusalem is not easy, you know, especially on one of these. You ever drive here before?" 
 
    "Good point," Marina nodded, "How about we leave you extra cash — a lot extra, to cover anything that might go wrong — and then when we bring the bikes back, you keep the rental fee and we get the deposit back." 
 
    They looked at each other again, exchanging almost imperceptible nods. 
 
    "Two thousand deposit," one said.  
 
    "Each!" the other added. 
 
    "And the fee then?" Ben asked.  
 
    "Two hundred for the day."  
 
    "Each!" 
 
    "Make it and even three hundred rental, for the two of them together, and three thousand deposit, total, and you have a deal." Marina held out her hand. 
 
    One of the young men took it and pumped it twice. 
 
    "Deal!" the two said together. 
 
    They exchanged emails and got the phone numbers of the young men, and a moment later Ben was revving along, weaving between the jostling vehicles of Jerusalem, trying to keep up to Marina as she darted to and fro between the bumpers and fenders, honking the bike's horn just as often and avidly as those drivers around them. 
 
      
 
    Greg Bass sat in the back of the luxury sedan and watched them go. He didn't attempt to chase them — would have been futile anyway, in a car, in this traffic, trying to keep up with the speeding bikes — and besides, he knew where they were going. He had watched them scan the tour signs and even strike a deal with one of them before changing their minds and moving off toward the men on the motorcycles. Another deal broken, Dr. Gela, he thought to himself, Dangerous habit, my friend. 
 
    It was a smart move, he had to give them that. The rental car a little too obvious maybe, but Kantor would fall for it: the American tourists in their gaudy red convertible. It played to the stereotype, and the Israeli would take the bait, more than likely. Then the tour bus. Risky, but only if the rental ruse flopped. And what were the chances of that? Even then, someone looking for American tourists on a tour bus to Qumran or Masada? The vehicles were full of them. Hiding in plain sight? It might have worked. Then renting the bikes, off the grid — that was their best move yet. It could definitely have worked, even against him. 
 
    But it hadn't. 
 
    Bass had seen them at the airport in Tel Aviv and almost didn't believe his eyes. First class had emptied first, of course. He and his PA had moved through the concourse smoothly enough, but he hadn't liked the coffee on the plane and thought he had indulge in a decent cup before setting out for Jerusalem and meeting the bulk of his crew, to take the edge off of the jet lag and perk himself up a bit. He finished his coffee as soon as it had cooled a bit. His PA called in to make sure their ride knew they had cleared customs, and they strode out of the main doors to where they knew the driver would be waiting. 
 
    And there they were: Ben Gela and Marina Saalik, as if they'd been waiting there for him to arrive. 
 
    Bass motioned for his driver to wait, and told his PA to get a cab to their hotel and set everything up — she had a company credit card, and always maintained a fold of cash for corporate incidentals. He then fell in a short distance behind Ben and Marina as they walked. He cursed that he didn't have his tactical crew with him; the driver wouldn't be any help and Bass couldn't handle the two of them by himself — especially in one of the most secure airports in the world. Within sight of where he stood, there were at least seven armed men and women, each of them highly-trained and reasonably alert. A scene was the last thing he wanted.  
 
    So he followed them through to the rental agency. He stood and watched as Ben rented a car and they waited for it. When it arrived, Bass shook his head at their taste, especially when they were trying to lie low. Didn't seem a bright move for two apparently intelligent people. 
 
    He jogged back to his waiting driver, now arguing with the parking warden who was waving him onward and refusing the bills the driver held out by way of a tip, to allow for a moment or two more. As Bass ran up, the car began to creep forward, the warden almost yelling at them to move on, and Bass jumped in the back door, giving the driver a couple of pats on the shoulder. 
 
    "Good job. Move ahead slowly and keep an eye on the rental car driveway. We're looking for a red cabriolet… Qoros I think. When you see it, follow it, but keep back. I don't want to be seen." 
 
    The man nodded and the car moved slowly along the drive. "We can pull into the short term here, and see them pull out from the drive," he pointed, "right there. When they come out, we can leave a good distance behind." 
 
    "Good. Do it." 
 
    They pulled in and waited. When the car emerged, they pulled out after it, keeping three to four cars between them at all times. The convertible was easy to spot, but the dark sedan blended in with so many others like it; Bass knew he was virtually invisible so far. 
 
    Then the convertible did something strange. It signalled left, exited the highway ramp, and returned to the airport. 
 
    Forget something? Bass asked the distant duo. 
 
    Then they entered the long term parking and he couldn't help but let a smile lighten his face. "Very good, Ben," he said softly, "My faith in you is restored." 
 
    "Pardon sir?" 
 
    "Nothing. Pull back around into the short-term parking. Stay ready to go. Let me out here." 
 
    "Yes sir." 
 
    Bass hopped out and moved up the sidewalk toward the terminal. He was enjoying himself: the cloak and dagger suited his taste for adrenaline-rich pastimes. He stopped at the shuttle depot and casually peeked out from behind a post. He watched as Ben and Marina got out of the car, put the ticket on the dash, and moved off toward the bus stop for the shuttle to Jerusalem. Toward him. 
 
    There was nowhere to flee. The sidewalk was open to their view now and they would notice him if he moved back toward the car. The route to the terminal would take him right past them. The thick post would keep him safe for a moment or two, but once they arrived at the stop, it would be much too obvious to keep the thing between them, if it were even possible… unless they stayed right beside each other, one or the other would be able to see him. 
 
    "You coming sir?" 
 
    He turned around. The door to the shuttle was open and the driver looked down at him. He’d spoken English. Did he really look that obviously like an American? Damn. No way he was going to blend in.  
 
    The driver gestured forward. "Gotta go now, but there's another shuttle in a few minutes." 
 
    "Yes," he said, climbing the steps and handing a crisp hundred-dollar-bill to the driver, “I’m coming. I hope this is okay, didn't have time to change my money yet. That will get me to Jerusalem?” 
 
    "Yes," the man smiled, "that will do." 
 
    Bass took a seat with his back toward the approaching couple as the bus pulled out from the waiting area. He took out his cell. "I'm on the shuttle. Pick me up at the bus depot in Jerusalem — probably the main terminal. Stay close, but not too obvious. I’ll call you." Then he closed his eyes and drew in a long, deep breath. He wasn't a particularly religious man, but another break or two like that might change his mind. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There is a little side road, about twenty minutes east of Jerusalem on Highway One. The ground is rough there, and a large boulder, an outcropping really, about twice the size of a gravel truck, is only a few car lengths from the highway.  
 
    Greg Bass sat there, reading an online newspaper and sipping from a cool glass bottle of Coke while he waited. His driver sat at attention, his eyes never leaving the surface of the highway. For half an hour they waited. Then half an hour more.  
 
    Bass looked up from his tablet. He should have seen them by now, by his estimation, even if the tangle of Jerusalem streets and alleys had held them up a little. On the bikes, and seemingly in a hurry, they should have passed by already. 
 
    But there was another possibility. 
 
    This was the best way to Masada, the most popular and obvious way, but there was another option. Highway 31 ran around to the south of the fortress, through the pass at the far end of the Dead Sea. If they were confident that they had fooled anyone trying to follow them, then this was the most likely route. If they weren’t, though, or if they were being cautious even in their confidence, then they might have invested the additional time in taking the southern route. If they had taken that one, even with traffic delays and any mistakes the newcomers might make, it was possible that they could be approaching the ruins even now. Or it might be as simple as them having stopped for a bite to eat. 
 
    Damn, he thought, too many ifs. His job required him to make decisions all the time, in many different circumstances, but the ones he hated most were those decisions for which he lacked the necessary information. In effect, it required a guess. He had just decided to give it five more minutes, when a particular whine rose up into his hearing and two hybrid motorcycles sped by. 
 
    "Go." 
 
    The driver pulled out immediately and accelerated hard until he had matched their speed, but was still a good mile behind. He then paced them, following the road eastward to where the name changed to Highway 90 and it dove southward, in a long straightaway toward the Dead Sea. The cycles were going hard and the big sedan was roaring to keep up until, seemingly in a moment, the speed of the bikes plummeted and the car rode up hard behind them.  
 
    Bass swore and the driver pressed hard on the brakes, but it was too late. Bass's seatbelt locked him in position and he couldn't even duck out of view. The big sedan pulled up close behind the bikes as they made the hard right turn that began the snaking route along the West Bank.  
 
    Bass hoped — almost prayed in his way — but just when he thought he had gotten away with it, one of the helmeted heads turned and there was no mistaking the change in the female rider's posture.  
 
    He had been spotted. 
 
    Marina waved at Ben and pointed to the car behind them. Ben took only a moment to mentally register the passenger as Marina’s right wrist dropped, revving the bike's engine and hurtling her forward. Ben did the same, the front tire of his bike lifting slightly from the hot pavement with the force of acceleration.  
 
    "Hit it, they can't go anywhere but Qumran or Masada from here! We don't have to beat them there, but don't let them get too far ahead of us!" 
 
    The sedan roared, the tires squealed through the turn, and Bass watched as the speedometer rose to thirty, forty, fifty, sixty… then down as they rounded a curve, then up again it would climb. They went on like this, the sparkling surface of the water ignored off to their left, the rugged hills and irrigated fields to their right. 
 
    Bass picked up his phone and dialled a number. 
 
    "Igal here." 
 
    "It's Bass. They're headed your way, down 90." 
 
    "ETA?" 
 
    “Not sure, we've just started down along the water. Moving pretty fast." 
 
    "Understood. We'll be ready." 
 
    “Keep back if you can. Let them look around, but don’t let them get up there without eyes on them. If they spot you, hold them until I get there." 
 
    "Understood." 
 
    "Use the girl to control Gela, but don't harm him." 
 
    "Understood." 
 
    Ben hung up the phone. 
 
    Soon they passed Qumran, the ruins that had once housed the group called the Yahad, the community of sectarian Jews who probably wrote and collected most of the Dead Sea Scrolls. Bass looked carefully as they passed, making sure that his quarry hadn't stopped there. A look far ahead assured him that they they had not. The two bikes could be seen weaving their way along the road in the distance, dipping deeply into once curve, then back the other way around the next. The sedan roared onward, the land rising sharply on the right and falling away to the left into a sloping pattern of irrigated fields — and then the heavy, salt-laden water of the Dead Sea. 
 
    Bass had always loved that drive. It should have been beautiful this day as well, but he could not relax. Could not take it in, despite his powerlessness at doing anything but sitting there. Waiting. Holding on through the stomach-lurching ride. 
 
      
 
    Marina worked the bike hard. It wasn't a new machine, but had been kept in decent condition, except a tendency to skip a cylinder now and then during aggressive acceleration. She kept an eye on Ben in her side mirrors, making sure she didn't get too far ahead of him, but challenging him to push himself as he rode, willing a mental towrope between her bike and his. They could outrun the big car, but only if they made the most of the curves; on a straightaway, she doubted the bikes had the power to pull away.  
 
    In a pinch, the two could head over the shoulder and onto the rough goat trails and ragged cliffs above her, but that could only be a last resort. Marina was pretty confident in her ability to keep the jarring and pulling of the bike in check, but Ben was a novice. Chances were, once they hit any kind of rugged terrain, that the bike would go out from under him, or worse, that he would cling to it as it flew over into some kind of ravine or over a cliff face. Besides, even if they made it up there, the car could keep an eye on them and race to wherever they tried to rejoin the road. It would only work if there were a way up over the mountains, which she doubted from the look of things, or if they were close enough to Masada to duck away in the ravines and get out of sight of the road. They might not be able to get to Masada to find the treasure, but at least thy could keep out of Bass’s hands, even if it was on foot. But the risks were too high. She wished she had had a good look at a map before setting out on the ride. She had never thought Bass would suddenly appear out of nowhere. 
 
    She ducked her head down against the wind and cranked the throttle out of the curve, feeling the front shocks expand and the tire lose some of its grip, understeering as she accelerated out onto the straight stretch, a quick gear change and a popped clutch and the rubber of her front tyre lifted from the pavement, the machine hurtling her forward and away from the men in the car behind them. 
 
    "C'mon, Ben," she murmured, "Let's lose these assholes!" 
 
      
 
    Ben was riding an adrenaline high that made him almost understand — almost — Marina's proclivity for extreme sports. The land flew by, the wind whistled around his helmeted face, and the water, the air, the light itself seemed more vibrant from the seat of a speeding motorcycle.  
 
    He felt the tension on the grip of the tires as he leaned into the corners, the lift on the handlebars as he accelerated out of the turns. He loved hearing the whine of the engine as it wound up, then dropped sharply as he hit a new gear. The only thing that lessened the thrill was the knowledge that he was holding Marina back, her bike always out in front of his own. That, and the understanding that losing control, even for a fraction of a second, might mean hurtling himself down into the rocks on either side of the road, smashing his bones, crippling his body, tearing away muscle and flesh… he tried not to think about those things. 
 
    She was an animal on that bike. She wound it out at first, dipping low into the corners and coming out of them with the front tire skidding along the ground, or even lifting up altogether as she moved into the straights. Her body slid from one low-slung side to the other as she played gravity and friction to their best results, her knee only a couple of inches from the pavement, speeding past below. She was two hundred yards ahead of him when she eased up a bit, allowing the novice to gain ground on the straightaways and limiting her gains through the curving sections. When she did so, though, the car also gained. 
 
    At least it was easy to know where to go. The route to Masada from the north was a single, long road with very little of note coming off of it. Nothing on the east side of the mountains led anywhere, really. To the right there were a few dirt tracks that dead-ended in the crags, and to the left the small national park, the few fields, and the low coastal plain ended in heavy salt water by the lowest point of dry land on the surface of the earth: the edge of the Dead Sea, fed by the River Jordan and feeding nothing itself but the hot air above it. The vapour rose from it, leaving its salt content behind, ever increasing in the still body of water. Even up on the road they were already well below sea level. The thought of it thrilled Ben as he rode. Everything about the situation was surreal, as if he were watching some other man racing along the side of the sparkling water, in pursuit of the beautiful woman with whom he fled. 
 
    His attention was snapped back into focus as they banked into another set of curves in the road. The needs of the moment drove all other cares and fears from his mind. Donna. David. Mimi. His financial strain and the mess he had gotten himself into over the scroll. All gone. 
 
    At last he understood fully what drove Marina to ride the edge again and again. And he let the feeling take him. 
 
    "That's it Ben," Marina said to herself, "Now you're getting the hang of that thing." 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    THIRTY-THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Here they come." 
 
    Ariel Igal pointed at the two motorcycles coming up the winding lane toward the top of the ridge. His three companions nodded and all four of them jumped into a silver minivan, cocking pistols as they did so.  
 
    The vehicle revved up and popped out onto the road a little ahead of the Americans. Igal increased his speed until he was going just a little slower than the newcomers. They pulled out and around him, but he and the other three occupants paid them no heed. Instead Igal pressed down a little harder on the accelerator and the little van pulled into the parking lot just a moment after Ben and Marina.  
 
    They watched the Americans dismount and drop their helmets by the bikes. The men waited until the couple stepped onto the narrow walkway that would take them up the Snake Trail to the ruins themselves, then they stepped out of the van and followed at a discreet distance, guns tucked into belts at their backs, and shorts pulled out over them. They would follow the couple until an opportune time, then quietly detain them until the arrival of their employer. 
 
      
 
    On the other side of the ruins, nearing the top of the Roman Ramp Trail, Leonard Kantor and three other men huffed and puffed as they navigated the steep incline. At least it was late in the year; a few months earlier and it might be over a hundred degrees. The eighty-one degree heat of this particular day was cool by comparison. 
 
    "You remember what they look like?" Kantor asked, between heavy breaths. 
 
    His companions nodded. 
 
    "Alright then. Spread out and find them. Keep an eye on them, but don't interfere. If you see anyone else tailing them… take them out. Not dead if you can help it — we don't need the extra hassle — but I don't want them interfering either. Understood?" 
 
    "Yes," they answered in unison. 
 
      
 
    From the bottom of the Roman Ramp Trail, a heavy-set, short man with a moustache just a little wider than what would bring Adolf Hitler to mind, struggled his way up the first rises of the path. With him were half a dozen men, each of them discreetly armed and in peak physical condition. 
 
    "Dr. Ahud," one of the senior men asked, a genuine look of concern on his face, "Would you like us to meet you at the top, have a look around for this American fellow first." 
 
    The short man scowled at him, his nostrils flaring out almost to the edges of the moustache. "No I do not, thank you… I will be just fine. Let us get going!"  
 
    He redoubled his efforts and the chastised soldier trudged along beside him, doing his best to keep an eye on the unidentifiable people moving around at the top of the distant rise. At least the sun was at his back as the day wore on; anyone looking down from the top would have a hard time distinguishing the features of anyone coming up from this side. If they needed the element of surprise, they might still have it. 
 
      
 
    Marina spotted the men in pursuit this time. She had turned to get a look at the Dead Sea in the distance, to experience the great panorama that likely drew Herod to build here in the first place. As she did so, she saw four men. Israelis, she decided. Three of them were nondescript, though they did not look particularly like tourists. Employees maybe, or a few of the many military pilgrims that visited the sight for inspiration and as a sign of respect for the Sacarii, the dagger-wielding ancestors who made their last heroic stand atop the sun-baked crags, choosing a glorious death at their own hands rather than ignominy on the blades of their Roman oppressors.  
 
    Those thousand people killing themselves at once. Only two women and five children surviving the self-slaughter. The story drew all kinds of people to the place. These men might be on that kind of pilgrimage. 
 
    But one of them met Marina’s eyes, just for a moment. That in itself would not have been strange were it not for the startled speed with which he then dropped them to the path at his feet. There was a look of self-chastisement in his face, a sideways glare from the man beside him. Again, a fleeting expression, but enough to trigger something in Marina’s chest, setting her heartbeat to a racing pace. This was not the reaction of a shy man caught looking at a beautiful woman. She recalled the words Bratislav had spoken to her, an age and a world away, when she was just a girl. Trust your instincts. They will keep you alive. 
 
    "Go!" she hissed in Ben’s ear as the two of them broke out into what made-do as a run on the steep slope. It was more like a series of lunging steps and felt like speed-walking up the wrong escalator.  
 
    The men behind them cursed aloud and did the same, their pace not matching Marina's, but slowly eating away at the space between their footfalls and Ben's. The top of the ridge still seemed far away to the weakening professor, but he pressed on. He pushed himself for Marina's sake, for David and Mimi’s sakes, and somehow also for Donna's — but he also pressed on for his own sake. He had given much to this scroll, to the people who were fighting over it and tearing him to shreds in their teeth and claws as they did so. He was tired of it. He was done ducking and dodging. Now there was just one thing left to do: power through to the end, one way or another. 
 
    Marina reached the top of the ridge and began throwing stones down, over Ben's head, at the men pursuing him. For a moment, Ben thought of the battle that had raged there, so long ago. Was that what it had felt like? 
 
    That's when the guns came out. 
 
    The two lead men levelled their weapons at Marina and she dropped the stones from her hands and stepped back from the edge. 
 
    "Ben, they've got guns!" 
 
    Now I know this is what it felt like, he thought to himself as he lunged the last few steps and crested the top, Marina grasping his wrist and pulling him up over the rim. 
 
    But the gunmen did not fire. 
 
    The Americans ran across the flat surface of the plateau, the main ruins off to their right. Marina ran directly into the light of the sinking sun, nearly blind, in the hopes that their attackers would likewise be hampered by the severe light and would not, if they chose to shoot, hit either her or Ben. 
 
    But they knew there was nowhere to run. 
 
    As they passed the halfway point on the flat, open ground, they heard shouts from behind them to stop. Marina turned to look and, as she did so, ran hard into something that seemed immovable. 
 
    It was a man. Tall and muscled and holding a weapon of his own. 
 
    He pulled her up, spinning her around by the arm to face back the way she had come, then holding her still, the gun pointed at her neck. She could feel the sharp edge of an object pressed between her back and his chest. Something strapped on then, probably another weapon — something bigger. The pistol pressed against her jugular. There was little hope of breaking free uninjured, unless something drastically changed the focus of the situation. 
 
    Ben, likewise, met an inert mass of muscle and was hauled up, with only his toes touching the ground. 
 
    "Professor Gela," Kantor's smooth voice emerged from the glare of the sun, behind the wall of hired thugs, "How interesting to see you here in Israel again. Did the flight to Indiana not go as planned?" 
 
    "Hey!" the shout came from back behind Ben and he instinctively tried to squirm and writhe his way from the henchman's grip. He failed. 
 
    Bass's men had spread out to the sides and now their guns were trained on Kantor's men. Kantor's men, in turn, levelled their weapons at the newcomers — except for the one who held Marina. He had been instructed: She was expendable in a pinch, and was a means of controlling the professor. So he kept his gun against her neck and his grip firm. But they had all been told that Gela was not to be injured under any circumstances — at least nothing that might be lethal or that might impair his ability to move and to think. The man was needed. 
 
    The ten of them stood, in a scattered circle like an over-complex Mexican Standoff, each one aiming to kill while acutely aware that they, too, were easy targets if a firefight broke out. All went very still. The squeaks and shouts of a couple of early-morning tourists went ignored as they fled from the top of the mesa-like plateau. 
 
    "You are with Greg Bass, I presume?" Kantor asked the one to whom the others seemed to look for guidance. 
 
    "None of your concern." 
 
    "Oh but it is. Your employer stole from me. I do not react to that well." 
 
    "None of my concern." 
 
    "I think you may want to reconsider that." Kantor smiled. "I am sure that we can come to some kind of agreeable arrangement. I am a businessman… are you not the same? I can see no beneficial outcome here, things as they are. Might you not consider a shift in employment? There is a great deal of remuneration available for a man in your position." 
 
    "You're right, Kantor, there is," Greg Bass called out as he topped the hill, sweat pouring from his body as he quickly recovered from the run up the trail behind his men, "But I doubt you can outbid me." 
 
    Kantor's face lost its polite smile for a moment, then he shrugged and smiled once again. "Now this is a complex situation, Mr. Bass… 'sticky' I think you Americans would call it." 
 
    "We would. But I think stickier for you than for me. You are outgunned, and two of your people would be trying to aim while holding struggling hostages. I don't like your chances, Lenny." 
 
    "Maybe so, Mr. Bass, but then your men would be shooting through the good professor here, and that isn't good for business either, is it? And then there's the woman. How much cooperation will you get if you injure or kill her, do you think? Look, even the mention of it and the good man's eyes nearly burn from his head. Something must be done, my friend, to diffuse the situation." 
 
    Bass's face became hard. "I'm not your friend, Kantor. And I'm not here to deal." 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    THIRTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the men on the plateau argued and postured, half a dozen shadows passed silently through the shaded passages of the ruins, coming to rest as obscure lumps on the sills of ancient window openings and at the corners of crumbling doorways. They remained still a moment, their leader listening in to the exchange on the open ground, assessing the situation and how best to fulfil his mandate. 
 
    Bass's face became hard. "I'm not your friend, Kantor. And I'm not here to deal." 
 
    "Then we have a problem." 
 
    "Yes, we do," Bass replied as he pulled his own handgun from the back of his belt. "I think yours is worse than mine." 
 
    A sharp pop was heard from a doorway in the ruins and was quickly followed by several more from various positions. Out in the open arcade, two men dropped immediately, one grunting in pain, the other hitting the ground only to lie still and silent, a dark pool widening from beneath his fallen form. 
 
    Marina felt the barrel of the pistol shift from her neck a moment. She slammed her head into his face, feeling the crush of the man's nose. As his body arched backward from the blow, she stomped hard on the top of his shoe, the low heel of her boot snapping the bones of his foot and eliciting a scream of rage and pain. She then dropped her upper body, fiercely gripped his forearms, and thrust her hips up and backward against his weight, bringing the man forward over her back to slam on the ground in front of her. 
 
    From the gunmen spread across the top of the plateau, a sudden burst of return fire erupted and sent tiny shards of splintered stone exploding from surfaces all over the near walls of the ruins. 
 
    Marina ignored the flying bullets and kicked the pistol from the downed man’s hand, grabbing the assault weapon from the strap at his back. She dropped backward, pulling it free from him, and settled into a low crouch. The weapon was an IWI Tavor. Israeli. She had never fired one before, but it was standard enough, she found her way around it in a moment and opened fire, first at the men across from her, and then at those to either side, sharing her aggression between both Bass’s and Kantor’s men. 
 
    Ben's captor had kicked the professor's knee forward and the professor was collapsed at his feet. The gunman fired his pistol half a dozen times before a noise like the clap of hands sounded near his chest and he sank to his knees, his weapon still firing up into the air as he fell backward to lie still next to Ben on the ground. 
 
    The professor heaved himself up and over the fallen form and, suppressing any revulsion the hiding place might evoke, tucked himself as tight under the edge of the fallen man as he could. He reached over to where the gun had fallen and picked it up. He pointed it over the fallen form and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    He brought it back down and pulled the magazine out. Empty. He grabbed at the man’s pockets and found a reload. With a little fumbling, he managed to eject the empty magazine and fit the new one into the weapon. Then he pulled the top of the gun away from the end of the muzzle, the way he had seen it done on television and in the movies. It was harder than he thought it would be, but the slider went back and returned to its original position with a snap. The hammer remained cocked. He aimed the gun up over the body again and pulled the trigger three times. Three loud pops added to the noise that had slowed by then to a few controlled bursts from one side or the other, as he sent three bullets into the general direction of the shooters. He ducked back down, his heart thudding and sweat beading on his brow. He felt no desire to try it again. 
 
    Marina put a cluster of rounds into the man she had taken the weapon from, and then began sending short, scattered bursts into the shadows of the ruins, aiming for any muzzle fire she saw erupting in the darkness.  
 
    She glanced over to check on Ben a could of times, saw him fire a few rounds from cover at one point, then duck down again. Her own position was too open, and it was a wonder to her that she hadn’t already been shot. She laid down some suppressing fire and scrambled over to the edge of the plateau, finally dropping down behind a man-sized block of stone just as rounds peppered the ground around her. She leaned against the stone to catch her breath and check the extra magazine that was taped to the stock of the weapon. Full. Good. She turned and took more careful aim, silencing two of the patches of muzzle fire before a rain of rounds forced her back down into hiding. 
 
    After a few more moments of fervent fire, a time that seemed unfathomably long to Ben, the echoes died in the surrounding cliffs and all that could be heard was the heavy panting of those left alive, hiding behind fallen forms or just over the lip of the cliffs. The air smelled sharp, the cordite thick and acrid on the gentle breeze. 
 
    "Just give us the scroll and we leave you to the treasure." The voice came from the shadows of the ruin. He spoke English, but with a thick, Jordanian accent. 
 
    "Not going to happen, asshole!" Bass. "You still there, Kantor?" 
 
    "Yes, Mr. Bass." 
 
    "How do you feel about an alliance?" 
 
    "I feel it would be a useless gesture, in our current situation. We are outnumbered, and we have no viable cover. You are familiar, no doubt, with your Alamo? This place is not so different, as you know.” 
 
    "I'd rather go down fighting than cowering!"  
 
    "I'd rather live to fight another day." 
 
    "Are you two finished now?" The Jordanian. "Give me the scroll!" 
 
    "Were you under the impression," Kantor asked, "That we have it in our pockets?" 
 
    "Where is it? You can get it." 
 
    "I am afraid that would be difficult, under the circumstances." 
 
    "And why is that?" 
 
    "It is in my vault, in my office building in Tel Aviv. I am here. Unless you allow me to leave to retrieve it — should be back by morning if I don't delay." 
 
    There was a long pause. Ben dared to peek up over the body that served as his hiding place. The sun was getting lower in the sky, almost ducking below the cliffs to the west of where he lay. The shadowy figures within the ruins were well hidden, but from his low vantage point he could make them out if he looked just to the side of each opening, allowing his peripheral vision to pick up on rough shapes and subtle movement.  
 
    He looked to either side for a possible way out. He saw none. He swept the ground between him and the ruins to see if Marina lay there, hidden or dead. Nothing. He checked to either side and then ducked his eyes back down below his cover and looked behind him. Nothing. 
 
    She was gone. 
 
    He peeked up again, back toward the ruins. It seemed already darker to him, and yet his eyes picked out movement in the shadows. Three, four… were there five of them moving now? Further back in the dark corridors of the old fortress? These seemed to be moving closer, not retreating, coming up behind those who had been firing on the arcade from the shadows. Reinforcements? 
 
    Shit, he swore to himself, How many of them are there now? 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    THIRTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The dark corridors lit up like a nightclub as gunfire split the silence and chips of rock burst from walls and floor. Men shouted in Jordanian Arabic and in Hebrew. One of the shadowy figures in a window stood and faced back into the darkness before his head jerked to the side and dark fluid sprayed out onto the sill where he had leaned just a moment before. Another backed through a doorway with blood pumping from a wound in his neck. He turned toward the flat of the plateau and in the twilight Ben saw the fear and pain in his eyes before his feet seemed to tangle and the man fell headlong into the dust. 
 
    That was enough for Ben. He rolled away from the body he had been using as cover, and scrambled on his hands and knees toward the lip of the plateau, the gun still in his hand. There was a low wall there and he hoped to make it there alive, to find some place without hot slugs of copper and lead whistling through the air, dealing death and pain.  
 
    He had to find Marina, to know where she was. To know if she was still alive. With a dozen yards now between him and his cover, he managed to get fully to his feet and stumble toward what he hoped was a safe place of refuge, if only for a moment, to regain his wits. He raised the pistol with the intension of firing a few rounds into the darkness, his own covering fire. 
 
    "Do not move!" the voice came from the western lip of the plateau, straight ahead of him. "Drop the weapon or the woman dies!" As Ben staggered to a standstill, his line of sight fell on Marina's face, stained with tears of fear — or anger. A man stood behind her, a gun jammed into her neck below her jawline. There was no way Ben could fire without hitting her. She dared not move either, for fear that the bullet would fire true… or the gunman simply get in a lucky shot. The man was armed, calm, competent. 
 
    "Please, don't hurt her-" 
 
    Ben's last word was buried beneath a single pop from off to his right, closely followed by two more as the man behind Marina sank down and toppled backward, to slide in fading thuds and scrapes down into the ravine and the darkness below. 
 
    Marina lunged forward and Ben leapt toward her. They slammed into each other's arms and tumbled to the ground. The gun dropped from Ben's hand and, unknown to him, Marina reached down and picked it up. 
 
    As the soldiers moved in around them, Bass spotted Ben and his face contorted in a scowl. Marina saw the subtle movement as the motion of Bass’s pistol shifted and he brought the weapon up toward Ben. She shouted once and her firearm discharged before she had conscious thought of it. A burst of pink cloud from Bass's right side and the gun fell to the ground, Bass on top of it, squirming in the dust and stones. 
 
    The soldiers began shouting all around them again as Marina let the weapon fall to the ground, her fingers splayed out wide and her hands in clear sight. Bass's remaining man dropped his gun and Kantor's raised their hands high, pointing their weapons straight to the sky above them.  
 
    The Israeli soldiers moved in and grabbed the weapons, taking the gunmen down to the ground as they did so until all of them were lying prone in the dust, their hands pressed against the back of their heads. An uzi- bearing gunmen stood over them, alert and scanning the area. A lone couple of tourists popped out from a hiding place and ran over the eastern wall, hissing at each other in something Scandinavian as they fled the scene. The gunmen let them go. 
 
    One of the soldiers lifted Bass to a sitting position and secured the weapon that lay beside them. A bullet had grazed the soldier’s chest, passing through a bit of flesh, before lodging soundly in his upper arm, which now hung paralyzed at his side, clutched in his other hand. He all but ignored the pain, securing the scene just as if he had not been injured at all. 
 
    Then Dr. Ahud stepped over the rise to the west, panting and drenched in sweat. "Not the professor or the woman… let them up. Where are they?” 
 
    "They're over here, Doctor." The soldier with the limp arm called the IAA official over, an escort of two more armed men moving over with him. 
 
    "Get them up!" 
 
    A quick pat-down for weaponry and the escorting soldiers complied, one even smiling at Ben as he pulled up on his arm to help him stand. Marina refused assistance, glaring at the men with much the same look she had used on Bass and Kantor's thugs. 
 
    "Dr. Ahud?" Ben asked. 
 
    The moustachioed man nodded and took Ben's hand. "You have had a close call here," he said, "I am glad I decided to take your call seriously."  
 
    "Me too." Ben looked around the scene, at the bodies and at the men lying prone with plastic ties around their wrists. The soldiers stood almost casually above them now, smoking firearms in their hands and the odd cigarette already lit and smouldering away in the orange glow of the sunset. Ben wondered how they could be so calm, even if they were professionals. How does anybody get used to that? Had it not been for them, though… He turned back to Ahud, nodded a thanks. "I figured you couldn't dare do otherwise, considering the stakes." 
 
    "And yet you would be surprised how many such claims we get, and how many of them turn out to be hoaxes, poor forgeries, or simple delusion."  
 
    Ben smiled.  
 
    Ahud nodded.  
 
    There was an awkward pause.  
 
    "So which is this, Professor Gela?” Ahud asked. “Obviously these men took it seriously, or they wouldn’t all be here, causing mayhem and scandal. Where is this trove of artefacts that has eluded archeologists on this mound for generations?" 
 
    Ben thought for a moment, running the text over and over in his head. Then he threw his head back and barked out a loud laugh. 
 
    Ahud looked sour. So this one is delusion, he thought to himself, And I hauled myself up that hill for nothing! Should have let them each take care of the other and simply come to pick up the bodies… 
 
    "Ben?" Marina asked, wondering herself if the pressure had become too much for the academic. 
 
    "Sorry, sorry," Ben said, shaking his head, "But it just occurred to me where it is, exactly where it is." 
 
    "Yes?" prompted Dr. Ahud. 
 
    "I can tell you," Ben smiled at the IAA director, shaking his head, "But you're not going to like it." 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    THIRTY-SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun was rising hot behind them as they looked down at the gathering people and vehicles. Ben and Marina had been given a place in the administration tents, courtesy of Dr. Ahud and the archeologists he had assigned to plan the preliminary dig. Funding had been no problem. Money had flowed in almost faster than they could do the administrative work to receive it. The valley below Masada looked more like a tent city now, than the barren, rocky place it had been for millennia. 
 
    The fortress rose high in the background as Marina pulled out the transcript, now neatly typed and bound in a field booklet, of the whole of the text of the Silver Scroll. 
 
    "It makes so much sense now," she said, "Especially once you know the story." 
 
    Ben nodded, the words passing through his mind again: 
 
      
 
    We, the Sons of Light, have witnessed this. I, the scribe of silver, submit to this word and make record of this covenant. We laid it here, beneath the mountain of the last day of the final battle, and here we shall stand fast over it. The enemy has done with great effort what we could not have achieved. The LORD has decreed it, God has made it thus, and there shall it lay until the gold is held aloft. 
 
      
 
    As he finished the words, Ben's eyes travelled from the fortress high above them to the base of the great rampart, so tenaciously built by the Roman soldiers two thousand years before. He wondered what it was they would find beneath the thousands of tons of earth and rubble those ancient soldiers had piled there. He wondered if they would ever find anything, if anything had survived the many tons of stone and sand, and the many years. They would try though, that was certain. The first tunnel would go in on the following morning. After that, if nothing was found, a secondary site would be determined, based on subterranean scans and the best guesses of experts and administrators. If something were hidden beneath that massive structure, it would have lain undisturbed for two thousand years, perhaps waiting for this time to once again see the light of the sun. 
 
    "So now we have some time… tell me."  
 
    "Tell you what?" 
 
    "Why you think your Jewish name is so complicated." 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    "Really. It's a good spot for it, isn't it?" 
 
    He thought for a moment. Yes, he thought, it probably is. 
 
    "Why don't you start with your mom." 
 
    He smiled. "I suppose that's a good place."  
 
    "She was Jewish?" 
 
    "A convert, not long after I was born."  
 
    "And your father?" 
 
    "My biological father, I don't know. He knew about me, supposedly, but didn't stick around." 
 
    "Why 'supposedly' — you think your mom lied?" 
 
    "I just can't imagine it, I guess. Who could not care?" 
 
    "Maybe there was more to it. There usually is." 
 
    "Anyway, the man my mother married, Maurice Gela, was a good man, a Jew from the stock that made it through the Holocaust. Some came out bitter and hard. Not Dad. He was a good man. Sad, often, but he loved to laugh too." 
 
    "He died?" 
 
    "Liver cancer. He was seventy-four." 
 
    "So why is it so complicated then, your Jewishness?" 
 
    "I have no Jewish blood. I'm just an American kid whose ancestors came over from England to strike it rich, and wound up striking it mediocre in a big way." 
 
    "But your mom converted. You were raised as a Jew?" 
 
    "From age ten I was. But this is the thing: could she have converted to Italianism, my mother? No. Could she have converted to being Greek? No. That would be silly. One can't just decide a thing like that." 
 
    "That's not the same thing though." 
 
    "Isn't it? I'm not a religious person, not particularly — so what's left?" 
 
    "You're still Jewish though, right? You can't stop being Jewish." 
 
    "Then how could I have started being Jewish?" 
 
    "Then why not say you're not Jewish?"  
 
    "Because," he looked her in the eye and held his hands out to either side in a shrug of helplessness, "I'm Jewish." 
 
    She smiled and leaner up against him. They watched the men cordon off the area where the digging would start in a few short hours. 
 
    "It's right there," she said, "Under there. No wonder they've never found it before… it might as well be under a mountain." 
 
    "Yeah," Ben nodded, "They sure didn't shy away from a little work back then, did they?" 
 
      
 
    The Christmas tree had filled the house with that sweet-but-bitter pine smell. The candles Mimi insisted on keeping alight from December first until the fifteenth of January added a heavy, cranberry flavour to the air and above it all, drawing out saliva like a magnet, was the warm smell of roasted turkey. 
 
    David sat in his weathered leather armchair, his slippered feet up on the coffee table and a heavy tumbler of Scotch held casually in one hand, a half-smoked cigar in the other. Ben lay sideways on the sofa across from him, his feet up and his eyes on the crackling fire. He, likewise, held a tumbler and a cigar — it was the only time of year that Mimi allowed the smoking of them in the house. It had become another one of those rare treats that the Christmas season brought with it. Along with painful memory. 
 
    "Mimi's fond of her," David spoke into the silence, as if the conversation had been started and he was merely filling in his part. 
 
    "Is she." Not a question. 
 
    "Yup." 
 
    "And you?" 
 
    "She seems a fine girl."  
 
    "Yes, I think so." 
 
    "The two of you went through some things over there." 
 
    Ben nodded. 
 
    "Seems she stood by you pretty well." 
 
    Ben turned to look at him, saying nothing.  
 
    "Yes, Ben, I think so." 
 
    "You think what? I didn't say anything." 
 
    "I think this is the fulfilment of what I promised to do — for now, anyways. Up to you, from here on in.” 
 
    "What you promised…?" 
 
    "Donna. What I promised Donna." He paused. "I think she would approve." 
 
    Ben looked into the fire. He knew without looking that David's eyes were fighting back tears, working hard at not showing emotion that was so easily evident on his face anyway. But Ben, too, struggled when he spoke of his late wife, especially there, in that room. Especially on the Holidays. 
 
    But he nodded — a slight, imperceptible nod meant more as an answer to himself than to David. He lifted the glass to his lips, took in a fragrant sip, and then a pull on the cigar, letting the two complexes of aroma and taste blend and linger on his tongue and cheeks. 
 
    He looked at David. 
 
    David looked back and smiled. 
 
    They lifted a silent 'cheers' into the air. 
 
    From the doorway, Marina stood, silent and unnoticed until she spoke.  
 
    "Time to eat, boys, the turkey's getting cold," She stepped back into the kitchen again, smiling at the two men and winking at Ben as she did so. 
 
    "And don't let them bring those cigars in with them!" Mimi called, "They smell like a couple of old boots as it is." 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    THIRTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ben stood on the podium, a digital slide projected wide behind and above him, an image of a newspaper headline printed across the top of it, "Dead Sea Treasure Found: A trove of ancient scrolls unearthed at Masada." He watched the crowd in front of him, listening to the timbre of the debate, awaiting the right moment to draw them back in. 
 
    A woman in the third row. "The Israelis found them, they belong to the Israelis!" 
 
    A man near the back. "But we don't even know what's in them yet — What if they contain Arabic scrolls?" 
 
    One of Ben's students. "The Israelis still found them." 
 
    Another one. "Professor Gela, found them… should they be his?” 
 
    Ben smiled. 
 
    The woman again. "Would you use that same argument for the other scrolls? Then the Bedouin should own them!" 
 
    The man. "Sure, if they hadn't sold them. If the Israelis sell them to the Arabs, then they can be owned by the Arabs. Are you telling me that the Greek scrolls are owned by the Greeks?" 
 
    A woman in the front row. "That's totally different, the Jews wrote them in Greek, the Greeks didn't have anything to do with them, unless they were Jewish Greeks.” 
 
    The man again. "So what makes you think that Arabic writing should make them automatically Arabic?" 
 
    The woman from the first row. "There aren’t even any of them in Arabic… You’re just being thick-headed now.” 
 
    "Okay, okay," Ben broke in, a touch too late, "Let's reign it in there." 
 
    "You're the specialist, Professor Gela — what do you think?" 
 
    Ben paused. He had been asked that question a hundred times or more in the past two months, but it wasn't until the week before, the day they'd found the cavity in the side of the hill that held the stacks of pristine scroll jars, that it had become very difficult to answer. Before then it had been speculation. Hope. Now it was real. 
 
    "In a way, one could say I found them. I like the suggestion that they’re mine!" He smiled and chuckled a bit. "I didn't do it alone though. Arguments can be made for Israeli ownership — good arguments — and likewise for any organisation that can properly conserve them, care for them, and share them with experts in the field so we can learn from them. 
 
    "Before I can answer properly though, I need to ask each of you one thing — but don't answer out loud — is ownership of these artefacts a cultural question? Political? Legal? Even ethical? How you answer that question will move you much of the way to how you answer the question of ownership of the Scrolls in general. If we can agree on my question, then we can agree on an answer. Or, if the answer is a muddy blend of these things, then my answer will, as well, be muddy and perhaps indecisive. 
 
    "But I put one more thing to you, to further complicate the theoretical end of things and yet, in a practical sense, it makes things so very simple: The people who own these artefacts, own them. Unless we are going to take them away by force, or buy them, they are staying where they are. Even then, if we take them away or buy them, or gain them by some other means, we become just another player in the game, don't we? Another layer in a stack of layers?" 
 
    "So if it was up to you, who would get them?"  
 
    "I say with great relief, and not for the first time — I am pleased that such a decision is not mine to make." He glanced to the side but did not see the sly smile from the shadows off-stage. 
 
    He took a shallow bow to the audience as they stood to give their applause, and he walked off into the wings of the auditorium. There, smiling and ready with a kiss, Marina waited to accompany him home.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    BONUS SECTION 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Copper Scroll is very real, and the information about it included in this book is accurate, according to knowledge at the time of writing.  
 
    The Silver Scroll, however, is fictional. Several decent theories exist as to what the scrolls, as a whole, are, what they represented in their time, and what scholarly value they have now. What follows is a fictitious account of how they might have been hidden, why they were hidden, and the story of how the small fragment of the Silver Scroll came to rest in the hands of an eccentric, and also fictitious, Oxford scholar, Eli Bannerman. 
 
      
 
      
 
    70 CE. 
 
    Northeast of Jerusalem. 
 
      
 
    "Moshe… Moshe! Hurry up. Don't drop them, we haven't much time." Ibrahim trotted ahead of his student, their sandalled feet slipping and scuffing along the narrow path. The first sharp rays of the sun were now shooting like spears through the clouds over the eastern horizon, but they had been hurrying along for some hours already, since the quiet cool of the morning. 
 
    Moshe glanced over his shoulder. They had time. He understood the feeling of urgency, the sense of flight, but his conscious mind also knew that the coming army was engaged with a far bigger event than two sectarian stragglers, living alone in the hills. The Essene threat, such as it was, had been taken care of some years ago. Had it only been three? Seemed a lifetime. 
 
    He missed the old buildings, remembered the flames and violence that had brought them down.  
 
    Yes, three long years ago, but the memory was as clear as yesterday.  
 
    Some of the survivors had returned to the cities or villages from which they had come. Others, like him and Ibrahim, had lived in the caves since then, or out in the open, huddled together in twos or threes; homeless and roaming, like the Bedouin, across the barren rock. This day, important above all others, a scout might spot them, might be looking for some trouble… But even that was unlikely in such a remote, trackless place. 
 
    At least with the sun up, Moshe could see better where to place his feet, but his steps were still unsure, as fatigue and stress took their toll. He topped a little rise and turned to the south to make sure they were not being followed. Chills spread like long fingers up his sleeves. 
 
    "Ibrahim, look!" 
 
    The older man turned and gazed southward, but the eyes of his student were not looking in the direction of Qumran, the ruins of their former home. Farther to the west, a tall plume of grey-black smoke rose among hills set alight by the glow of the dawn. 
 
    Jerusalem. 
 
    "They are there,” Ibrahim's voice was a whisper, “The Romans.” Both men had known the soldiers were going to deal with the rebellion by making a military assault against Jerusalem itself. The beating heart of the whole region. Both of them knew that the emperor's retribution would be swift and brutal. The outlying areas first — remove the support, prevent flanking — then the core of the rebellion, the heart of the people. The city of David. 
 
    Titus was there, taking the ancient stronghold in his father's name. There was a statement to be made, and it needed to resound throughout the furthest reaches of the empire. Jerusalem was to be made an example of.  They all knew it. They had all felt it coming. Still, to see the Holy City burning, even with the Temple still in the hands of the false High Priest and the teachers of wickedness… 
 
    "Do you think Yeshua has hidden the other one?" 
 
    "He must. It must be hidden or all is lost."  
 
    "They will flee to the south?" 
 
    "It is not for you to know. Nor for me." He fell silent. 
 
    "Ibrahim… the Temple." 
 
    "I know. But they will spare it. Surely they will spare it." 
 
    "Can you be certain?" 
 
    "They will use it as a centre from which to rule. To collect taxes, as the False Priest has been, and the Righteous Priest before him. They will also avoid angering the God within. Such are the ways of invaders." Most invaders, he thought to himself, a chill of sweat trickling down his back beneath his white robe. 
 
    "I hope you are right. But why then did the Pharisee bring us the treasures? Does he not know this too?" 
 
    "The treasures are the physical marks of our legacy… that and the sign of circumcision. They are too precious to risk looting, and looting will take place, even if the Temple is left to stand. Such men, such conquerors, are not to be trusted in any case. Thieves. Killers.” 
 
    Tears streamed from the old man's eyes and then Ibrahim rent the front of his white garment, tearing a gash in it from neck to belly. Moshe watched his teacher, and did likewise.  
 
    "The world will not be the same after this. It is a profound wickedness." Ibrahim paused a while, as if daydreaming. "Now quickly, Moshe, we are almost there." 
 
    They continued down the slope and across a short, flat area, then altered their course toward a sloping bank of jagged rock. The ground rose slightly below it and there, tucked under the shadow of the overhang, was a narrow opening, the main of it already covered by a wall of stacked stones. The two men crawled over it, squeezed into the opening, and then back toward the farthest depths of the cave. 
 
    There were scrolls there already, in the darkness, stacked neatly to one side about halfway down the cavern, but they were not like the scroll now brought by Ibrahim and Moshe. The stacked cylinders were made of parchment and papyrus, the one Moshe held wrapped in the sleeve of his garment was of pounded copper, a precious material, the letters hammered into the metal itself. The item was valuable for the copper on its own, but what it contained in the writing was beyond price. Moshe paused beside the neat pile of scrolls and jars. 
 
    "Come, Moshe, as deep in as we can get them." 
 
    Moshe did not move. "Will we be expelled for this?" 
 
    Ibrahim turned and squinted at the silhouette of his student in the dim light. "We may, if the Teacher finds out. But…" He fell silent. 
 
    "But what?" 
 
    "I do not think the Community will fare much better than Jerusalem. And I do not think Jerusalem will fare well." The older man took the bundle from his student and slid it farther down, into the darkness in the heart of the cave. 
 
    "But it must! The Teacher, the Yahad — are we not chosen to fight in the final battles?" 
 
    "Perhaps these are the final battles." 
 
    "Then we shall overcome the Sons of Darkness." 
 
    Ibrahim tucked the scroll into a hollow place, and pushed sand up over it, hiding it as best he could in the dim light. They then began to crawl back toward the opening and the bright sunshine of day. 
 
    Ibrahim squinted as they approached the opening. "Yes, the writings tell us we will win in the end, but not without loss. We shall lose three times, as we win three times. Only when Adonai steps in will the equilibrium be tipped to the side of good." 
 
    "Surely the loss of the buildings was one loss. Our survival one victory. The battle for Jerusalem might be victory, or a loss. Perhaps a great event of cleansing — perhaps we will be given rule of the Temple again! The battles will come and then pass. And will we not then be victorious? Does faith not demand that we think thus?” 
 
    "We may be victorious… those who are left may be… but that is not to say that the Community itself will build itself up again. Perhaps it will not survive at all. Tribulation awaits us, my friend. We must brace for great tribulation. That is true faith, not blind assurances of ease and victory.” 
 
    "And so you are cooperating with the Temple?" Moshe frowned, watching his teacher's face in the light that shone in through the opening, "With a corrupt priesthood?" 
 
    "I am cooperating with a just man, who also sees the coming darkness and wishes to safeguard the treasures that are rightfully ours, they are the Community's — the Teacher of Righteousness himself! It may not be for him to see all mysteries. In this thing, I see, and so I must do what is needed to keep the treasures of our people from the hands of those — Kittim!" He spat on the hot sand as he said the word, emerged from the cave and squinted into the sunshine, his scowl apparent even from Moshe's view in the darkness behind him. 
 
    "You are certain he is just?" 
 
    "Yes. He is a man of great presence. Destiny is upon him. And too, he was an Essene, once." 
 
    "But they say now he is a Pharisee." 
 
    "He lives thus, yes, but such matters are complex, Moshe. Not everything is thus, or thus. God’s mystery is upon us. This man… God gives him visions. He dreams dreams, like the prophets of old.” 
 
    "Still… I am unsure of him."  
 
    "And yet you are here with me?" 
 
    Moshe smiled grimly, coming up to stand at his teacher's shoulder, "I am more sure of you." 
 
    Ibrahim nodded. "Then that must do for the moment. Calamitous things are upon us. We must take great steps to face them." 
 
    "They will hide it all?" 
 
    "They will leave enough that the soldiers will not think to look for more. We cannot have them finding everything. Even so, what is left behind and what is found by chance will be a great loss." 
 
    "They cannot hide the furnishings?" 
 
    "The Romans know of them… there are spies as well, no doubt. If such items are missing, men will search. We must not allow that. Some will be replaced with similar things, but appearances must ring true. And we must use our wits, for our power is less than theirs… for this battle at least. We must rely on our destiny. The prophecies.” 
 
    The two men stood still, watching pillars of smoke rise in the distant air, their thoughts pregnant with ancient tales of their forebears, also wanderers in the desert." 
 
    "If I am expelled, Brother, I have no place to go. My initiation has passed, and my property was added to the communal treasury — before the kittim came." 
 
    "If we keep God's wealth secure, and if we can present it at the Teacher's feet after this great calamity, then I suspect your place in whatever is left will be secure as well." 
 
    "It is much to lose." 
 
    "It is much to gain, as well.” 
 
    After a moment's thought, Ibrahim took the first few steps back toward the south, toward the caves that sheltered what was left of the little community on the northwestern shores of the Great Salt Sea. "Come, we must not be found near this place. It must be forgotten until such time as its finding is safe once again." 
 
    Moshe followed him, his heart heavy with the weight of it all. "May God keep our brothers safe until we return." 
 
    “Amen,” his teacher muttered, “…and from then onward." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Circa 73 CE. 
 
    The Fortress of Masada. 
 
      
 
    "You must take it Ruth." 
 
    "I cannot, father, please… please you bring it with us." 
 
    "I will not go below. My place is here, with my brothers." 
 
    The Roman troops had been at it for weeks. First they had built a circumvallation, a wall designed not to keep people out, but to keep their enemies in. Since its completion they had concentrated on only one thing: steady streams of men, like ants, hauling woven baskets of stone and sand and pouring them into the ravine between the fortress and the plateau on which the army was encamped. The heat was brutish, but the men kept moving. Slow. Steady. At first the majority of the Jewish warriors laughed at the actions. A wall to keep them in! Wells had been dug down through the rock when Herod built the place, cisterns filled from the rains every year since then, and stores of food were plentiful. They could outlast any army in a siege and defend themselves at the wall if any of the invaders were fool enough to attack them up the steep and treacherous slope; they weren't fleeing anywhere. And filling in a ravine of that size? Had they become so desperate, the great juggernaut of the oppressor? 
 
    But the wiser among them were silent, and more men grew wise as the days passed. 
 
    As the weeks came and went and the trail of human ants continued without abatement, the marks of their progress, almost imperceptible day by day, began to show themselves. The sharp, rugged walls at the base of the ravine could no longer been seen. Then a band of the ravine appeared flat at the bottom, like centuries of floods had washed sediment in to choke the flow of the next season's torrent. 
 
    But there had been no water. The flood was one of soldiers, commanded by men who were well aware of the power of mass labor, of unquestioned orders, patience, and of the importance of finishing the Jewish rebellion with a show of decisive force. Vespasian had gone to his capital to vie for the seat of the emperor, now that Nero had taken his own life in the face of public rejection and disgrace. Lucius Flavius Silva, Governor of Judaea, now stood at the head of the many thousands of armoured faces. He was a veteran military and tactical commander. He was intelligent and had a will of iron. A sense of fate no less adamant than that of the men he faced. As the remaining Jewish warriors were starting to realise, as the very earth slowly rose to grant passage to the massive army, the governor had the imagination to match his will. 
 
    "They will rape us, father. They will torture us. It is best that I die!" 
 
    "God will protect you, my child," he put his hands on her cheeks and looked into her eyes, almost too close to focus, "And if he does not, it is his will." Tears began to flow from her eyes, and then from his. 
 
    "I am afraid." 
 
    "I too, am afraid. Not for me, but for you. God's wealth is there, my child, his holy treasures and gifts to his chosen people. If the kittim get it, it will be profaned… we will have let the holy riches of God be profaned. But the Almighty One has shown his providence. He has chosen to hide it well," he could not help but grin at his own words and at the truth of them, "but we must let the others know. It must be found by those who survive." 
 
    She nodded. In her father's eyes, this terrible thing that was happening was also a kind of miracle. 
 
    He looked at her more sternly then, but still with tenderness. "You will do this thing for me? For God?" 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    "Good, my child," he reached out, pressing a silver object into her palm. It was the length of her hand, rolled into a cylinder about the circumference of her wrist. "Do not show anyone what you have. No one, not even our brothers or sisters. Hide it from friend and foe alike, until you can get word to the Yahad. I am proud of you, daughter. As proud as I could be of a son." 
 
    They strode over to the wall and looked across at the gathering storm. Her father leaned out over the edge at the result of the past few weeks of their enemies’ effort. She could hear the men working, still building the earthen-work rampart that would soon bridge the gap between the fortress and the long rows of soldiers on the other side. It was beyond her imagination, and she still struggled to believe it was really happening. Her people had fought for months, then delayed the construction with bows and slings from behind the sturdy Herodian walls.  
 
    But progress had been made. Slow and relentless.  
 
    When the foreign soldiers came within range of the battlements and her people began hailing stones and arrows upon the basket-bearing men, the general pulled back his troops to work on the side farthest from the fortress. He sent civilian slaves in to work in the shadow of Masada's walls. Many of them Jewish slaves. The stones had stopped. Faces on both sides of the wall were grim.  
 
    The work had continued.  
 
    The ravine between the two forces was nearly gone, a broad rampart of rubble and sand growing up in its place. Still too steep and loose for an army to cross. But the time was coming. As sure and steady as darkness followed the setting of the sun. The war was over. The Jewish forces utterly defeated — or very nearly so — and the rebellion quashed. 
 
    Not the spirit of the people though. A plan had been proposed. 
 
    A grim act of final defiance and dignity. 
 
    The enemy swords would not drink the blood of this remnant. 
 
    Tears continued to stream down Ruth's face as she followed the other women down into the tunnel, into the caves below the courtyard. Above her she could hear the low tones of her father and the other men as they sang the great prayer of her people, grim and immovable as the earth itself. Shemaaa… Shemaaa… Her footsteps led her downward, into the coiled bowels of the place. One of the women fled back up, to die with her husband. Ruth paused, then continued on her way as her father had told her to. She would wait there. Wait for the invaders to enter the fortress, to see the fallen forms of her father and the others, all slain by their own hands in defiance of the unclean conquerors. 
 
    She would hide the rolled piece of silver.  
 
    And then she would await her doom. 
 
      
 
      
 
    1952. 
 
    Cave Three, Northeast of Jerusalem. 
 
      
 
    "It's empty, let's go back." 
 
    "Just a last look. We're so close, it won't take a minute. My light was dodgy last time we were in. I want to make sure. The damn ceiling cave-in did some damage, but it may have covered something good as well. We need to be thorough. Pity if we leave something behind and the Bedouin find it." 
 
    "Wouldn't surprise me. They’re like bloodhounds out here. A sixth sense or something." 
 
    "You ever hear that luck comes to those who work hard?" 
 
    "Yeah yeah, but whoever said that…” he grunted as he stepped up and over a rise in the faded trail, “…wasn’t out here. It's bloody sweltering. Must be over a hundred in the shade today. Can't bear to think what it is out here in the naked sun. I'm sweating buckets." 
 
    "Well, luckily we'll be in the shade soon enough — there it is." 
 
    The two men walked up the slope to the angled slab of exposed marl and sandstone rock. Ducking in under the lip, they crawled through to the open area where the scrolls had been found — the third cave of them. 
 
    The first one had been discovered only five years before, by a young Bedouin shepherd, and once the desert nomads knew there was money to be made, they soon found another. And another. 
 
    Even as the two men crept in through the dark, Bedouin tribesmen and an international community of eager archaeologists were combing the hills, searching the hundreds, maybe thousands, of natural and man-made caves that might hide another hoard of ancient documents. 
 
    Nothing like this had been found since the tomb of Tutankhamen, and even that didn't have the religious and cultural impact that these writings promised. A bangle or a crown might tell something about those who made them and wore them, but written documents? About a religion that was, in several forms, still alive and flourishing? That was something else altogether. And nowhere else on earth were they preserved so well. Below sea level, in one of the driest, most inhospitable environments on earth, the priceless artefacts sat in their subterranean caches, waiting for their owners to return and reclaim them. 
 
    But those owners never had. 
 
    "Here, there's a silted-in area back here… I think I see something." 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "Not sure… might be another jar." 
 
    "Odd that it wasn't with the others, can you-"  
 
    "Get over here! Look. Touch it!" 
 
    "What's wrong with it?" He reached out and gingerly ran his finger along the encrusted edge. "Is that metal?" 
 
    "I think so… copper I would guess… bronze maybe? Jésu, this thing is in rough shape." 
 
    "Rough is a relative judgment, it depends on how old it is." 
 
    "You're right there. But for it to be here? The initial dating on the other scrolls… And here, farther back in the cave? Has to be older, doesn’t it?” 
 
    "Yes, probably. Let's get it out of here, into the light." 
 
    The two men stared at the two cylinders placed gingerly on a flat rock, a folded canvas duffle under it as protection from the rough stone. 
 
    "Damn… that's fantastic."  
 
    "Definitely copper then?" 
 
    "That's my guess. Looks like it might have been one piece originally, but this edge… a fracture right down the middle of it. It'll be something to clean this up." 
 
    "Is it pliable?" He reached down to it, gently pulling on the outer corner, where no text would be damaged, hoping that the metal still held some flexibility and the ability to bend. A tiny fragment of the rim snapped off into his hand, a few flakes of copper-crumb tumbling away onto the canvas. 
 
    "Old then."  
 
    "Yes."  
 
    "Very old." 
 
    “Oh yes.” 
 
    The two men looked at each other. This was a find like neither of them had ever seen before. Whatever was written inside could change their lives. Their very field of study. 
 
    But how on earth were they going to open it? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1st June, 1967.  
 
    The Fortress of Masada. 
 
      
 
    “It's stuck." 
 
    "Easy, easy, don't force it!" 
 
    "It is lodged in the stone, Robbie, and stone does not bend." 
 
    "Old metals don't either, my friend."  
 
    "How long have we got?" 
 
    "I don't know; a few minutes maybe." He glanced back up the stairs the way they had come. 
 
    The first man grunted and blinked sweat from his eyes as he gently rocked the item from side to side, fractions of an inch each time, watching the rolled metal make almost imperceptible progress from the stone cubby into which it had been jammed. 
 
    "I hear them coming!" the whisper struck the walls and ran off up the tunnel, "Quickly!" 
 
    He made one last attempt to slide it free. It would not move. He could leave it, but… 
 
    They had only spotted it by chance. Had he not been trained as an archaeologist, or Robbie not a geologist, they wouldn't have even noticed anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    A funny anomaly was all it was, until they bent to take a closer look and realised that it was a hollow in the wall with some ancient metal item in it, tightly packed around with sand and seemingly undisturbed for some time. In a place like this, it could be thousands of years old, and might be an item of importance. Even more intriguing, it might be an item of great value. 
 
    They could leave it, try to pack some sand back in around it, but he doubted the result would be as subtle as when they had first spotted it, especially now that it had been disturbed. Someone else would find it, whatever it was, and they would miss this chance. 
 
    Hearing footsteps approaching, he pulled one last time, deciding a damaged item in his possession was better than an undamaged one in someone else's pocket. The metal popped from the cubby and he threw an old shirt around it before dropping it into his carrying bag. 
 
    "Hello? Hello?" The guide's voice was clear as he rounded the corner and saw the two men, one on his knees, the other crouching beside him. 
 
    "Please," Robbie said, his hand on John's shoulder, "My father has collapsed. I think it is the heat." 
 
    John glared at him, his thoughts clear. Father? You smug bastard, I'm only ten years older than you are!  
 
    It was all Robbie could do to keep the concerned look on his face. The consequences, should they be caught stealing an artefact from a protected site, was enough to keep him serious. 
 
    "Here," the guide produced a canteen and handed it to the fallen man, "Are you okay Monsieur? We have received a call. The tour must be cut short. Political reasons they say. Something big is brewing. We must return to Jerusalem. Are you able to stand? We will help you." 
 
    At a nod from the guide and from John, Robbie helped the latter to his feet amid all the pageantry of a feigned illness. As John reached his feet, the bag slid from his shoulder and hit the ground. The shirt-wrapped item rolled half way out of the opening. 
 
    The guide stooped to grab it. 
 
    "No it's alright…” Robbie said, with the volume of a whisper but the intensity of a shout. 
 
      
 
    "No, no, do not worry," the guide said, nudging the item back into the bag and lifting it to his own shoulder, "I have seen this before. It is the heat. Your father will be fine, he just needs cool air and water. We can get him more water right away, and cooler air on the bus, once we’re on the road and have the windows open. Do not worry." 
 
    Robbie and John both kept their eyes on the ground but their attention on the bag, gently swinging on the shoulder of their guide as the three men moved toward the stairs. They would no-doubt laugh about it later, well into a good bottle of wine, or two, but for the moment, the sweat now pouring from John's brow was very convincing, and very real. They left the cavern and made their way toward the cliffside paths to the upper levels of the fortress. 
 
    On the floor behind them lay a broken fragment of metal, roughly triangular in shape, with just a hint of ancient writing discernible through the thick layer of encrusted sand and black decay. 
 
    All around them nations armed themselves and pointed planes and tanks toward the small city of Jerusalem, ready to crush the little country, to push it screaming into the sea.  
 
    But Israel would not wait. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3rd June, 1967.  
 
    Beth-Shalom Tea House, Jerusalem. 
 
      
 
    "It isn't much, is it?" 
 
    "C'mon mate, that's ancient writing on that!" 
 
    The older man scrunched his features and stared at the surface, his eyes more skeptical than interested. "Hmm, a little perhaps." 
 
    "This thing's old, mate, it's gotta be."  
 
    "Why does it have to be old?" 
 
    "Look at it." 
 
    "Besides looking at it. Why must it be old?" 
 
    He knew what the old man was getting at. "I told you. I can't tell you where I found it." 
 
    "Such things, without provenance, are just trinkets." 
 
    "I told you though, I found it. I didn't buy it or dig it up — it was just layin' there on the ground." 
 
    "If it was just lying there, then it can't mean much to you, financially I mean. After all, it was mere chance." 
 
    "But my mere chance, not yours. The thing has value, you and I both know it. So c'mon mate, throw me a number." 
 
    "You also didn't tell me what ground you found it on." 
 
    "I can't do that. C'mon… make an offer." 
 
    A pause. Another close look. Could be something. Could be something very valuable. Could also be nothing. Could bring with it a lot of trouble in the first instance, and nothing but disappointment in the second. "Maybe… I could give you a pound for it, British sterling." 
 
    "A pound?" the man looked as if his best friend had just accused him of treachery. "A single pound for what could be a real treasure?" 
 
    "Or a full pound for a tarnished paperweight, and not much use as that even." 
 
    "At least a tenner, mate. At least a tenner." 
 
    "I could go a pound fifty, as you bought the tea. No more." 
 
    "A fiver?" 
 
    "Still too much." 
 
    "I tell you what, you go two pounds, and if you sell it for more than ten, we split the profits, eh?"  
 
    "So I carry the risk, and you share the benefit?" 
 
    "No, we both carry the risk. I sell for a mere two pounds, after all." 
 
    "Unless it is worth more… and then you get more, don’t you?” 
 
    "Alright, mate, I see what you mean." 
 
    The older man suspected that the Australian had seen what he meant before even making the proposal. "I'm sorry, I must go to meet my son, he is visiting from England and returns home tomorrow. If we have not reached an agreement, then…” 
 
    "Okay, you have a deal at two pounds. You drive a hard bargain!" He thrust out his hand to the old man. 
 
    The man held his hand out, one pound fifty in it in coin. He held out the other, palm up but empty. "I have no more time." 
 
    "Fine." The younger man grabbed the coin and placed the fragment of crusted metal, wrapped in tissue, into the waiting hand. "It's true what they say about you Jews." He stormed away. 
 
    The old man smiled to himself, Yes, it is probably true of us. And of so many more people besides. 
 
    The Egyptians had mobilised troops along the borders and there was little doubt that tensions were about to burst. There was talk even that the Israelis should preempt the attack, strike first to gain the upper hand. His son, an archeologist's clerk working with the French École Biblique in Jerusalem, was due to return to his studies at the University of Oxford the next day. Normally he would have preferred his only son to stay, to become part of Israel and the new Zion, but these days his thoughts had strayed to other visions. He still hoped for grandchildren, though his son showed little inclination for anything outside of his books and the funny items and trinkets they dug out of the ground. Perhaps, back in England, at school, the boy would find a woman who shared his passion for such things. Perhaps other passions would follow, as such things often do. 
 
    In any case, he was pleased to have stumbled upon this opportunity to buy the small fragment. The Australian had come into the tea shop for lunch, asked the man at the counter where he might find an antiques dealer. He had been right there.  
 
    The object might be fake for all he knew — he dealt in tables and chairs mostly, a few cabinets and the like — but it looked old. Peculiar. It was the kind of thing his son liked. It would make a good parting gift. Perhaps it would help the boy’s thoughts and prayers lean toward his old father from time to time. 
 
    A car backfired and he jumped. He shook his head. War, again. Would they never see enough of war, these men? He looked down at the line of fading green numbers on his wrist. He thought of his own father. Wondered where his father's thoughts were in those last days. If he had been able to see any further into the darkness of the future than his son could. Perhaps. There were rumours, after all, that the old man had tapped into secrets in the great tomes he poured over, day after day. Jewish secrets. So alike, his old father and his young son. How had fate made this man in the middle so different from each of them? So alone in the way he saw the world? 
 
    He tucked the trinket into the breast pocket of his shirt and left the tea shop, waving at the waiter as if they would see each other in the next day or two, as usual. But he would be wrong.  
 
    War had returned to Israel. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    The following is a bonus peek at the next part  
 
    in the adventures of Marina Saalik. 
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    The trip had been a long one, train and airplane combined. Backache and noisy neighbours, and he’d spilled coffee down the side of his leg a half hour into the eight-hour ordeal. At least it had been his shin, and he hadn’t had to suffer the self-consciousness of a stain on his crotch, or down the inside of his pant leg. All the same, he felt clumsy. Anxious. And if he were honest… old. 
 
    Intellectually, he knew that mid-forties were the new mid-twenties, whatever that really meant, and that he was likely to have a long and productive life ahead of him, especially since the finding of the scroll hoard and the international publicity it had gained him. His career had hit orbit. 
 
    And that was part of the problem.  
 
    He’d left Marina at home, ostensibly hunting for a new job. She’d been doing retail sales since they had returned, but the pay wasn’t great, and hours had dropped since Christmas. She complained about it, and professed a desire for something different, more “grown up.”  
 
    He suspected there was a lot more contemplation and boredom going on for her than actual pounding of the pavement. He didn’t mind that part. He’d made nearly ninety thousand dollars so far that year on his previously published works, and the new short book he’d written on the finding of the hoard was predicted to double that, at least. Those numbers were almost unheard of for an academic. Add to it the speaking fees and the bump in pay he’d received from the university — a desperate attempt to keep him out of the clutches of Ivy League institutions, or the Oxbridge set — and he was less concerned with money than he’d ever been. Marina could live off of that as long as she wanted; it was mainly because of her that he had the acclaim at all. 
 
    She’d been living with him since about a week after the find had been verified, about a year. Though inundated with offers to have her speak, or appear on talk shows, both radio and television, Marina had not made a single public appearance. She had no interest in becoming any kind of celebrity, and wouldn’t even appear alongside Ben, unless it was a university event to which she would otherwise have been invited. And so she stayed at home, sifting through the ads at jobs she didn’t really want, and trying to figure out what it was she was really suited to do. 
 
    Perhaps it was this, as well, that had Ben feeling older than his years. The age difference hadn’t seemed like much when they’d been roaring through the Levant on motorcycles, or rolling through the sheets in the nights since – but that day, hauling himself up the slanted jet way at Gatwick airport, it seemed to him a lifetime lay between them.  
 
    He saw her restlessness. He was aware of her troubled past, though not all of the details, and he wondered, not infrequently, if the life of a Midwest professor, however exciting it had been during the scroll adventure, would ever be enough to keep her interested in spending her remaining years at his side. Hell, he’d even go for a couple of good decades and an amicable parting as friends in his golden years. It was more time with a woman like that than he’d even hoped for, despite the success of his first marriage. Prior to Donna’s illness, that is. Maybe he wouldn’t have had a good run with her, either. Death sometimes solves as many uncertainties as it stirs up. 
 
    “Damn, Ben,” he whispered to himself as he stepped onto the escalator and pulled his roller-board to an upright position behind him, balancing on the narrow metal step, “You are one gloomy bastard today.” 
 
    It was probably the exhaustion. He’d spoken in L.A., then flown to Tokyo for a two-day stint, then a day in Singapore — no hotel there, just a night on a plane — and then a whirlwind tour of European cities, five days’ worth without a break, and no recollection of where he’d been, the accents and cuisines had been too diverse and blended at each stop for there to be an obvious difference between any of the speaking engagements. He’d signed… he didn’t know how many books. He’d shaken thousands of hands. Even signed a few autographs, a surreal enough experience in itself. 
 
    Now he was finally on his way to Oxford. A night in the hotel in London, a quick ride in the morning to Trinity College, and what had been lauded as the best breakfast to be had west of London.  
 
    All he really wanted at that point was the bed.  
 
    Sleep. 
 
    And when it was all over, a non-stop flight back to the woman who waited for him in the little, windowed apartment that was, according to everything she’d said to him, more than enough for her to be happy, so long as he was there with her. 
 
    What had he ever done to deserve such a second chance? 
 
    No good answer came to mind. 
 
      
 
    Marina jerked her eyes open, cringed away from the far side of the bed, and almost slid off onto the floor. A quick grasp of the headboard kept her there, on the sweat-damp sheets, catching her breath and senses.  
 
    Another nightmare. Too often of late. Damn. She’d have to find some way of working out that negative energy. The irony was, her life seemed to be getting better, but the nightmares worse. They were always more intense when Ben was away, and far more frequent. In fact, he’d been home for a month straight just after the holiday season, and she didn’t think she’d had a single one. Unheard of.  
 
    But temporary. 
 
    Ben had left for his speaking tour that morning, more than a week ago, after a quick meal at Denny’s. They had intended to spend the morning together, grab breakfast somewhere and then linger over coffee before he had to line up and move through the gate, like one of many willing cows, all lowing softly and shuffling along between the straps and short pillars that served as lightly camouflaged people-fences.  
 
    They’d slept in, though. Loving departure had turned into a rush. A sharp word or two. Then an apologetic but awkward breakfast with eyes on the time.  
 
    She thought for a moment, worked out the time in her head. It was Wednesday now. He’d have lost a day in transit, spoken Thursday evening in Barcelona, and soon be launching into his busy day of triple-lectures in Oxford. Six hours ahead of Indiana time… ten forty-five already. Damn, she’d missed him. He’d be out and about already.  
 
    She grabbed her phone. A quick text: Sorry I missed you. Knock em dead (sea scrolls). Lol! And a lips emoticon.  
 
    She didn’t like that she’d missed him. She had a feeling of foreboding, and imagined young British graduate students, wide-eyed, batting their lashes in worship at the famous professor – “The Real Indiana Jones,” the Bolt Gazette had called him the day before. He would have opportunities, to be sure; her battle was in wondering if he would take advantage of them. Maybe she should have gone with him. At least she wouldn’t be moping around the house stressing and shrugging off nightmares. 
 
    A coffee and a seat at the window would do her good. She dropped the paper into the recycling and went to the machine. 
 
    The dream had been of something still as sharp in her mind as if it had happened the day before – but with a new twist. She’d been back in Kosovo, somewhere in the rugged regions between Trebinje and Dubrovnik, working her way southward and to freedom. She saw the ragged girl at a distance… the girl she had been, the one that still lived somewhere inside her, ignored for the most part, but her presence never completely forgotten. The memories played across her sight like a film. 
 
    The girl moved mostly at night, and hid in hollows and caves in the daytime to avoid being seen by patrols. If she happened upon a trackless area, she’d push on throughout the day as well, trying to store up what little warmth the winter sun had to offer. It was not much. Trackless areas were harder going, but meant no patrols. At least she’d hoped so. 
 
    It was after a long night and day of scrambling up and down the crags, crossing deep ravines with rapid waters shooting beneath ice of unknown thickness down below, that the sun began to descend and, with it, her coordination and ability to choose a safe trail. Bratislav had taught her about hypothermia. “Sickness of the cold,” he had called it, “When the wind seeps into your bones and your heart struggles to push it back out again. In such conditions the only hope is to stop. Do not trust your body to tell you your limits. It will be fooled, or lie. If you feel yourself getting clumsy, it has already begun. Get home. Get warm.” He’d made her promise.  
 
    So there, in a jagged cleft in the rock, with no roof and only a thin patch of frozen moss to lie on, she made a small fire and allowed the waves of it to hit her, to bounce off the rock and warm her back as well. The heat flew upward quickly, but the pocket of warmth grew as the dark hours passed, and she felt her eyelids lower and close against her will and contrary to her command. 
 
    The men had come on her in the early light of dawn. 
 
    Dry wood to start it, then a line of increasingly wet fuel across the opening of the cleft. As the initial twigs crackled into coals, the larger ones beside them would be dried and continue the reaction of flame. Beside them, the deep-wet fuel for the small hours when she’d likely be asleep. With some luck, she would awaken to a warm bed of coals, and she could rest there, in the warmth for a day if she wished. Maybe find some food. That had been the plan, and would have been a good one had she been out pleasure-camping. If her intention had been casual relaxation, and no other needs were more pressing than the heat and life of the fire.  
 
    But those times did have greater concerns than comfort. 
 
    In the early hours the wet wood had indeed begun to burn, but the greenness of it produced smoke as well. Not a lot. But enough. The three men had spotted the tendril rising from near the cliff face to dissipate in the low winds, and they had come to investigate. By then they all knew about the ethnic cleansing, the rape camps.  
 
    Rape has always been a part of the sickness of war, but this conflict was the first in which it was an official policy, an overt tool of conflict. Bosnian women and girls of all ages were rounded up and men assigned to them, to assault them on a regular schedule. Once impregnated, and well along in the process, they might be freed. The resulting children would no longer be Bosnian stock, at least in the minds of their attackers, no longer Muslim or Arab. They would have Serbian fathers, Catholic of descent if not inclination. Children sired by the conquerors, their Bosnian lines cleansed from the land. With such an official policy in place, the unofficial acts of violence went unchecked and unhidden, rape a part of everyday life, both in public and private circumstances. Men who might otherwise be cowardly, or who tended to fly against the face of authority, instead volunteered for military patrols. Home raids. Skirmishes of any kind that might involve… certain opportunities. Always with comrades to back them up if some bystander decided to be a hero. They seldom did try to interfere; the price was far too high. 
 
    Her first awareness was of the world being yanked away from beneath her, as if she had stayed still and the rock face had suddenly lurched out of sight. In reality, of course, it was the girl who had been disturbed. They had grabbed her by the ankles and thrown her out onto the little open area below the ridge. One of them hit her in the face, hard, and her world spun again as she struggled for her senses. In a moment, she could see again, and turned her eyes on the patrol. 
 
    The men were playing ‘rock, paper, scissors,’ a children’s game, to determine who got the privilege of the first violation. They would each take her though. By the time the third had finished, the others might well be ready again. Many did not survive such ‘opportunities’ of the soldiers. As the winner was determined and cheered himself on, the other two laughed in mock anger, knowing that they would enjoy their time with her, even if it were not first turn. She was a good-looking girl.  
 
    As the winner approached her, she at last willed the world to stop spinning around her, stilling it to a slight waver. It was enough. 
 
    The first two shots went into the chest of the oncoming man, the third into his left shoulder. He looked confused as he sank to his knees, his hands still fumbling with the opening to his pants. The fourth and fifth rounds were aimed at the second man. The first missed, the second caught him in the thigh and he sank to the ground, grunting in pain and clutching at his broken femur. 
 
    She then aimed at the third as he fumbled for his weapon. She pulled the trigger again and again, but her mind could not accept what she heard. What she didn’t hear. 
 
    Click, click, click… 
 
    No Bang. 
 
    The chamber rolled around, the hammer cocking and pin dropping on round after spent round until her tiny finger slowed with exhaustion.  
 
    The soldier ceased his motion, his pistol now free of the holster but frozen mid-way up. He smiled. 
 
    “You okay?” He asked the man who clutched at his leg. No point in addressing the other. 
 
    “Kill the bitch!” He was struggling to stop the bleeding. Staring down in shock and horror. 
 
    “I’ll take care of her. You just hang on a minute.” 
 
    She tried to fight him. She clutched and tore at his back, but his jacket absorbed her fury and fear. He tore at her pants and the threadbare fabric ripped from her body, leaving her fully exposed to him. He pressed her onto the ground and forced himself into her, the pain a new and tearing horror, the ice sharp like a thousand tiny razors against the bare skin of her back. She cried out in pain at first, then sank into silence and despair, grunting involuntarily with the force of his thrusts. 
 
    “That’s it, you little whore! She likes it, Goran!” he laughed and butted his head against hers, nearly knocking her senseless. Her arms went slack for a moment as she pushed back the blackness from her vision.  
 
    Her hand fell on something on the ground. A rock. Sharp, like a spearhead. 
 
    She grasped the jagged thing, erupting in such a primitive shriek that the man atop her paused a moment in shock and lifted his head to look at her face. A moment later he was lurching sideways, clutching at a wound at the base of his neck. She hit him again and he toppled from her. Again, and he sank back onto his shoulders. Again and yet again a fifth time until her arm was slick with blood and her muscles unable to raise the makeshift again. Her fingers were locked onto the stone. She used her other hand to pry the thing loose and it hit the ground with a clatter. Both hands shook and trembled, though she no longer felt the cold. 
 
    She turned. The one man, face-down in the snow, was obviously dead. She looked to the other. He was slumped off to the side now as well, a broad patch of crimson, like a colored rug, in the whiteness of snow around him. In her memory, he was dead, the blood flow too much for his body to sustain, and she had run from the scene to the relative safety and cover of the trees.  
 
    In her dream though, she walked up to him. He sat up. Smiled. 
 
    It was Ben. 
 
    That was the point at which she’d awoken from the dream. Shocked. Sweat-soaked. Shaken. 
 
    And alone. 
 
    The girl in her memory had fled the moment she could make her feet move. Naked, but for her jacket, shirt and boots, she had left the grisly objects behind. She had scooped up Bratislav’s revolver in her left hand and run into the bush, leaving ammunition and supplies behind.  
 
    Some hard days after that. Winter was breaking, but it was still cold in the mountains. Her shirt didn’t make for much protection, but she’d made a sort of skirt of it. Kept some of the wind off, at best. The jacket kept her core from deadly cold, at least in the daylight hours. In the night, she sat in half-slumber, leaning wearily over the coals, watching the wood, making sure that there was no more green. Hard, and dry at the core. Like she herself felt. Hard. Dry. Dead in the middle… 
 
      
 
    The wind outside brought Marina over to the window of Ben’s apartment, the smell of the coffee rising from the rim of the mug. She looked at the sky above the houses across the street. 
 
    Storm coming in. Good. She liked storms.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    On his last day of freedom, Ben had the tea.  
 
    When in London, he reasoned, do as the Londoners do. Besides, the aromatic liquid brought back all kinds of good memories from his time living in the UK. Among the best years of his life, despite the hard work. Maybe even because of the hard work. He remembered sitting at the little metal sidewalk tables, cafés with packed interiors and only he sitting outside in the chill wind, letting the cold keep him alert as he read, fifteen hundred pages a week or more, studied vocabulary from the heavy bundle of cards he insisted on using, despite the many flashcard programs he knew existed at the tip of his fingers. Something about the feel of the paper, the flap of one card against another as he stuffed them happily in the ‘known’ file, or slapped them onto the back of the ‘redo’ set. He’d felt like a real scholar. Like the old-school heroes he held in such regard. So few were like that anymore. Maybe they had never been, even in the old days, but he liked to keep his heroes holy. It was that sense of romance that had kept him going in those days, pressing through, long into the night. 
 
    His ride was a little late, but no matter, lots of time. He’d checked out, using the automatic system in his room, and took the time to stroll up and down the walkway in front of the hotel, watching the Londoners heading off to work. He had always liked the city, though more for a visit than a home. He could live there, yes, but it would take a lot more money than he had ever made before, to make it comfortable. 
 
    Not for the first time he paused, smiled, and realised that it was now possible, that he’d made enough in the past year to set the two of them up in style, wherever they chose to go. Not opulence, maybe, but definitely something comfortable in a very pleasant area, even as expensive as London and Oxford were. 
 
    He wondered how Marina was doing. Probably just fine. She had her demons, but she was tough as nails too. If anything, he wished he could see more of her soft side, her vulnerabilities… if she had any. He smiled again. He was proud of her strength, even teased her about her reluctance to just relax and let her guard down for a while.  
 
    He glanced at the time on his phone. Best wait in the lobby, the driver would be there any minute. He was. 
 
    There were peanuts and potato chips in the car. “Crisps?” the driver asked, handing them over to Ben with such eagerness that he thanked him and munched away as they drove. “We’ll have to go the long way this morning, some traffic holdups I’m afraid.” 
 
    “We’ll still be there on time?” 
 
    “Yes, should be. The schedule factors in some time for delays, and things are always a bit late when it comes to these events, so you should be fine.” 
 
    Ben smiled. Nothing revelatory there. 
 
    The driver pointed to a couple of bottles of water, and Ben accepted one gladly, washing the salt from his lips and tongue. His seat was comfortable, the driver a man of few words, and the familiar countryside green and pleasant. 
 
    The trees passed through his view. Lone houses or clustered homes and outbuildings, nestled among trees, or perched on bare hilltops. His eyelids were heavy. He felt a hint of nausea at the back of his throat and looked over at the driver. He looked back at Ben and smiled.  
 
    “It’s okay, you sleep. Jet lag. I’ll wake you when we get near Oxford and give you a minute or two to prepare yourself. You just sleep.” 
 
    Ben attempted to say something, but his tongue felt thick, and too heavy to lift. The taste of egg in the back of his throat. Maybe mayonnaise… An effort to look ahead, but his eyes swung too far, out the side window. His neck felt like rubber. The ditches angled and warped. He blinked once to steady his sight, barely got his eyes open again. Another blink, but when his eyelids touched together, the floor of his consciousness gave way, dropping him down into darkness like a well. The sounds of traffic and the radio echoed above him, and then he was gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Find this, and other books by Jeff Spence,  
 
    today on Amazon. 
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    www.SpenceWriting.com 
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