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About the Author
 
   Bill Thompson, whose first book The Bethlehem Scroll won the prestigious EVVY award for fiction, is a former corporate entrepreneur and an avid student of history.  Order of Succession is his ninth novel.
 
    
 
   He’s traveled extensively and particularly enjoys the ancient Mesoamerican sites in Guatemala, Honduras and Mexico.  When he’s not writing he’s often off in the remote jungle where there’s plenty of adventure.  (There also has to be a martini at five o’clock.  That’s a requirement.)
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The Bethlehem Scroll
 
   A Brian Sadler Archaeological Mystery
 
   Book One of the Series
 
   


 
   
  
 



2011 First-place EVVY Award Winner for Fiction
 
   Colorado Independent Publishers Association
 
   


 
   
  
 



To Marilyn
 
   My Proofreader and Critic Extraordinaire
 
   Still the one…
 
   …after all these years.
 
    
 
   Note to 2016 edition:
 
   Marilyn died a year after this book was originally published.
 
   She was always a staunch critic but also my wife and greatest supporter for 42 years.
 
   
  
 



Author’s Note
 
   It is accepted by many scholars that Jesus was born in the spring, maybe two or three years “B.C.”
 
   In this novel, rather than using Christmas Day, December 25 of the year zero, I have chosen to set His birth in the spring of 3 B.C.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Prelude
 
   The Qumran Hills near the Dead Sea
 
   Late 2003
 
    
 
   It was hot, blisteringly hot, on the canyon floor. The afternoon sun beat mercilessly on the rocky hillside. Only insects and reptiles had the stamina to venture about outdoors in this heat. Mammals stayed under cool rock overhangs or sought shelter in one of the many small caves dotting the landscape.
 
   Deep in the darkness of this particular cave the temperature was below seventy degrees Fahrenheit, far less than the searing heat outside its obscure entrance. Other than the occasional desert fox or snake seeking refuge from the afternoon sun, nothing had ventured into the cave for hundreds of years. This was no place for men.
 
   The cave consisted of two small areas – the space inside the room farthest from the cave’s entrance was tight – less than eight feet lay between the tiny entrance and its rear wall. The room’s ceiling was no more than three feet above its floor – not even a child could have stood erect. That was part of the reason why the jar had remained untouched for these many years. The Bedouins occasionally used larger caves nearby for shelter but this small indentation went unnoticed.
 
   The jar sat on a small ledge behind some rocks. Its tight seal, put into place long ago, guarded its contents well. Neither searing desert heat nor the cool cave created a problem. There was neither humidity nor dampness to damage anything. So the jar sat, hidden behind two stones at the back of the cave, exactly as the boy had carefully placed it two thousand years ago.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   National Museum of Antiquities
 
   Cairo, Egypt
 
   May 3, 2004
 
    
 
   The translator had sat for two hours bent over the table, painstakingly examining the ancient manuscript that lay flat on the table in front of him. He had made astonishing progress, although translating from Aramaic into Egyptian was a slow process, made more difficult by the partial deterioration of the document on which he was working. He had to work very carefully, unrolling with great care the two thousand year old scroll.
 
   Achmed thought to himself how much easier this scroll was to handle than the others which had been found back in the forties. Many of them were mere fragments, eroded by the passing of time. This scroll obviously had been cared for much differently, he thought. Although its condition was rough, it still was intact. He wanted to know more about its provenance, but knew the man sitting behind him wouldn’t tell him anything.
 
   Earlier today, Achmed had been sitting at his desk, working on the translation of an old Greek parchment that one of the museum’s financial supporters had brought in. The benefactor said it had been found at a dig in Alexandria. He purchased it from one of the workmen, who apparently had whisked it away from the site in his pocket. Achmed had barely gotten started on the document – just far enough to know it was some sort of shipping manifest – when the museum director had burst into his workroom, accompanied by a pockmark-faced man who now sat behind him.
 
   The man had produced an identity card and badge, identifying him as a Detective Inspector with the Ministry of Interior, the agency that controlled all police activity in Egypt. Achmed found that strange. He had had no interaction with the police in his entire career here. The museum director instructed Achmed to stop what he was doing and to do a quick translation of the document now before him. “He wants to know what it says,” the director said. “Not word for word, but an overview of what the scroll is all about.”
 
   So began the ordeal that had gone on for hours. The swarthy inspector sat in a chair behind Achmed, occasionally taking or making a call on his cell phone, talking quietly while Achmed worked. His face had startled Achmed when they met. The scars might have been from smallpox, he thought. Once, when Achmed arose to go to the lavatory, the Inspector questioned him, then said, “We will both go, but do not enter this room again until I am with you.” It was obvious the man would not allow Achmed to be alone with the document.
 
   What Achmed had translated had astounded him. Now he understood why the man was so protective of the scroll he had brought to the museum. There were groups – governments even – who would do almost anything to get their hands on this parchment.
 
   “I have important work to do,” the inspector said to Achmed. “Finish up now, and give me the parchment.” Achmed had only a few lines left. He had hurried through the lengthy manuscript, and knew he had missed some of the words, but the meaning was as clear as day to him. His body shuddered involuntarily as he thought of the importance of what he had in his hands.
 
   Achmed made notes on a legal pad next to him as he carefully read the ancient language. Although he wanted to make sure he got the meaning, he wasn’t concerned about every word. The document was long…a story with no ending. He struggled to contain the excitement that grew within him as he read sentence after sentence.
 
   “What’s taking you so long?” the inspector asked Achmed. “I only want to know what it means, not to have you translate the whole thing.”
 
   I know exactly what you want, Achmed thought to himself. And I may never see this scroll again, so I’m going to take my time and see everything it says.
 
   “Aramaic is a difficult language, sir,” Achmed replied to the man. “And the parchment is lengthy.”
 
   The man responded gruffly, impatiently. “Tell me, then, if the name Yahweh appears in the text.”
 
   I knew it! He wants to know if God’s name is in the document. He answered, “I have seen no such name so far, sir.” But Achmed also knew from what he had seen that it was only a matter of time until the name appeared.
 
   “I will be finished momentarily,” Achmed said to the policeman. He watched out of the corner of his eye as the man turned to retrieve the topcoat he had laid on a counter by the door. There was something unusual going on, Achmed felt.
 
   Finally Achmed put down his pen, turned to the man and said, “I am finished. The document is a scroll that appears to be ancient. It is written in Aramaic, a language common two thousand…”
 
   “I don’t want a history lesson!” the inspector interrupted. He stood, his voice loud and menacing. “What does it say?”
 
   It’s after 6 pm, Achmed thought. I am likely the only person still in the building. He nervously stammered, “The…the scroll resembles those from the Dead Sea discoveries. It speaks of a birth in Bethlehem. The last sentence calls him a King – Yahweh.” Since Achmed knew that was the name this Inspector was seeking, he decided not to tell him the other name that appeared in the scroll, the name Yeshua, or Jesus. This was an important scroll, without a doubt. This scroll mentioned God and Jesus, Yahweh and Yeshua, together in a single document.
 
   The Inspector smiled. “You have done well, translator,” he said quietly as he pulled a pistol from his coat pocket. Achmed had no time to think even of his wife and child at home, and he barely felt the bullet enter his chest. He died before he hit the floor.
 
   The pockmarked man who had called himself an Inspector stepped over the body, rolled up the parchment carefully, and took Achmed’s notepad. Opening the door, he looked up and down the quiet hallway. He could hear no sounds. He moved to the museum’s entrance and left the building, making sure the door locked behind him.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   The director of the National Museum prided himself on his early arrival each day. He unlocked the front doors as he did every morning. There were no guards here overnight. The last massive round of budget cuts had eliminated that luxury. All the security cameras were still in place, but no one sat at the guard station watching the activity on monitors.
 
   He wondered how Achmed’s translation had gone. That whole situation was strange – an inquiry about an ancient scroll from a policeman? It was very unusual indeed. And he had stayed in the same room with the translator all afternoon, taking a break only when Achmed did. He must have thought the scroll to be very valuable.
 
   As he turned a corner to go to his office, he glanced down the hallway toward Achmed’s small workroom. The door was open and light spilled out from the office into the hallway. That was strange. He knew Achmed to be a fastidious person, one who never left his office with the door open. He must be there, the director thought, but it was certainly early for him. “Achmed,” he called. “Did you get finished last night?” He turned to enter Achmed’s office and saw the body lying on the floor in a pool of blood. A few flies buzzed around the room. It was obvious this must have happened several hours ago. Stunned, he ran to his office to call the National Police.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   The Judean hills near Bethlehem
 
   Late March 3 B.C.
 
    
 
   The shepherds spoke quietly among themselves as they sat on the ground around a small fire. As the sheep settled in for the night, the men smoked and talked. It was a warm spring night and a light breeze fanned the flames. Overhead, the cloudless sky was as black and brilliant as Joab had ever seen it. What a night, he thought to himself as millions of stars twinkle above him. What a beautiful, incredible night.
 
   Benjamin, son of Joab, was only twelve, but he had been with these men many times before as they tended the flock of sheep, which was their livelihood. Although he was often unable to join them because he attended school, this was one night he was glad he had been asked to come. He lay on his back on a small mat as he gazed upward, his pack beside him. A shooting star burned a path rapidly across the sky. Benjamin closed his eyes and made a wish.
 
   I wish for many more nights here, on this hill with my father.
 
   Joab had been a shepherd since his youth, trained by his father as Joab had in turn trained Benjamin. As he watched his son staring up into the skies, Joab’s mind wandered from the discussion in which the other shepherds were engaged. Joab hoped Benjamin could do more with his life. It had been a struggle to send the child to synagogue school, because Benjamin could have lent a much-needed hand to the growing flock of sheep Joab owned. Instead, Joab and his wife had decided the boy’s education was the key to his future. Perhaps he could become a rabbi, Joab sometimes mused. Or maybe a shopkeeper in Bethlehem. Whatever the future held, Joab wanted Benjamin to have the chance to do something meaningful. Little did he know how important Benjamin’s education would prove to be.
 
   The embers of the small fire died down. One of the shepherds took a stick and stirred the fire, tossing the twig on it. The talk had turned to politics, a subject about which it seemed everyone in the small group had an opinion.
 
   “The Sanhedrin are becoming far too powerful,” Joab commented.
 
   “Yes,” another replied, “but what can we do? They have the education…the power. Simple shepherds such as we must be content with our lot in life. But also we have the best of all worlds – we can sit here, far from the crowds below in Bethlehem, enjoying life to its fullest.”
 
   They discussed the census that was underway. Since the Romans had occupied Judea, taxes had progressively increased for the Jewish population now under their control.
 
   “I think Caesar Augustus is going to use the census as a means to raise taxes once again,” Joab commented. “I’ve never seen taxes go down, and the legions of soldiers they’re sending to our country require a lot of money to maintain.”
 
   The others agreed. One of them spat on the ground and cursed. “I’ve no money for taxes. What do we receive from this Roman government? Nothing. They take, but they never give in return.”
 
   “True,” another responded, “but we can’t fight them, and it appears the Sanhedrin have aligned themselves with the Romans.”
 
   A third added, “The Sanhedrin are crafty. They watch the wind, and they shift with it.”
 
   The census had created havoc in small towns such as Bethlehem, because every person of a certain bloodline was required to register in his own place of birth. This often meant travel for great distances on foot or by donkey. Since travel outside one’s own town was rare, the trip to Bethlehem and other cities where the census was taken was a diversion for many people, a time for revelry and a change of pace. The usually quiet towns swelled with people virtually overnight as they thronged in, filling the streets.
 
   The shepherds’ city was no exception. People from miles around were crowding into the small hamlet, swelling its population to three or four times its normal size. The streets filled with masses of people. Inns, eating and drinking places teemed with tourists, and many of these visitors became loud and unruly as the long nights wore on.
 
   From their vantage point on the hill above Bethlehem, which lay less than a mile below them to the east, the shepherds could easily hear the noise from the city. It wasn’t normal, and the shepherds hoped it wouldn’t be long before the visitors would leave and things got back into a routine. At this time, it was difficult to navigate the narrow streets of the town, because crowds moved about, drinking and talking loudly, unconcerned about the disruption they created among the residents. It was as though a holiday were underway, with all the reveling, Benjamin thought. Having never ventured more than a couple of miles from Bethlehem, he hadn’t seen such activity and it frightened him somewhat, although his father had told him to merely avoid the strangers as much as possible, and things would be fine.
 
   Yesterday when Benjamin had gone to the synagogue for school, two burly strangers had stopped him in the street, loudly asking him if he knew a lodging place in the area. Benjamin hesitantly responded that, as far as he had heard, everything was completely full.
 
   “We’ll just stay at The Four Horsemen,” one laughed to the other. The Four Horsemen was a drinking place not far from Benjamin’s school, and he wondered how someone could stay there, since there were only a couple of shabby rooms that the owner occasionally rented to those who had imbibed enough that they could not make it to their homes afterwards. Maybe they weren’t going to sleep, he thought, but just drink and be noisy instead. It was a time of change, the boy mused, and his father always told him change might be good, or bad, but it would always occur nonetheless.
 
   None of the shepherds on that starlit hill could have conceived what changes they would see over the next few hours, and how much a part of it they would become.
 
   Benjamin lay on his back on the soft grass. A few of the sheep milled about, bleating softly, unable to settle down and rest. Another shooting star streaked across the crisp, clear night sky and Benjamin waited for its filmy trail to begin to evaporate. Suddenly he became aware that, instead of disappearing at the end of its journey through the heavens, the star had instead become brighter. In fact, it had stopped, and seemed to be directly overhead!
 
   “Look, Father. That was a shooting star, and now it’s the brightest one in the sky!”
 
   Joab and the other shepherds stopped talking to look up. The star was pulsating and had become so luminous that it lit up the entire field on the top of the hill as if it were midday, but without the searing glare of the sun. It had a soothing glow but equally was as bright as the sun’s rays.
 
   “What do you make of this?” Joab asked the other shepherds, who were awestruck. No one had an answer. No one had ever seen a phenomenon such as this before.
 
   “God is giving us a sign,” one whispered.
 
   Benjamin stood. The bright light from the star shone around the men, but outside its circle of light the area was dark, from the hill down to the town below.
 
   “Father! Look at Bethlehem!” Joab and the shepherds turned their eyes away from the heavens to behold a most unusual sight.
 
   The same star whose rays created a bath of light directly on the Judean hilltop suddenly developed a second shaft. Piercing the darkness like the first, this second ray of bright, glowing light shone down into the bustling town of Bethlehem below. It seemed to pinpoint one area of town, an area Benjamin knew well. It was the part of town through which he walked to synagogue each morning, his part of town, near the inn known as The Four Horsemen.
 
   As the shepherds stood on the hillside, their sheep, thinking it was daytime, were now fully awake. Both men and animals were perplexed and afraid, not knowing what was happening to them. Joab became aware of movement in the sky above them, and could hear a soft sound of singing through the quiet night. His mouth fell open and he grabbed Benjamin to his side as he knelt with the other shepherds, the sheep now forgotten.
 
   High above the men seemingly floating in the night sky were several ethereal figures. Although they were human in appearance, they were the most beautiful creatures the men had ever seen. Their garments were golden and behind them, barely visible in the light, were what appeared to be wings, moving slowly about as they smiled down on the small band of shepherds kneeling on that lonely hilltop. The men felt a warmth from these figures such as they had never experienced before. Their fear had been transformed into a sense of wonder.
 
   “Hosanna, Hosanna,” the figures sang, in voices that sounded so beautiful the men could hardly believe their ears.
 
   “Tonight is the most special of nights,” they announced. “Tonight in Bethlehem the Messiah comes to men, just as it was prophesied.”
 
   As the shepherds stared, astonished, the beautiful figures began to ascend directly toward the light until they were so high it was impossible for the men to see them any longer. When they were gone the light on the hilltop disappeared suddenly, leaving only the small campfire to light the night.
 
   The shepherds knelt in silence for several minutes. They were awestruck and each man knew something had happened tonight, something that would make things different for time immemorial. But none understood what he had seen.
 
   Benjamin hesitantly spoke. “Father, do…do you think we should follow the light from the star to Bethlehem? The star still shines there.” He pointed toward the hamlet, where the second stellar shaft was still beaming down.
 
   “Yes, my son. It may be that we are the only people who were given this sign from the heavens, and I think we must go and see for ourselves what is happening in the town.”
 
   He instructed Benjamin to take his pack, knowing that the boy’s parchment, quill and ink rested inside, and knowing that on this special night a record of the events transpiring would be required.
 
   The dazed shepherds arose and uncharacteristically left their sheep to graze on the Judean hillside as they moved down toward the bustling town. It was well after midnight, a time when on an ordinary night the town would be dark and quiet, its residents slumbering. The shepherds knew that many of the inns and taverns remained open late now that the tourists were in town. As they approached the low gates that marked the edge of Bethlehem the group noticed that the streets were as busy as if it were midday but no one seemed to have noticed anything unusual.
 
   “They do not know of the sign,” Joab murmured. “They go about as if nothing has happened.”
 
   It was harder to discern the destination marked by the star from this vantage point, since the streets of Bethlehem were lit by oil lamps and were crowded with drunken revelers. People pushed and shoved.
 
   “Where are we going?” one of the shepherds asked.
 
   “I know,” Benjamin answered. “I think I can get us very close to where the star’s light was shining.”
 
   He took the lead, guiding them through narrow, winding streets, making one turn after another through the familiar avenues of his birthplace. Several times they pushed through throngs of pilgrims laughing and talking among one another.
 
   “I think it’s just around the next corner,” Benjamin said at last to his father.
 
   They turned the corner and immediately noticed a significant change. For about three blocks in front of them the street was strangely quiet. Several shuttered businesses stood on the left side of the street, and most of the next block was taken up by The Four Horsemen, the old tavern that had been in existence for many years on that site. The few people in the area were staring, dumbfounded, at the establishment’s entrance.
 
   Most nights this area was dimly lit but tonight the area shone with an unearthly glow. Benjamin looked up. There was the shaft of light coming from the bright star overhead, shining down directly on The Four Horsemen!
 
   Joab knew Ishmael, the proprietor of the inn. He occasionally went there to catch up on the news and talk politics with other patrons of the tavern. As the group moved to the entrance of The Four Horsemen, they encountered a small throng of people milling about and looking inside.
 
   “What goes here?” Joab asked the people.
 
   A tall bearded man answered. “We don’t know. We were drinking inside when suddenly everything got very bright and I was struck down. I fell to the floor and saw that my friends had done the same. In fact, everyone in the tavern was lying on the floor as though we were unable to stand.”
 
   He continued, telling the shepherds that after a few moments the group found themselves able to stand. They had moved outside, where they were astounded by the brightness of the sky. It was as though it were morning.
 
   Something else happened, the man related, something involving another person who came into the tavern. But he was unable to put his thoughts into words.
 
   “From whence do you come?” one of the tavern patrons asked Joab.
 
   “We were tending sheep on a hill west of town. We too saw the light and we followed it here.”
 
   Looking around, the men from the tavern suddenly realized that the light was in fact a shaft, and that by moving only a few feet away they could step out of the bright glow, and the street became as dark as it had been before. Only directly around the tavern was the beautiful light streaming down from the biggest, most splendid star any of them had ever seen.
 
   “Why is this happening?” the shepherds asked each other. Joab wanted to learn more. He took Benjamin’s hand and walked into The Four Horsemen. Ishmael, the inn’s owner, was standing behind the empty bar, wiping his brow with a towel. He was perspiring heavily and was obviously in a state of shock.
 
   “Ishmael, it’s Joab, the shepherd. What has happened to you?”
 
   “Joab. I don’t know. I just don’t know. One minute I was serving drinks to a crowd of people, the next minute my tavern was lit up as though a thousand candles were burning. Look at the place now – it’s brighter in here than it usually is on the street at noontime!”
 
   Joab led Ishmael by the arm to a nearby table. He and Benjamin sat with the innkeeper and asked him to recall anything unusual that happened during the evening.
 
   Ishmael gathered his thoughts. “At first there was nothing different. This is the best time of all for me. Every room in town is full of out of town guests here for the census, you know. A man did come to the bar a couple of hours ago, looking for a room. He was very tired and said he had come a long way, from Nazareth, I believe he said. I brushed him away – I was busy at the time – and told him there were no more rooms available here. He was insistent, however, saying that his wife was about to deliver a child after having ridden on a donkey all day. He was concerned for her welfare.”
 
   “What did you do?” Joab asked.
 
   “I started to tell him to leave, but I looked up for a moment, into his eyes. Then I saw his wife standing in the doorway. She was about to have her baby, all right. But,” Ishmael stopped for a moment, “but Joab, she looked like an angel. Her face glowed. She was a plain village girl, but at that moment, for some reason, she looked like the most beautiful woman on earth to me. I felt sorry for the couple, and something in my heart told me to take care of them.”
 
   “But you had no rooms.”
 
   “No, but you know that little cave off the courtyard, behind the tavern? We used to store food in there and now I use it as a stable for my cows. I told the man – Joseph, I think he said his name was – that he and his wife could use the stable for the night at no charge. I gave them some blankets and sent my servant out to fluff up the hay. He came back and told me the man and woman had settled in and seemed content with the accommodation.”
 
   Ishmael looked up at Joab. “What have I done?” he said despairingly. “The light. The light.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “After the couple went to the stable, about an hour had passed. I had completely forgotten about them. This was the busiest night I’ve had in years, Joab, and I was serving drinks and food as quickly as I could. I sensed another patron standing at the bar and looked up to serve him. I…I can’t tell you what happened next,” Ishmael said, stammering.
 
   Joab coaxed the rest of the story from Ishmael. As the innkeeper looked up, he saw a figure standing in front of him, dressed completely in golden robes and bathed in an unearthly light. The figure appeared to be a man, although his skin was whiter than anything Ishmael had ever seen. Ishmael recalled being able to see through the man, as though he were a specter. But Ishmael was not afraid. He felt instead an incredible sense of peace and well-being when the figure smiled at him. Ishmael was aware that every other person in the room had fallen to the floor for some reason. He himself was standing but he felt as though he should be kneeling before this most unusual apparition.
 
   Ishmael had become aware of a bright, soothing light that filled the room. Through the windows it made the outside look as bright as noontime. The light had begun when the figure approached Ishmael’s bar.
 
   He said that the figure then spoke to him in a melodious voice that sounded incredibly beautiful.
 
   “Hosanna. Innkeeper, you have joined the historical thread of the Messiah on this night. You have given the birthplace to the Savior of the World.”
 
   “What does it mean, Joab? I’m afraid to go out in the back courtyard. The light’s so bright around the stable that it scares me. But the animals aren’t afraid. I can see my cows and Joseph’s donkey milling about. What does it all mean?”
 
   Joab told Ishmael what he and the shepherds had seen on the hilltop less than an hour before. It seemed that at the exact time the shepherds were being visited by the heavenly angels, the ethereal figure was speaking to Ishmael in his inn.
 
   “Do you know what I think, Ishmael? I think we are part of prophecy fulfilled. I think the Messiah has returned. It must have been Him you saw – that man Joseph – and He must be in the stable now!”
 
   Despite the late hour, Benjamin was wide awake as he listened to his father’s words. Ishmael, the proprietor of The Four Horsemen, stood aghast as he stared blankly at Joab.
 
   Ishmael stammered. “You think…you think…you’re saying that man in my stable is the Messiah?”
 
   “I have no other explanation, my friend. If we both believe our eyes, if you believe that the man in your tavern was not of this world, if I believe the figures we saw in the sky were from Heaven, then I have no other answer. Look outside even now.”
 
   The men stared through the open window into the rear courtyard and the rude stable on the other side. It wasn’t a deep room, and the shaft of light shining into the courtyard made things very bright.
 
   “The light seems to be centered on the stable itself,” Joab noted. “Let’s go have a look.”
 
   The patrons in the street were slowly making their way back into the tavern. They seemed dazed by the events of the last ten minutes, and were talking among themselves, trying to make sense of something they had never experienced before. Ishmael sent his daughter out into the room to take orders as Joab, Benjamin and the other shepherds walked through the back door into the courtyard. While he was inside the tavern, Benjamin had felt afraid, not knowing what awaited them if they ventured outside. But once they were in the courtyard, they all remarked about the incredible sense of peace and calmness they felt as they stepped into the bright light.
 
   The courtyard was fairly small – no more than fifty meters separated the back door of the inn from the small stable. Benjamin saw two adults – a woman and the man his father had said was the Messiah, kneeling beside a small manger. As the shepherds drew closer, they too knelt – not from a sense of obligation but because something inside caused them to drop to their knees. Benjamin felt his skin tingle, and he became light-headed. As he drew close, he saw a tiny baby lying in the makeshift crib on a bed of hay, wrapped in a beautiful white cloth.
 
   The man and woman looked up at the shepherds who now knelt in front of the manger. Joab spoke to the man.
 
   “Messiah. We have seen your heralds in the skies outside Bethlehem.”
 
   The man smiled. He spoke with a soft, gentle voice. “Good shepherd, I am not the Messiah whom you seek.” Gesturing before him, he continued. “The King lies before you.”
 
   Benjamin’s mouth opened in astonishment. It was the baby whom they were claiming as the Messiah! His mind was filled with the things he had been taught in synagogue school about the coming of the Messiah. Never had anyone dreamed it would be a small baby. How could this be? What did it mean?
 
   Joab and the other shepherds had the same thoughts. Although these were not educated men, all Jews awaited the Messiah, and all knew he was to come one day.
 
   “Joab,” one of the shepherds whispered, “should we believe the man?”
 
   “I think we had better. Look at the back of the stable.”
 
   In the rear of the stable stood a figure whom the shepherds had not noticed previously – in fact, Benjamin was certain it had not been there a few seconds ago. It was in the form of a man but its countenance was so bright that its clothes and skin literally shone with light. Although it stood behind the man and woman, out of the light of the piercing shaft from above, it radiated light itself so that the immediate area surrounding the figure was bathed in a soft glow.
 
   The figure spread its arms wide, encircling both the woman and the man, and smiling down upon the baby lying before the three of them.
 
   “Behold,” the figure said in a melodic voice that seemed to Benjamin to be the essence of joy itself. “Behold your Messiah! Bow down and honor Him, sent by the Father to fulfill the promises of the scriptures!”
 
   Without willing it, the shepherds and Benjamin found themselves prostrate on the ground in front of the baby’s manger. After a few seconds they looked up. The figure of light was gone.
 
   “Rise up,” the man called Joseph said. “Worship the King. Yahweh is with us.”
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Chapter One
 
   Over the Atlantic Ocean
 
   The present
 
    
 
   As soon as the huge British Airways 777 lifted off the runway, Brian Sadler had reclined his first class SleeperSeat. His body was tired and his muscles tense. Only hours ago he had completed the most important deal of his life. His limo driver had raced down the corniche to deliver him to the Cairo airport, dropping Brian off just in time to check in and make the flight.
 
   Since he’d taken over Bijan Rarities, flying was becoming old hat to Sadler. He knew all the tricks. The luggage he’d needed for the trip to Cairo was securely stowed in the overhead bin above him. He never checked bags, reasoning that he’d rather spend a fortune on the hotel laundry than take the time to retrieve his gear, or even lose it. He couldn’t have checked the briefcase anyway, especially not on this trip. It was uncomfortable having it lightly tethered to his wrist and the pliable plastic was a constant reminder that he was attached to the case, but it was essential this time.
 
   Since he’d joined the gallery, not a day passed that Brian didn’t unconsciously think about the sad turn of events that resulted in his incredible good fortune. As he lay fully reclined in his seat, he thought once again about the future he would have once he finalized The Project. Brian Sadler was a satisfied man. He was thirty-five years old and on top of his game.
 
   As CEO of Bijan Rarities, Brian had participated in the purchase and sale of some of the most priceless items ever to appear in an auction house or a museum’s collection. His computer contained profiles on Trumps, Rockefellers, Hunts and Buffetts. He knew them all – knew what they collected, what they wanted, what they couldn’t live without.
 
   He knew other collectors too – the ones who would pay a fortune for an item that was unique, even if it meant the public would never see it again. Those people didn’t ask the questions that might break a deal, questions like “How did you get this piece?” or “Wasn’t this in the Children’s Museum of Baghdad before the war?” They wanted the best at any price, no questions asked.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two
 
   The plane landed at Kennedy Airport thirty minutes behind schedule. It was a gorgeous autumn day. The New York skyline had been breathtaking as the plane banked for landing. Brian never stopped loving New York. It had been a couple of years since he had moved here from Dallas but the Big Apple had quickly become home.
 
   As the jet bridge moved to the plane’s door the flight attendants blocked the rear of the forward cabin so the first class passengers could disembark ahead of them. Brian waited, a family of Middle Eastern descent just in front of him. The wife was wrapped head to toe in a burka. She and her children talked excitedly, and he wondered how they’d enjoy New York, so different from their part of the world yet still a melting pot that welcomed everyone.
 
   They moved quickly along the passage that snaked through the bowels of the airport, heading toward Immigration. Eventually the hallway opened into a wide room with separate aisles for U.S. Citizens and Non-Residents. Brian moved around the Arab family but a Customs officer noticed his briefcase, detained him briefly and asked for his declaration form.
 
   “You’ll have to remove the tether from your case now and take Lane 4 at Customs.” He made a mark on Brian’s form and returned it to him.
 
   As he waited in line, Brian removed a small key and unlocked the band from the handle of the briefcase. It looked thin and pliable but had the tensile strength of steel. The handle would have broken before the tether and he would have had plenty of warning that someone was tampering with it. He bent, set the case on the floor and stood, putting his customs declaration form in his jacket pocket so he could easily get to it.
 
   He saw the Arab family from the plane move by in a line just next to him, separated only by a thin cloth rope that allowed American citizens to use what was normally the faster lane. Today, however, the slight delay in Brian’s arrival time meant that three other planes had unloaded hundreds of passengers at the same time. The arrivals hall was teeming with people and the line for citizens was slower than the one for foreign nationals.
 
   After a few minutes Brian moved to the Immigration desk and presented his form to an agent.
 
   “Welcome home, Mr. Sadler. What countries have you visited on this trip?”
 
   Brian said he was on a business trip and had been to Egypt and England.
 
   “And what business are you in, sir?”
 
   “I own an auction house and trading company.”
 
   After noting that Brian had only carry-on luggage, the officer again glanced at his form and advised him to go directly downstairs to Customs, proceed through the hall and take Lane 4, the area that would get him more than the usual wave-through. Brian knew he’d be talking to an inspector. It was unavoidable this trip since the tether from hand to case was required and it had obviously raised red flags in Customs already.
 
   As he came to the Arrivals Hall exit, just in front of him stood a bank of doors that automatically opened and closed as people approached. Beyond those doors were hundreds of well-wishers meeting and greeting passengers who had just come through immigration and were now in New York City. At the final checkpoint, one more officer took a look at Brian’s paperwork and pointed to the area where a number of inspectors stood behind low counters.
 
   He approached an officer who asked him to put his luggage on the table. Taking Brian’s Customs form, the officer asked, “Do you have anything to declare?”
 
   “Yes. I’m a dealer in antiquities and I have three items I’m legally importing into the United States.”
 
   Taking his paperwork, the agent asked to see them. Brian took the small key he had used to remove the tether from his briefcase handle. It also opened two locks on the case itself. He stuck the key into the first lock. It wouldn’t fit. As the agent watched closely, Brian popped the lock open – it hadn’t been locked after all. His adrenalin began flowing; he knew without a doubt he had locked the case in Cairo after clearing customs there and now it was unlocked. His heart sinking, he popped the other lock and raised the lid.
 
   His face turned ashen as he stared into an empty briefcase. His mind raced.
 
   “Stop the Arab family!” he yelled at the officer. “They’ve switched my briefcase!”
 
   He ran from the inspection area toward the exit doors. Two armed officers grabbed his arms and held him as he yelled, “You don’t understand! You have to let me find them!”
 
   As he fought them, one agent removed a set of plastic cuffs, much like the tether Brian still had around his wrist, and shackled his hands behind him.
 
   “Let’s get your luggage, sir. You’re coming with us.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
   Bethlehem
 
    
 
   Benjamin held his father’s hand. The shepherds stood in a semi-circle in front of the manger where the child lay on a blanket. The baby’s face shone radiantly.
 
   As they stood in silence a commotion of sorts arose in the courtyard behind them. Benjamin was astounded to see three camels in the small area – they must have been allowed in through a gateway to the street – and a trio of tall men dressed in fine clothing. These men were obviously wealthy and deserved respect. The shepherds bowed their heads in the presence of the three and moved away from the child’s makeshift crib.
 
   Joseph said, “Enter, strangers. All who have seen the star are welcome here.”
 
   “What is this star?” the tallest of the men asked. He was of African descent and Benjamin thought he was the most impressive human he had ever seen. “We were traversing the countryside near your town when we saw the shaft of light shining on this place. We felt compelled to come here. What magic is afoot?”
 
   “There is no magic, sir,” Joseph answered.
 
   Then the woman looked up. She spoke in a voice that sounded almost musical to Benjamin. “This is the Messiah,” she said softly as she smiled at the baby. “Come worship him.”
 
   The important men fell to their knees, as had the shepherds moments earlier.
 
   They believe her, Benjamin thought. But in his heart he knew it wasn’t like that. It wasn’t that they believed. It was as though it WAS. It was as though they had known it before they arrived. It is in their minds and hearts too, just like mine.
 
   Soon the men rose and returned to the courtyard. They rummaged through their saddlebags and each returned with an item in his hand. As they knelt before the small child they presented offerings of those things. They laid them before the Messiah.
 
   Benjamin wanted to offer a gift too. They were poor people and he knew he had nothing which would possibly equal the value of the things those three men had given. In his pocket was a single shekel, a coin he carried for luck that Joab had given him long ago. He came forward and said to the child’s mother, “May I give him a gift?”
 
   “Look at him, child. He accepts your gift.”
 
   The little baby looked into Benjamin’s eyes and amazingly reached his hand toward Benjamin. He placed the coin in the child’s hand; the baby it to his chest for a moment. Then he held it out to Benjamin.
 
   “The coin is blessed by the Messiah,” the lady said. “Take it and keep it safe. The hand of God has held this coin.”
 
   “I…I will,” Benjamin stammered. He put the shekel in his pocket and stepped back.
 
   Joab smiled at him and patted his head. “That was a wonderful gift, son. My, we will have much to tell your mother when we get home tonight!”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four
 
   Dallas, Texas
 
   Eight years ago
 
   February 2001
 
    
 
   The oil boom was making millionaires overnight and nowhere was it happening as fast as it was in Dallas. A major financial publication listed the metroplex as home to more millionaires under thirty than any other city in the USA. The dot.com boom that had made literal billionaires of a few twenty-somethings had begun to fizzle in California, but things were still in full swing here in Texas, where it seemed everyone had more money than sense. They called oil Black Gold. For thousands of Texans in the right place at the right time, the gold was there for the taking. And now was the right time.
 
   Brian Sadler saw all of this happening from his vantage point as a stockbroker at Merrill Lynch in Dallas. To look at Brian across a room, six feet tall, brownish blond hair, a physique kept honed by three days a week at the gym – he looked like a football player. And he had been, back in Longview, Texas. He played high school ball before heading to the University of Oklahoma. He had been good but not great. Good was enough some places but at OU, consistently ranked in the top two or three teams nationally, Brian hadn’t even merited a glance.
 
   He majored in finance and minored in archaeological studies. It was an odd combination, but archaeology was something Brian had always been interested in. Not so much the digs, but the results – he loved to read and watch documentaries describing the incredible finds that archaeologists made. People such as Howard Carter with King Tut, Schliemann with the city of Troy and even Napoleon’s team of mummy hunters who dug up Egypt in the nineteenth century – all of these fascinated Brian.
 
   After graduation Brian understood that making a living involved using his finance degree, not his archaeology minor. He interviewed and landed an entry-level position as a stockbroker at Merrill Lynch. After being at the firm two years he now had settled into a routine that paid the bills. But he knew this job was never going to make him rich.
 
   While he was at Merrill, Brian observed a phenomenon that accompanied the steady rise in oil prices – the Rolls Royce and Bentley automobiles appearing regularly outside Capital Grille and Del Frisco’s. At these trendy restaurants the booze flowed freely until the wee hours. There the prices were as high as oil futures, with the customers often equally as high. But it wasn’t drugs fueling those people – it was money, deals and more deals. Everybody, it seemed, lived for the next deal. Kids as young as twenty lit Cuban cigars with hundred dollar bills while beautiful girls hung on their every word. And Brian wanted to be one of those people.
 
   Amid some fanfare two Merrill Lynch brokers had defected a month ago, moving to Warren Taylor and Currant. WT&C, like Merrill, sold stocks to customers too, but the similarity ended there. Merrill managers talked openly about the firm’s rumored problems with regulatory agencies like the Securities and Exchange Commission.
 
   “You go there, you sell your soul to the devil,” one manager remarked disdainfully about the departure of the two brokers.
 
   Brian listened but he also had heard the rumors about how people made incredible incomes at WT&C just by selling the deals the firm seemed to always be offering.
 
   Last week Brian had met the two defectors at Martini Park, a hip new bar in Legacy Town Center not far from Brian’s apartment. Sipping XO Vodka martinis and sitting on the patio, the guys told Brian about life at Warren Taylor and Currant.
 
   “WT&C is a crazy place,” Jeff Spivey said. “We’re raising money for everything you can think of. I’m working on a deal right now to help a guy who’s twenty-five buy an electronics manufacturing company in Austin. He hasn’t got a dime and we’re doing a public offering to raise $25 million for the acquisition. And he’ll own 70%! Instant millionaires. We’re a factory creating instant millionaires!”
 
   The other broker, Sam Cooper, was thirty, five years older than Jeff. “I’m the old man on the trading floor. The other guys make fun of me. It’s like a party all the time – they brought me a cane last week so I could get around the office.”
 
   He told Brian that he was on the oil and gas team. Their job was to identify companies that could be acquired and then make the deals happen.
 
   “I’m working on a deal now to take Marciano Resources public,” Sam said. “It’ll happen in the next sixty days and I’ll get a hundred thousand bucks bonus, plus a million options. If the stock jumps on opening day like our offering last week did, I’ll be a millionaire on day one!”
 
   It all sounded too good to be true. Jeff and Sam talked about the party atmosphere at WT&C, the excitement when the company’s deals came to market, the champagne that flowed like water after the closing bell, and the chance to make serious money.
 
   Jeff said, “You should come over. This won’t last forever. While it does, you should be on the bandwagon.”
 
   Jeff picked up the two hundred dollar tab at Martini Park. When they had ordered their second round Brian fervently hoped he would. Brian’s credit card was close to the limit and there was over a week left until payday.
 
   “No big deal, a tab like this,” Jeff joked. “You’ll find out for yourself if you come over and join the A-Team!”
 
   Brian’s mind raced with thoughts about everything he had heard as he drove home in his Jeep. That had been a sleepless night for Brian. He lay in bed, imagining what it would be like. Sure, it sounded good. But there were no free lunches. At what price did that kind of money come? What was the cost to risk everything?
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five
 
   Bethlehem
 
    
 
   The sun was rising, its first rays casting a dim light into the courtyard where perhaps twenty people remained standing slightly dazed. They had been that way all night, occasionally speaking quietly to each other about the event they had witnessed. They had learned that of the three wealthy individuals who had come by camel, only the dark-skinned man spoke their language. But he spoke another as well. As the three shared a table in the inn, he conversed easily with his two friends in a tongue none of them could understand.
 
   Benjamin and Joab looked at one another, suddenly aware that the sun was rising above the buildings in Bethlehem. It was as though they had awakened from a dream, one in which all who were standing around them had participated.
 
   “We must return to our sheep,” Joab said, gathering his thoughts. As he rounded up his fellow shepherds, Benjamin went back to the small cave one more time.
 
   The shepherd boy stood by the door, the room in half-darkness, and watched the baby sleep in the manger. His father rested on a mat nearby and his mother sat behind the cradle, smiling as she softly sang to her newborn baby.
 
   Looking up, she saw Benjamin. “Yeshua sleeps.”.
 
   “Is…is that his name, Yeshua?” Benjamin asked. He felt small, somehow inadequate, in front of this woman and child, even though their dress and situation made it obvious they weren’t people of high standing. No wealthy person would have dreamt of delivering a baby in a stable!
 
   The woman looked at him, and Benjamin averted his face. He found he could not look her in the eyes – they glowed with both sweetness and an intensity he had never imagined before.
 
   “Yes,” she responded to him. “The heralds from heaven told me he is named Yeshua.”
 
   Bowing his head, Benjamin approached the child once more, wondering if he would ever see him again. He touched the baby’s soft cheek and felt electricity in his fingers.
 
   “Thank you for coming to see our child,” the mother said to him. “God bless you all.”
 
   Benjamin turned and went back into the courtyard.
 
   Ishmael, the proprietor of The Four Horsemen, had made pots of steaming coffee for everyone, and delicious pastries cooked by his wife were on the bar. Benjamin found his father and the others drinking and eating. Benjamin joined them at a table and shortly they left The Four Horsemen to return to the hills outside of town.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six
 
   Dallas, Texas
 
    
 
   Brian looked at the employment ad he had pulled up on Monster.com. Although you couldn’t believe what anybody said in this business, it appeared his two friends who’d defected were making much more than Brian was. And not just a little more – they could make more in a month than Brian could hope to make this year.
 
   So Brian called Warren Taylor and Currant. Since he held a Series 7 securities license he was given what the firm called a fast-track interview, which, if he accepted a job there, could put him on the floor at WT&C in less than two weeks. That kind of speed was unheard of in the traditionally stuffy, get-to-know-you world of investment banking.
 
   Brian had struggled with his wardrobe the morning of his interview. He told his boss at Merrill he had to take care of some personal business – he didn’t think now was the time to say what he was really doing – and as he stood in his bathroom in his boxers, Brian wondered what was appropriate dress for an interview at Warren Taylor. In the end he decided conservatism was best. It wouldn’t be good if he was in jeans and everyone else was dressed in a suit. The other way around was much safer. So he brought out one of the Brooks Brothers pinstripes that were part of his daily regimen.
 
   Brian hit the Dallas North Tollway at 8:15, an hour later than he usually did. Traffic was light as his Grand Cherokee headed downtown. The traffic on the Tollway always invigorated Brian – he thought of the drivers around him as his competition, fighting him for deals and dollars. He had read somewhere that you need to picture yourself in a situation in order to make it happen. He tried to picture himself as a WT&C broker but he was totally clueless what that scene actually looked like. He had no idea what he would see and how different the operation would be from Merrill Lynch. He figured it would be pretty striking. And he would be correct.
 
   WT&C’s offices occupied the thirty-fifth floor of The Strand, a new office building on McKinney Avenue in the Uptown district, where Dallas’ construction boom was in full swing. On almost every block there were high-rise apartment buildings and offices, restaurants, bars and glitzy shops.
 
   Walking through the firm’s glass entry doors, Brian picked up a faint rumble coming from inside the office suite somewhere. The firm’s name was emblazoned across ten feet of wall behind two receptionists who sat at a massive curved desk made of stainless steel. Both were answering calls as Brian approached. Glancing around the lobby, he saw half a dozen people, some dressed in suits, some in jeans, all obviously waiting for one appointment or another.
 
   One of the receptionists took Brian’s name and paged Carl Cybola.
 
   “What’s Carl’s position?” Brian asked.
 
   “He’s the floor manager.”
 
   The other receptionist laughed and said, “We call him the ringmaster. He’s in charge of the circus!”
 
   As they returned to the frenzied answering of incoming calls, Brian took a seat.
 
   Right on time, a gorgeous girl dressed in Seven Jeans and a top maybe from Bebe came to the lobby to retrieve Brian. She opened a door and held it for him.
 
   The noise increased tenfold as they entered a cavernous room crammed with cubicles. It was maybe two hundred feet long and a hundred wide. Each held a guy or girl, most energetically shouting into phone headsets. The ones who weren’t on calls were yelling at each other.
 
   From his work at Merrill, he understood the lingo. They were on sales calls – taking orders from customers – although in a way a hundred eighty degrees opposite from Merrill’s style.
 
   “Don’t call me bitching about this deal if you miss it today,” one shouted.
 
   Another said, “Think it over? Are you a wimp? Make a damned decision and be a man!”
 
   And it was working. They were closing deals in record time, quickly moving to the next one. Brian knew his bosses at Merrill would have been horrified if they saw these techniques. But, he had to admit being on this trading floor gave him an incredible rush.
 
   The interview with Carl Cybola was in a glass conference room insulated from most of the noise but situated so a candidate could see the action.
 
   Cybola started by saying, “We make dreams come true here. Our clients’ dreams come true, but yours can too. We’re going to give you a base salary of $25,000 a year.”
 
   Carl saw Brian’s face fall. “What’s the matter? “
 
   “That’s less than half the base I make now at Merrill. My friends who work here talk about making six figures already.”
 
   Carl laughed. “The base is nothing. It won’t make the payments on my Maserati. The base pay only serves to weed out the stars from the rest of the pack.”
 
   He explained that Brian could work on deals he dug up on his own, but he’d also make money when other brokers’ customers did deals. The red-hot oil market in Dallas meant there were lots of people with lots of money, and Warren Taylor and Currant had ways for them to make a great deal more.
 
   They discussed what was expected of a WT&C broker. Carl said they were looking for young, motivated self-starters who wanted to get rich quick.
 
   “We make no bones about it. If you aren’t primarily motivated by doing deals and making big bucks, you don’t belong here.”
 
   Then he looked Brian in the eye and said, “Do you do drugs?”
 
   The question came up frequently in interview situations but it took Brian by surprise. He had figured it wasn’t a big deal here, given the frenzy and pace of the sales floor.
 
   “I’ve tried stuff,” he responded honestly. “But I don’t do drugs now. If you’re asking me can I pass a drug test, yes I can.”
 
   Carl leaned back in his chair, letting out a booming laugh. “No, that really wasn’t the reason I asked. A lot of guys and gals here use drugs recreationally. Some of our people are pretty strung out on drugs sometimes. I just wanted to tell you if you use drugs, you might want to tone it down during the workweek. You’ll get plenty of high here without ‘em, and in my opinion all they can do is make you not think as straight or as fast as you should.”
 
   Brian assured him it wasn’t a problem – and it wasn’t. Brian’s experiments into drugs in college and afterwards left him with an empty feeling every time he came down off a high. And the loss of control while he was doing drugs was something he just wasn’t willing to allow, even for the short-term rush he got.
 
   The interview drew to a close and Carl said, “I want you here, Brian. Go back and think about it…but don’t take much time. I have seats to sell in that room out there and if you don’t want one, there’s a dozen more just like you salivating at the opportunity to be a WT&C broker.”
 
   He tossed what looked like a credit card across his desk to Brian. “Here. When you show up the first day, don’t be wearing that Brooks Brothers suit. Go to Stanley Korshak and ask for Doug. Tell him you work for me and he’ll fix you up. When you work here, you gotta look like one of us.”
 
   Korshak, the upscale men’s clothier in the Crescent Court Hotel, was a place Brian couldn’t afford. Although it might help, he figured the Korshak gift card he held in his hand wouldn’t pay for all of a suit – and the rest would surely be out of Brian’s reach.
 
   He had more to think about than what clothes to wear. A move from Merrill to WT&C was a big decision. This firm had a reputation for being cutting edge – and not necessarily in a good way. The old-school traditional brokers were conservative. You developed a client base and slowly built a book of business, often becoming a client’s broker for life. The big brokers considered Warren Taylor a bucket shop – a place where deals got done by hook or by crook.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven
 
   The Judean hills near Bethlehem
 
    
 
   When the shepherds arrived at the hillside where they had abandoned their flock, they found the sheep milling around and grazing as though nothing had happened. Not one was missing. Joab remarked that it was as though someone had watched over the flock while they were in Bethlehem all night.
 
   The shepherds led the flock downhill to a nearby stream. Joab and Benjamin walked ahead of the others.
 
   “Father, what we saw last night was a miracle, was it not?”
 
   “My son, I am still not sure what to make of it. I must have time to think, and perhaps talk to the Elders at the synagogue about what we saw. Whether to mention it, I am not sure. However, one thing I do know. As soon as we are home you must take your quill and parchment and write the events of last evening.”
 
   Since Benjamin was the only member of the group who could write, his father asked him to record everything, beginning with the bright light that had first alerted the shepherds.
 
   Leaving a couple of men to tend the flock, Joab and Benjamin walked about a mile down a dusty road to their home. When they arrived, Joab said, “Go, son. Write now, lest you forget even a single event of last night. I must speak with your mother.”
 
   Joab’s wife Rachel was washing clothes in the yard behind their small house. They had two hectares of land – not much, but enough to raise some sheep and a small garden of vegetables for the family to eat.
 
   “Good morning, husband,” she said when she saw him. “Did you and Benjamin have a good night’s rest?”
 
   Joab took her in his arms and held her tight. “My,” she smiled. “What is that all about?”
 
   “My darling. Neither Benjamin nor I slept for one moment last night. I have something to tell you which I hope you will believe. Even though I saw it myself, I hardly can believe it.”
 
   It took nearly an hour for Joab to relate his story. Rachel sat, hands folded in her lap, saying nothing until he had finished. By then Benjamin had joined them.
 
   When Joab was finished, Rachel said, “I think we must pray now. If you speak the truth, you and Benjamin have witnessed a miracle which will change the world forever.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight
 
   Brian started at Warren Taylor and Currant four days after his interview. He had thought about the offer all that day, and spent most of the afternoon at Merrill online, researching deals the firm had done in the past year. He was astonished. The broker had done ten times more deals than Merrill had. Each of them was far smaller but still none was less than $10 million. Significantly, most of the companies WT&C had taken public were trading today higher than the offering price, which meant that investors had to be happy because they were making a profit on their investments with the high-flying brokerage firm.
 
   The morning after his interview he gave two weeks’ notice to his manager, whose response surprised Brian.
 
   “If you’re going to WT&C you’re not the guy I thought you were. We don’t need you here any more. You’re released today. Pack up and get out.”
 
   “What…what do you mean I’m not the guy you thought I was? I’m who I am.”
 
   His manager looked at him sternly. “Get out, Brian. I’d wish you good luck but what you need more than luck is a bulletproof vest. I’ve always liked you. I hope you can stay out of trouble.”
 
   Stunned but determined, Brian cleaned out his desk and walked out of Merrill Lynch for the last time, assuring himself as he got in his Jeep that the Merrill guy was just spouting sour grapes.
 
   Every stockbroker has to play by the same rules as the others. Trouble? Brian thought to himself as he pulled out of the parking lot. Bullshit. I can handle anything.
 
   Intrigued by the gift card Carl had given him, Brian dropped by the Stanley Korshak men’s store after he left Merrill’s downtown office. He asked for Doug and when the impeccably dressed salesman approached him, Brian decided he must have been a linebacker in college. He was a rugged, handsome guy. He took a look at the gift card Brian offered, and laughed.
 
   “So Carl sent you my way? You think you can cut it at WT&C? Make a million like the others?”
 
   “Sure,” Brian replied confidently. “But if it’s the place to make a million, why are you selling suits instead of stocks?”
 
   “The truth? WT&C’s the hottest place in town. You can make a killing there faster than anywhere else – even faster than the oilies can. But I’m looking at tomorrow. I can make my fortune selling clothes to you guys who have to have it all and I’ll still be here when it’s all over.” He smiled broadly and Brian wondered how much of that revelation had been in jest, or if any of it had.
 
   “So how much will this card buy me?”
 
   “Pick yourself out a couple of suits,” he replied, explaining that the card itself had no value at all. It was a ticket – a passport – carte blanche for the holder to buy up to $5000 in clothes from Stanley Korshak, all charged to Warren Taylor and Currant. Two Hugo Boss suits later, Brian left both the store and his old life behind.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Driving up the Tollway after his first day at Warren Taylor, Brian compared it to his last job. He couldn’t think of a single thing that was remotely similar to this first day and that first day at Merrill two years ago.
 
   At Merrill, Brian Sadler’s first six weeks had been spent in training sessions where he learned the basics of the company and its modus operandi. Observed by a supervisor for weeks, he had made calls to existing customers who had been reassigned to him and to potential new leads who had been identified from various advertising methods. Not a stone was left unturned to create a professional from a novice. Brian was self-assured and confident as he was released to become a broker on Merrill’s sales floor.
 
   Part of WT&C scared Brian but most of it fascinated him. He knew this place could be his stepping-stone to the stars. He also knew he would make that happen.
 
   When he had accepted Carl’s offer, Brian was told to be at the office by eight. He rose early that morning, showered, shaved and had a bagel and coffee. He donned his new shirt, tie and suit and drove to work.
 
   Brian pulled into the garage under his new employer’s office building and took the elevator to the thirty-fifth floor. Although the receptionists weren’t there yet, the front door was unlocked. He walked to the sales floor, heading for Carl’s office.
 
   “Fresh meat! Fresh meat!” He heard catcalls from the salespeople as he made his way through the office. Several stood, pointing and laughing. He smiled back and made his way across the vast sales floor. Carl and three other guys were in his office. One told a story as the rest howled uncontrollably with laughter. He stuck his head in and Carl waved him to an empty chair.
 
   “Sit and give me one sec,” Carl said.
 
   “So he took my dare,” the storyteller continued. “While we sat in the bar having drinks, he left and then came back a half hour later in jeans and a t-shirt, wearing one of those tool belts like he was a damned plumber or something! He walked over to the painting, took it off the wall, and just walked out with it. He just walked out. Everybody there thought he was a maintenance man or something. Nobody challenged him. Nobody said a word!”
 
   The guys were almost bent double, laughing at the story.
 
   “Then he came back, ten minutes later, in his suit and tie. He sat down at our table, told me the painting was in the parking garage under my car, and held out his hand.”
 
   “Did you pay off on the bet?” someone asked him.
 
   “Yep. A thousand bucks. Laid it right in his hand. I never in a million years thought he could get away with that. And I never thought he would even try it! He stole a damned painting that had to be worth serious money!”
 
   The guys guffawed while Brian smiled in astonishment not only at the deed done, but at the size of the bet made and paid for such a stupid stunt.
 
   Carl introduced Brian to the group, pulled two sheets of paper from his desk drawer, and then said, “Sign this. It’s a confidentiality agreement required on the first day of everyone’s employment. It’s no big deal – just says you won’t leave here and steal our stuff.”
 
   Brian wanted to take a few minutes to read the document, which was in small print and had the usual “whereas” and “therefores” that showed it had been created by a law firm. Carl saw him start reading.
 
   “Just sign it so I can show you where you are going to be sitting,” Carl said impatiently. “You can read it later. It’s bullshit anyway.”
 
   Brian signed, gave Carl one copy and kept the other.
 
   On the sales floor Carl led Brian to a group of cubicles with a huge sign hanging above them that read, “Team Bravo.” He introduced Randy Perkins, Team Bravo’s group leader.
 
   “You guys are going to be stars by the end of the week,” Carl said to the team. “So get off your butts and get that Malco Energy deal done!”
 
   “You got it, boss!” Randy shouted back. “Team Bravo – start those calls. It’s 9:30 am in New York City. The market is O-PEN! Let’s get it done NOW!”
 
   A frenzy erupted among the ten or so cubes that made up Team Bravo. Randy turned to Brian and pointed to a nearby cubicle. “Here’s home, buddy.” It was about six feet square, just like the other hundred in the room, and it had a chair, computer monitor, keyboard and mouse. There was nothing else.
 
   “Our intranet will be your homepage,” Carl said, gesturing to the monitor. “Look up Malco Energy and read the S-1. Get yourself up to speed fast, pardner. You got a million bucks to make.”
 
   Seated at his new desk Brian brought up the internal website of Warren Taylor and Currant. “Pending Deals” was one of the selections he saw; with a click he chose Malco Energy and brought up a folder of documents. He clicked on “S-1 Registration Filing” and brought up a document over a hundred pages long. This was the form that a law firm had prepared for Malco Energy and filed with the Securities and Exchange Commission. Through WT&C, Malco Energy was going to become a public company very soon.
 
   It was hard to concentrate at first. Having come from the quiet of a small office at Merrill, he was now thrust into the circus of a hundred voices in a cacophony of noise. He could hear the broker next to him shouting, “You can’t afford NOT to do this! I guarantee you Malco will be up ten bucks the day we bring it public. It can’t lose.”
 
   Then he heard, “Ten thousand shares. Done, Dr. Samuelson. Drop me a check – do it today. We have to have everything in house by Friday.”
 
   Brian looked back at the screen and the registration document open before him. Malco was projected to come to market at twenty dollars a share. The doctor had spent two hundred thousand dollars. Sweet, Brian thought. That broker must have a great relationship with his customer to get an order that big, that fast.
 
   Sticking his head up over the cube wall, Brian said, “I couldn’t help overhearing your quick sale. Nice job. How long have you worked with the doctor?”
 
   The broker stood up, smiled and stuck out his hand. “I’m Jim Palmer. I’ve worked with him maybe eight minutes. You heard the entire relationship in that one call.”
 
   Brian thought about what he had just witnessed. That a broker could get an order from someone he had never talked to before, and could guarantee the stock would go up on offering, was incomprehensible to Brian.
 
   “Can I ask a quick question?” Brian said to Jim.
 
   “Shoot.”
 
   “When do I fill out my initial paperwork, like my withholdings, and sign an employment agreement, and all of that?”
 
   Jim said WT&C wasn’t much into things that didn’t make the firm money. He said he had been with the firm over a year, and still hadn’t been given his offer letter. “They backdate everything,” he explained. “You’ll probably have to fill out your withholdings form the day paychecks are cut.”
 
   Unbelievable. He began to read the Malco offering document closely. An S-1 registration document was designed to tell the SEC everything it needed to know about the company: its history, officers, directors and shareholders. It explained the work the investment banking firm would do to sell stock to the public, and what its remuneration would be.
 
   WT&C had chosen $20 a share as its target offering price, although that price wouldn’t be final until the day the SEC approved the deal and Malco went public. Malco was selling 2 million shares to the public. Before expenses, the deal would give Malco $40 million. Brian turned to the financial reporting section of the S-1, to see what kind of profits Malco had been generating. For a deal this big, he figured he would see a seasoned company run by veterans in the oil and gas industry, making steady profits every one of the past few years.
 
   What he saw instead astonished him. The offering document said Malco was a company formed in the last two years by two men whose experience in the oil business consisted of having owned some royalty interests. One of the owners was actually a former Warren Taylor broker and amazingly, he had left the firm because his securities license was in jeopardy.
 
   The Securities and Exchange Commission had accused this broker of fraudulently inducing people to invest in securities for which they were not qualified. Brian knew that this usually meant pushing elderly people with lots of money but little understanding of the market, to invest in high-flyer deals. As a settlement with the SEC, the broker had agreed to leave Warren Taylor and Currant and give up his license without admitting fault.
 
   According to the document Brian was reading, the broker formed Malco less than a month after leaving WT&C. The firm had virtually no assets, a lot of liabilities in the form of loans by various people to keep the company’s bills paid until the public offering, and nobody had any experience. Given the extent to which companies were required to disclose everything in an offering document, Brian wondered how in the world WT&C could, or would, sell a deal like this to investors. It looked like a good deal for the owners of the shell company, for the brokers who made commission on it, and for a bunch of lawyers who did the paperwork. Brian couldn’t see how the new shareholders were going to make anything, given the company’s lack of history and prospects.
 
   Brian stood, looking over his cubicle wall. “Jim, I just read the S-1 on Malco. How in the hell can you get anybody to buy this piece of crap?”
 
   “Hey, man. Don’t be too quick to judge. We’ve done forty deals like Malco in the past year and people have had the chance to make money on all of them. They all went up a lot right after they went public. WT&C makes it happen.”
 
   He went on to explain that people who were astute, watched the stock closely and got out at the right time stood to make profits – in some cases, huge profits.
 
   “It’s not my fault that the stupid ones stay in too long,” he laughed. “I’ll guarantee you one damn thing. I’m out at the right time!”
 
   “You? You get stock yourself? I thought we all worked on commissions, selling this stuff.” He’d heard from his friends earlier that they could get stock options, but he really hadn’t believed it was true. That was really over the top.
 
   “That’s just part of it. There’s a little pot of stock hidden away on each deal and those of us who push it the hardest get to share in it. The stock never even ends up in my name; I just get cash money for my share of the profit. And do you want to know the best thing? I don’t even have to pay income tax on it!”
 
   Brian sat down, astounded at what he had heard. None of it sounded legal but surely WT&C had figured out a way to make it be above board. This firm wouldn’t risk its existence just to do deals…would it?
 
   It was the first time Brian Sadler was surprised at the guts of a Warren Taylor deal, but certainly not the last. He had no idea that very soon he would not only be pushing deals like Malco, he would someday be yet another ex-broker who owned a public company.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine
 
   Brian pushed himself to the limit from his first day at the firm. He quickly “unlearned” the techniques he had been so carefully taught at Merrill Lynch and he found unbelievable exhilaration from cold calling. He learned that his new employer charged much higher commissions than other firms because they weren’t competing for the same business. Its deals were usually successful, people knew it, and they were willing to pay the price to get into a WT&C public offering. Higher commissions from the buyers of stock meant the firm could offer top commissions to its best performers. And they did. The percentage increased exponentially as a broker’s sales increased.
 
   The firm bought lists of high net worth individuals worldwide who had previously been big investors in the risky deals that could allow very high returns on investment.
 
   Every morning at Warren Taylor and Currant began with “The Push”, the name for the eight am sales meeting nobody wanted to miss. On Brian’s second day, he arrived at the building at 7:45, eager to attend his first meeting of The Push. He was surprised to find the parking garage filled with incoming brokers. Everyone was yelling, laughing or gulping Starbucks as they left their cars and headed for the elevator bank. He and a dozen other brokers, male and female, entered the next car.
 
   “You the new guy on Team Bravo?” the guy next to him asked.
 
   “Yeah, I’m Brian Sadler.”
 
   The guy stuck his hand out. “Jim Poteet. I’m glad you’re here. Your team has to get Malco done this week and they’ve been short of people. The last guy who occupied your cube took a dive out the window last Thursday. Thirty-five stories down. Wow. Just couldn’t take the pressure!”
 
   Brian’s mouth dropped open as he stared at the guy. He couldn’t think of a response and the entire elevator car was totally quiet. There was a ding and the door slid open. Suddenly everyone burst out laughing.
 
   “Just messin’ with ya, pal,” Poteet said, slapping Brian on the back. “We’re all too damn rich here to take a dive.”
 
   Everyone continued laughing as they walked onto the sales floor. Brian forced a laugh too, even though he had to overcome the knot that had just formed in the pit of his stomach. I’m the new kid. I have to get used to this stuff, and I’m damned sure not at Merrill Lynch any more.
 
   Brian had just dropped into his chair and fired up his computer when he saw Carl Cybola run to the middle of the sales floor, jump on a large round desk and yell, “This is THE PUSH!”
 
   All around him people in every cubicle stood up, shouting and cheering. Brian had never seen such frenzied enthusiasm. Guys were waving their suit coats around over their heads. Hands were held high in the air. It was like a football game. These people are crazy about this place!
 
   Carl let the cheering continue for a minute or so, then held up his hand to shush the group.
 
   “This is Tuesday of Malco week,” he said to the crowd. Brian could hear Carl through the overhead speakers used for paging, and he noticed Carl was wearing a lapel microphone.
 
   “Team Bravo, you have 9 million bucks of Malco left to sell and you have three days left to sell it. We’re going public on Friday morning, and I want this damned boat floated and on the high seas by then.”
 
   He told the group that Bravo had pre-sold $31 million in shares by close of business yesterday. “You guys know what happens on the Tuesday of offering week,” he yelled to the crowd. More cheering erupted, interrupting the discussion for a full two minutes.
 
   “OK, OK, calm down. Today’s the day Team Bravo gets a little competition. Teams Alpha and Charlie, it’s your turn to see what you can do. Bravo continues to sell but you other two teams can make some big bucks pushing this baby cart around the park. Malco’s hotter than a dog in heat, folks. This thing sells itself. And here’s the kicker. We have nine million bucks to go. The person who sells the most Malco between now and the market close on Thursday gets…”
 
   He paused and the crowd again went wild.
 
   “Diamonds!!” a girl near Brian yelled.
 
   “Trip to Paris! Trip to Paris!” a guy shouted.
 
   Carl once again got the crowd under control. “Here’s the deal, kids. The person who sells the most Malco between right now and four pm Thursday gets…a brand new Lamborghini!”
 
   This time the yelling and screaming went on for a full five minutes. Carl tried in vain to hush the crowd and finally he got things back under control. “Here are the game rules. Your customer’s cash has to be in house by Thursday night. The car will be a new Lamborghini Gallardo worth $189,000. And it’ll be yours. No lease, no nothing. Titled in whatever name you wish. Watch out where you title it, though,” Carl yelled, his arms waving wildly. “All together now…” and the group in unison shouted, “Everything offshore…means no tax man knocking on your door!”
 
   The pandemonium was incredible. Brian wondered how people working on the floor below the firm’s offices could hear themselves think. And he wondered how anyone could win a two hundred thousand dollar car and not pay tax on it. But he wanted to find out the secrets this firm obviously knew. He made a pledge to himself to be a star within six months.
 
   The meeting ended when Carl yelled, “Get to work, everyone! You have calls to make, people to separate from their hard-earned money, and a Lamborghini to put in your garage!” Yelling and clapping, everyone sat down in their cubicles.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten
 
   The week was the most incredible adventure Brian had ever been on. The days were filled with calls, many of which resulted in sales. The firm’s intranet had a page where lists of names were posted and from which the brokers could pull names. As he called these people, Brian discovered most were professionals or executives. All had gatekeepers, like an executive assistant or a front office receptionist, but when he mentioned Warren Taylor and Currant, almost all of the potential clients took his call.
 
   Discussing it later with his cube-mate Jim Palmer, he was told that WT&C had a reputation for making people money. “Most of our deals are still hot months and months later. We do a lot to make sure the price stays up. We make the owners of the company sign in blood that they won’t dump stock for a year, even if it’s up a thousand percent. The tradeoff for the owners making a shitload of money is that our investors have to make a shitload too. That way, everybody’s happy…including us brokers!”
 
   Brian’s calls went very well and many people seemed pleased to be offered the chance to invest in the next hot WT&C deal. Almost no one asked anything specific about Malco Energy itself, even though Brian had prepared a fact sheet he was ready to use if someone wanted to know something. In reality, he had had trouble finding selling points, since the company had no seasoned management, no business and nothing but hopes and dreams, but he at least could fall back on the firm’s success with prior offerings, most of which had looked just like Malco when they hit the street.
 
   After the market closed on Tuesday, the trading floor was uncharacteristically quiet.
 
   “I wonder if everyone else is as exhausted as I am,” he thought.
 
   Jim Palmer stuck his head around the wall and said, “How’d you do, newbie?”
 
   “I made some sales. When do you guys get the report that shows how you did? Tomorrow?”
 
   “Is that how they did it at Merrill?” Jim explained that WT&C didn’t want people to go home wondering how well they’d done. They needed the rush of knowing they were successful, or the need to push harder, before tomorrow.
 
   He showed Brian how to go on the intranet to a page that had a number of listings and names posted.
 
   “This stuff is all in real time. As soon as you post an order, it hits the sales sheet, showing the amount you sold and your commission.”
 
   Brian saw several lists on the page. At the top was a ranking of the firm’s top brokers for the month. There were ten names listed. The top guy had already put a half million bucks in his pocket as commission income. Brian’s throat got dry as he scrolled down the list, making himself a promise that he would do anything, anything in the world, to be on that top ten list.
 
   Other “top ten” lists showed the various deals the company was working on. Since this was Malco Week with the company set to go public on Friday, Malco’s list was at the top. Not surprisingly to Brian, a couple of people who were on the Malco top ten list were also top sellers company-wide. Jim Palmer was one, with sales over $4 million and commissions of nearly $25,000 for the month. He knew Jim had other sales than Malco so he figured Jim’s total income for the month had to be way over fifty grand. He suddenly was more impressed with Jim.
 
   “Have you found the Malco rankings for today?” Jim yelled through the wall.
 
   Brian said he hadn’t so Jim showed him how to scroll down below the master Malco list. There was a smaller grouping, showing all of today’s sales for Malco with each salesperson’s numbers. Jim explained this sub-list would be posted from now until Thursday, and had no purpose other than to determine Carl’s contest winner.
 
   “Speaking of the contest, Jim,” Brian asked, scooting his chair back into the aisle so he could see into Jim’s space, “WT&C must be making big bucks in order to give away a Lamborghini.”
 
   “Did you look at the registration statement?” Jim responded. “WT&C will make millions on the deal but they’ll also put our chairman on Malco’s board and pay him a couple hundred grand a year for that. Plus Malco will become a client of ours for investment management. Don’t forget, we’re handing this company thirty-five million bucks after expenses and they don’t have a damn thing in mind to do with the money except look for some oil sometime. It’ll take a while to spend that kind of money. And while they’re sitting on it, guess who’s going to be investing it for them? You got it. Good old WT&C. And a bunch of that money we just raised for them will go right back into other new deals of ours, because in our infinite wisdom, we’re recommending our own hot stocks as the best investments for Malco!”
 
   Sliding back into his cube, Brian pondered how all that worked. No wonder these stocks continued to be high flyers after they went public. People buy Malco. The company doesn’t need their money for a while so WT&C puts that money in the next deal. Malco doesn’t need to sell its investments so when the stock goes up after the public offering, a lot of shareholders, like Malco, just hold on to it, because many of those investors are WT&Cs own companies, holding all that stock.
 
   “This is a dream deal,” Brian thought. “Investors can almost be guaranteed to make money as long as the market stays hot.”
 
   Turning back to the screen, Brian saw that a broker named Gillian Jensen was top seller of Malco for today, earning thousands of dollars for her effort. He didn’t recognize any of the other names, and saw that only two of them were Team Bravo people. Obviously opening the floodgates to allow the other teams to sell was a good thing. It was working. He also saw his own name, far down the list, showing total sales of fifty thousand dollars and commission under a grand.
 
   “Not bad for day one of sales,” Brian thought. “If I do this same thing for twenty-two business days in a month, I’ve made over twenty grand. In a damn month!”
 
   A final Malco screen showed the tally for total sales at $34.5 million, which meant that $3.5 million had been sold today. They had five and a half million bucks of Malco stock to sell, and two days left in which to do it.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven
 
   Brian went home exhausted. He ordered Chinese food for delivery, popped a beer, and settled back. His mind was racing. The sales calls today had been easy. He really hadn’t pushed himself. He thought of himself more in the Merrill vein – calmer, more reassuring to customers, confident about his product, and with a good solid pitch to make.
 
   I don’t need to be a hotshot like some of these other guys. I can do this my way, and I can make half a million a year.
 
   At that moment, on day two, he set a personal goal. I’m going to have forty grand in commissions in my third month. And I won’t ever have less than forty grand a month after that for as long as I’m a WT&C broker.
 
   If he had known then what the next two years would bring, he would have been astounded at his lack of vision.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve
 
   Dallas, Texas
 
   Two years later
 
   January 2005
 
    
 
   In two years, Brian had paid his dues at Warren Taylor and Currant. The place was a madhouse and he was one of the madmen. He’d paid a price but what a reward awaited those who were good at this, he thought as he left the garage of his apartment building and pulled on to Turtle Creek Boulevard. He passed the Mansion on Turtle Creek a block from his place. Brian thought about how far he had come in so short a time. His entire lifestyle had changed. He had gone from living paycheck-to-paycheck, to having not a worry in the world about money, ever. His only concern was whether he would be number one in sales each month. I eat the competition for breakfast, he thought satisfyingly. I am the threat at WT&C.
 
   He only had to drive a few blocks to work; the Porsche 911 convertible made it in less than ten minutes. Traffic was light before eight and Brian always got to work before The Push started. It was his time of day to shine, to be recognized for the success he’d always known he was, and to get energized for the day.
 
   “Hey, Carl,” he said to his boss as they both entered the elevator in the parking garage. “Have you tried Usa yet?”
 
   “The new Japanese place? No. I hear they have some kind of exotic beef.”
 
   “Yeah. It’s Akaushi beef. It puts Kobe beef to shame – they have a New York Strip there that’ll set you back a hundred and fifty bucks.”
 
   Brian went on to explain that he and a girl he was seeing had drinks and dinner there last night and ended up with a tab of nearly eight hundred dollars.
 
   Some of the newer guys at WT&C were in the elevator. Brian saw surprised looks on the faces of some of them.
 
   “Hey guys, I was where you are two years ago next month. I was wondering whether my next meal would be McDonald’s or Burger King. You guys have the world at your feet. If you can sell, you can make a fortune. If you can’t, you’re in the wrong elevator!”
 
   Everyone laughed, and the opening of the door ushered in a new day at Warren Taylor and Currant.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
   Malco Energy, Brian’s first sales effort, had given him something far greater than the few thousand dollars he had made in commissions. He hadn’t made the top ten list for Malco. He hadn’t made the top anything list. He was just one of the guys, selling some stock to some people. But the gift he got from Malco was the knowledge, deep inside, that Warren Taylor and Currant would make him a star – a success in everyone’s eyes – and he was ready to grasp it. At whatever cost.
 
   He watched from the sidelines as a girl he’d never met won the Lamborghini and got over fifty thousand in commissions besides, all for being top Malco salesperson in the final week. Malco went public, the former WT&C broker who owned most of it was an instant multi-millionaire with an annual salary of nearly a million dollars, and he didn’t have to work very hard since the company didn’t have any business. All he really had to do, Brian knew, was let the firm handle his company’s investment portfolio. Nice work if you can get it.
 
   WT&C had invested most of Malco’s money in new hot deals and the company’s stock skyrocketed, reflecting the increase in its investment portfolio of the broker’s other companies. There were a few losers, sure. There always were. But, Brian thought, an average of nine winners out of ten ain’t bad.
 
   The Push that morning started with Carl Cybola’s usual frenzied announcements, followed by the usual screaming session, and ending with discussions of the deals the company had working that week. Now WT&C was taking fifty companies public a year – about one a week. The firm had nearly two thousand employees, seventy percent of whom were brokers. The rest spent their time pushing paperwork for the salespeople. The firm occupied five floors of The Strand and things were absolutely going crazy, every single day.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
   Six months later
 
    
 
   The day the Feds walked in was a gorgeous one. It was the middle of June and already nearly ninety degrees every day. Brian had lowered the top of his convertible so he could enjoy the breeze during his brief drive to work. The Push that morning had been just like always. There had been yet another crazy contest and a young hotshot who’d only been there a month won a thousand bucks just for correctly spelling the name of the latest hot deal’s CEO. At least it was a contest, Brian thought; the guy’s name turned out to be Khalim Salamandi, not your household name.
 
   Brian had known there were a few things going on that weren’t all rosy. There had been several investigations into the marketing techniques of WT&C’s salespeople. The Securities and Exchange Commission had even fined the firm $25,000 for allowing its people to be overly aggressive, in the SEC’s opinion. That news was greeted with guffaws at The Push the morning after it was announced.
 
   “Twenty-five grand they fine us,” Carl yelled through the overhead intercom system that now piped his meeting to brokers sitting in cubes on three floors of their building. “Twenty-five grand is what I wipe with in the morning!”
 
   People went nuts; they were laughing, yelling and clapping. Brian Sadler was clapping right along with them, giving and receiving high-fives from the people around him.
 
   A bigger concern was the SEC’s investigation into a couple of public offerings WT&C had done in the past six months. There was beginning to be pressure for the firm to stop doing so many “blind pool” deals, which was the term used for companies that raised money but didn’t have any immediate use for it. The firm’s logic was that all their public deals ended up doing one thing or another, mostly in the fields they were supposed to be doing it in, and everybody made money, so what was the big issue?
 
   The broker’s biggest problem at the moment was a major issue indeed. It seemed investors were a little upset when Bellicose Holdings, one of the firm’s offerings, turned out to be headed by Francois Rochefort, a Canadian who was both a coke addict and a convicted felon. Turns out he had served ten years for fraud in a French prison.
 
   Investment banks are expected to do an incredible amount of due diligence on the companies they’re bringing to the public market. Brian knew that when a company like WT&C did an offering a week and was so lax in paperwork they hadn’t yet even provided Brian an employment letter, something had to eventually crater. The firm had done limited checking on the background of this joker, Brian figured, and their inattention had finally caught up with them.
 
   The blowup had come very quickly. Within a week after the company went public, WT&C was awaiting the customary very large check from Bellicose so it could do its usual investing of the company’s funds. About three days late, a company check for twenty-two million dollars had arrived at the broker’s offices, but when the firm deposited it, Warren Taylor’s Chief Financial Officer got a call from the bank.
 
   “The check is no good,” he was told. “There aren’t sufficient funds to cash it.”
 
   It turned out that Bellicose Holdings had less than ten thousand dollars in the bank. Two days earlier, virtually all of its assets, nearly twenty-four million dollars, were transferred to an account at a large New York bank and then moved again to a bank in the Caribbean.
 
   A day or so later Brian read a news release. Two subsequent money transfers had been made. The money finally stopped in a dead-end account in the European country of Andorra. It was withdrawn by a woman who had presented false identity to the bank and promptly disappeared, as had the company’s majority shareholder. That was all anyone was going to find out from Andorra, a country whose secrecy laws were legendary.
 
   Brian was particularly interested in this company, because it had been his first big success. He had been hailed as Bellicose’s Numero Uno – the top salesperson at WT&C on this thirty million dollar stock sale. Brian had gotten in the groove, calling doctors, film stars, TV actors and real estate investors. Over the two years he’d been at the firm, all of these investors had become good clients and each one had made millions on WT&C deals.
 
   It was easy to raise money when you’d been successfully doing it for a while, and Brian rose to the top with over $6 million in personal sales to his clients on this deal. Including bonuses but not counting the Porsche he was given, he’d made over six hundred thousand dollars in six weeks.
 
   Now both the SEC and the United States Attorney’s office were looking into Bellicose. As sloppy as things were at WT&C, Brian felt certain that at least there had to be sufficient records and information to keep the firm in compliance with the complex securities laws. Small violations had occurred in the past. Brian knew when a firm’s doing this much business lots of little things could fall through the cracks. But Bellicose wasn’t a little thing. Someone was going to end up in jail over this one. And lots of investigation was going to occur before it was over.
 
   Brian himself didn’t waste much time crying over Bellicose. He’d gotten his commissions and after the company nosedived he made calls to all his big investors. He convinced them that the big tax write-off they’d get now that Bellicose was cratering would help them lower their tax bills for the home runs they’d had prior to that one. And the ones to come. Not a single client was upset. Every single one talked about how you win some, you lose some – and at WT&C they’d all won a lot more than they’d lost.
 
   As a precaution, Brian talked to Carl Cybola and got the OK to guarantee each of the Bellicose investors preferential treatment on the next public offering. They’d get the chance to invest more than usual, risking more to gain a potentially greater bonanza than usual after the price rose.
 
   “That’s a no-brainer,” Carl had said as he gave the approval. “Allowing these putzes to increase their purchases only makes it easier for us to sell the next one. Nothing like having a loser to make the winners do even better!”
 
   After The Push that day, Brian had sat at his desk and made an online payment to a shell company in Aruba that owned his Porsche. About a week after he’d won the car, a mousy looking girl showed up at his cubicle after the close of business one day, took him in a nearby conference room, and handed him a packet of information along with the keys to his new 911 convertible.
 
   She had told him that Warren Taylor and Currant had a number of shell companies set up to do things like owning cars for star salespeople.
 
   She explained further. “It’s actually your company. There’s just no paper trail to ever tie it to you.”
 
   She showed him documents that would demonstrate that he had located the leasing company online, signed an arms-length, third party lease agreement and would make monthly payments. There was no way anyone would know the company was his all along, she assured him.
 
   The girl explained how the sham transaction worked. “Since the car is used by you to come to work, you should claim a tax deduction for the lease payments. That way, you own the car but you also get to write off the payments on it that you’re making to yourself!”
 
   She had told Brian that’s how all the other people did it at WT&C. So he did too.
 
   Everybody’s doing it.
 
   That had been Brian’s rationale for taking his first step over the line.
 
   On that fateful morning Brian had attended The Push like he had done several hundred times before, gotten some recognition for his sales this week, heard the latest deal being explained and gone back to his desk. Around eleven he became aware that the place suddenly was a lot quieter than usual. There were no loud catcalls, no music from cubicles and no light banter between people. He stood and looked toward the front entrance. One of the receptionists was backing into the sales room. It looked as though she was trying to keep three men from following her – she had her hands up in a halting gesture. As they pushed by Brian could see badges hanging from lanyards around their necks. This was serious.
 
   The guys stopped at Carl Cybola’s office door. From where he sat, Brian could hear them ask him to identify himself. Then he heard, “Mr. Cybola, you’re under arrest.” They moved inside his office and shut the door.
 
   Brian’s heart rate skyrocketed. He got a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach, and he sat down in his cubicle.
 
   “What the hell’s going on?” Jim Palmer leaned around the wall. Brian’s mouth was so dry, he could hardly respond.
 
   “I…I bet they’re from the SEC.” Just as he did, one of the guys showed up at his cube.
 
   “Brian Sadler?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Brian stood up – he watched the other two guys move Carl toward the front door, his hands cuffed behind him. As they opened the door into the lobby, he could see camera flashes. Brian knew the FBI often tipped the newspapers that an arrest was coming down. The press put fear into people who were considering breaking the law themselves.
 
   There’s nothing like being arrested and getting your picture on the front page of the Dallas Morning News to halt your career.
 
   “I’m Special Agent Myron Callender with the FBI.” He flashed an ID and badge in a wallet holder.
 
   Brian’s knees almost buckled. He grabbed the cube wall to maintain his balance.
 
   “FBI? What do you want with me?”
 
   The agent replied that Brian was not under arrest at the moment but there was an ongoing investigation of a company called Bellicose Holdings. Brian was considered a person of interest.
 
   “Do you have a passport, Mr. Sadler?”
 
   “Yes, of course,” Brian stammered, feeling sweat running in a bead down his back.
 
   “Don’t use it,” the agent told him harshly. “We’ll be seeing a lot of each other over the next few weeks. We’d better be able to find you; if we can’t, we’ll have no problem issuing a warrant.”
 
   Brian assured the agent he had no plans to leave the United States. The agent gave Brian his card.
 
   “A subpoena’s being served as we speak. You need to be in my office next Monday with everything you can get your hands on about Bellicose Holdings. And Mr. Sadler, I mean everything. No funny business. No shredding, no nothing. You don’t want to end up being the next guy walking out of here in cuffs.”
 
   As the agent walked away, Brian collapsed into his chair. He was stunned, speechless. Jim Palmer glanced over at him but said nothing. For the first time in his life, Brian felt terror. He felt as though he were about to jump out of an airplane without a parachute.
 
   He made it through the rest of the trading day with no sales. He continually came back to the thought that he also might be going out in handcuffs. But he knew the Feds were targeting the wrong guy. He just needed to convince them of that.
 
   Before leaving his apartment the next morning, Brian checked the Internet for any information about yesterday’s events at WT&C. There was a brief story in the Dallas Morning News website’s financial section. It referred to a Federal raid on the offices of WT&C and the arrest of the firm’s sales manager. Carl’s name did not appear. The story implied that a much more detailed account was being prepared for the print newspaper. The charges, the story related, revolved around money laundering for organized crime. Brian was shocked. He had been there for two years and had never seen, overheard or been told a single thing that would indicate the firm had anything to do with the mob.
 
   Brian headed in to work. When he arrived, he noticed Carl sitting in his office as usual. It looked like many of the brokers in the office were avoiding contact with him. The Push that morning was run by someone else and was much more subdued than usual. An element of fear permeated the office. You could almost smell it.
 
   Brian emailed Carl, asking him to lunch. Taking time off the floor during the trading day was a rare occasion at WT&C, but both the offer and acceptance showed how much things were changing in the lives and minds of these two men. They left the floor around noon, walked around the corner to Zen, the area’s most popular nightspot, and went straight to the bar.
 
   The place had customers but most of them were in the dining area, so the bar wasn’t crowded. Only a couple of tables were occupied and those people were eating lunch. Brian glanced across the room and saw two drop-dead gorgeous girls chatting over their meals. Any other time, Brian would have tried to find out more about them. Today he wasn’t in the mood to try out his pick-up lines.
 
   The bartender looked up as they entered, surprised to see them here during the day.
 
   “Brian, Carl. Good to see you guys. Market closed early today?”
 
   “Hey, Jason,” Brian replied. “The market’s open. We just need a break.”
 
   “The usuals?” They responded affirmatively and he went to work fixing two martinis, one with Bombay Sapphire gin and Brian’s with XO Vodka. When the drinks arrived, Brian raised his glass in a toast and said, “Here’s to luck, Carl. Looks like we’re going to need some.”
 
   “Right back at ya, buddy,” Carl responded morosely. “You don’t know the half of it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
   Carl began by saying that the agents wouldn’t tell him anything during the ride downtown. He discussed the humiliation of his time at the Lew Sterrett Justice Center, where he was booked, fingerprinted and photographed.
 
   “It was like I was a damned criminal. They pushed me around, stripped me down, stuck me in a cell, and treated me like shit.”
 
   Carl said that a clerk called him to a window and told him he was under arrest for fraud, conspiracy and money laundering.
 
   “I saw something about that on the news this morning. What the hell is that all about? We’re not money launderers!”
 
   Carl looked at him and raised his eyebrows. He spoke slowly, deliberately. He looked in Brian’s eyes as he responded.
 
   “The Feds told me I was treading on thin ice, and if I talked about this to anyone in the office I might be charged with interfering with a Federal investigation. So what you hear about the charges you’re going to have to find out from somebody else. I’m scared shitless. I’ve never been in jail before. They had me crying like a girl. I’ll admit it.”
 
   Carl told Brian he had hired Andrew Sweeney, one of Dallas’ premier and most expensive white-collar criminal lawyers. Sweeney had arrived at the Justice Center, stopped the discussions between the Federal agents and Carl, and arranged his $100,000 bail. Carl said he had gotten out after about four hours split between the interrogation room and a holding cell.
 
   “You have to help me out a little here. Are these guys going to come after me? An agent talked to me yesterday while two of them were taking you out. They said they’re looking at Bellicose Holdings. They gave me a subpoena and told me to be in their office Monday. You have to help me figure this out!”
 
   Brian was practically begging at this point. He knew the firm had lots of dealings that were on the edge, to say the least. He just wondered which thing had triggered the investigation which had led to Carl’s arrest, and if he too was going to end up in jail when he showed up on Monday.
 
   Carl looked at Brian intently. “I don’t know anything about the specifics of what they want. All I know is I’m charged with a shitload of felonies and if Warren Taylor and Currant thinks I’m taking a fall for Johnny Spedino, they have another think coming. My recommendation to you, buddy, is to hire the best damned criminal lawyer you can find.”
 
   “Johnny Speed? What the hell does a New York Mafioso have to do with us?”
 
   Carl just looked at him, saying nothing more.
 
   As he had felt in the office, Brian again found himself losing control. He began to shake and felt clammy. His heart rate spiked again.
 
   “I’m not a criminal!” Brian suddenly shouted. The bartender heard him from across the room. So did people sitting at tables nearby, who were staring his way. When Brian returned their looks, everyone immediately averted his or her eyes.
 
   “Neither am I, Brian,” Carl said quietly. “All that matters right now is whether some FBI agent thinks you are. He can screw up your life, at least for a while, even if you’re lily white, and nobody’s lily white. Get a lawyer, Brian. You damn sure don’t want to show up there holding your balls in your hand so they can put them on the table and cut them off for you.
 
   “I gotta get back.” Carl rose from his chair. “I’ll pick up the tab on the way out. See you at the office.”
 
   Without another word he turned and went to the bar, leaving a dazed Brian sitting at the table. As Carl paid the bill, Brian saw him glance up at the CNN broadcast on the television hung above the bar. The exterior of WT&C’s building was being shown. As Carl watched, his picture flashed on the screen, with the word “INDICTED” below it. Carl looked down, finished paying his bill, and left.
 
   Brian watched his boss leave the restaurant. He slumped as he walked. He shuffles along like an old man, Brian thought. That observation scared Brian as much as anything Carl had told him. Carl’s giving up on this. And that means it’s every man for himself.
 
   As he rose from his chair, Brian remembered what Carl had said. He wasn’t taking a fall for Johnny Spedino. What the hell did the New York godfather have to do with Carl’s arrest? He knew he wouldn’t find out from Carl. He had to figure this one out himself, and fast.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
   As Brian left his table he became aware of someone right behind him. Turning, he saw one of the girls he had spotted earlier from across the room.
 
   She smiled. “Sorry to interrupt. I couldn’t help but overhear your comment earlier. I don’t judge whether anyone’s a criminal or not. I just help out the people who don’t know what to do next.”
 
   She handed him a business card, turned and joined her friend who was waiting by the front door.
 
   He walked to the bar. “Jason, do you know those girls?”
 
   The bartender said they worked nearby and came in for lunch every week or so.
 
   “I think the one who talked to you’s a lawyer. I know she’s a looker!”
 
   As he walked back to work, Brian read her card. She was Nicole Farber, an attorney with Carter and Wells, a firm so big its name was a household word in north Texas. If not the biggest law firm in the metroplex, it was certainly in the top three.
 
   A block from the office Brian made a decision. He sent a text message to Carl, advising he was taking the afternoon off. He walked to the garage, retrieved his car and drove home, heading straight for his computer. He was determined not to let fear overcome his reasoning.
 
   This is America, dammit. You’re innocent until proven guilty, and I haven’t done anything at WT&C that a hundred other guys haven’t done.
 
   First he went to Carter and Wells’ website. Scrolling down a list of several hundred names, he clicked on Nicole Farber’s. Her webpage appeared with a picture of her that was great but really didn’t do her justice, Brian thought. This girl was truly one of the most beautiful people he had ever seen – long blond hair, green eyes, maybe five foot five…he found his mind drifting, and forced himself back on the subject, glad for a brief interruption from the serious business he knew he faced.
 
   He checked the year Nicole Farber graduated from Southern Methodist University Law School, and calculated her age at around thirty. Her specialty at the firm was corporate criminal defense – exactly the specialty Brian figured he was going to need. And she had served as an intern for the Federal Prosecutor’s office while she was in college. That might help too, although Brian wasn’t sure. He just didn’t even know what to look for.
 
   Brian switched gears, googling John Spedino’s name. There were several pages of results. Spedino was a well-known man who was often referred to as Teflon Two, a takeoff on the “Teflon Don” title associated with the late mobster John Gotti.
 
   Brian read several news articles from the New York papers about John “Johnny Speed” Spedino. The man was Brooklyn-born, in his mid-sixties and had been charged with more crimes than one could count. He was the boss of the Mafia in the United States – the top man.
 
   The government’s success rate in prosecuting Johnny Speed was zero. He had never served a day in prison, although the charges against him at various times in the past had included murder, assault and battery, running a prostitution ring and jury-rigging.
 
   An interesting story in the New York Observer noted that Spedino seemed to be immune from successful prosecution mostly because anyone who was slated to testify against him either changed their mind, or failed to appear…ever again. The story said although law enforcement insiders viewed Spedino as the top guy to catch, his record remained clean.
 
   Brian searched more articles, trying to find some association with any deal WT&C had done. He got nowhere, even after looking at Warren Taylor and Currant’s own list of shareholder owners. Having never done this before, he did find it interesting, but seemingly of no value to him in his present situation. The SEC required that brokerage firm ownership be public information. WT&C’s shareholder list consisted of seven names – three corporations and four individuals, none of which Brian had ever heard of before and all located in New England.
 
   Since WT&C was not itself a public corporation, Brian couldn’t get more details about the shareholders other than the list of names, which he printed off in case he might need it in the future. Then he glanced down at the business card lying next to his keyboard. He called Nicole Farber.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
   Brian slept very little that night. Several times he awoke with a start, aware that he had been dreaming. One dream involved being locked in a cage like an animal. He was sweating profusely after that episode. Around five he gave up and arose, turning on the TV. Channel Four Sunrise News had a brief report on the arrest of Carl Cybola at WT&C and said the FBI was looking for several other people to whom they wished to talk about the incident. The announcer said at least one subpoena had been issued requiring an employee of the firm to produce documents.
 
   The FBI also issued an arrest warrant for a Canadian whose whereabouts were presently unknown and who was CEO of a company recently taken public by the broker. Brian knew that company was Bellicose Holdings. He also knew they’d been unsuccessfully looking for Rochefort for a while.
 
   Nothing Brian saw, heard or thought gave him the slightest comfort. He had no idea what the Feds had on him, or even what they wanted, for that matter. He thought about what they might find – the car leased from an overseas shell corporation, the expense accounts he’d turned in when, instead of clients, the diners and drinkers had been girls he and his friends had picked up. All this seemed like peanuts compared to taking a guy out of the office in handcuffs, but Brian had absolutely no idea how all this worked. Feeling himself spiraling out of control again, he fought to calm down.
 
   The workday began quietly at WT&C. Again today the morning sales meeting was run by someone else, and to say it was subdued would be a gross understatement. All day long Brian tried to concentrate, but he could think of nothing else other than what faced him at the FBI meeting on Monday. He began to make notes of what files and other information he should give them about Bellicose. Since he’d signed a confidentiality agreement at the firm, one of the few pieces of paper apparently deemed important enough for a new hire to complete, Brian knew he couldn’t just take the information. It belonged to the firm, and he made a note to find out who could tell him what he could and could not produce for the Feds.
 
   Around eleven, Brian stuck his head in Carl’s office. As Cybola looked up Brian said, “Taking your advice, Chief. I’m heading to my lawyer’s. Out for a few hours, I guess.”
 
   Carl wished him well. Brian took the elevator to street level, hit the sidewalk and walked three blocks north on McKinney to the mirrored tower that housed the offices of Carter and Wells. Entering the building, he headed toward the building directory but an attractive lady behind a reception desk in the lobby said, “May I help you, sir?”
 
   She advised Brian that Carter and Wells’ reception area was on the fortieth floor. Glancing at the directory as he headed to the elevator, he saw that a listing of the firm’s lawyers took up several columns, and it appeared the firm occupied a number of floors of the building.
 
   Brian checked in with the receptionist and took a seat. After a brief wait a man in his early twenties and dressed in a conservative pinstripe suit entered the lobby and called Brian’s name.
 
   “I’m Ms. Farber’s assistant, Ryan Coleman. Come right this way, please.”
 
   Following the young man, Brian snaked through cubicle farms, not unlike those at WT&C, but he was struck by how quiet everything was. There was an underlying buzz of activity, certainly, but nothing loud.
 
   They arrived at another, smaller reception area which was tastefully decorated in old wood. It reminded Brian of a fine men’s club. Six office doors encircled the room, and there were two desks in its middle. Brian figured one of those was Ryan’s. A female about the same age as Ryan sat at the other one, and smiled as he glanced at her. Ryan opened one of the office doors and stood back to allow Brian to enter, closing it behind him.
 
   Nicole Farber’s office was about fifteen feet square. Her desk sat in the middle and a window behind her reached from floor to ceiling. The day was clear, and he could see the buildings comprising The Galleria several miles to the north.
 
   “Hi, Brian Sadler,” she said as she came around her desk. She had a big, sincere smile on her face as she gestured to a small sitting area with a coffee table, couch and chair.
 
   “Let’s talk here, where it’s not so formal.” Coffee was offered and accepted and her assistant Ryan brought a silver pot, two china cups and saucers on a tray, which he sat on the coffee table. After pouring, he left the office.
 
   “So I know something about you already,” Nicole said, touching his sleeve gently.
 
   A toucher, he thought. Well, if she and I don’t hit it off as lawyer and client, maybe I’ll ask her out. That thought briefly ran though his mind as he switched back and concentrated on the subject at hand.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “You’re not a criminal,” she laughed.
 
   Brian remembered his outburst in the bar at Zen yesterday and smiled too.
 
   “I’m really not.”
 
   “OK. Tell me what’s going on in your life that made you say that and let’s work backward from the day the FBI agents came to your office. I’m all ears.” She sat back in her chair, folded her arms and looked intently in his face.
 
   Brian began by giving Nicole every detail he could recall of the day the Feds arrived at WT&C. He handed her Agent Myron Callender’s card and the subpoena papers. He related what he had heard from Carl Cybola at lunch and everything the agent had told him. He also told her a lot about Warren Taylor and Currant; he mentioned most of the specifics he could recall about Bellicose Holdings.
 
   He talked about Bellicose’s principal shareholder, who had disappeared after receiving the net proceeds from the broker’s successful public offering. Although she said nothing while he spoke, apparently content merely to make notes on a legal pad now and then, he got the feeling Nicole knew more about both WT&C and Bellicose than he would have thought. Her body language, however, told him nothing. She never nodded her head or smiled knowingly. She just listened.
 
   He told her about Johnny Spedino, and asked her if she had any idea what link he might have with WT&C.
 
   “It’s your turn to talk now. I’m making notes about things we’ll talk more about later. Just keep going.”
 
   After about an hour, Brian was finished. Nicole looked at her notes and said, “OK. You have a decision to make, after which I may have a lot of work to do. I’m busy as hell right now but I’m willing to take your case. I’m really good at criminal defense. My track record the last three years for acquittals is ninety percent, and I’m pleased to say none of the other ten percent ever served a day of jail time.”
 
   “Jail time? I’ve never so much as gotten a traffic ticket. Do you seriously think I might be facing jail time?”
 
   “I don’t want to scare you so let me just tell you this. These guys live to make examples out of rich guys who prey on the little man, in their opinions. They will try to bankrupt you with legal fees first, and then take away a chunk of your life by putting you in jail. Even Club Feds aren’t a country club. Are you seriously facing jail time? Who knows? I don’t even know what kind of case they may have against you. For that matter, I don’t even know if you’ve told me the whole story up to this point.”
 
   “So what’s the decision I have to make?”
 
   “I charge $450 an hour. I need fifty thousand up front as a retainer and I promise you we’ll burn through that within a few weeks, so be ready to pony up more. You haven’t told me much about yourself personally but I gather fifty grand now and then won’t be a problem for you.”
 
   “Money’s not the issue. The issue is, are you the best I can find? I can’t take a chance on having a big blemish on my life that might cause me not to be able to work in securities, or finance, or somewhere else. I need to skate this deal and come out without a hitch.”
 
   Brian paused and looked at her. God, she was beautiful, he thought. She smiled at him and he glanced for the first time at her left hand. No ring. That didn’t always mean anything, but it was a start.
 
   Focus, Brian. You don’t need good looks right now. You need brains.
 
   “I’m good. The track record I mentioned is the best in town. I interned in the Federal Prosecutor’s office when I was in law school at SMU. I handle mostly white-collar securities criminal defense, and I’ll put in the time and effort to provide you the best defense possible, given the facts we have to work with. In return you’ll have to work closely with me. I know you have a job so we can meet after the market closes. Don’t plan to have much of a nightlife for a while if you hire me. We’ll be burning the midnight oil on this one.”
 
   She told Brian to think about it, but not for long. The deposition with the FBI was set for Monday.
 
   “I can get that meeting moved out a week or so but no more than that. I need to know what you have to show them and we’ll talk about what you plan to say. You need to be totally ready for that deposition.”
 
   Brian looked at her. He had never put his life, his future, in the hands of a stranger before. Somehow he felt Nicole could be the person to get him out of a situation he didn’t even understand in the first place. He trusted his gut every day in the marketplace. It was a big part of what made him the confident, successful person he was today.
 
   “Done. We have a deal.”
 
   She walked to her desk, buzzed Ryan and asked him for new client papers. Within minutes, the assistant opened the door, laid two documents on the coffee table, and stood nearby, awaiting instructions.
 
   “Take these with you and bring them back tomorrow afternoon after the market closes, around 3:15. One of these is an agreement for representation. The other is the firm’s wire transfer instructions. Wire the retainer tomorrow before you come. Ryan, clear my appointments after 3:15 every day the rest of this week, and put in a call to Myron Callender at the FBI.”
 
   Ryan replied, “Ms. Farber, you have the mayor’s dinner tomorrow night at the Art Museum, and you’re attending with Mr. Carter.”
 
   Brian figured Carter was the name partner of the firm. He was impressed with how far this female lawyer had come in so short a time.
 
   “I can’t do it, Ryan. Of all people, Randall will understand. Just let him know. It won’t be an issue.”
 
   Ryan turned and left the room.
 
   Nicole stood, extending her hand. Brian took it, and she clasped his hand with both of hers.
 
   “You’re in the best hands possible. No one will work harder to make this come out well for you. I’m not intimidated by the FBI, and you won’t be either. You’ll know your rights and if you’re really not a criminal, I’ll help make sure they don’t make you out to be one.”
 
   As Brian rode the elevator down, he thought about the whole situation. Nicole’s aggressively positive attitude had him convinced she really was the best he could get, and he didn’t know anyone else anyway.
 
   So I’ll put my future in the hands of a beautiful girl I met in a bar, one I’d like to end up in bed with, and give up control while I let her drive the train which either exonerates me or puts me in a cell.
 
   He continued to think as he walked back to his office. One thing was certain. Brian Sadler felt a lot better now that he had someone on his side who obviously had done this before.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
   Brian had intended to return to work after leaving Nicole’s office but since it was already 3:30 the market had closed for the day. He wasn’t in the mood to call customers and push stocks. He had a gnawing in his gut that made him scared to do anything the same way he had done things up to now – he had no idea why he was in trouble or even if he was in trouble, over the Bellicose Holdings deal.
 
   After all, I was only a salesman. I didn’t create the terms of the deal, I’ve never met the guy who skipped out with all the dough, and I didn’t price the offering. I know nothing about this deal except the documents my employer provided me.
 
   Instead of going to work he drove home – it was a beautiful June afternoon and he put the top down to enjoy it.
 
   I’ve got to start pulling documents together. I need to start making a list of things I can give the FBI on Monday. The more I give, the more they’ll see how much I’m trying to cooperate.
 
   He began a mental list of things he could give the FBI. He had a lot of handwritten notes he’d made to use as selling points for people who generally bought with nothing more than a gentle nudge anyway. And like most of the firm’s offerings, there had been little to know about this one. All he told clients was that this was just another WT&C deal. Hold on for the ride and get off when you’ve made enough profit. He’d known that this deal, like all the others, would be pumped up, inflated by the investments of previous WT&C public offerings. It was really a no-brainer. He just had to decide which of the high net worth clients he had so carefully cultivated would be the recipients of this latest offering of manna from heaven.
 
   One thing nagged at Brian. There was a nasty little secret behind all of the firm’s offerings. Everybody knew about it, but nobody talked about it. He had to figure out how to keep The Millionaire’s Club from becoming an issue.
 
   Every morning newscast carried a little more news about Warren Taylor and Currant. As he showered Brian could hear the sound from the TV mounted in his bathroom. The newscaster reported that unnamed sources close to the matter revealed that one of WT&C’s recent public offerings was the target of the entire investigation. The company’s name wasn’t given but Brian knew it was Bellicose.
 
   When he got to work he saw an urgent email in his account from the firm’s corporate headquarters. It had gone to the entire staff, instructing everyone to say nothing to the media. Employees were to advise the legal department of any contact from outsiders seeking information. The email referenced the confidentiality document each new employee had signed. That reminded Brian to get it out; he dropped it into a portfolio to take to Nicole.
 
   Brian went online and checked his banking. He had almost twenty grand in his checking account and another hundred thousand in the money market. He initiated a wire transfer for $50,000 to Carter and Wells. He read over the documents Nicole had given him. They seemed to be fairly straightforward.
 
   One interesting paragraph in the retainer letter was highlighted in bold, impossible to miss. “If at any time, in Carter and Wells’ sole opinion, Client fails to be forthright in every respect, including disclosure of all information requested and required by his or her attorney, Carter and Wells may terminate this relationship immediately, refunding the balance of Client’s retainer, if any. Client acknowledges that termination of representation, if at a critical point in the timeline of Client’s defense, may cause Client to require new representation quickly. Such new Counsel may not have the same level of knowledge and expertise about Client’s situation.”
 
   Brian thought about that. It seemed fair – if he failed to tell Nicole things she needed to know she should have the right to dump him as a client. Then he thought about a movie he’d recently watched. On the witness stand, the prosecution exposed the defendant – he’d been lying all along. His own attorney stood, pointed a finger at the witness stand and yelled, “You lied to me!”
 
   What if I accidentally forgot something, and Nicole dumped me as a client right there in the courtroom? Mulling it over, he decided he would deal as openly as possible with her, and this would all work out. Brian was an optimist. He always saw the glass as half full. I can do this, he said to himself, turning to his computer screen and trying to concentrate on work for a change. He signed the retainer documents and stuck them in his portfolio.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
   Around two Carl sent Brian an instant message asking him to drop by his office. All day long Carl had been sitting at his desk with his office door closed, staring out at the trading floor. He looked like a defeated man. Brian knocked and entered.
 
   “Sit down and shut the door.”
 
   “What’s up, man? You doing OK? You really don’t look so hot.”
 
   “The firm is putting me on leave. Apparently they got a call from the SEC. Since I’m facing Federal charges involving securities fraud, the SEC very strongly suggested I wasn’t the kind of person who ought to be running an investment bank’s sales division. So much for innocent until proven guilty.”
 
   Brian was surprised. “They can’t fire you, can they? Like you say – you haven’t been convicted of anything!”
 
   Carl had gone through all that with the firm’s legal department this morning. WT&C couldn’t afford any more negative press. The decision had been made to put Carl on paid leave until this matter was settled.
 
   “At least you’re getting paid.”
 
   “I make forty thousand a year base pay. My real income is my commission on sales. All I’m going to get is base – $3,400 a month. That’s my car payment. Thirty-four hundred a month.”
 
   “I don’t know your personal business, but I know you’ve made a shitload of money over the past year or so. You may have to live on savings for awhile but you can beat this deal.”
 
   Carl was sweating profusely. “Easy for you to say. I live pretty high. You know how it always seems to work out that whatever money you make, you need just a little more? That’s how it’s been with me. I bought crap I didn’t need. I have an apartment that costs me ten grand a month and I bought a condo in Belize about two months ago. Paid cash for it – four hundred grand – so I’m really in a bind. I’ll owe the IRS about six hundred thousand next April and my lawyer’s saying I’ll need at least two hundred grand over the next sixty days so he can prepare for my defense. I don’t have eight hundred thousand dollars. I was planning on paying the IRS out of the money I made the rest of this year.”
 
   Brian sat in the chair, speechless.
 
   “I…I don’t know what to say.”
 
   Carl looked at him, leaning across the desk. A desperate man, Brian thought.
 
   “You gotta help me, Brian. We have to stick together on this deal. I have no desire to hurt anybody and I don’t think you want to see me hurt either. I need some money.”
 
   “Wait a sec. Are you trying to blackmail me?” Brian stood and walked to the door. “I don’t know what the hell just happened, but you better figure out somebody else to push around, buddy. As you well know, I have my own set of expensive problems right now. And hurt me? What do you mean, Carl? You think you can hurt me?”
 
   He walked out of Carl’s office, slamming the door behind him. People in nearby cubicles looked up then quickly down again as he strode across the sales floor.
 
   Brian suddenly felt dizzy and nauseated. He felt the mantle of terror creeping over him again. His world was changing in a nanosecond, right before his eyes. Forcing himself to concentrate, he pulled all his notes on the Bellicose deal. There was no need to make copies of any of the offering documents. All that information was on file with the SEC and available to anyone with a computer. He knew the FBI had all that stuff already.
 
   Finally he’d had enough. He left the office and walked to Zen and sat at the bar. He was the only customer in the place – it was almost three pm and the rest of the world was going about its business, blissfully unaware that people like him had problems that were about to swallow him whole. He felt nausea sweeping him again.
 
   The bartender greeted him. “Hey man, what’s up?”
 
   “I need a quick drink. Give me the usual, straight up.”
 
   While Jason prepared Brian’s martini, he commented, “Brian, if it’s none of my business just tell me so. I hear the news like everyone else about WT&C and Carl. Are you going to be OK over there?”
 
   Brian thought for a minute. He wondered that very thing himself.
 
   “Sure,” he responded with a smile and bravado he didn’t really feel. “Sure I am. I’m bulletproof and invisible.” As he said the words, he hoped and prayed they would be true.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty
 
   As he made the short trek from Zen to Carter and Wells’ building on McKinney, Brian thought how unusual his life had become. He hadn’t had a drink before five pm in years – except on weekends and vacation, which didn’t count. And this week he’d had a martini, maybe two, twice during the workday.
 
   He arrived at the law firm right on time. Ryan escorted him to Nicole’s office. She stood in front of her desk, leaning back on it slightly. An incredibly sexy pose and an incredibly sexy outfit.
 
   She was dressed in a St. John suit and looked as though she had just stepped out of a Nordstrom window.
 
   “You look absolutely terrific.” Brian felt the words come out as though he couldn’t help himself. He was like a kid in school, instantly infatuated.
 
   “Why, thank you, sir,” she laughed. “You don’t look so bad yourself. And now that we’ve boosted each other’s egos, let’s get down to business. Do you have the retainer document?”
 
   Brian handed the executed agreement to her. She laid it on her desk, grabbed a yellow pad and gestured for Brian to sit where they had talked last time.
 
   As she sat, she said, “OK, I have some good news and some not so good news. The good news is that I spoke to Agent Callender and got your deposition moved. I need more time to get you prepared for this. I don’t know if you realize what a deposition’s all about, but you’re pretty much on your own. I can be in the room but I can’t discuss each answer with you. But with my help and the time we have to prepare, you’ll be ready to go.”
 
   She told him they now had two weeks before the deposition. “Put the date on your calendar. It’s one of the biggest events in your life so far.”
 
   Brian was nervous. “Got it. So what’s the bad news?”
 
   “We don’t often see the FBI involved in cases like this so early. What I mean is, the SEC usually comes in first and noses around, gathers information and that sort of thing. The SEC is an enforcement agency on its own. It can issue subpoenas, perform depositions, and recommend charges be filed against individuals and corporations. And it’s definitely involved in this case – right up to its eyeballs. But so is the FBI and that’s highly unusual. So I asked Callender exactly why they were so interested. I hope his answer surprises you.”
 
   Bellicose Holdings’ CFO had reported Rochefort’s disappearance as a potential kidnapping. The man was a citizen and resident of Canada and the FBI was brought into the picture since a crime could have been committed across international borders.
 
   She leaned in toward him and her tone turned serious. “As you know, Francois Rochefort has a less than stellar past. He has a prison record. So how, you ask, did he become the beneficiary of over $25 million? What on earth prompted an investment bank, even one as crazy as the one you work for, to do a public offering for his little shell company, which had no business, no prospects, no hopes or dreams or anything at all?
 
   “Well, here’s how. Hold on to your seat and if I’m telling you something you already know, then honey, you and I may be finished before we’ve even gotten started!”
 
   Brian sat up in his chair, amazed at what she was saying. He knew everything she had told him so far about Rochefort. It made sense the FBI was involved. But what the hell was she talking about now?
 
   “Here’s the rest of the story. Rochefort is a shill. He’s never had an independent thought in his life. His actions are directed by a puppeteer, a man who pulls his strings. Everything he does, every shady deal, even the crime for which he went to prison…everything was directed by someone else.”
 
   “Johnny Speed,” Brian blurted out. Since Brian knew John Spedino fit into the picture somehow, he figured this had to be the way.
 
   Nicole frowned as she heard Brian utter the correct answer. “You got it. The godfather runs Francois Rochefort. He always has. So the FBI tells me they’re interested in all this because for once they’re going to make a case that is going to nail John Spedino and put him in prison.
 
   “So here’s the big question that makes you either my client or my former client. Level with me right now. Did you know there was a connection between John Spedino and your firm before I told you?”
 
   Brian answered truthfully. He only knew about Spedino because of the conversation with Carl Cybola.
 
   Thank goodness I told her about that yesterday.
 
   “So that’s all you know? That’s OK, then. I’m really glad you mentioned Spedino’s name to me before the Feds did. If it had been the other way around it would have made me nervous as hell, and I would have suggested we completely change our course. I’ve represented lots of people accused of crimes in my time, and I’ve done a damned good job getting them little or no jail time. But with you my tactic is that you’re an innocent bystander. If that’s not true you’d better tell me now.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
   “So how…” Brian began.
 
   Nicole interrupted him. “If you’re wondering how Rochefort got to WT&C and ended up with millions of your clients’ money, that’s the big question. As you well know, every deal your firm does has to have due diligence. What the hell happened this time?”
 
   She was referring to the stringent investigation required by the Securities and Exchange Commission on every new public offering. An independent law firm not otherwise affiliated with the investment banker would be hired to look into backgrounds, verify facts in the offering documents, and give a thumbs-up to the public offering being what it appeared to be. It was not a guarantee that things were as they should be but after due diligence, there should have been no surprises. Tens of thousands of dollars were spent on due diligence for each new stock offering. Those funds were paid out of the offering itself, so they reduced the amount the newly public company would receive from its offering.
 
   The investment-banking firm hired the lawyers, who shouldn’t previously have been the primary lawyer either for the broker or for the company. The idea was the firm doing due diligence was independent. At least that was the theory. Brian knew that sometimes the company itself recommended the law firm. Since the company ultimately paid the substantial bill, it was sometimes in its interest to steer a big piece of business to a firm that could be helpful to the newly public company in the future. Maybe a side deal would be cut where the company would receive a discounted service fee down the road, or perhaps a promise from the lawyers to somehow help the company push its products or services. These side deals were never committed to paper because both parties had to certify to the SEC that the due diligence law firm was truly arms length, with no business or other ties to the company.
 
   Nicole continued. “One of my first steps is to find out who did the due diligence on this deal, what it turned up about Francois Rochefort, and if it was bad news, who at your employer agreed to let the deal continue anyway. This is a big deal, Brian. As long as you’re not a criminal, like you told everyone in the bar last week, then it’s news to you like it is to me. Now it’s your turn to talk. What do you know about all this?”
 
   Brian looked her with an ashen face. “I knew bits and pieces. You have to realize my role in this entire Bellicose scenario. I got information from the firm, passed that information on to my client base, and happened to sell more Bellicose stock than any other broker. I read some of the S-1 offering document but not all of it.”
 
   “Help me understand how this works, Brian. You have a client base who will buy stock from you even though, as you admit you, the selling broker, only knew ‘bits and pieces’ about the deal? How much money are these people investing, on average?”
 
   “Some invest over a hundred grand, many invest around fifty grand, a few invest a little bit. You have to realize something. These people are rich bastards. Really rich. I have heart surgeons, the guy who invented the latest laser surgery techniques, chairmen of oil companies, three women who run their own public technology companies, and at least two dozen Hollywood stars. They don’t want to know a lot. They want someone with a track record telling them this is a deal they should invest in.”
 
   “And they usually make money, don’t they? Even though you know only ‘bits and pieces’ about a company that has no track record, no plans for using the money, a president with no experience running a company, and nothing else you normally would see with a company going public, you felt comfortable pushing a million dollars of stock off on these rich bastards, as you call them? Explain to me what made you so confident that this particular stock would make money? What made you feel sure you could pitch your existing client base on Bellicose? Explain that to me because I just don’t get it. This stock is a piece of shit. You know it, I know it and I presume even your clients knew it.”
 
   Suddenly her entire demeanor had changed. Up to this point, Brian had seen a smiling face, a calm assurance, and total control of her actions. Now Nicole was angry.
 
   “I…I guess my clients know they’re going to be OK overall if they stick with me on deals. Sometimes they win, sometimes they lose. WT&C has made money for its clients more often than not.” Brian stumbled for words.
 
   “What are you not telling me, Brian?” she asked pointedly. “Something’s missing here. What makes these people so loyal, to buy stocks in shitty little companies that no one else would take public in a million years? And how do these stock prices manage to stay above the offering price so the original investors can make money, like you said, ‘more often than not’?”
 
   Brian told her he was a sales guy – he didn’t know what went on behind the scenes to keep stocks propped up. He had wondered the same thing sometimes and Carl Cybola had told him to shut up and enjoy the ride.
 
   “I’m not an officer of WT&C. I’m a stockbroker. I’m selling deals. I don’t know why you or the FBI would expect me to know so much.”
 
   “Because you’re a smart guy. Too smart to just do deals and take the money without wondering why things are how they are and thinking about the consequences attached to your actions. You either know, or think you know, a lot more than you’re telling me. So let’s hear it. I want it all.”
 
   Man, you’re beautiful when you’re mad, Brian thought, involuntarily smiling at her. That didn’t help a thing.
 
   She got up, slammed her note pad on the table and said, “Listen, hotshot. I don’t know what you’ve done in this deal but you are about an inch away from needing another lawyer. No secrets. By the time the FBI deposes you I have to know every single thing you know. And you’re spending four hundred and fifty bucks an hour sitting here grinning at me like a goofy schoolboy. Get it together and start talking.”
 
   She sat down, folded her arms across her chest and glared at him.
 
   A quiet buzz from the phone on an end table next to Nicole interrupted them.
 
   Saved by the bell, Brian thought for a second.
 
   She picked up the phone, listened and then said, “Nothing more tonight, Ryan. Have a good evening.” She put the phone down.
 
   “You were saying?”
 
   “OK, OK. Here’s how it works.”
 
   He told her once brokers had been at WT&C awhile and had proven themselves both to be loyal to the firm and successful at what they did, they were invited to join the Millionaire’s Club. Nobody ever talked about it and Brian had never even heard it mentioned until one day after the market had closed.
 
   “Carl asked me to stop by his office and when I did, he shut the door and said, ‘You’re a player. From what I see I think you’re in this to make big bucks for yourself and to be a major success. Am I right?”
 
   Brian had responded affirmatively, and Carl had talked obliquely about how many different ways there were to make money without breaking the law.
 
   Brian recalled that Carl had said, “Think how many people go through life making thousands of dollars, or even hundreds of thousands, but never realizing their potential. That’s a shame. Guys like you have to take advantage of every means available to you if you want to realize what you can really do and see what kind of sales guy you really can be.”
 
   Nicole sat immobile, continuing to listen to him, her eyes never leaving his. She’s studying me to see if I’m lying.
 
   “Then Carl told me he wanted to make me an offer – to take me to the next level. ‘I’m going to tell you something not a dozen people have ever heard, Brian’, he told me.”
 
   Brian told how Carl had offered to let him join the Millionaire’s Club, explaining that it was nothing more than a stock trading concept Carl and some others in the firm had developed that was a foolproof way to make profits. He first swore Brian to secrecy, telling him he was going to make him a millionaire within thirty days.
 
   Carl also told him if he ever told another living soul what he was being said today, Brian would discover problems in his life from places he didn’t even know existed.
 
   “What do you mean? Maybe I don’t want to be in the Millionaire’s Club.”
 
   Carl had laughed and said, “You want to be a millionaire. I can see it in everything you do. You’re a lot like I was a few years ago. You want it all. And I can help you get it.”
 
   He told Brian that a few brokers in the firm who worked for Carl were involved in a program whereby their customers couldn’t lose money.
 
   “The way it works is that certain clients get orders filled for them only after the outcome of a transaction is known.”
 
   Nicole leaned forward, a surprised look on her face.
 
   “Brian. Are you saying they backdate fill orders to buy and sell stock for customers at a guaranteed profit?”
 
   “That’s the deal in a nutshell.”
 
   “And you’re a member of this neat little fraud club?” She stood. “Party’s over, buddy. You were wrong. You ARE a criminal.”
 
   “Hey, wait a minute! I never told you I was a member of the Club. I didn’t join. I mean, to be perfectly honest nothing’s been done about it yet.”
 
   “You expect me to believe that? You were the top salesperson on Bellicose Holdings’ offering. And that happened just because you were that good, all by your little old self?” She walked to her desk. He followed her.
 
   “Not exactly. All of WT&C’s clients usually make money. That’s because the firm has so many blind pool offerings.” He was referring to the companies that went public with no immediate plans to use the proceeds.
 
   “And blind pools make people money? In my experience it takes profits and real business operations and solid management to make company stocks rise. How do WT&C companies do it with none of that? Does your Millionaire’s Club also have a crystal ball?”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Brian explained the way the firm’s reinvestment program worked. He told her that the firm took these companies public then managed their portfolios of newly acquired cash for them, putting almost all the money right back into the next WT&C deal.
 
   “I’ve given it a lot of thought. I have no doubt it’s legal so long as it’s fully disclosed. And it is. Always.”
 
   Outside the window behind Nicole, Brian could see the sun setting through pink clouds. He glanced at his watch. It was 7:30.
 
   “Got something else to do?”
 
   Damn, she doesn’t miss a thing.
 
   “No, just getting a little hungry.”
 
   “We’re not finished. Don’t start drifting away just yet.”
 
   She spent another hour asking him question after question about the reinvestment plan WT&C had created. He told her he knew of more than two dozen companies that had gone public and had their proceeds invested in each other.
 
   Finally she closed her notebook. “Here’s what I think. It’s like a Ponzi scheme, but legal so long as it works.”
 
   She was referring to the classic scam created in the early twentieth century by Charles Ponzi, where people were guaranteed high returns by investing with him. Instead of generating true returns, he used money from future investors to pay interest to the earlier ones. As long as he had new investors from whom to generate dollars, his scheme stayed afloat. Once he couldn’t pay interest any more, however, it all collapsed and Ponzi went to prison.
 
   “It’s not a Ponzi scheme. First of all, everything that’s being done is clearly spelled out in the offering documents. The SEC approves the offerings. It’s just a series of blind pools, one after another.”
 
   “I know what it is. But it’s a Ponzi scheme in one respect. If the flow of new deals ever stops, there won’t be anything to continue to prop up the older ones. They’ll all collapse like a house of cards. And I’ll bet then the SEC won’t be looking favorably on these deals. But you already know that. You’re a smart guy.”
 
   She stopped taking notes. It was almost dark outside. “Let’s call it a day,” she said, standing and stretching.
 
   “Want to grab a bite to eat?”
 
   She smiled. “Thanks but no thanks tonight. I have plans.”
 
   The disappointment must have shown on Brian’s face. Plans? He had never considered that she might be involved with someone.
 
   She started laughing. “Wow! I rarely have that effect on people!”
 
   He stammered, trying to think of a save.
 
   “I got here at six this morning. I had Ryan bring in lunch so I could work through. Moving my day around to accommodate you didn’t mean I could drop my other stuff. I put in a normal workday and added time for you too. So I’m heading home to a martini and a good book in my pajamas.”
 
   “None of my business,” Brian managed to blurt out. “I’m sorry…”
 
   “No problem. I’d love to have dinner with you sometime. In fact, we need to do it. I want to learn more about Brian Sadler the person instead of just Brian Sadler the stockbroker. It’ll happen, just not tonight.”
 
   She told him that the next two days would be devoted to Bellicose Holdings. Together they would look at everything they could find about the company and its elusive founder. She grabbed a briefcase and they walked toward the reception area. Only a few people remained at work in their cubicles or offices. Riding down together in the elevator, she touched his sleeve.
 
   “I can help you even if you are a criminal. That’s what I do best. But it’s much more rewarding for me to exonerate people who don’t deserve the treatment they’re getting.
 
   “At this minute I’m fairly certain you truly don’t think you’re a criminal. I’m also fairly certain the government thinks you might be. I’m also totally certain you are in the middle of a bunch of deals that, to put it really mildly, can’t pass the smell test. Do the SEC or the FBI have something on you already? Only time will tell. But if you tell me absolutely everything I can at least know which direction we’re heading and spend my time and your money the way I should be.”
 
   When they were outside, he offered to walk her to her car.
 
   “I’m in the garage just next door.” She touched his hand. “Have a good night. See you tomorrow afternoon. Get some rest.”
 
   She turned and walked away.
 
   He stood for a minute, watching her go, not wanting to let the reality of her fade into a memory.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   It was the Saturday before deposition day. The evening before, Nicole had told Brian they needed to spend several hours wrapping up all the loose ends. They would role-play – she would ask him questions and he would answer using techniques and methods she taught him.
 
   She said she wanted to run some errands and go to the gym so they agreed to meet front of her building at 2:30 pm.
 
   “I’m coming from a workout so don’t plan to dress up for our meeting. It’ll be a workout too. Count on it.”
 
   Brian was able to park on the street since it was a weekend afternoon. A few strollers were on the Uptown sidewalks, window-shopping or sipping lattes outside of Starbucks. She came over from the garage, looking incredible in a tank top and a pair of gym shorts. Her hair was wet and she wore a Red Sox baseball cap. She was stunning, he thought. Brian had gone to the gym too; he wore a t-shirt and shorts.
 
   They worked all afternoon and as usual it was dark when she called it a wrap.
 
   “You’re ready. You’ll be fine.”
 
   “And you’re great at this,” Brian said, leaning back in the armchair.
 
   “I’m great at a number of things. I can cook like a master chef. I’m a marathon runner, when I take time to do it. And…” she stopped and smiled. “Well, let’s just say in bed I think I’m pretty good too.”
 
   Brian looked at her. They had never even had the dinner she had promised him.
 
   “That last part sounds interesting.”
 
   She stood and pulled her tank top over her head. She wore no bra. Her breasts were small but perfectly round. Her nipples stood erect. She walked to the office door, locked it and turned off the light. There was a full moon and the half-light in her office clearly illuminated her as, putting her thumbs in the waistband of her shorts, she dropped them to the floor. Now she wore only a thong.
 
   She went to her desk, leaning back on it so that her hips were thrust forward. Brian leaned down and took off his gym shoes and socks. He pulled off his t-shirt and stood up. He walked over to her, his erection clearly outlined through his shorts.
 
   “Well, what have we here?” She pulled down his shorts and briefs, taking him in her hands and moving up and down slowly. He uttered a groan as he reached to cup her breasts in his hands. He played with her rock-hard nipples as she gently rubbed the tip of his penis. He moved his hands down to her thong. She raised her hips to allow him to take it off.
 
   Moonbeams played over her naked body as she leaned further back on the desk.
 
   “I want to feel you inside me,” she said. He moved closer and she guided him into her. She was totally ready and he began to thrust slowly, in and out. She panted, her hands on her breasts, pinching her nipples.
 
   “Give it to me,” she said hoarsely.
 
   As he moved deeper inside her, his cell phone suddenly rang.
 
   Not wanting to break the rhythm, he ignored the ringing until…
 
   …he woke up. His phone rang again. It was on the nightstand next to his bed. He shook his head, not wanting to lose the momentum of the dream he had just experienced. He had a massive erection but he was all alone in his apartment. It was 3:30 am.
 
   He answered the phone, and a raspy, gravelly man’s voice he had never heard before said, “Listen closely, Mr. Sadler. I know you’ll do well in your deposition. You help us, we’ll help you. You hurt us, and well, it’ll work the same way. I hope you clearly understand me. You’ve never done anything as serious as you will do a week from Monday. Don’t screw up the rest of your life. Be as smart then as you’ve been up to now and you’ll be healthy, wealthy and wise.”
 
   The caller hung up.
 
   Brian lay in his bed, his heart racing. All thoughts of the dream were erased as his adrenalin flowed. His heart was beating so fast he thought he might be having a heart attack.
 
   What the hell am I in the middle of?
 
   There was a lot of cold sweat, but no more sleep for Brian Sadler that night.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   The days at Warren Taylor and Currant went by quickly as Brian anticipated the close of the market each afternoon. The firm was always working on deals; although his focus was on the upcoming deposition, Brian continued to place stock in the hands of his clients, generating thousands of dollars a day in commissions for his own account.
 
   Each day’s closing bell marked the beginning of his next meeting with Nicole Farber, who was quickly becoming an obsession. He couldn’t stop thinking about her. All day long he found himself recalling how she smelled, how she smiled, how she walked, how her naked body glistened in the moonlight.
 
   I’m like a kid in high school, Brian thought as he walked to her office the Friday afternoon before his Monday deposition. But I have to concentrate. I can’t let my fantasies about her fog my thinking about the reason we’re meeting.
 
   He had decided not to tell her about the phone call he had gotten during the night. Once he had calmed down and thought about it, he decided that it was best to keep this to himself for now. Brian wasn’t sure what the man had meant about his helping them, or even who “they” were. He wasn’t sure what it all meant, but he knew both from the tone of voice and what the man had said, that it was dead serious stuff. He had looked at the call record on his phone to see the caller’s number. The call originated from the 212 area code. He googled the number; it came back as unknown. So the call came from somewhere in New York City. No real help there.
 
   Yesterday he and Nicole had gone into great detail about Bellicose. She had a computer-generated list of over a hundred questions, most of which arose from reviewing the S-1 offering document.
 
   “When did you have time to do all this research?” Brian asked.
 
   “It wasn’t me, babe. I have two paralegals dedicated to nothing but Brian Sadler right now. We’re spending your hard-earned cash like it’s going out of style but we’re making sure we’re fully prepared for deposition day.”
 
   The next few days’ meetings were spent going over all the records Brian could locate. He gave her a copy of the WT&C confidentiality agreement. After reading it she placed a call to the FBI, telling Agent Callender if he wanted documents subject to the confidentiality agreement, he should subpoena them directly from the brokerage firm. She knew it was a long shot – a judge would likely force Brian to turn over the records, agreement or not, but she wanted to keep Brian out of a fight with his employer if possible.
 
   Nicole had told Brian to bring all his records to her even if they were not going to be shown to the FBI because of the confidentiality agreement. He brought cold call scripts, client lists, all of his written notes and copies of a few emails he had gotten from the company about Bellicose during the offering. She looked at everything, made extensive notes and gave them back to him to return to WT&C.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   Things moved along quickly. Nicole and Brian reviewed everything once, twice and a third time. Except for the few things Brian had chosen not to reveal to her, they had covered it all. And in his opinion, she had done a masterful job of preparing him.
 
   They sat in her office on the Friday evening before his deposition on Monday.
 
   “We’re almost ready. You’re going to do fine because you know exactly what to expect. Let’s meet here tomorrow afternoon and do some role-playing; I’ll ask the questions. It’ll help you get used to the style of questioning and the answers you need to give. I’m going to the gym before we meet…want to meet here around 3?”
 
   Brian’s mouth fell open. It was the dream taking the form of reality.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   He stammered an answer. “Nothing, nothing at all. I…uh, I’m going to the gym tomorrow too. I’ll see you here at 3. Gym clothes OK?”
 
   She said yes and that she would meet him in the lobby, since the elevator required special access on weekends.
 
   He walked out of her office, a déjà vu experience having unfolded before him. He went straight to Zen, where the evening crowd on a Friday night was noisy. The bar was jammed. He saw Jeff Spivey and Sam Cooper, the two brokers who had first told him about WT&C, sitting at a bar table nearby. They waved him over.
 
   “How are you guys? Haven’t seen you in ages.” They worked on different floors at the brokerage firm and rarely ran into each other at the office.
 
   “Let’s cut the small talk, Sadler,” Jeff answered. “Everyone in the firm’s about to shit bricks waiting to find out what the hell the FBI is looking at you for. What’s going on?”
 
   Brian told them he didn’t know much except that Bellicose Holdings seemed to be the focus of their attention, and that was all he had been asked to produce records about.
 
   “You going to be OK?” Sam asked. “I feel a little bad since I think that night at Martini Park is what got you interested in coming to WT&C in the first place. And you made a hell of a success, no doubt about it. But how’s this going to turn out, do you think?”
 
   “I’m OK, guys. First place, I didn’t do anything wrong. All I did is sell a deal the bosses told me to sell. I sold it to people whose names I got from WT&C and I used techniques I learned from watching other people at the firm. There’s nothing they can accuse me of that everyone in the firm didn’t do. Now let me buy a round and let’s talk about the Cowboys. I’m sick of talking about Bellicose.”
 
   The trio had dinner in the bar and continued to drink and talk until after eleven. During the evening Brian had gotten a number of calls, all from Carl Cybola. His phone was set to vibrate and he chose not to take the calls. He wouldn’t let Carl ruin his evening with the guys. He needed the break.
 
   “Gotta go, guys,” Brian finally said, signaling for the tab. “This one’s on me.” He considered the irony of his paying the $400 tab this time, compared to his concern the last time they’d met as to whether he had enough room on his credit card to even buy his own drink. Things had certainly changed, Brian thought. He wanted to keep it this way.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   As Brian retrieved his car from the garage, he called Carl’s number and it was answered immediately.
 
   “Where the hell are you?”
 
   “Hey, lighten up. I’ve been out for a few drinks and now I’m headed home. What’s up?”
 
   “I’ll tell you what’s up. My time’s up. I’ve agreed to cooperate with the U.S. Attorney. I’m not supposed to be calling you or anyone else but after I acted like a shit at the office and tried to threaten you I thought it was the least I could do, to tell you before your deposition on Monday.”
 
   “How did you know I have a deposition?”
 
   “You think the U.S. Attorney’s not in the middle of this whole thing?” Carl went on to say he had a lot of information on the firm’s involvement with Bellicose and he had agreed to testify against several people at WT&C whom he could tie to Francois Rochefort.
 
   “Let me give you a little tip. I told you awhile back I wasn’t taking a fall for John Spedino. And I’m not. He was Bellicose. It was completely his deal from the start. And you know how he got our firm to take his company public? I know, but I’m not telling you now, before your deposition. You don’t need to hear that from me. On Tuesday I’ll be telling everything I know to the U.S. Attorney, and I’ll be a free man. No worries, no problems, no Feds on my back.”
 
   Wishing Brian good luck, Carl hung up. Brian thought he sounded upbeat for the first time since all this had begun. He’d tell Nicole all this tomorrow – it was critical information and could have a bearing on his own situation.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   He awoke on Saturday morning at 7:30, sunlight streaming through the window. Before he got out of bed, Brian thought about what this afternoon would bring. How close to reality would his dream turn out to be? Deciding to do nothing to change it, he went to the gym, timing his arrival at her building for 2:20 pm even though she had told him to meet her at three. In the dream, he had gotten a parking spot on the street at 2:30. Today there was nothing available. He circled the block three times then saw a couple heading toward a car parked in front of Nicole’s building.
 
   He waited patiently while they backed out their car, then took their space. He had a half hour to kill so he went across the street to Starbucks. He sat outside where he had a clear view of Nicole’s parking garage.
 
   I don’t even know what kind of car she drives and yet I’ve had sex with her. Well, not real sex. But it had seemed like it at the time, until his rude awakening with his phone call from the mystery man.
 
   About five minutes before three, he saw her drive by Starbucks directly in front of him. She was at the wheel of a white Mercedes convertible and was wearing the ball cap he’d dreamed about! As she drove into the garage he walked across the street and was standing in front of her building when she walked up.
 
   He had made fun of himself this morning as he dressed in exactly the outfit he had been wearing in his dream. She wasn’t in her tank top and shorts, however. She wore a polo shirt tucked into a pair of yellow cotton shorts. She was wearing gym socks and yellow tennis shoes. She was color-coordinated but somehow when you looked at her it didn’t make you think she had actually given that any thought. It was just as though it was how she was supposed to look.
 
   She smiled. “Hey there. I’ve been thinking about you all day.”
 
   Brian involuntarily shuddered but quickly recovered. “Me too!”
 
   There were a lot of people in her office. Everyone was working; no one looked up as they passed down the hallway. She motioned Brian to sit down while she got some water. He sat in the armchair, as in the dream, hoping she’d sit on the couch again.
 
   She gave him a water, kicked off her shoes and sat on the couch, curling her feet under her.
 
   “Before we get started I want to tell you something that happened last night after I left here.” He told her everything he could remember about Carl Cybola’s phone call.
 
   She took notes. When he finished, she said, “Is there anything you’ve told me about Carl Cybola, his relationship to you or the firm, or anything about Bellicose, that you want to change now? I’m not saying there should be but if there is, for God’s sake now’s the time to tell me.”
 
   Brian assured her there was nothing Carl was going to say to the U.S. Attorney that would be harmful to Brian’s situation in any way.
 
   “I’ve told you the entire truth. Carl knew a lot of inside stuff that I didn’t. And I never participated in it. I was about to but I hadn’t yet.”
 
   The afternoon and early evening were spent much like the dream. She asked pointed questions to which he gave direct answers. She asked him things about the firm that were outside his direct knowledge. As she had taught him, instead of offering conjecture or opinions he said, “I have no knowledge of that.”
 
   It was dark when she finally closed her notebook. “I don’t think there’s anything more I can do for you. I want to tell you a few rules and I want you to remember them.” She picked up a yellow pad.
 
   “First, you’ll be sworn in like you’re in court, and a court reporter will be in the room just like in court. My job will be to object, but only rarely, which is not like in court. In a deposition, a judge will decide later whether most of your testimony will be allowed, if this ever gets to that point, which I think it won’t.”
 
   She told him that she also could be a resource for him. If he was asked something and wasn’t sure how to respond, he could whisper to her and she would help him if she could.
 
   “Don’t volunteer information. If they ask you a question, answer the question. Don’t give them more information than they asked you. If they ask you something close to the truth, don’t help them get where they want to be. If they ask you if Carol did it, and it was Mary, don’t say ‘No, Mary did it.’ Instead, you just say, ‘No, Carol didn’t do it.’ See what I mean?”
 
   He nodded, trying to concentrate on this important last information while wondering what was going to happen next.
 
   “If you don’t know something for sure, say ‘I don’t recall.’ You should never be reluctant to say that if you aren’t sure. And Brian, you can never be certain what someone said exactly, even if it just happened. They can’t kill you, they can’t touch you, they can’t beat you up. If they ask you about a conversation and they say, ‘What did Carl say next?’ your answer should be what?”
 
   “I don’t recall,” Brian replied.
 
   “Right, but even better say ‘I don’t recall specifically.’ Because even if the conversation happened this morning there is no way you can recall it word for word. If you say ‘I don’t recall specifically,’ you’ll make them have to say, ‘Can you relate it in words or in substance?’ That’ll take a lot of time and frustrate the hell out of them. Just keep your cool and you’ll be fine.”
 
   “You’re really great at this.” He steered the conversation as it had happened in his dream.
 
   “You’re paying enough to get the best and I’m good at what I do. I can’t think of anything else I’d rather be doing.” She stood, putting on her shoes. “Want to grab a bite to eat?”
 
   He stood, resigned that the dream now was nothing more than that. He agreed that dinner was a good idea, and they soon ended up in Papa’s, a casual Italian place a couple of blocks down the street just off McKinney Avenue. She had a pasta salad, he had a calzone, and they drank a couple of beers each.
 
   As they walked back to their cars, she said, “Get some rest tomorrow. Come to my office Monday at nine and we’ll ride over to the FBI’s field office together.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   On Sunday Brian bought groceries, worked out for an hour at the gym and read the Dallas paper by the pool at the Mansion on Turtle Creek. Since his apartment building was next door the tenants had privileges to use the facilities at the Mansion. Brian didn’t eat there much but he met people in the bar for drinks fairly often, and on warm weekends he enjoyed the scenery around the pool.
 
   Around six he went back to his place, starting a DVD he’d ordered online. It described the new archaeological finds at Petra in Jordan. Several mummies had been unearthed and there was speculation that one of Jesus’ disciples might have been buried in the area. He found it difficult to concentrate. For once his mind was racing not about Nicole, but about the deposition. He found challenge invigorating and he felt confident he could do a good job tomorrow.
 
   After all, I really can’t help them much if they’re trying to hang the Bellicose deal on somebody. For sure they can’t hang it on me.
 
   Around eleven, he called it a day and went to bed. He was in a dead sleep when the cell phone rang. Awaking suddenly, he glanced at the clock. 3:30 am. Same time as the last call, he thought. He picked up the phone and saw the caller ID said “unknown.” The same gravelly voice as last time started talking before he said anything.
 
   “Listen closely. You have an important job to do tomorrow. You have to help us, so we can help you. We take good care of our friends. Don’t hurt us. You don’t want us to be angry. Do well tomorrow. Your future depends on it.”
 
   He was gone before Brian had even fully grasped what he said. He lay in his bed, thinking of what he was involved in. How could he help? He didn’t even know what these people wanted from him. It was over an hour before he fell asleep again. He tossed and turned the rest of the night.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
   At six he arose, turned on the bathroom TV as usual and stepped into the shower. He could hear the newscast in the background as the water ran down his body. Suddenly he stopped and turned off the spigot. He had heard Carl’s name.
 
   He opened the shower door so he could see the TV. Carl’s picture was on the screen, then a cutaway to a street scene where a reporter stood, emergency lights flashing in the background.
 
   “Cybola was arrested at Warren Taylor and Currant only a few weeks ago, and was under indictment by the U.S. Attorney for a number of crimes, including fraud. It appears he was out for an early morning run when he was struck and killed by a hit-and-run driver. The vehicle was found about a mile away and turns out to have been stolen. Police have no clues about the driver. Anyone who may have information about this crime is urged to call Crimefighters.”
 
   Brian started shaking. He dropped the towel and sank to the floor as his legs gave way.
 
   No way was Carl Cybola out for a morning run. This guy hated exercise. Carl was killed because he was about to cut a deal with the Feds.
 
   For over an hour Brian sat at his kitchen table in a pair of briefs. He took a sip of coffee now and then but mostly he stared into the air. The guy on the phone had said, “do well – your future depends on it.” Was that why Carl no longer had a future? What the hell had he been involved in? Brian didn’t know what to think, what to do. He knew he had to concentrate on the deposition but he could only think of the veiled threats he had received and how Carl was now dead, probably because of what he was about to tell the Feds.
 
   His cell phone rang. He started to ignore it then saw it was Carter and Wells, Nicole Farber’s firm. He reflected for a second that he didn’t know her cell number but obviously she knew his.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “You’ve seen the news?”
 
   He said he had, and she asked him how he was doing.
 
   “The truth? I’m scared to death, Nicole. I think somebody killed him.”
 
   “It looks that way. But you don’t know what he knew. And you really don’t know how much he knew. You also don’t know it wasn’t an accident. So I want you to settle down, pull yourself together, and let’s get through this morning and on with your life.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty
 
   Dressed conservatively in a dark suit and tie, he arrived at her office at nine and she met him in the firm’s reception area. They had a cup of coffee and then she said, “OK, you’re ready for this. You’re an honest guy, not a criminal. You said so yourself and you’ve got me believing you now. So you’re going to go in there and be the honest, straightforward, sincere guy you are. There’s nothing like the truth to make things right.”
 
   She had arranged a sedan and driver to take them to One Justice Way, the offices of the FBI a few miles west of them near Stemmons Freeway. “I want you relaxed, not worrying about traffic,” she had said when she told him she was spending some of his money on a limo.
 
   Brian was surprised at the high security in the FBI’s office. Thick, heavy glass separated the receptionist from the waiting room. A carrier like the one in a drive-in bank was used to deliver documents back and forth. They were told to take a seat, and shortly Special Agent Callender opened a door to allow them in.
 
   They went into a conference room where a court reporter sat at one end of a long table with her machine in front of her. Two men dressed in dark suits sat at the table. They rose and Callender introduced them as field agents who were working on this case. He explained that their role would be strictly as observers and they would ask no direct questions although it would be possible from time to time they might pose a question for Agent Callender to ask.
 
   For the record, Nicole established her position as Brian’s attorney. They were served coffee and then asked if they were ready to begin. Brian was told to raise his right hand and swore to tell the truth and nothing but the truth, so help him God.
 
   The deposition started with nearly an hour of incredibly routine background questions. The agent made detailed inquiries about Brian’s college days, his degree and his time at Merrill Lynch, and then he turned to Warren Taylor and Currant. Callender began a series of questions aimed at determining how Brian had found out about the position at WT&C. He asked some specific questions about dates.
 
   Brian answered, “I don’t recall specifically.” He glanced at Nicole, whose face remained impassive.
 
   Callender rephrased the question, making it more general as to timeframe, and Brian said, “I really don’t recall.”
 
   Callender hesitated for a moment and said, “Do you even recall the month to which I’m referring, or what year it was? You haven’t been there that long.”
 
   “I’m afraid not. I do a pretty poor job at recall.”
 
   Suddenly Nicole sat up in her chair. “May I have a word with my client?”
 
   “Of course. Let’s take a ten minute break.”
 
   The agents and the court reporter left the room.
 
   Nicole whispered to Brian, “This room is bugged so talk quietly. Want to explain just what you think you’re doing?”
 
   “I really don’t remember much.”
 
   “Don’t screw around with these people. They don’t take well to games.”
 
   “Believe me, this is no game.”
 
   He stood and walked down the hall to a restroom, leaving her sitting in the conference room alone.
 
   The deposition began again and, except for a few questions of little significance, Brian’s lack of recall was total. He didn’t remember anything that had happened; the more Callender asked, the more Brian couldn’t tell them. Finally the agent said, “May we go off the record?”
 
   Nicole responded, “OK with me.”
 
   “Mr. Sadler, I really thought you had nothing to do with any of this, that you were just a broker who happened to sell a lot of this crap and made some money. My hunch was you weren’t part of the fraud itself. Now I don’t believe that. You’re deliberately refusing to answer my questions and this outcome isn’t going to be something you’re going to be happy with, I’m afraid. I’m going to ask you point blank, right now. Do you intend to give us any more information, or is this deposition effectively finished?”
 
   “I don’t know what other questions you have, so obviously I don’t know whether I will recall anything or not. So far you haven’t hit on subjects I remember much about. I’m sorry that my answers aren’t as helpful as you had hoped.”
 
   Callender turned to Nicole. “Ms. Farber, have you advised your client to respond to my questions this way?”
 
   “Absolutely not,” she responded, anger apparent on her face. “But in fairness, if he has no recollection he can’t answer your questions.”
 
   The agent turned to the court reporter, asking her to take the proceedings back on the record.
 
   “For the record, the client is unable to respond to relevant questions with any answer except that he cannot recall. For this reason, I am now considering this deposition finished.”
 
   The reporter began to dismantle her machine and the two agents in the room stood. One of them looked across the table at Brian and said, “I hope your lack of recall is not a serious tactical error. We will undoubtedly see you again. Perhaps it will be in a deposition room like this. Maybe it’ll be in the booking room of a jail. Who knows?”
 
   The three agents left the room.
 
   Neither spoke as the car headed back to Nicole’s office. Brian stared out the window. Nicole sat with her arms crossed, an angry expression on her face. His phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket, glad for the distraction. The caller ID showed a number in the 305 area code, which he knew was Dade County, Florida.
 
   “Good job today, Mr. Sadler,” the gravelly voice said. “Now we’ll help you.” The call ended abruptly.
 
   Brian pocketed his phone and Nicole said, “Do you get calls often where you only listen?”
 
   “Pardon me if I seem abrupt. I don’t think my calls are your concern.”
 
   “Your life is my concern at the moment. I don’t know what you think you were doing in there today. I’m not sure if you thought it was the smart thing to do, or a cute idea to snub your nose at the FBI. These guys can make your life miserable just because they’re pissed off at you. They can sic the IRS on you for no reason at all and you’ll end up getting audited. They can show up often enough at your office that your boss finally gets nervous and fires you just to keep them from taking a look at him. But you – after all our meetings, you chose the high road. You decided to be a smartass with the damned Federal Bureau of Investigation. You just didn’t recall anything.”
 
   She sat back in the seat, arms folded. And she wasn’t finished.
 
   “I’ll say one thing; I’ve never had a client do that before. Most of my clients at least respected the power the government has. But I’m sure you have a good reason for giving the finger to the FBI. And once we get to the office I absolutely can’t wait to hear what it is.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-One
 
   The sedan dropped them in front of Nicole’s building. As the driver opened the back door for Nicole, Brian hopped out the other side. They stood on the sidewalk. “Come on up.”
 
   “You know what, Nicole? I’m not a kid in school. I paid you a lot of money to get me ready for today and I probably owe you even more than I’ve already paid. I chose a course of action today for reasons you don’t know and I’ll live with the consequences of my actions. I’m not a kid whose mom has caught him doing something bad and I’m not interested in your review of how things went. So I hope you’ll continue to represent me going forward and if either of us finds a reason we need to talk, let’s talk.”
 
   “I’ll think it over.” She turned and walked into her building.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
 
   Six months later – December 2005
 
    
 
   It had been an eventful six months since the last time he saw Nicole Farber. That had been on the sidewalk in front of her office after his deposition. The FBI had advised the U.S. Attorney, who had advised Nicole, who had advised him, that he was no longer a person of interest in the Bellicose case. It seemed once Carl decided to become a witness for the government, he had turned over every document he could get his hands on, including hundreds of pages of highly confidential information that belonged to the firm. If Carl had been alive he would have faced a lawsuit of immense proportion from his firm, and his estate still might. He had stolen much of the information but at this point nothing mattered except that the U.S. Attorney and the FBI had evidence that gave them cause to issue arrest warrants for WT&C’s two top executives.
 
   The word around the office was that one of these two men was an associate of the mobster John Spedino. That connection had allowed WT&C to be used as a conduit for the laundering of tens of millions of dollars of mob money through the blind pool public offerings. It probably would have continued if someone hadn’t decided it was time for a little payoff.
 
   When Spedino decided to make a withdrawal from his WT&C deals he apparently did it through Bellicose Holdings. On the surface that one had looked like just another blind pool offering, with one exception no one knew about. As soon as the proceeds, which as usual contained a lot of laundered money of Spedino’s, made it to the company’s coffers, Francois Rochefort withdrew the funds and disappeared. Everyone presumed the company president was in hiding under Johnny Speed’s protection and that Spedino himself had received back twenty-five million of his dollars.
 
   When the Chief Executive Officer and Chief Financial Officer at Warren Taylor and Currant were arrested it sent shock waves throughout the company and the industry. The firm’s principal shareholders were three hedge fund managers from Boston. Each had been in the securities business for twenty years or more without so much as a hiccup. They immediately appointed Chief Operating Officer Robert Overton to the post of CEO. Overton also had many years in the business and his integrity appeared above reproach. The SEC had sent a team to Dallas to monitor the transition, and they stayed on premises at WT&C for over a month until things began to settle down.
 
   Six months later it appeared that WT&C was going to live to fight another day. For awhile people wondered if almost everyone in the firm was involved with the money laundering scheme and that the investment bank itself might collapse. Only through full disclosure to the SEC and calm assurances to customers had WT&C managed to continue in business.
 
   Brian reflected on how much more conservative the firm was today. Two blind pool offerings in the works had been withdrawn in the days immediately following the arrests and six months later only six deals had been done by WT&C. That was a far cry from one a week like before.
 
   Six new public companies, and not one of them a blind pool. Each of the offerings now was a real operating company with real people and real substance behind it. Each company had plans for using the money it got in its offering and so far it looked as though each company had done exactly what it was supposed to.
 
   The first company after the fall of the firm’s top executives had been the test case. No one knew if the firm could successfully bring another deal to the market. Would the SEC over-scrutinize the offering until it just dried up and died? Would WT&C’s previous client base still support the firm’s salespeople by investing in deals? And once the company went public would its stock price go right into the tank given all the negativity surrounding the firm that took it public?
 
   Everyone held their collective breaths at Warren Taylor and Currant that day in September when EvenGlow Cosmetics hit the market. The deal was small by WT&C standards – only $5 million – and the SEC had given its approval without delay. The Houston-based company was a fledgling multi-level cosmetics company that had hopes to be the next Mary Kay. It planned to use the public money to expand its existing product line and recruit salespeople to buy and sell its products through downlines of individuals.
 
   Brian and the other salespeople had found it more difficult to sell – there were many former customers who wouldn’t return his call – but with a smaller deal and a solid business idea the company’s stock finally ended up all pre-sold. On offering day things went off without a hitch.
 
   He reflected on how things had been that day. It was far more subdued. Nobody made a hundred thousand bucks in commissions. No Lamborghinis were won. It was more like the offering days at Merrill Lynch, Brian decided. Much calmer and much more professional.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Three
 
   As far as Brian knew John Spedino remained free and charged with no crime. The two WT&C executives had been released on $500,000 bail each and had immediately disappeared from view. No trial date had yet been set on the numerous laws they had been accused of breaking. At both Warren Taylor and in the press, everyone assumed the Feds were diligently trying to work a deal that would put Spedino in the slammer in exchange for the two execs going free. Everyone also figured the Feds had these guys in a secret place, hidden away from Johnny Speed’s friends.
 
   Brian thought what a difficult decision it would be to turn state’s evidence and rat out a guy like Spedino. He was Teflon Two for sure – people around him frequently ended up hurt or dead for no apparent reason. This time Spedino might have had all the reason in the world to keep these guys quiet. That was why, according to the rumor mill, they were in a safe house somewhere far away.
 
   The most important thing for Brian had happened within a week after WT&C got the word he was no longer going to be pursued by the FBI or the U.S. Attorney. It was October – the same month that the firm had successfully taken their second company public under the “new plan,” where companies actually were real operating entities.
 
   One morning the mail clerk made his way from cube to cube on the sales floor as usual, dropping off packages and mail. A thick Fedex package landed on Brian’s desk.
 
   “Probably a big deal for ya,” the mail guy said.
 
   Brian ripped open the envelope and shook out the contents. There was a nicely bound investment-banking proposal for a company called Bijan Rarities Limited in New York. Brian looked at the envelope and saw that it was addressed to him and sent from New York. He wondered why someone had sent it directly to him, since there were people in the firm who got these things every day from companies needing money. It was those peoples’ jobs to make the decision which ones WT&C would look at and which would go in the trash. Guys like Brian never saw a deal on the front end like this. It just wasn’t part of his job description.
 
   He decided to send it downstairs to the corporate guys but first he opened the front cover to see how much money these Bijan guys were looking for. There was a yellow sticky note inside.
 
   It said, “For Brian Sadler. Payback time.”
 
   Now, six months after he’d received the Bijan proposal, he sat in his apartment on a blustery, cold winter afternoon in Dallas. Rain pelted the window and streaked down the glass. Thunder rumbled occasionally. The forecast called for snow showers later as the temperature would drop into the thirties after dark.
 
   Brian was hard at work on his new project – the antiquities gallery called Bijan Rarities. Dressed in sweat pants and a shirt, he sat in his favorite oversized leather chair, feet propped up on the matching ottoman. He’d been reading the most recent draft of Bijan’s offering document all that Sunday afternoon. The New York law firm he’d hired to prepare Bijan’s registration statement had been working for him for nearly six weeks. Now they were on draft number four and they had emailed him the latest version late yesterday. He had gone to WT&C this morning and printed the document; he found it easier to proofread in hard copy format.
 
   Although he had gone garage-to-garage from his apartment to the office he was glad he didn’t have to get outside in the weather. It was damp and chilly and the sky had settled into a gray pallor that hung over the city.
 
   This afternoon his pen and yellow highlighter were close at hand along with a mug of coffee. He’d painstakingly read each draft the firm had prepared and then he generated a spreadsheet with his comments, emailing it each time to Samuel Lowe, the attorney at the Karr Dandridge law firm who was handling this project for him. Today would be no exception. He needed to get finished with the proofing so he could generate his list of changes and get it sent off. Tomorrow promised to be a busy one at WT&C and he didn’t have time to work on this stuff at the office anyway.
 
   His mind ached from having read nearly three hundred single spaced pages and making yet another round of corrections, additions, deletions and changes. At this point most were minor but all of them were critical. Within two weeks WT&C expected to submit the offering documents to the Securities and Exchange Commission and have yet another public offering pop out of the oven a few weeks afterwards.
 
   


  
 



Part Two
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter One
 
   January 2006
 
    
 
   Reflecting, Brian was surprised it had taken him two days to link the word “payback” to the phone call in the limo that day after the deposition. The voice had said, “Good job. Now we’ll help you.” He had forgotten about it since nothing had happened for months.
 
   Brian had taken the Bijan Rarities investment banking proposal home with him the night it arrived. It was well done and very thorough. The document outlined the company’s current operations, its need for $4 million and its prospects for the future after the infusion of new capital. It included three years of audited financial statements and the most recent six months’ unaudited numbers. As he read, he learned about the world of ancient artifacts and it fascinated him.
 
   Bijan was on the tip of everyone’s tongue in the world of archaeological relics at the moment because of the upcoming sale of the sarcophagus of Inkharaton, a pharaoh who had been missing from the line of kings for thousands of years until the discovery of his tomb in 2005. Because of Brian’s interest in the subject, he knew that the sale would put Bijan on the map as one of the top names in the rarity auction field.
 
   Within three days Brian had devoured the Bijan document, spent hours poring over Bijan’s website and phoned Darius Nazir, the owner of the gallery. Early the next week Brian put in for three days off and headed to New York City to talk to Nazir himself.
 
   Bijan fascinated Brian. His love of ancient things, his interest in reading archaeological adventure fiction, his secret fantasy to be the twenty-first century Howard Carter, unearthing the next King Tut tomb in Egypt – all of this came to the forefront as he immersed himself in this company’s information. From a Fifth Avenue storefront Bijan sold some of the greatest and most interesting rarities of the ancient world to discerning collectors everywhere.
 
   Throughout the document, reference was made to Darius Nazir’s contacts. In this business it was your connections – who you knew – that made the difference. You had to be on top of discoveries in order to be the one who got to broker their disposition. You had to be there virtually from the discovery itself, to beat out the other firms who would do whatever they could to land a hot piece of history with the attendant publicity for the selling firm, not to mention hundreds of thousands of dollars of potential commissions on the sale itself. It was fascinating stuff to Brian Sadler, the armchair archaeologist.
 
   Brian was not a frequent flyer and didn’t feel like paying a thousand bucks each way for the privilege of sitting in the front of the American Airlines 767. He therefore occupied a cramped aisle seat in coach, all six feet of his frame trying to balance between knees stuck in the seat in front, and the kid behind kicking the back of Brian’s seat. He thought how much flying had become a hassle in the years since 9/11. Not that he used to fly so much before then. It was just easier, before the Transportation Security Administration hired a bunch of people with no tact, no interest in being helpful and a bored attitude, who moved passengers through lines like cattle going to the slaughterhouse.
 
   He pulled out some web pages he had printed. Brian copied Bijan’s announcement of the sale of the sarcophagus of Inkharaton and a lengthy article from Archaeology magazine that gave details of the amazing discovery of Inkharaton’s long-forgotten tomb. Although he had read it before the story of how this tomb was discovered and how the priceless sarcophagus came to be offered for sale by a New York rarities dealer still fascinated him.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two
 
   In mid-2005 the announcement was made that a new tomb had been discovered in the Valley of the Kings, the first since Howard Carter had found Tutankhamen’s burial place in 1922. For a brief period the press had given a lot of attention to the find, because such things tended to grab the attention of mainstream people everywhere. It was a chance to read about a time long gone, to hear about a man who walked the earth and ruled a nation three thousand years ago.
 
   Inkharaton was the forgotten pharaoh. His name had been obliterated from hieroglyphs by jealous successors, and even the lists of kings that scholars had developed had a hole where Inkharaton’s name belonged. For all this time, it was known only that a nameless pharaoh ruled Egypt shortly before King Tutankhamen, around 3500 years ago. Archaeologists had looked for the tomb of this missing individual for forty years. Not having a name, they were virtually at a standstill until that day in 2005 when a workman’s donkey shied away from a snake and pawed the ground.
 
   The man was helping dig a new roadbed for the tour buses that brought needed dollars to bolster Egypt’s economy. The government had decided to create a roadway that snaked among the tombs, to be used to lure tourists who wanted to see the locations of long-dead pharaohs without braving hundred-degree heat. Buses could traverse the new road and tour guides could point out tomb entrances as people watched from the air-conditioned comfort of the bus. It was a plan that horrified the Director of Antiquities and many scholars, but one the President, in his desire to generate revenue, pushed through the legislature.
 
   A side effect of excavating anywhere in Egypt was the distinct possibility that something would turn up. Ancient inhabitants of this land had possessed almost unfathomable abilities in architecture, government and art. While much of the world was in the twilight of emerging civilization, the dwellers of this barren country were under democratic rule, they built monuments that lasted longer than any other thing on earth, and they used a beautiful language of pictures called hieroglyphs to record for posterity what they did during the days of their lives.
 
   The excavation of the Valley Tourway was no exception. As men moved rocks and rubble by donkey, a base was created which would be smoothed and covered with asphalt. On that fateful day the worker led his donkey toward a dumping ground. Large baskets on both sides of the donkey’s back were loaded with stones so that walking was difficult for the burdened animal. As the man pulled him along with a rope a snake suddenly twisted across the path in front of the beast, causing it to try to rise up. With the weight on its back, it could not do so. Instead it pawed at the snake.
 
   The reptile moved on but a small hole appeared in the ground where the donkey had struck it with his hoof. By chance the worker had turned to see what was causing the problem and noticed the hole. He knelt and picked up a rock, using that to enlarge the hole. The man grew excited. He stood within eyesight of the tombs of Seti I and Ramses X and knew this could be important.
 
   What should I do?
 
   By then another man had moved up behind him, pulling his own donkey along toward the dumping ground.
 
   “What is it?” he called to the first worker. And the rest, as they say, was history.
 
   Brian read how the worker had stayed at the site while the second man informed their team leader. As is required in the Valley, the Department of Antiquities was immediately notified. Given the location and potential importance of the hole, the Director himself had shown up about two hours later. By chance he had been in Luxor for a meeting and was therefore close by.
 
   All work stopped on the roadway. The workers smoked cigarettes and milled about, watching as the Director’s driver pulled his SUV close to the site.
 
   “It’s here, Director,” pointed the man who worked for the official as overseer of the Valley of the Kings.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
   Within a week excavation had begun in earnest. The road project was put on hold and a wooden fence erected to keep prying eyes and sticky fingers away from the site. Armed guards patrolled the area at night. No one knew what to expect from a new tomb. Usually the looters had gotten there first, thousands of years ago, and what was left was in total disarray. Rarely, as in the case of King Tut’s tomb, treasure of inestimable value was found. Artifacts, hieroglyphs and pictures gave a stunning glimpse into the lives of the ancestors of today’s Egyptians, and today excitement was in the air.
 
   The small hole had led to a stairway mostly filled with rubble. It was painstakingly cleared, stone by stone, in the stifling heat. At the bottom of thirteen steps was a stone doorway encased by a lintel made of three enormous blocks. Carvings were literally everywhere on the lintel and work again stopped as interpreters were called from Cairo to come to the scene.
 
   Within days there were front-page headlines. USA Today reported that interpreters read the words on the lintel that were written fifteen hundred years before Christ.
 
   They were intended to invoke fear. “An eternal curse will befall he who defiles the death temple of the great Inkharaton, ruler of Upper and Lower Egypt, brother to the gods, pharaoh of the people.”
 
   The curses placed on tombs always grabbed the reader’s attention but in reality many tombs had them. Researchers believed they were used in hopes to ward off tomb robbers, who usually arrived within a year or so after the burial of the pharaoh. Sadly, most defiled tombs bore witness to the fact that robbers were more greedy than superstitious.
 
   The Director of Antiquities looked closely at the door. All the pictures had been taken, all inscriptions carefully recopied to paper by hand, and it was time to open the tomb. To him the lintel and doorway appeared intact. There were no telltale holes where a grave robber might have sneaked into the tomb and brought out gold and jewels. But the Director also knew the chances of finding another Tut treasure were a million to one.
 
   “Let us open this tomb.” He gave detailed instructions to the crew chief on how to remove the door with as little damage as possible to the carvings and the lintel.
 
   For a week the work continued on the stone door. The Director of Antiquities was lucky to get a room at the Nile Sheraton in Luxor, no small feat during the height of tourist season. Each morning he crossed the Nile where a driver with a Jeep met him to take him along the west bank to the Valley of the Kings. When he arrived his first task was to interview four armed guards who were stationed at the site every night, making sure nothing out of the ordinary had happened. The night guards were sent home, replaced with a fresh set. The job of the day guards was to keep tourists, reporters and busybodies away from the staircase and the door at its bottom.
 
   By the seventh day the door had been loosened and small hooks placed on its four sides. A cable was attached and strung up the stairway, where it was connected to a winch on the front of the Director’s Jeep. At his signal the driver began to very slowly draw in the cable. It stiffened as it pulled all four hooks taut, then the winch ground noisily as it struggled to move several tons of solid rock.
 
   The winch broke, and a decision was made to connect the cable to a backhoe. The machine was then slowly moved backwards as it pulled the giant stone forward into the area at the foot of the stairway. The rock was over two feet thick and it took several hours to move it sufficiently to offer a chance to peer into the black opening behind it. While the work progressed, the Director asked that three reporters be allowed in. The first was from Al-Ahram, Cairo’s oldest newspaper. Next were a BBC reporter and one from CNN. The director wanted complete coverage worldwide. He told the reporters to stand to one side, which was somewhat difficult in the cramped area at the bottom of the stairway. To make more room he sent away all but one of the workmen who had helped prepare the stone for moving.
 
   As the senior man present, the Director had the right to be the first to see inside. But he deferred. He motioned to the workman whose donkey had created the hole.
 
   “You found it. You may have the privilege of being first to view the tomb. Please look inside and tell me what you see.”
 
   He handed the man a flashlight as a ladder was propped up against the door. It filled the stairway almost completely except for a couple of feet at the top.
 
   Shaking, the workman climbed the ladder until he reached the top of the rock door. He leaned forward across it, stretched the hand holding the light in front, and stuck his head into the inky darkness. He switched on the light.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four
 
   “Sahib…” he stuttered.
 
   “Speak up, man!” the Director said loudly. “We cannot hear you!”
 
   “Sahib, there is a small room here, full of furnishings, with another door beyond. All the furnishings appear to be upright. Nothing seems to be disturbed.”
 
   As the workman came down the ladder, the Director could hardly contain his excitement. He wanted to appear professional before the world’s news agencies but his imagination raced as he prepared to see the interior himself.
 
   Peering into the darkness, the Director turned on his flashlight and shined it around the room. The area was about six feet square, and another door indeed stood at the rear wall, just opposite his current position. Two large statues of Anubis, the canine-like God of the Dead, flanked the next doorway. The lintels and door itself did not appear to be made of heavy stone as the entrance was. Instead they looked to be carved from the same sandstone that surrounded the tomb.
 
   As the workman had described, the room was full of furnishings and pottery. Things were sitting in no particular order but were all upright and intact. The Director recalled that the first sign that Tut’s tomb had been desecrated was the disarray in which the robbers had left the furniture, which had held no interest for them. They had turned things over, pushed them aside and cleared a path to the next doorway. In the room before him the Director could plainly see that the items of furniture sat just as they had been positioned by priests who placed them there and then sealed the room for eternity.
 
   His heart raced as he moved down the ladder, making way for the news reporters to climb up, take pictures and prepare a story that would interest the entire planet.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five
 
   Over the next couple of months the excavation team worked feverishly to open rooms, catalog items and bring the findings to the world through the Internet. Since the pharaoh’s burial, the tomb had not been entered – a first in Egyptian archaeology – and although its finery was not the magnitude of King Tutankhamen’s, the historic significance of the find was unparalleled.
 
   The hieroglyphs revealed that the pharaoh Inkharaton had held the title Pharaoh of the People. In stark contrast to any other tomb ever discovered, he was shown pictorially walking among his people, sitting by the Nile and talking to them. He was a god among men.
 
   Although many hoped for the gilded treasures seen in Tut’s tomb, the items chosen by the priests for burial with Inkharaton were things people used in their daily lives. Instead of gilded chaise lounges there were beautifully painted wooden chairs arranged around a table. Tack for horses was ornate but not excessive. It was as though even the things which surrounded him in death, the things that would accompany him to the afterlife, displayed his desire to be a man like other men around him, instead of a god, hidden away in a palace-prison, insulated from his subjects.
 
   At last the burial chamber itself was opened. Inside a stone coffin there was an ornately painted wooden sarcophagus, depicting the countenance of the god-king, but with almost no gold. All the colors of the rainbow were used in the incredibly beautiful artwork that adorned every square inch of the seven-foot casket. In its own right it was as beautiful as Tut’s. Like everything else, it was a tomb for a man the people revered. It was a casket for one of the people, made of wood, not gold.
 
   The mummy itself was tightly wrapped in linens as expected. The Director ordered a portable x-ray machine to be brought to the burial chamber. Electric lines snaked up the stairway as everything was readied, the mummy carefully removed and laid on the smooth surface of the machine. Befitting this modest pharaoh, under the linens were only a few items of jewelry. Both arms had bracelets and there were earrings. All were probably made of gold, although the Director did not intend to cut into the wrappings and examine the mummy, so they would remain where they were.
 
   As the beautifully decorated walls in the funerary chamber were photographed and cataloged, one of the workers noticed a small door cut into the wall. It was only about four feet square and bore no seal or markings. It was like a door to a storage closet, and the supervisor wasted no time in ordering it to be opened. When the supervisor peered into the long chamber he ordered all work stopped and called the Director of Antiquities.
 
   “Sir, you must come quickly. We have found a second sarcophagus!”
 
   For the first time in history, a second burial casket was found, and this one was lavishly decorated in sheets of gold, lapis lazuli stones and a lifelike depiction of the pharaoh Inkharaton. An inscription on the wall of the burial chamber, next to the door behind which the golden casket had been stored, explained the unusual situation.
 
   Two sarcophagi had indeed been made for Inkharaton. The high priests intended for him to be buried in the one befitting his status as a god. According to the hieroglyphs, they were unhappy when before his death the pharaoh chose the less impressive one, denoting his love for his common people and his desire to be more like them than the gods. So the beautiful golden casket, emblazoned with Inkharaton’s likeness, was relegated to a storage chamber in the burial vault itself, to play second fiddle for eternity.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six
 
   Once everything had been cataloged, photographed in situ, checked and double-checked, the Director of the Department of Antiquities came up with a novel plan. He took it to the President of Egypt, who saw no flaw in it, so the Director proceeded to put his remarkable idea into place.
 
   The Director knew that there were collectors and institutions that would pay an enormous sum to be the rightful owner of a sarcophagus from 3500 B.C. He also knew that Egypt didn’t have a lot of extra cash to fund his department, the new Valley Tourway project and to dig for undiscovered sites and tombs. Finally, he knew that Egypt should and would be the rightful resting place for Inkharaton’s gilded sarcophagus even though his body had never lain in it.
 
   An announcement was made that the golden sarcophagus of Inkharaton would be offered for sale at auction to the highest bidder. While the new owner would hold title to the relic, a stipulation was put on the sale. For a period of one hundred years the object must remain in Egypt, on display in the tomb, or at the Museum of Antiquities, or at any other place designated by the then-current Director of Antiquities.
 
   After that time, so long as the government continued to display the casket at least half of the year, the requirement continued. If Egypt decided to remove it from display, the owner was free to take possession and move it, but it could go only to another museum where it would continue to be enjoyed by the world.
 
   To fuel the ego of the new owner, all information about Inkharaton’s sarcophagus would include the name of the person or entity who owned it. A plaque in the display area would stand next to the casket. It would say, “The sarcophagus of Inkharaton displayed here is owned by…and is on permanent loan to this museum.”
 
   The Department of Antiquities created a list of firms approved to sell such an object. The usual names – Sotheby’s, Christie’s and the like – were there. The Director’s former second-in-command, a man named Darius Nazir, also made the list. And amazingly for Egypt, it was not a political favor that had allowed Nazir’s firm, Bijan Rarities, to be included with the giants of the auction industry. Nazir was a genius at marketing rarities. He had a sixth sense which allowed him to pair an object with the perfect potential owners, create a frenzy of bidding among them, and realize the greatest return for his sellers. Since leaving Egypt for New York, Nazir and Bijan Rarities had quietly become power brokers in the ancient relic auction arena.
 
   After proposals were reviewed, Nazir’s firm was selected by a committee from the Antiquities board and the museum. His commission charge was five percent of the sale price – right in the middle of the group of bidders. The government would pay all marketing costs, which in this case could run over a half million dollars. This sale would be advertised in all the right places even though it might end up being a museum whose bid caused the final rap of the auctioneer’s gavel.
 
   The idea was to advertise the concept the Director had dreamed up. It was unique, it could create a win-win situation, and it was fair for all.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven
 
   Brian stopped reading. He had about 45 minutes before landing at La Guardia Airport. Putting his reading materials back in the briefcase, he glanced to the back of the plane. One person was in line for the restroom. He knew that post-9/11 rules prohibited the passengers from congregating anywhere on the plane, so he waited until that person went inside the tiny bathroom before he rose and strode to the back.
 
   A flight attendant was dumping trash into a plastic bag and closing down the galley’s food service trolleys, preparing for landing. She was younger than he was and also really attractive. She smiled at him and said, “Heading home?”
 
   He told her he was from Dallas and in town for only a day or so on business.
 
   “I hope you have a great time,” she said. “Have you been to Quo?”
 
   Brian hadn’t, and she told him it was one of the city’s hottest nightspots.
 
   “You should stop by. It’s on 28th Street in Chelsea. If you’re in midtown, grab a cab. It’s worth the trip.”
 
   He promised to give it a try if he had time. She smiled at him and he glanced at her left hand. No ring. He decided to go to Quo if he could, just to see if she might be there.
 
   Back in his seat Brian thought about Bijan and how everything fit together. The firm had landed the biggest sale of an ancient relic since Schliemann’s discoveries at Troy had hit the auction market seventy years ago. From the material he had found online, he knew the opening bid for the sarcophagus of Inkharaton was set at ten million dollars. The auction was only a month away. It would be held in a tent in the roadbed immediately outside of Inkharaton’s tomb.
 
   This decision had been a mastery of marketing. Discovery Channel had paid the Department of Antiquities a half million dollars for the privilege of filming the event, which would be held at night and preceded by a tour of the tomb itself. Only qualified bidders who had posted a good-faith deposit of one million dollars were allowed on the scene, so the live television show would be watched by literally millions of people around the globe, most of whom could ever otherwise hoped to have seen the tomb and its contents.
 
   The captain’s voice came through the overhead speakers, announcing landing in about twenty minutes. People around Brian began shutting down laptops, stowing carry-on luggage above their seats and retrieving jackets. Brian stood and pulled a topcoat out of the storage bin. He’d need it in the December weather after he landed.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight
 
   Luggage came through more quickly than usual and Brian was in a cab headed for Manhattan within thirty minutes after landing. It was noon and snow was falling steadily. The roadways were a slushy mess and the cab driver complained in broken English about how lousy the weather was in New York.
 
   Truth was, Brian loved cold weather. Dallas summers made him irritable and he hated the sticky feeling you had all the time when it was a hundred degrees in the shade. He looked outside at the dark day and watched the snow fall as the cab made its way from Queens into the Midtown Tunnel, then out on Manhattan island. Turning north on Third Avenue, they moved slowly uptown to the mid-fifties, winding over to Fifth Avenue and stopping at the address Brian had given the driver. It had taken nearly an hour to get to town from the airport.
 
   He paid the driver, stepped from the cab, and retrieved his briefcase and rolling bag. He walked to the entrance where a small sign instructed him to press a button to request entrance to Bijan Rarities.
 
   A buzzer sounded and a guard opened the door. Brian entered the room and was immediately enraptured. Directly in front of him was a full-size replica of the sarcophagus of the lost pharaoh Inkharaton. It was incredibly beautiful. He paused, setting down his cases as he stared at it.
 
   A young lady walked to him. “Good afternoon. May I help you?”
 
   He gave her his business card and asked for Darius Nazir, telling her he was a little early for his appointment. She advised him that Nazir was still at lunch and the weather was slowing everything down, but he was certainly expecting Brian and would be back shortly. She unlocked Nazir’s cramped office, where he dropped off his coat and luggage and returned to the showroom.
 
   He was like a kid at the circus. The place was tastefully decorated and only thirty or so objects were displayed. It looked like a museum. Each artifact was in its own Plexiglas case or on a pedestal. A discreet card noted its description and selling price. Besides the girl who had greeted him, a man in his twenties worked at a desk toward the back of the showroom.
 
   He stood before a beautiful silver knife that dated from the third century B.C., the time of Alexander the Great. It had been found in a cache of treasures at Alexandria, Egypt, the city founded by the hero. Although he knew no artifacts had ever been linked to Alexander himself, Brian liked the way Bijan created the mystique and possibility that this very relic could have been held in the hands of Alexander. He glanced at the card for a price. In small letters at the bottom were the letters P.O.R. Price on request. If you can afford to come in here the price is not likely to be an issue.
 
   A quiet bell rang and Brian turned to see a man standing at the entrance. The security guard buzzed him in. The man was in his mid-sixties, dressed in a dark three-piece suit and overcoat. He strode purposefully to Brian and said, “I’m Darius Nazir. It’s nice to see you.”
 
   “Thank you. How did you know who I was?”
 
   “Oh, Collette called me on my mobile to let me know you’d arrived and hopefully to rush me up a bit!” The girl smiled from across the room.
 
   “Come, come,” Nazir told him, removing his coat. “Have you met Jason, my other assistant?” The young man shook hands with Brian, took Nazir’s coat and his umbrella and whisked them away.
 
   “Pardon the mess in my office. You may have heard we have an auction coming up shortly,” he said with a smile. “Lately I’m finding myself spending a lot of time on it.”
 
   Brian tried to place his accent. His English was flawless and cultured. Maybe Oxford or Cambridge.
 
   They talked about the Inkharaton sarcophagus. Nazir was impressed by Brian’s knowledge. Brian explained that it was as much an interest in ancient relics in general as it was research for this project that had caused him to read the lengthy article about Inkharaton.
 
   Collette opened the door, stuck in her head and said, “Coffee, anyone?”
 
   “I need to warn you that the coffee is Turkish,” Nazir advised. “It’s very strong but it’s perfect on a cold day like this.”
 
   Soon they were both having coffee in small cups. They had dispensed with last names, and now were Brian and Darius.
 
   “I’d like to know the level of interest Warren Taylor and Currant has in my proposal,” Darius Nazir said at last.
 
   “Let me ask you a couple of questions first. There’s something I’d like to know. How did you find our firm and what other investment banks are you working with? The reason I ask is that we certainly aren’t well known in the northeast, nor have we ever done an offering for a firm remotely like yours.”
 
   “Two fair questions,” Nazir responded, sitting back in his chair and folding his hands across his vest. “Although part of what I do for a living is auctions, I don’t believe personally in having too many people in a deal at one time. What may work for selling the Greek vase out on the floor doesn’t necessarily work for selling Inkharaton’s sarcophagus. I think you must gear the deal toward the situation you’re facing.”
 
   In the next hour, Nazir explained that he had a close friend, a man who knew one of WT&C’s hedge fund owners. Nazir’s friend had mentioned that Brian’s firm was aggressive, had just come through an ordeal and had emerged with its reputation intact. The man also said the firm was looking for business.
 
   Brian’s radar went up at once. “May I ask the name of your friend?”
 
   “I doubt you would know him, and in his position his name usually isn’t in the forefront of conversations. His involvement really isn’t important in considering the proposal I sent you.”
 
   Brian replied that although that might be true, the firm had an obligation to ensure its dealings were with honest individuals whose backgrounds and histories would not create issues down the road, either for WT&C or for the public offering itself. There was nothing as bad as a deal on which hundreds of thousands of dollars had been spent, then one secret became public – one untruth in the offering document came to light – and the deal fell apart in a wave of negative publicity.
 
   Darius Nazir looked at Brian intently. “The man is a client of mine, one I have known for twenty years. He is an American who lives in my native Egypt. He was in town and offered to send my proposal to you and a couple of other firms. His name is Patrick. Carlton Patrick. I’d like you to keep his name confidential. I’m not accustomed to revealing things I don’t think are necessary. But if it will put you at ease, I’m happy to tell you.”
 
   Brian’s stress level decreased visibly.
 
   “Do you know him?” Nazir asked.
 
   “I don’t.”
 
   Brian felt that the “payback” might involve John Spedino. Nazir’s statement that this Carlton Patrick was living in Egypt made him more comfortable that Nazir’s friend wasn’t the godfather himself.
 
   He asked one more question – one that could end the entire adventure with Bijan Rarities before it had hardly begun. He might as well get things on the table up front.
 
   “Have you ever heard of John Spedino?”
 
   “The godfather? Of course I’ve heard his name – hasn’t everyone in New York? I’ve never seen him in person. Why do you ask?”
 
   Brian settled into the chair and told Nazir the real reason for his visit.
 
   “To be perfectly honest with you, I’m not one of the people at WT&C who makes a decision on proposals like yours. I’m in the sales department but somehow your document was sent to me. It had a cryptic note attached – something about a ‘payback’. The FBI says John Spedino was involved with one of the companies our firm took public, and it was a big deal around the office. They arrested our sales manager and he turned up dead on the street one morning shortly afterwards. It’s scary stuff. I’m interested in Bijan Rarities for a personal reason and I had to come see you to satisfy myself I wasn’t getting involved with one of Spedino’s deals. Now that I’ve spent time with you I feel much more comfortable.”
 
   And that was true. Darius Nazir was an engaging man with a quick mind and a ready smile. Brian had liked him the moment he met the gallery owner. He knew things might be different than they appeared but Brian had a gut feeling Nazir was an honest businessman and a good person.
 
   “I understand your caution, especially given how the prospectus reached your desk. I have no idea about the ‘payback’ note on it. But trust me, the godfather of the Mafia is no friend of mine!”
 
   Brian smiled. “That’s reassuring. Now I’m inclined to think my getting your prospectus was a fortuitous coincidence – and I’m not usually a man who believes in coincidence.
 
   “I’m probably the most interested layman in Texas in the concepts of your business, and specifically in the relics you handle. I’d like to help you on the public offering if I can, but I also would like to approach you about my becoming a shareholder.”
 
   They took a break at four. Walking into the showroom they saw through the tinted front windows that the snow was falling much harder now. Darius asked Brian if he had checked into his hotel. He hadn’t, and Darius suggested he should do so as soon as possible.
 
   “When the weather is like this people get stranded in Manhattan, and desk clerks have been known to let a room go to a man with a hundred dollar tip in his hand.”
 
   Darius offered to send his young associate to the Inter-Continental Hotel a few blocks away to check Brian in. He took Brian’s suitcase and a half hour later the man was back, room key in hand.
 
   Meanwhile Brian and Darius continued talking. Brian explained that he was relatively certain the firm would do the Bijan Rarities public offering, but that he himself had been considering a change in his personal life.
 
   “I’ve never had a feeling like I had when I read your proposal. I must admit I’m fascinated by your business.”
 
   Brian explained that he was willing to help Darius Nazir raise the money he wanted. But even more, he hoped Nazir would entertain the possibility of Brian’s investing his own money in the firm.
 
   Snowy afternoon turned into wintry evening as the men chatted. At six Collette popped in to say she and Jason were leaving for the day. Nazir saw them off and dimmed the lights in the showroom. A series of spotlights continued to brightly illuminate the beautiful sarcophagus so that it could clearly be see by passersby on the sidewalk. There won’t be many of those tonight, Brian thought to himself.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine
 
   “Would you join me for dinner so we may continue our conversation?”
 
   Brian agreed enthusiastically. They decided to walk the few blocks to his hotel since there was little chance of getting a cab as the snow intensified.
 
   Darius loaned Brian a pair of rubber galoshes. “You’ll need these for sure.”
 
   As they stepped from the building onto the sidewalk, Darius turned, locked the door and set an alarm. Brian looked down the street at St. Patrick’s Cathedral. He couldn’t see the top of the spires in the swirling snow. It’s like a wonderland.
 
   As they began the trek to East 48th Street, Darius apologized for the walk.
 
   “It’s no problem at all,” Brian responded. “I’m a big fan both of snow and New York City. So I’d rather be out here than in a cab any day!”
 
   Foot traffic was light and they made the trip in less than twenty minutes. Darius sat in the lobby bar while Brian dropped his briefcase in his room and freshened up.
 
   Brian joined Nazir in the bar and ordered a martini. The Egyptian said, “First things first. I don’t know what foods you like, but my favorite restaurant in Manhattan is a Chinese place not far from here.”
 
   Brian enthusiastically agreed. Chinese was one of his favorites as well. They settled in to their martinis as Darius returned to the discussion they had been having at the office.
 
   He told Brian that it actually was a good time to consider bringing a partner into Bijan Rarities. Darius wanted to travel for pleasure more and his adult children lived in California. He told Brian his wife had died ten years before, not long after he founded Bijan.
 
   “There are a lot more things we need to know about each other before we can determine if it’s a fit, but I’m open to the concept of bringing in a minority partner.”
 
   “I read in the proposal that you previously worked for the Antiquities Department in Egypt. Tell me about that. It must have been fascinating!”
 
   They talked about the interesting work Darius had done for twenty-five years and the digs he had been privileged to be involved in. He captivated Brian with stories of ancient ruins uncovered as infrastructure improvement projects caused streets to be dug up in Cairo.
 
   “Early civilizations built literally everywhere in northern Egypt. It’s difficult to dig anywhere without uncovering a lot of ancient things.”
 
   As a bachelor in his late thirties, he had vacationed in London and met a beautiful Syrian girl. They had fallen in love and for several years maintained a long distance relationship. She worked for a large American bank and told him one day she was being transferred to New York. Devastated, he spent days calculating how he might get a job in America himself and marry this girl he had come to love.
 
   The Director of Antiquities at the time was very well connected. He made some calls to a wealthy New Yorker who had been a benefactor of the Museum in Cairo. He was also an archaeology buff and the Director had allowed him behind the scenes at a number of excavations on the man’s trips to Egypt.
 
   A few months later Darius was placed at the Carlyle Museum, a privately funded institution where the Director’s friend served as a board member. Darius married his Syrian sweetheart and settled in to his work, remaining at the museum for ten years. He arranged acquisitions, helped prepare exhibits and guided the fund-raisers the museum regularly held. One day, he said, the man who’d helped him get his job came to him and said that a rare opportunity had opened up. A storefront had become vacant in a Fifth Avenue building the man owned, and he offered to back Darius in a rarities gallery.
 
   Art galleries abounded in New York, but the concept of an upscale store selling antiquities was something novel. Darius said he had jumped at the opportunity. The man had provided sufficient capital to allow them to purchase a number of interesting pieces, and some friends of Darius’ benefactor had put other objects in the store on consignment. At last Bijan Rarities opened with a black tie event, a string quartet from the Met, and that night Darius sold four pieces for over a hundred thousand total.
 
   “I’ve had a wonderful time ever since. Five years ago my backer told me he wanted to get his money out. Although the place was worth many times what it was the day we opened, he always treated his investment as nothing more than a loan and I paid him interest every year. So I used the company’s bank line of credit, borrowed a couple of million dollars, and paid him off in full. That was a good feeling, owning my own very successful business. But at that time I was already over sixty years old, and I knew I had to eventually think of a succession plan of my own.”
 
   His children were professionals. One was a doctor, another a dentist, in San Francisco and La Jolla respectively. They visited New York regularly but neither had any interest in the gallery or in living in the city where they grew up.
 
   The men left the bar for dinner, continuing the discussion as they walked in the intensifying snow. They went five blocks north to 53rd Street, then a couple of blocks east to Peking Duck House. Once inside, the warm inviting place, Brian found himself really hungry as he smelled the aromas wafting from the kitchen. After one more martini they enjoyed dumplings and a wonderful meal.
 
   From that first evening the men became good friends. It was as though a bond was formed which had been forged in destiny. Brian’s exuberance and enthusiasm for the subject balanced his lack of knowledge of the business itself. He could raise money while Darius taught him the ropes and ran the gallery’s successful auction and sales business. By the time dinner and coffee were finished, the two had created a real bond.
 
   Darius was heading north on the subway while Brian was going back to the hotel. They parted ways in the subway station, agreeing to meet the next morning at ten at the gallery.
 
   Once Darius boarded his northbound train Brian briefly thought about going to Quo and the flight attendant who might be waiting there. He decided he had had enough excitement for one evening. His head was spinning with possibilities. He boarded the southbound train and exited at Grand Central, walked the few blocks back to his hotel and spent a night dreaming of Inkharaton and the upcoming auction of his sarcophagus.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten
 
   The Judean hills near Bethlehem
 
    
 
   Benjamin sat in his room, quill in hand, carefully writing on a piece of parchment. He shivered involuntarily as he recalled the events of last night. He could hear his father in the other room telling his mother what had happened to the small band of shepherds.
 
   Benjamin’s mother asked Joab if he was going to talk to the priests about what he and Benjamin had seen.
 
   “I don’t know,” he heard his father reply. “There is no doubt the story will be told everywhere in a very short time. Not only did we see the event but dozens of others did as well. It may be better that the priests hear it from another than I.”
 
   In truth Joab feared telling the priests. He knew it could be viewed as blasphemy or worse. Many times last night he had heard the baby proclaimed as the Messiah. He even knew the child’s name – Yeshua. What if the priests chose to take action against the parents of this child? They could be imprisoned for the words they had spoken. Or the baby could be hunted down and killed. Joab did not wish to tell a story which could result in such drastic retaliation against this poor family. And to relate what they had seen…it was such a fantastic story it would likely be believed by no one who had not also witnessed it.
 
   “I will ponder these things,” Joab said to Rachel.
 
   She rose and walked to Benjamin’s room. She hugged her son tightly and said, “I am so proud of you. I believe every word your father told me and I only wish I had also been chosen by God to be part of the miracle you witnessed.”
 
   Benjamin was glad she believed the story, but was also certain there were many who would be greatly angered by it. He continued recounting the events on his parchment until he was finished. He laid down on his cot and fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven
 
   New York City
 
    
 
   Brian slept fitfully. Although his mind was filled with the excitement of his discussion with Darius Nazir, he could not ignore the fact that someone had orchestrated all this and that payback, whatever that meant, would come with significant strings attached. Brian figured John Spedino had to be involved, but this deal was too good to pass up. He put aside his nagging doubt and chose to focus on how to make a deal for Bijan Rarities.
 
   This is happening for a reason. It’s the best career move I could have ever hoped for – perfect for me in every way. And I can deal with Spedino or whoever it is when or if that ever comes up.
 
   He looked out the hotel window. The snow had stopped and the morning sun’s first rays appeared over the East River. Six inches or more of snow had fallen. It was a winter wonderland on the streets outside. New Yorkers being what they were, people were already going about their morning chores. He could see a grocery store across Lexington Avenue from the hotel. The shopkeeper was sweeping his sidewalk free of snow as best he could. Some people were actually jogging. For them it was slow going, given the combination of heavy clothing and deep snowdrifts, but they were slogging it out anyway.
 
   Brian spent the day at Bijan. He had a seven pm plane back to Dallas, and he cut it so close he almost didn’t make it through security at LaGuardia in time.
 
   Flying home, he thought about everything that had transpired. The day had begun with a discussion of Bijan’s financing needs. Darius wanted $4 million from a public offering to supplement the company’s existing $5 million line of credit. On top of that Bijan had a net worth of over $3 million – most of that was tied up in inventory, store fixtures and the cash the company had on hand to buy and sell items as they came in. The company was in good financial shape already – the new $4 million infusion would merely improve the gallery’s stature in the rare world of antiquities. It would also provide funds for acquisitions.
 
   Brian admitted he didn’t bring expertise to the deal. Darius countered that he had plenty of that himself. What he needed was a partner who knew how to finance acquisitions and sales, how to deal with banks, lines of credit, and all the alternative sources of financing that a company might be able to tap if a truly monumental, once-in-a-lifetime opportunity came along. From college through Merrill to WT&C, Brian knew enough about these subjects to be an asset to the company.
 
   Darius mentioned something else that interested Brian. “What I also want is a partner who can be my acquisitions man. With your obvious interest in rarities, you’d be a natural.”
 
   Before noon Brian and Darius had put together the outline of a deal whereby Brian would become a 40% shareholder and have the option to buy Darius out if he ever decided to sell. For this investment, Brian was prepared to put $1 million of his own money in the company. Darius asked for more. Since the company’s current net worth was $3 million, he suggested 40% was at a minimum worth $1.2 million, and in reality the company’s real value was far higher than its net worth. It was profitable, well established in its field and virtually unique in the types of ancient rarities it sold. All of those intangibles added to its value.
 
   Darius therefore countered at two and a half million and they finally settled on $1.5 million, plus Brian’s guarantee that the $4 million public offering would be accomplished by WT&C in the next 90 days. If that didn’t happen, the employment deal was off. They also set Brian’s annual salary at four hundred thousand dollars plus ten percent of the net proceeds on any deals he brought to the gallery. Darius made everything contingent on a background check he would order up on Brian. Brian figured it would be no problem, hoping the FBI inquiry had truly gone away as it appeared to have done.
 
   Darius was obviously excited about this deal. Likewise Brian was thrilled about the arrangement they’d hammered out. It was his ticket out of the investment banking business. Even more importantly, working at Bijan would be more like pursuing a hobby rather than putting in hours at a job.
 
   They spent the afternoon on the upcoming Inkharaton sale. Darius showed Brian everything he had been doing to get things ready. If a bidder wished to remain in New York instead of traveling to Egypt where the sale would take place, he or she could attend by closed circuit satellite feed in Bijan’s gallery. Although Darius thought there would be a very limited bidder list, and every bidder would probably want to have a representative at the site in the Valley of the Kings, it never hurt to have an alternative venue for a potential multi-million dollar participant.
 
   In a few short hours Brian had learned a lot about what made a gallery run seamlessly. At the same time he and Darius Nazir learned about each other. By the end of the day they had found the mutual respect that made a natural fit for two partners.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve
 
   Dallas
 
    
 
   Brian’s first move the next morning was to go to the CEO’s office two floors below the trading floor. Robert Overton’s assistant, a girl named Julie whom Brian had occasionally seen in the elevator, smiled at him.
 
   “I’m Brian Sadler and I’m a trader upstairs. I’d like to get an appointment with Robert sometime today.”
 
   Julie promised to get with Overton when he arrived and give Brian a call. He was back at his desk ten minutes later when Julie emailed him. His appointment was a couple of hours later – Brian used the time to get his thoughts together. He outlined bullet points on a legal pad and photocopied the Bijan investment-banking proposal for himself. The original would go to Carl Overton.
 
   Julie ushered Brian into the CEO’s spacious wood-paneled office. Like Nicole’s, this office also had commanding views, this time to the south. Dallas’ architectural marvels, some of the most beautiful office buildings in the world, stood like soldiers in formation only a couple of miles away.
 
   Brian had not met Robert Overton. Introductions were made and then Brian launched into his discussion. He told Robert that he was ready for a change. He had done well at WT&C, gotten scared like everyone else in the recent tough times, but had emerged a team player who continued to support the firm in whatever form it took. Robert glanced at a file on his desk. Brian presumed it was his personnel folder.
 
   He continued, explaining that he had inadvertently received an investment proposal from a company whose business interested him. Brian laid out the entire story to his boss – his quick visit to New York, his immediate interest in working with the company and its founder, and his belief that this company deserved the proceeds from a public offering. He outlined the company’s strengths, gave highlights of its strong financial position and laid Bijan’s proposal on Robert’s desk.
 
   “I’d like to help sell this deal as my last one at WT&C. And if you agree, I’d like to consider WT&C to represent Bijan as future funding’s required.”
 
   Robert asked a number of questions, each of which Brian had anticipated. He had studied the company’s proposal so well he virtually knew it by heart.
 
   Finally Overton said, “A group decides which deals we do. I’ll take this to the investment committee next Monday. If they like it, we’ll do it. It’s as simple as that, and you’ll have an answer Monday by three pm. Good enough?”
 
   Brian answered affirmatively. The men discussed Brian’s tenure and success at Warren Taylor and Currant, and Robert seemed genuinely hopeful that Brian would do well in his future endeavors.
 
   “However things turn out, I wish you good luck in the future,” he said, standing and extending his hand over his desk. “You’ve done well for the firm and yourself during your time here and I personally appreciate the contribution you’ve made.”
 
   Riding the elevator upstairs, Brian felt a sense of exhilaration. This will work out. I’m going to be a partner at Bijan Rarities.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
   The Judean hills near Bethlehem
 
    
 
   The next day Benjamin finished writing his first-hand account of what the shepherds had seen. He carefully rolled the two parchments and tied them with a string. His father was gone all day. When he returned that evening, Benjamin asked what he should do with the parchments.
 
   “I too have wondered that very thing. At first I thought of asking the Sanhedrin where we should place this account for safekeeping. Then I decided against mentioning our adventure to anyone at the synagogue.”
 
   He told Benjamin that just in the past two days rumors had begun to arise. People were murmuring that a band of shepherds had had an unusual experience. Nothing was tied to them yet and he didn’t intend to be the one who brought it up.
 
   “I worry that they will take it out on you, my son,” he said, as he tousled the boy’s hair with his hand. “If the priests think we are heretics, they will surely stop your education. It’s best that we say nothing. And as far as the parchments go, I will think of a plan.”
 
   Joab took Benjamin’s scroll into the other room with him.
 
   Benjamin went to synagogue school the next day and things went exactly as they had every day before. But today he was practically bursting inside. When school was dismissed that afternoon and he was walking home with his friend Saul, he felt he could wait no longer. He had to share what he had seen.
 
   “Saul, can you keep a big secret?” His friend made an oath after Benjamin told him this was the biggest secret he had ever known.
 
   The boys sat under a tree in the shade beside the dusty road that led to their homes. Saul lived about a half mile further down this road than Benjamin’s family. His father was also a shepherd. Benjamin told him the entire story, omitting nothing. Saul sat in rapt astonishment.
 
   Once Benjamin finished, Saul asked if he could have been dreaming.
 
   “I was there, doing all those things! It was no dream!”
 
   He told Saul that his father had cautioned against telling the priests because they would probably think his family were heretics and blasphemers. Benjamin even thought they might put his father in jail if word got out. He again made Saul promise not to tell a single person and Saul repeated his oath. The boys continued their journey home.
 
   Saying their goodbyes, Benjamin turned into his yard. His mother greeted him with a smile and said, “Your father is feeding the animals behind the house. I think you and he are going on an adventure tomorrow!”
 
   Excitedly Benjamin pressed his mother for more information. She told him Joab had come home after spending the day in the village, and announced that he was going to Qumran to talk to the Essenes about what to do with the scroll.
 
   “And he’s taking you with him. Here he comes now.” Joab turned the corner from the side of the house.
 
   He hugged Benjamin. “Did your mother tell you we are going on a mission tomorrow?”
 
   “Yes! But what kind of mission?”
 
   “Wait and see. We’ll have plenty of time to talk on the trip tomorrow, since we are traveling almost twenty miles. I’ll tell you everything. Now come with me. We have to finish preparing our donkeys for the trip and then pack our bedrolls. We may be sleeping under the stars tomorrow night in Qumran.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
   Shortly after the sun rose Joab and Benjamin put blankets on their donkeys and began their journey. Rachel had given them dates, flat bread and dried meat so they wouldn’t go hungry, and there were skins with water and wine. Not knowing what to expect when they arrived, they were prepared to eat and sleep alone, although Joab thought it was likely the Essenes would offer them food and lodging, however meager each of those might be.
 
   Benjamin was excited. He had never ventured this far. He looked forward to making a trip of this magnitude and being trusted by his father to join him in his visit to the Essenes.
 
   As they trod the dusty road, Joab told Benjamin of his discussion with the priests yesterday at the synagogue. Careful not to mention the event the shepherds had witnessed the other night, he had inquired in general about the Essenes, who were known to be compilers of Biblical information. The priests with whom he spoke did not act surprised or inquisitive about the discussion. Joab had told them he was thinking of visiting the Sea of Arabah and had heard of Qumran nearby, so he wanted to know more about it.
 
   The priests had told him that the Essenes were a strange lot, living in a dusty town in the Judean hills. It was a rather desolate place and it was said that once the Essenes had inscribed Biblical writings on parchment, they secreted them in caves that dotted the landscape around Qumran, the community where they lived.
 
   Benjamin had heard of this place only in tales. The stories said that a sect of odd but very well respected Jews, the Essenes, lived in isolation in this desolate village near the Sea of Arabah (author’s note: today it is called the Dead Sea). The group was known for its righteous behavior in a time of unrest and turmoil. In synagogue school Benjamin had been taught that the Essenes sought to keep Moses’ laws from being corrupted by foreign influences. Judea was a hodgepodge of ethnic groups today. Each brought different interpretations of the laws of Moses. The Essenes strived for purity in teaching, in acts and particularly in the written word, which in their opinion could never be modified.
 
   The Qumran sect of Essenes spent their days copying the Holy books onto scrolls, their particular goal being to ensure no man or popular religion of the day would or could usurp the very words of God as handed down to His prophet Moses. They accomplished this goal by copying ancient, crumbling texts onto modern parchment, sealing the finished works into earthen jars, and hiding them in nearby caves. Someday, whether soon or hundreds of years into the future, men would gaze upon the scrolls of Qumran and know how the law had truly been written, without the corruption of man.
 
   Joab told Benjamin that he had brought the boy’s parchment in hopes that the Essenes would add it to their trove of historical documents, to be kept and read by people of the future.
 
   “It is important, Benjamin, that the chronicle not be lost. You may be the only person who both saw it and wrote about it. It is our duty to preserve your words.”
 
   They stopped for lunch near a small lake. The donkeys drank the cool water while Joab and Benjamin sat on a blanket, shaded by a grove of trees.
 
   Joab talked quietly. “Since that night we haven’t talked much about what we all saw. You have had time to think about it since then, and you have even written it on parchment. What thoughts do you have?”
 
   Lying on his back in the shade, Benjamin thought for a moment, then told his father that the events of that night formed part of his dreams every single night thereafter.
 
   “Do you believe, father, that the baby was truly the Messiah we have been awaiting?”
 
   “Yes son, I do. If it had been a man and woman claiming their child was the Son of God, that would be one thing. But we were given a sign by angels, led to the place by a heavenly light, and we saw for ourselves the unearthly events that happened. Do you remember that figure in the back of the stable?”
 
   Benjamin nodded. “That was another angel, father. He was the herald angel, telling us of the Messiah’s arrival. He even told us to bow down and worship Him whom God has sent.”
 
   “I believe just as you do, son. And I am ashamed that I cannot spread the word to everyone I see. But I am afraid. Not for myself, but for you and your mother. The Sanhedrin are powerful men. The news you have written on your parchment would threaten their very existence. And they would strike out. I am certain of it. We would find ourselves persecuted, perhaps we would even have to leave our home and settle where we would not be known. For now I think it is best that we keep in our hearts the things we have seen, and make sure your record of the events is maintained for generations to come.”
 
   They rose and continued to Qumran, arriving in the early afternoon. Joab introduced himself to a man who met them at the gate and said he wanted to talk to the leader of their group. The man said he would take them there.
 
   As they walked through a courtyard, Benjamin was struck by how dusty and brown everything was. It was as though nothing had any color. A thick layer of sand covered everything. Some men led Joab’s donkeys away to be fed and watered. Their meager packs were set in a corner of the walled yard.
 
   Their guide ushered them into a large room, where men sat on stools at high desks, copying documents onto parchment with large quills. Each desk was positioned in front of a window to afford maximum light to the scribes. At the end of a room sat a man dressed in a brown robe identical to the others. He stood as they approached him and said, “I am Onias, called ‘the younger.’ It is my great fortune to oversee the important work of our brothers here.”
 
   Onias ushered them out into the courtyard. They selected a cool place in the shade and a young man brought fruit to them. He also served steaming hot coffee to the men, and offered a fruit drink in a cup to Benjamin, who gratefully accepted it. Once they were settled, the Essene said, “I am pleased to welcome you here, and I am interested to know what brings you to our community.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
   Joab explained to the man that his words might sound heretical, and he wished no ill will toward anyone.
 
   “I tell what I saw, and God’s hand was everywhere that night. I can only believe He wanted the events of that night made known.”
 
   As Joab related the story Benjamin wanted to add a comment now and then, but it would have been very improper for him to do so. Most Jews believed children’s opinions were of no value. Benjamin was glad his mother and father always were interested in what he thought, and his father had spent a lot of time on the trip to Qumran listening to Benjamin relate his thoughts about that evening on the hill and at the Inn.
 
   Joab’s story took two hours. Onias sat quietly, saying nothing, moving only to gesture for more coffee and some sweet cakes.
 
   When Joab finished the Essene looked at Benjamin and said, “You were with your father throughout this entire time, child. Is your account the same as his?”
 
   The boy was pleased to have been asked. He nodded his head then asked, “Do you believe us?”
 
   “Pardon the boy’s impertinence,” Joab said quickly.
 
   Benjamin looked down, rebuked, but Onias replied, “He is worried, and rightly so. Both of you should be. If your story is true, you have seen events that will change the world forever.”
 
   He went on to explain that two things made him believe the fantastic story Joab had told. “First, I have already heard news that this event happened and I hoped someone would bring a first-hand account. Many, many people saw some or all of what you experienced. Their stories are spreading throughout our lands as eager men find themselves unable to contain the wonder of what they experienced.”
 
   “If I may ask, how would you have heard so quickly, here in this remote community?”
 
   Onias laughed. “We are not as isolated as one might think. Members of our sect and outsiders alike visit Qumran daily. They bring us materials to translate or rewrite for posterity. Some stay with us while on a journey. Either way, we are always anxious to know the events happening outside our walls.”
 
   Benjamin spoke. “You said that two things made you believe our story. What is the second one?”
 
   Onias looked at him with a warm smile. “My father was Onias the Righteous. He was the best man I ever knew. He earned his title because he was upstanding and fair in everything he did. This was unusual in a world of turmoil. He prayed constantly and many things he prayed for came to pass. This enraged the Jewish leaders of the time and when I was still a young boy, he was stoned to death for making it rain by praying.”
 
   Onias’ eyes misted as he spoke of his father. He said that Onias the Righteous had set a prediction onto a scroll seventy years before.
 
   “I located that scroll three days ago when I first heard of the events in Bethlehem with the child. I have read it many times since. The scroll is a prediction by my father, given to him in a dream. It speaks of a baby who will be born within a century and who will become the savior of mankind. It speaks of God’s son coming as a child in a stable. It speaks of an earthly mother and a heavenly father. And it speaks of you.”
 
   “It…it speaks of me?” Benjamin was astonished. “A scroll written seventy years ago speaks of me?”
 
   Onias laughed. “Not just you. The most exciting thing about your visit today was when you told me you were shepherds. The scroll of my father says that shepherds in the hills outside Bethlehem will be visited by messengers from God and will be shown where the newborn King lies.”
 
   No one spoke for several minutes. Joab dropped his head and began to pray. His eyes closed, he took his son’s hand and held it tightly. Tears fell from Joab’s eyes.
 
   The moment passed. Joab asked the Essene what they should do.
 
   “Why did you come here?”
 
   “I was in hopes that you would believe us and would put our scroll with the ones you have hidden away for future generations to see and know.”
 
   “You were right to do this, Joab. I believe you saw and heard everything you have told me, and it was good to have your son commit the events to parchment. Your scroll deserves to be part of the historic records.”
 
   Night was falling quickly. “You must be very hungry.” Onias took them to a room off the courtyard and asked one of the Essenes to bring their packs.
 
   “You may stay here tonight, and tomorrow we will place your scroll in hiding. But first, come. We must eat.”
 
   They walked into a large room where perhaps fifty men were eating. There were heaping plates of hot food on a long table and the men sat on benches on either side.
 
   “Sit here,” Onias guided them then he moved to the head of the table. Joab and Benjamin were offered lamb and chicken, chickpeas, fava beans and many other vegetables, and flat brown bread. There was wine with which to wash everything down. Benjamin hadn’t realized how hungry he was. The food tasted absolutely wonderful.
 
   The men sitting around them asked where they were from and then inquired about the political climate in Bethlehem. Everyone knew of the census, of course. Even the Essenes were not exempt from making the journey to their birth cities, although none had yet gone.
 
   “We will wait until the last moment,” one man joked, “until perhaps the Romans will have decided there’s some new way to kill us besides taxing us to death.” Several others laughed.
 
   The talk continued for nearly an hour. It was obvious to Joab and Benjamin that these men were glad to have word from the outside whenever possible, and it was a pleasant evening talking with them. No one questioned the reason for their visit to Qumran. Joab presumed many visitors like themselves had secrets of one type or another to entrust to this sect of Holy scribes.
 
   At last the men began to disperse. Stars shone brightly overhead as Joab and Benjamin made their ways across the courtyard. Onias had left the dining hall at some point and was nowhere to be seen. The two travelers fell onto their cots, suddenly exhausted. They slept a dreamless sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
   A rooster’s crowing was the first thing Benjamin heard next morning. He sat up on his pallet and saw that his father had already left the room. The sun was already well up and he heard voices in the courtyard. He went to a water bowl in the corner, splashed his face and donned his robe.
 
   Joab and Onias were sitting outside near a small fire drinking coffee. Joab waved to his son and Onias greeted Benjamin as he sat by his father. Onias told them that he had given their situation much thought during the night. Benjamin saw that Onias held the parchment they had brought. The Essene called to a man walking by and said something to him in a quiet voice.
 
   “We will prepare your scroll now,” he said to the boy. “Come with me.”
 
   They entered the room where the scribes were working on transcriptions. The man to whom Onias had spoken had an earthen jar on a table in front of him and he was carefully wiping it with a cloth to remove any dust. Onias handed Benjamin the scroll.
 
   “It would be my honor for you to lay it in its resting place,” he said.
 
   Benjamin inserted the rolled-up parchments into the jar’s narrow neck. Then he reached into his pocket and said, “I would like to place something else in the jar.”
 
   He took out a small piece of parchment with writing on it. He also brought out a coin.
 
   “So what do we have here?” Onias asked.
 
   “This is the coin the Messiah child held in his hand. I wrote a short description of it on this parchment. The coin belongs with the scroll.”
 
   “Indeed it does. Some day this coin and scroll will have an impact of unbelievable proportions. It will not be in my lifetime, or yours. Maybe not that of your grandchildren or great-grandchildren. But someday what you have written will change the world.”
 
   The man sealed the top of the jar with a plug of mud and smoothed it out with a small knife. Onias then took the jar and said, “Your donkeys are readied. Let us take a short journey and place your jar.”
 
   Benjamin was excited. He hadn’t known this was going to happen. “It’s your privilege, my son,” Joab said. “You may put the jar in its safe place.”
 
   For over an hour the trio rode their donkeys up into the hills that surrounded the community of Qumran. Onias led them to a rocky mesa and dismounted.
 
   “We must walk from here.” He pointed to a narrow path that wound downhill in front of them. They had to be careful not to lose their footing – it was a rough trail. At last Onias stopped. He pointed to a clump of shrubs clinging to the side of the hill. Benjamin saw nothing until Onias moved the scrubby plants aside, revealing the entrance to a cave.
 
   “Ever since my father knew that the Messiah was coming, he kept this special place prepared for the document that would reveal it to the world. He passed the responsibility of putting your scroll into this cave to me. And now, Benjamin, it is time to place the jar.”
 
   The boy crawled into the tight space. He felt cramped – he couldn’t stand. At the back of the room was a small entrance into an anteroom of the cave. He crawled through and saw an indentation in the back wall. There were two stones lying on the floor of the cave in the sand. He carefully placed the jar in the area at the rear of the second room. His small hands trembled as he sat it on the ledge. He noticed that the two stones perfectly covered the hiding place. Obviously, long ago, someone truly had prepared the cave for this very day.
 
   His task complete, Benjamin backed out of the cave. Emerging from the coolness back into the harsh sunlight, Onias said, “Let us pray.”
 
   They held hands, praying that God would bless the depositing of this jar, and thanking God for the baby He had sent.
 
   “May this scroll remain safe until it is time…time for the world to see it,” the Essene prayed.
 
   Then they returned to Qumran.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
   Dallas
 
    
 
   The next few days moved slowly for Brian Sadler. Although he had to wait until Monday afternoon for the investment committee’s decision on Bijan’s proposed public offering, he wasted no time working on the details of his personal investment in the gallery. He prepared a memorandum outlining his proposed deal with Darius Nazir – 40% of Bijan Rarities Limited for $1.5 million and a guarantee that $4 million would be raised in a public offering no later than 90 days from the date of signing. He called Nicole and left a message asking her to call.
 
   It was nearly six when his cell phone rang and he saw Carter and Wells’ name on the display.
 
   “Nicole,” he answered.
 
   “Mr. Sadler, it’s Ryan Coleman. Miss Farber apologizes that she can’t return your call today and asked that you email whatever you need and she’ll respond when she can.”
 
   Brian asked if she was in the office.
 
   Ryan hesitated a moment, then said, “Do you need her email address or do you have it?”
 
   Obviously she wasn’t speaking to him.
 
   He emailed the memorandum and asked if she would prepare a Letter of Intent to send to Nazir. Given her specialty in criminal law he wasn’t sure if she would handle something like this. He figured at the least she would shuffle the project off to someone else in the firm. Having not received a bill for more money, he figured he had funds left from his initial payment and decided it was worth a try.
 
   On Friday Nicole called him at work. “Glad to see you’re planning a move to make an honest living,” she quipped.
 
   “How are you?”
 
   “Not bad, but busy. Let’s talk about your deal. I’ve put together your Letter of Intent and I’ll email it in a few minutes. Your proposal sounds exciting. Is WT&C going to do an offering for Bijan?”
 
   He told her about his discussion with Robert Overton and that he was waiting for an answer.
 
   “Want to meet for a drink tonight after work?”
 
   “I’m working late tonight.” Fueling his hopes slightly, she said, “But I would like to see you again sometime. Bye.” And she hung up.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
   On Monday Brian had trouble concentrating as he waited to hear from the investment committee. He wasn’t worried – he knew from experience that the Bijan deal had merit. It was something another firm would take even if WT&C didn’t. But he had a nagging fear that his involvement with the FBI might come back to haunt him, even though he had done nothing to hurt WT&C.
 
   At four pm his phone rang. Robert Overton told him that the committee had approved his deal and work would begin the next day on preparing for a public offering. Overton congratulated Brian and again thanked him for a good run at the firm.
 
   On the way home he called Darius and told him the letter of intent would be emailed shortly. WT&C would prepare agreements to represent the company as its investment banker in the upcoming public offering. Even with these assurances, nothing was set in stone. All investment banks had out-clauses that would allow them to exit a deal at any time, for any reason, or for no reason whatsoever. However when this stage was reached, a deal was all but done, save a major catastrophe like a market crash.
 
   Darius was thrilled. He told Brian the background check had come back clean and everything was ready to proceed from his side. He reiterated how much he looked forward to working with Brian and promised to read the letter of intent, sign and return it immediately.
 
   “So when will you join the gallery?”
 
   “I should stay here for at least a few weeks. I can keep things moving better if I’m still at WT&C than if I’m an outsider.”
 
   They set a timetable to have a contract in place for Brian’s $1.5 million investment by the end of the week and to have his funds wired to Bijan in 30 days or less.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
   Brian wasn’t concerned that the Bijan public offering might not happen, except for one thing that was out of everyone’s control. If the stock market took a major tumble between now and offering day, WT&C could pull the plug on the offering. And they would. It happened regularly in the investment-banking world. If investors were in panic mode those who had agreed to buy Bijan stock could back out and the firm would be left having to spend millions of its own money to pay Bijan the offering proceeds. There was nothing anyone could do about that possibility, so Brian, the optimist, refused to consider it as a possibility.
 
   It turned out the market, fueled by continuing success in the oil and energy sectors, steadily rose over the weeks before Bijan’s offering date, which had tentatively been set by the firm for mid-May. Meanwhile, their contract finished and signed, Brian prepared to buy his shares of Bijan.
 
   He converted almost all his investments into cash, used a line of credit he had established at Chase to finish things up and wired $1.5 million to Bijan Rarities’ bank account in New York. They spoke daily – Nazir was working feverishly to finish the auction of the sarcophagus, set for next weekend. He was leaving for Egypt in a few days and asked Brian to join him there. It was tough for Brian to turn down that offer but he knew his time was better spent keeping the deal on track. Every day at the office meant dozens of new questions to answer, drafts of documents to read and forward on to Darius, and handling a million small things that were part of the process.
 
   “Come to New York, then,” Darius offered. “As an owner of Bijan, and its new acquisitions man, you should be here to represent the gallery.”
 
   “Acquisitions man?” Brian was surprised.
 
   Darius explained that he had given much thought to the roles each of them should play and if Brian were agreeable, Darius wanted to slow down his constant travel schedule and spend more time in the gallery. Darius would run the store and oversee all auctions while Brian handled the financial side, traveled the globe chasing leads and brought home the antiquities which would fuel sales at Bijan.
 
   Brian thought it sounded great and promised to come to New York for the simulcast of the Discovery Channel broadcast a week from Friday. The auction was set for one pm New York time, which was nine in the evening in the Valley of the Kings.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty
 
   Brian was in touch daily with Sam Lowe, the New York attorney representing the gallery on its offering. They had finalized the offering document and sent it to the Dallas lawyers hired by WT&C. Everything was moving along. The firm was negotiating with Brian at this point over stock options, rights buy Bijan stock at a fixed price for a period of time. If the stock went up during that period, WT&C would make a bunch of extra money. Usually deals that could be tough to sell commanded a lot of options. Those were an incentive for the investment bank and a way to potentially make money even if things didn’t go exactly as planned.
 
   Brian argued with his colleagues at WT&C who were putting together the finishing touches.
 
   “Bijan’s a jewel, a company any broker would be proud to take public. It’s one deal that doesn’t need options tied to it.”
 
   WT&C resisted. Time was on their side, because Brian wanted the offering finished and done with sooner rather than later, so he could get on with the new aspects of his life. He negotiated less options for the brokerage firm, cleared it with Darius and the deal moved ahead.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   “I’ll join you for a drink at seven. Meet me at Steel.”
 
   Steel was one of Dallas’ newest establishments and Brian was glad Nicole had agreed to join him. He had called her to advise that the letter of intent and contract she had prepared were now signed and finished.
 
   His real motive had been to have dinner with her but she declined, saying she had trial the next morning and wanted to be ready. But at least she had agreed to drinks.
 
   The men in the bar noticed Nicole as she walked in. She was dressed in a red suit. With her blond hair she was impossible to miss. He stood as she approached the bar. She took his hand and squeezed it.
 
   “Hi, Brian Sadler, who is not a criminal.”
 
   “Get over that!”
 
   An hour later they had caught up. Brian knew from news reports that Nicole was defending the Chief Operating Officer of a pharmaceutical company in Fort Worth. He was the subject of an investigation by the Securities and Exchange Commission, who claimed her client had masterminded a plot to hide poor earnings. There was basis to their claim.
 
   They talked about how, like in Brian’s situation, Nicole’s defense was that her client wasn’t part of the problem. In this case, he had instead tried to formulate a solution. Finally she stopped – she’d said as much as she could without violating attorney-client privilege. They ordered another drink and talked about Brian’s work.
 
   “I got the invitation to Bijan’s simulcast of the auction. Thanks for inviting me.” Brian had put her name on the list after Darius asked him to submit names of people he wanted to invite. Hers was his only one.
 
   Brian told her about his visit to the gallery and his excitement over the business and its prospects.
 
   “It sounds like love at first sight,” Nicole commented.
 
   He looked into her eyes and responded, “Love at first sight. That pretty well sums it up.” There was a long pause as neither of them looked away.
 
   “Ahem,” Brian cleared his throat. “Well, I am now the acquisitions officer and minority shareholder of Bijan and WT&C is going to bring the company to the public market in a couple of months.” He asked if she had heard much about the auction of the sarcophagus of Inkharaton.
 
   She’d learned about it from the memorandum Brian had sent her to create his letter of intent. She recently saw advertisements in the Wall Street Journal and the New York Times, and commented that the sale seemed to have generated a lot of interest in ancient things and Egypt in particular.
 
   He mentioned the Discovery Channel broadcast and said he would be in New York for the simulcast.
 
   “Why don’t you come up?”
 
   “My goodness, sir,” she deadpanned in a Scarlett O’Hara voice, “I feel I hardly know you!”
 
   He smiled. “Really. I’m serious. That invitation is your pass to an incredible event. The guest list is strictly limited and there are people who would pay a lot of money for that pass. Selfishly, I’d love to have you come see the gallery.”
 
   “There was a time in our professional relationship when I’d have bet money we could really click together personally, so I need to tell you something. What you did that morning in your deposition was a slap in the face to me. I was blindsided. I was your counsel and I looked like a fool. I’ve tried to let it go but what it said to me was, ‘Brian Sadler’s not at all what you think he is. There’s a side to him that may show itself at any time and you have no idea what it’ll do to you.’ I’m a careful girl with my feelings. And I’m going to be really careful this time.”
 
   He tried to apologize. “My entire decision on this was because of Carl’s murder. I knew you wouldn’t walk in that room and represent me if you knew what I was going to do but I still needed your help.”
 
   “Really?” she responded sarcastically. “Which parts of ‘I don’t recall’ did you need help with?”
 
   “You’ve got to understand that I did what I thought I had to do to survive. I had no intention of pissing you off or causing you grief. It was a matter of living to fight another day. And apparently it worked.”
 
   She conceded he was right, but he should consider himself forever on the FBI’s radar screen. “One step in the wrong direction and they’ll be all over you. Don’t ever forget it. The Feds have long memories, and you’re indelibly etched in their bureaucratic minds.”
 
   She told him she had to go.
 
   “Please consider coming to New York.”
 
   “I don’t know where this is all going. I don’t know if there’ll be anything between you and me. I do know there’s a lot of work to do before I’ll feel I know you well enough to spend much time with you.” She stood, leaned over and kissed his cheek, turned and said, “But that doesn’t mean I don’t think you’re a sexy guy.”
 
   She walked out of the bar.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Brian talked to Darius four or five times a day as the week of the auction arrived. He made reservations for an arrival on Thursday around noon. Darius would already be in Egypt handling final preparations for the sale the next night.
 
   “Collette will handle everything you need. She’s extremely bright and very capable. I know you’re new to all this but with her help you’ll be fine.”
 
   Brian could hardly contain his excitement as he walked off the plane at LaGuardia Airport. This was truly the beginning of a new life – a chapter closing and a new one opening in the book that was Brian Sadler. As he walked to the baggage claim area, he saw a man holding a sign that said “Sadler.” He stopped, confused.
 
   “I’m Brian Sadler.”
 
   Darius had sent a car and driver to pick him up.
 
   “I took Mr. Nazir to Kennedy Airport earlier this week for his trip to Cairo,” the driver told Brian as they stood in the baggage claim area. “He told me you’re his new partner. I’m Dov and I’m pleased to be assisting you.”
 
   This is truly a new chapter in my life. A driver picking up Brian Sadler, the new partner in Bijan Rarities.
 
   The driver dropped him at the Inter-Continental where he checked in and dropped off his luggage. He walked over to Fifth Avenue. It was a gorgeous spring day – the time of year when one day might be cold and dreary, and the next sunny and warm. This was one of the latter and Brian found himself gazing upward at the skyscrapers like a tourist as he walked along 48th Street.
 
   Arriving at the gallery he saw a large sign in the window announcing Discovery Channel’s broadcast tomorrow afternoon. There were over twenty people in the showroom, looking not only at the sarcophagus but also at the other items on display. Collette waved when she saw him, broke away from a customer and approached.
 
   “Just in time! Things have been crazy all week. Mr. Nazir prepared these for you.” She handed Brian a series of printed sheets. At the top of each was a picture of one of the antiquities on display in the showroom. Below it was a lengthy description and at the bottom a set of numbers and a price.
 
   Collette explained, “Those numbers shown above the price give you our cost code.” She showed him quickly how to interpret it.
 
   “Although I’m sure the rules don’t apply to you, Jason and I aren’t allowed to sell anything for less than fifty percent markup over cost. We get a 10% bonus if we sell anything at 90% or more of its retail price.”
 
   Brian thanked Collette, waved to Jason across the room, and went to Darius’ office. In the middle of his desk was a brown envelope with Brian’s name on it. Inside was a note from Darius telling Brian to make himself at home, use the office as his and get ready for an interesting auction. The packet contained detailed information about the auction, including a timetable of events listed in Egyptian and New York time. There was also a corporate credit card with his name on it. A sticky note asked Brian to take one of the gallery’s invited guests to dinner after the simulcast, if he could arrange it.
 
   The phone on the desk buzzed quietly and Collette said, “Mr. Nazir is on line six for you. Just press the blinking light.”
 
   Darius welcomed Brian to New York. He expressed his appreciation and assured him that he’d do fine, even though he was receiving a trial by fire, since the auction was his first official duty as a shareholder in the gallery.
 
   “As I told you earlier, bidders had to be pre-qualified. There are only six; they’re listed on a sheet in the packet I left for you. Have you seen it?”
 
   Brian pulled it out. Darius said that two of the bidders, whose names were highlighted in yellow, would be at the New York gallery. The others would be in Egypt with him.
 
   Brian looked at the names. One was a representative of the National Museum of Canada; the other represented Marilyn Lukonen, a New Yorker who was one of the wealthiest people in America. Lukonen had founded the wildly successful magazine “In Touch,” and now hosted her own television show. Products bearing the “Marilyn” logo were in upscale boutiques across North America.
 
   Darius said Lukonen was a collector of Egyptian art and had expressed interest in the sarcophagus after Bijan was approved to sell it.
 
   “She’s a really reasonable person, not one of these who wants to accumulate everything just because she’s wealthy. Her stated goal is to provide this piece for the world to see, in its original tomb, for generations to come.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Darius explained more about the auction. “There will likely be several reporters there. I sent invitations to both the newspapers and the trade press. But have no worries. Collette and Jason are fully prepared to handle everything. I’m just glad you’re there representing Bijan.”
 
   Brian made a quick call to Karr and Dandridge, Bijan’s law firm handling the offering, and arranged to meet Sam Lowe for a drink at seven. Sam’s office and the gallery were both in midtown, so they chose the Oak Bar at the Plaza for a convenient watering hole.
 
   The rest of the afternoon went quickly. Brian stayed on the floor as much as possible. Occasionally Collette or Jason would pull him aside to meet one of the firm’s clients.
 
   “This is Brian Sadler, Mr. Nazir’s new partner in the gallery,” they said to each client. Brian was thoroughly enjoying his first day at his new profession.
 
   That evening he and Sam caught up on the progress of Bijan’s public offering. From the lawyer’s standpoint, everything was ready to go. They chatted a few more minutes, finished their drinks and Brian picked up the check.
 
   “Sorry to cut it short but tomorrow’s a big day. I have to be at the gallery at five am so I’d better get some sleep!”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   Around midnight a tractor pulling a semi-trailer parked just off Fifth Avenue on 53rd Street, the closest intersection to Bijan Rarities. Emblazoned on the sides of the trailer were the name and logo of the Discovery Channel. Two men exited the cab, opened the trailer and began to raise a satellite dish that extended from panels in its top. Once the dish was twenty feet high one of the men went to a console in the trailer and tested satellite reception in the concrete canyons of Manhattan. If a link to Discovery Channel’s satellite couldn’t be accomplished the truck would move and the process would be repeated until they were successful.
 
   Reception was good so the other man began to snake thick cables along the curb from the truck to just in front of Bijan’s front door. He pulled them across the sidewalk and covered them with a metal arch that would allow pedestrians to cross over the cables without tripping. He also set out four large yellow caution signs.
 
   The truck was now in place for the broadcast. For the rest of the night the two men sat in the trailer and communicated with their counterparts in the Valley of the Kings near Luxor, Egypt. Everyone’s job was to be sure the simulcast scheduled for one pm New York time would come off without a hitch.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   Brian’s 4:15 wakeup call jolted him from a deep sleep. He jumped out of bed, dressed in slacks and a sweater, and took a complete change of clothes for later in the day.
 
   There were few people on the streets at this time of morning and Brian walked quickly to the gallery. Collette had posted a sign last evening that the gallery was closed for the morning and would open for invited guests at noon.
 
   The showroom was ablaze with light. Brian knocked; Collette ran from the back and let him in along with two uniformed police officers that arrived at the same time. These were off-duty policemen hired to guard the front door until noon. The door would have to be unlocked, even open, a good deal of the time while the TV people prepared everything, and Nazir had wanted to ensure passersby didn’t wander in during the hubbub.
 
   The morning was busy. Collette, Jason and Brian cleared the center of the showroom and set up over a hundred folding chairs while the Discovery Channel team installed a huge screen in the back of the store facing the front windows. They brought in projection equipment, which they connected to the cables that now ran through the front door. Then they tested the video and audio feeds from Egypt.
 
   A split screen was set up. The bulk of the screen would show the live Discovery Channel broadcast. A smaller screen on the lower right would display the feed from a camera aimed at the podium in the tent where the auction was happening. Similarly, the tent in Egypt had a small television monitor that showed a view of the dais that was in place at the New York store. Each location could see the other.
 
   Caterers brought in canapés and refreshments and set up a champagne bar. Just before noon they unloaded a beautiful ice sculpture in the likeness of the pharaoh Inkharaton as depicted on his sarcophagus. Brian thought it was a great addition to the upcoming celebration.
 
   Brian moved about the showroom doing last minute adjustments on chair rows, when he heard, “Good morning, Brian,” through speakers set up by the electronics crew.
 
   He looked up and saw Darius on the small screen, standing in front of the podium in Egypt. One of the workmen asked Brian to walk to the dais at the back of the showroom. When he did, the camera in New York picked up his image and he sent his greetings to Darius. The men could now see each other on the TV monitors.
 
   “It’s good to see you! We’re just making last minute preparations here in Egypt – I know you are too. I think everything’s ready to go. As you know, we begin with a tour of the tomb at one your time, then precisely at 1:30 we’ll emerge to conduct the auction. That’ll be the last thirty minutes of the hour Discovery has allotted for the broadcast.” They chatted briefly and Darius signed off.
 
   Brian checked his watch. It was less than half an hour until the gallery opened. There was a table at the front of the store to register guests and the media, including the two bidders they were expecting. Brian went to the back office and changed into a suit and tie.
 
   By noon a number of people stood in line outside the gallery. Precisely at twelve guest check-in began and Collette offered them champagne and hors d’oeuvres. Within twenty minutes the gallery was full. Jason’s primary job was to make sure Brian was aware when the bidders arrived. By 12:30 neither had arrived, but by then the room was filled with well-known clients and friends. Major corporate CEOs had been invited to see the auction and a few actors had flown in from California to attend this monumental event. Bijan had hired plainclothes security guards and a few guests arrived with bodyguards of their own.
 
   Brian stood on the dais checking the microphone while a technician worked a monitor. Brian noticed a man who appeared to be in his mid-sixties with a head full of wavy gray hair who had completed the check-in process. Collette pointed the guest in his direction and the man strode confidently through the gallery toward him. His suit, Hermes tie and Gucci shoes were impeccable. A gold Rolex peeked out from under a highly starched French cuff white shirt.
 
   Brian decided this must be the bidder from Canada. He stepped down from the podium, extending his hand, and said, “Welcome. I’m Brian Sadler.”
 
   “Good day, Mr. Sadler. It’s very nice to meet you. I’m John Spedino.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   Brian’s face must have betrayed his astonishment. He was at a loss for words.
 
   Spedino said smoothly, “I’m looking forward to seeing the auction. I’m a great fan of ancient art and relics and this is shaping up to be the sale of the year.”
 
   Brian stammered, “I…I suppose I should thank you.”
 
   “For what? Have we met?”
 
   Brian stumbled with his words. “I have a feeling you’re behind my move to Bijan.”
 
   The godfather of New York gave him a puzzled look. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Perhaps you’ve confused me with someone else. I’ve been a customer of Bijan in the past but it’s only been through an agent, so your firm has no record of me as a purchaser in my own name. Regardless, I was pleased to be invited to the event and here I am.”
 
   He smiled at Brian, excused himself and moved to the champagne bar.
 
   Brian had a million thoughts running through his mind. Why would Darius invite him? What does he have to do with Bijan? Why didn’t I bring up Bellicose and WT&C? The FBI said Spedino was involved in all this – Carl said it was basically his company. I should have said something to see what his response was.
 
   The producer interrupted. “Twenty minutes to air time, Mr. Sadler.”
 
   Within the next ten minutes both his bidders arrived. Collette introduced Brian to Paul Lecroix, the bidder representing the National Museum of Canada. Brian thanked Lecroix for attending and offered assistance if the bidder needed anything.
 
   The second bidder arrived soon after the first. Collette caught Brian’s eye from the front of the room and gave a slight nod in the direction of a man picking up his credentials from the table. She introduced Brian to a New York attorney who would be bidding on behalf of Marilyn Lukonen. Collette quickly checked the power of attorney that would allow him to bid. The dollar amount that was his top bid authorization was in a sealed envelope she handed to Brian. It would be opened only if Lukonen were the winning bidder.
 
   The producer held ten fingers in the air and began a countdown. Brian went to the podium and spoke into the microphone.
 
   “Please take your seats. The tour of the tomb of Inkharaton will begin momentarily.”
 
   He read from a script. He advised the crowd that the tour and auction were being broadcast live to a worldwide audience on the Discovery Channel. He asked everyone to please remain in their seats except during four commercial breaks. As he finished he looked up and saw one late attendee signing in at the desk. As she found a chair, she caught Brian’s eye, smiled and waved to him. Nicole had come after all.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   A couple of minutes before one the gallery lights were dimmed. The live broadcast suddenly appeared on the huge screen. There was an excited murmur from the guests as the tomb in Egypt was shown. A deep, commanding voice read the words displayed on the screen – ‘Inkharaton: The Forgotten Pharaoh.’”
 
   An announcer welcomed viewers to the first live broadcast of a new tomb in the Valley of the Kings, to be followed by the auction of the pharaoh’s unique second casket. Introductions were made and the program was handed over to the Director of Antiquities, whose role it was to be the master of ceremonies for the tour. While the broadcast continued Brian stepped off the dais and went to the back of the room. Nicole was seated on the last row. He bent to speak to her. She looked at him, put her finger to her lips and whispered, “Shh! I want to watch this!”
 
   When the tour ended there was a commercial break. The producer gave Brian a finger in the air at exactly 1:29, indicating one minute until the auction would begin. Both bidders had been given auction paddles. Brian would call out any bid on his end and Darius would do the same in Egypt.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   At 3:30 it was all over. Brian took a breather and reflected on the hectic afternoon. During a wrap-up phone call Darius confirmed what he already knew – the auction had been a huge success. The opening minimum bid was set at $10 million and things progressed quickly. At the final stroke of the gavel only four of the six registered bidders had joined in the auction. The golden sarcophagus of Inkharaton sold to the British Museum for $19.5 million. The Museum’s Director of Egyptian Art was present in Egypt; he gave a brief interview at the end of the program.
 
   The sale gave Bijan Rarities a commission of slightly under a million dollars. Darius told Brian he estimated the gallery’s total expenses at about three hundred thousand, which netted the gallery a lot of money but more importantly, publicity that was impossible to value. In the past month alone calls had begun to come in from places around the globe, offering rarities to Bijan for outright purchase or auction. These were opportunities that the gallery might not have seen otherwise. Even before it happened the Inkharaton sale put Bijan on the map as one of the major galleries in this field. Now that it was over, things promised to be very exciting indeed for Brian’s new employer.
 
   Brian invited the Canadian bidder to dinner but he declined, saying he was catching a flight back to Montreal. He had never bid but the attorney for Marilyn Lukonen had. That man departed immediately following the auction’s close. Once Brian had a chance to glance around the room, John Spedino was also gone and Nicole was up front talking to Collette.
 
   On the sidewalk, the paparazzi snapped pictures as some of Bijan’s most famous clients left. Donald Trump and Jack Nicholson were deep in conversation as they walked out. That photograph made the Post’s the front page the next morning.
 
   Several clients approached the dais and spoke briefly to Brian. Many of them had heard from Darius about his new partner. Each mentioned how pleased Nazir was at having a partner for the first time. Brian received hearty congratulations and promises of lunch and drinks down the road.
 
   Jason quietly whispered, “Mr. Nazir is standing by in Egypt. He’d like you to give him a ring as soon as you can, please.”
 
   Brian looked again at Nicole and unsuccessfully tried to catch her eye. He went to the office and called Darius for their wrap-up meeting. Nazir would be exhausted and by the time he got back to his hotel in Luxor it would be long after midnight so this call had to happen now.
 
   After a short review of how everything went, Darius again told Brian how pleased he was that they had partnered.
 
   “I’m staying an extra day in Cairo before I head home. There’s a rumor that something’s been found that’s the biggest rarity to surface in years. I have no idea what it is. Everything’s hush-hush right now and I want to look further into it. More news as I hear something.”
 
   Brian raced back into the gallery, hoping to find Nicole. There were only a few people left. Collette said Nicole would catch up with him later. He would have tried her cell phone, but although she knew his number, he still didn’t know hers. How, he wondered, did she intend to catch up with him? Hopefully she’d call.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   Hoping she might to stop back by the gallery, Brian stayed an extra hour finishing a summary memorandum of observations about the auction. He emailed it to Darius. At six Collette and Jason stuck their heads in the door, asking if he was ready to close for the night. Since Brian had neither key nor code to the gallery’s sophisticated alarm system, he had to leave when they did.
 
   He stood on the sidewalk for a few minutes, hoping Nicole might stop by. Finally he called Ryan Coleman. He asked for Nicole’s cell number and Ryan responded that his instructions were, if you don’t already have it, I’m not allowed to give it to you. He briefly considered asking Ryan to call her and pass along a message, but Brian had to give up. She knew how to get in touch with him, but she hadn’t. That was it.
 
   As he walked through the Inter-Continental’s lobby toward the elevators, he glanced right and left to see if she was waiting for him. The bar was completely open to the lobby, so he would have easily noticed her blond hair but she wasn’t there. He unlocked his door, put his briefcase in the hallway, and heard, “It’s about time you got here.”
 
   He turned the corner and looked at his bed. Nicole was lying on it, wearing nothing but a pair of tiny pink panties.
 
   


  
 



Part Three
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter One
 
   The Hills near Qumran
 
   January 2004
 
    
 
   Two teenage boys hiked in the midday sun. Sons of shepherds, they were no strangers to the hills around the ancient ruins of Qumran. They lived at the edge of the Dead Sea only a few miles from where they stood today and had spent their lives roaming the hills and valleys nearby.
 
   Since 1947 when the first scrolls were found, the residents of this area had become de facto treasure hunters. Not many days went by without at least a few people combing the hills near Qumran, hoping to uncover the next cache of earthenware and parchment. These boys were no different. They had packed lunches and planned to spend the day enjoying the outdoors and searching for caves. Everyone in the area laughed about it but secretly many of them believed there were more hiding places than the few found so far.
 
   After hours of roaming they stood on a hilltop overlooking the Dead Sea.
 
   “It looks as if there is an old trail below us, maybe,” one said. They worked to find handholds as they inched down the rocky hillside. Finally they landed on an area about fifteen feet below the mesa on which they had stood.
 
   “Doesn’t look much like a trail to me,” the other boy said. They walked twenty feet to the east and saw a small hole at the side of the makeshift trail. One of the boys found a stick, knelt and began to dig out the hole, careful lest a snake emerge. They dislodged rocks to make the hole bigger – the rocks fell down inside the hole, a sign there could be a cave.
 
   Once they’d enlarged the hole they could see that a tunnel went down and then straightened out into a small room. There was an opening in the rear of the cave into a second room.
 
   The rooms weren’t big enough for both of them. Renewing their pact that whatever one found belonged to both of them, they drew straws and one was soon sliding down through the hole. He crawled on all fours to the second space.
 
   “It looks like just an empty room,” he yelled. He directed a flashlight through the hole in front of him. He didn’t want to stuff himself through the small opening only to come face to face with a snake.
 
   The second room was empty so he squeezed through the doorway. It was claustrophobic. The walls were within a foot on each side and the ceiling was not far above his bent back.
 
   “I don’t see anything,” he said, turning slightly so his friend could hear.
 
   “Look around closely.”
 
   The boy rose up off his hands, holding the light in one while he ran the other along the back wall.
 
   The sandstone wall was smooth until he came to a ridge in the middle. He dug his finger into an indentation running up and down maybe eighteen inches. Along the top the ridge continued left and right. These are rocks, not the wall, he thought excitedly.
 
   He took a Swiss Army knife from his pocket and inserted it into the ridge. The knife went in easily, all the way to the hilt. His adrenalin began to pump as he ran the knife around the seam.
 
   “What’s going on?” his friend yelled into the cave.
 
   “I…I’ve found something! I’m trying to dislodge a rock. Give me a minute.”
 
   As he pried, one of the rocks suddenly began to pop out toward him. It wasn’t particularly large but as it fell in the tight space it startled him. He let out a yell.
 
   “Are you OK?” his friend asked.
 
   “Hang on!” The boy’s voice resounded with excitement. He could see the corner of an earthen jar in a space the rock had covered. It was sitting on a ledge, hidden by two rocks carefully smoothed over.
 
   Now he had no trouble moving the other rock. The earthen jar stood in front of him. He stared at it, transfixed.
 
   “What’s going on in there?”
 
   “I think I’ve found a scroll jar! I’m going to try to get it out without breaking it!”
 
   He crouched with his back against the low ceiling, reached forward with both hands and brought the jar down to the floor. There wasn’t room for him to turn around. Instead he had to back out just like he had come in. He slithered backwards on his stomach and carefully pulled the jar with him.
 
   When he reached the larger room he turned around. For the first time, his companion got a glimpse of the jar, tightly sealed with an earthen plug. The boy handed the jar out to his friend and emerged.
 
   “Let’s look inside!”
 
   “No! We have to make sure we are believed when we show this to someone who might buy it. Let’s take it to the market and let someone there open it!”
 
   That plan in place, the boys walked to their homes, carefully carrying the jar between them.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two
 
   A few days later the boys and their fathers drove to the marketplace in Jericho. Although the town was small many tourists came through on their way from Jerusalem to the resorts of the Dead Sea. Consequently there was a thriving market run mostly by Arabs who sold bananas and citrus fruits, spices and rugs, along with a hodgepodge of miscellanea as you’d expect in any large bazaar in the Middle East. People ate in garden restaurants that lined the town’s main street. No one gave a second glance to the four, one of whom was carrying a large earthen jug.
 
   The fathers had agreed that the jar should remain sealed. Although they didn’t know what was in it, they could hear a muffled sound inside when they shook the jar. There was something solid inside. That sound was disheartening – every other authentic scroll jar had held only Biblical scrolls of the Essenes. It was clear that someone had gone to a great deal of trouble to hide the earthenware pot so they had hopes something good would emerge.
 
   They decided not to reveal exactly where the jar had been found. They would refer generally to the Qumran hills but that was it. The first dealer to whom they had gone told them they stood to gain far more by opening the seal than by selling it as it was now. “No one knows its true value,” he said. He offered to open it but they declined.
 
   Another dealer had the same opinion and so did a third. Finally they agreed to allow the man to remove the plug that sealed the vessel.
 
   The dealer, a corpulent man with a scraggly black beard, took a sharp knife and began to pick carefully at the seal, careful not to damage the pot itself. It took nearly twenty minutes before he had dug out the chunks, careful to keep debris from falling inside and damaging whatever was in the jar. Once it was open, the boy who had found the jug used a flashlight to look inside.
 
   “There’s a scroll in here!”
 
   The dealer tipped the jar on its side and carefully slid the scroll onto a table. Shivers of anticipation went down his back as he thought of what he might have in front of him.
 
   I must be calm. If today it is my destiny to become wealthy, I must be able to bargain well with these simple people.
 
   The scroll was rolled, but not tightly. They upended the jar and out fell a round black object that resembled charcoal, along with a much smaller piece of parchment. The dealer looked at the object. This is a coin.
 
   “What is that?” one of the fathers asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” the dealer replied casually. “It looks like a small piece of coal.” He handed it to one of the boys and the visitors passed it among themselves.
 
   While they looked at it the dealer held the small scrap of parchment in his fat fingers, closely examining the writing on it. It was obviously very, very old, and was not a language he immediately recognized.
 
   It looks a bit like Hebrew but somehow different. Maybe Aramaic?
 
   Without a translation no one could estimate the value of these things. It was now his job to part these strangers from their find for as little money as possible.
 
   He said offhandedly, “What do you want for these scraps of paper and this chunk of coal? I have no use for them but perhaps I could find some tourist on which to pawn off the jar. It’s obviously very old.”
 
   One of the fathers responded. “We want to know if this is one of the Dead Sea Scrolls. And this round black thing…I think that might be a coin, although I don’t think coins were found in any of the other scroll jars.”
 
   The dealer tried to appear disinterested.
 
   “To save you the time and trouble of finding people to interpret the writing, I will offer you five hundred shekels for all of this. I hope I can recover my money by reselling it but who knows. It is a generous offer, I’m sure you will agree.”
 
   Five hundred shekels, around a hundred U.S. dollars, was a good deal of money to the men. But they were shrewd. In this society nothing was finished until the negotiating was done.
 
   “Thank you for your time. I think we will take the items to the university in Jerusalem and see if someone can translate them. If the scroll happens to be another of the Biblical texts it could have even more value than your generous offer.”
 
   One of the men started putting the things back in the jar.
 
   “I have an idea,” the dealer said. “I will take these things to a friend of mine who is here in Jericho but who specializes in ancient artifacts. He can value them without your having to make the trip to Jerusalem. For this service, I would like a reasonable percentage of the ultimate sale price, perhaps forty percent?” He sat back and folded his hands in front of him.
 
   “That is a very good idea, sir,” the father replied. “I am certain you are completely honest and trustworthy beyond measure. However, we have only just met and so we would have to accompany you. For your service, we would be pleased to offer ten percent of the ultimate price.”
 
   The dealer did not want them tagging along. After considerable haggling, they agreed that he would take only the small scrap of parchment, leaving the four with the jar, the large scroll and the small black lump. If it turned out they had something of value, the dealer would receive fifteen percent of the ultimate sale price. If not, he would receive nothing. He called to the shopkeeper across the way to watch his stall. Lifting his enormous girth with some difficulty, he stood, took the small piece of parchment and walked away.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
   Via a circuitous route the dealer ended up in a stall less than two hundred feet from his own. He spoke quietly in Arabic to a man there who was smoking a cigarette, then handed him the small piece of parchment. The fat dealer knew that this man could speak Aramaic. If this scroll were from the period as the others, this would be the language written on the scrap.
 
   The man sat, staring at the parchment, then handed it back. “It is nothing,” he said, looking down.
 
   “Look in my eyes!” the dealer said sharply. “I am not your customer. I am your friend. What do you see on this scrap?”
 
   “Friends come and go,” the seated man said quietly. “Sit down. The writing is Aramaic. If it is genuine, and it certainly appears so, there are three interesting sentences written on this scrap. But before I tell you what it says we must talk about compensation for me. I want you and me to be good friends.”
 
   Once the fat dealer managed to get himself seated, the haggling began. The dealer was at a distinct disadvantage. He was negotiating for something about which he knew nothing. After a cigarette and more discussion, the dealer asked the interpreter to tell him more.
 
   Taking a long puff on his cigarette, the interpreter said, “Where is the coin that you found with this parchment?”
 
   He refused to say more and the excited dealer wouldn’t admit there was a coin. At last the two agreed that they would equally split the dealer’s commission on the sale of the items. The fat man lied, telling the interpreter the total commission was ten percent. Since it was really fifteen, the interpreter would get five percent more than the dealer. After all, he rationalized, I am the one who brought this opportunity to the interpreter. Allah would wish me to have the lion’s share of the proceeds.
 
   The interpreter said, “I will tell you generally what this scrap says. If I need to give you the exact words it will take more research.”
 
   Suddenly a breeze arose, quickly cooling the bazaar as the man uttered words two thousand years old.
 
   “I, Benjamin, saw with my eyes the baby Messiah in the stable behind The Four Horsemen in Bethlehem. I handed him this coin, which he held in his own hands. Yeshua, the baby, returned it to me.”
 
   The wind was blowing much harder now. The sunny sky suddenly darkened and the day became cloudy and cool. The interpreter struggled to hold the parchment as the brisk wind rustled it.
 
   “What is happening?” the fat dealer said. “The sky has been clear all day. Where did these clouds come from?”
 
   Within a moment the clouds had passed and the day was bright and warm again, the air as still as it had been before. The men made no sense of the event, although it had sent chills down their spines.
 
   At last the dealer said, “You say this scrap talks of the baby Yeshua and a coin?”
 
   “It does. You do have the coin, do you not?”
 
   Without responding, the dealer stood, retrieved his scrap of parchment and said, “I will come back to you when I know more.”
 
   Indeed you will, thought the interpreter. I will make certain of it. He reached into a pocket of his galabeyeh and took out his cell phone.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four
 
   The fat dealer created a story for the four visitors as he waddled through the narrow lanes of the bazaar. Back at his own stall he saw them standing in the passageway, showing the rolled scroll to another dealer. Startled that he might be losing his customers, he grabbed one of the men’s arms and whispered, “Come with me!”
 
   He ushered the four into the back room of his tented stall.
 
   “My friend could not read the parchment. It appears to be an unknown language or perhaps only a lot of markings. He does say it is old, perhaps as ancient as the Dead Sea Scrolls that were found earlier. It therefore has value, although nothing like if it were easily translated, say from Aramaic.” One of the fathers stared at him and the dealer shifted his eyes.
 
   “Thank you for your trouble. Let us go, children. This man has been kind to give us his time.”
 
   “One moment. As I said, the scroll likely does have value. I can give you five thousand shekels for it right now and I will take the chance that perhaps I can recover that huge sum from these things of yours.”
 
   “No, thank you. We will continue to search for an answer to the scroll,” the father said. They rose and walked out of the despondent dealer’s tent, one of them carrying the jar with the scroll, scrap and coin now back inside. As they walked down the narrow passageway the interpreter followed them out of the bazaar, speaking quietly into his phone as he walked.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five
 
   “That fat swine was lying. I could tell it by looking in his face,” one of the men said when they were out of the bazaar. “He knows more about the scrap of parchment than he was willing to tell and he was trying to cheat us!”
 
   “But father. What do we do now?”
 
   “I think we must go to Jerusalem and see what the scholars at the university can tell us. At least they will be honest.”
 
   They’d spent most of the day in Jericho and didn’t need the expense of a night away from home. As they drove, the men agreed to take off work in a couple of days and go to Jerusalem, about thirty miles from home.
 
   Not far outside Jericho a black pickup moving at a high rate of speed passed them. One of the fathers cursed at the man and shook his fist at his dangerous driving. Topping a hill a few miles down the road, they saw the vehicle parked at the side of the road, its hood raised and a man looking at the engine.
 
   “I’m going to tell this idiot a few things.” He stopped behind the pickup.
 
   As he approached the pickup driver greeted him with a small pistol and instructed him to return to his truck. Then he said, “Do as I say and no one will be harmed. Give me the jar.”
 
   One of the boys saw the man’s gun and screamed. He held up the vessel.
 
   “Open your door slowly, and hand it to me.”
 
   The boy did as he was told. The man took it and gestured for the driver to get in the truck. “Go down the road now, and do not stop until you reach your homes. If you contact anyone I will come to your houses and kill you all.”
 
   The fathers and sons drove quickly away, certain that they’d lost any chance to ever profit from this incredible find.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six
 
   Three days later
 
    
 
   Alim Shakir was the name of the man who had interpreted the Aramaic writing for the fat dealer. He sat in the restaurant of the Hilton Hotel in Jericho, a few miles from the bazaar. Today he did not want to be spotted by other dealers in the marketplace.
 
   Shakir waited for one of the hotel’s guests to join him for coffee. For today’s meeting he had traded his galabeyeh for a western suit. As he waited he nervously rechecked the shopping bag he had set in the chair next to him. It had cost him a small fortune to hire his nephew to follow the strangers out of town and steal the jar.
 
   After Shakir had seen the writing on the scrap he knew that the stupid dealer would never understand the true value of what he had. And until the nephew brought the jar back to him, Shakir was not aware that the large parchment existed. He was expecting only the shard he had seen plus an old coin.
 
   As soon as his nephew dropped off the stolen urn, Alim took the items from the earthenware jar and sold the urn immediately for one thousand shekels to a dealer nearby in the bazaar. Ancient pots were not that rare, but they did command a decent price. He therefore immediately recovered all the money he’d paid his nephew for snatching the jug. Now the jar was just one of several sitting on display in the marketplace and no one would ever identify it as this particular scroll jar.
 
   A man walked into the coffee shop. He was obviously not Arabic although his pockmarked face made him hard to miss. There were no other customers in the restaurant at this mid-morning hour.
 
   Alim stood and asked in English, “Mr. Jackson?”
 
   The man approached his table and sat down. Prepared for the usual banter prior to discussion of business, the Arab asked, “Would you like sweets and coffee?”
 
   “Show me the things you have,” the Westerner responded curtly.
 
   Alim looked in his face. The man looked menacing. “Of course. It is so typical of you Americans to want to do business first. You are American, correct?”
 
   “Did you hear me? I have come a great distance. Show me what you have. Now.”
 
   Alim showed him the small scrap of parchment and the blackened coin.
 
   “Do you read Aramaic, Mr. Jackson?”
 
   “What does it say?”
 
   Alim gave him the translation of the three sentences.
 
   The man pointed to the parchment still rolled up in the shopping bag. “What does that scroll say?”
 
   “I have not opened it, sahib. It is fragile and should be handled very carefully. Since it was found with the scrap and coin, I am certain it is also of the time of the Christian Messiah, around two thousand years ago.”
 
   “What is your price for these items?” From his accent, Alim wasn’t sure whether the man was American or not. He dealt often with Westerners and was prepared for their “get down to business” attitude, but this man had been with him only a few minutes. This was disconcertingly fast and the man was being unbelievably rude.
 
   “I want five hundred thousand US dollars for the three items.”
 
   Jackson looked him squarely in the eyes. “I’m sure you do. I am going to give you ten thousand dollars cash today. Then I am going to take these items to be authenticated. If they are what you say, you will receive one hundred thousand dollars more.”
 
   “No, that is much too low…”
 
   The pockmarked man interrupted him. “Mr. Shakir, listen carefully to me. I am not a man who negotiates. And you are not a man who wants to trifle with me. I am offering you more money than you have ever seen in your miserable life and you want to sit here and barter with me?”
 
   The man stood, pulled a thick envelope out of his inner suit coat pocket and tossed it on the table. “Here’s your down payment.”
 
   Alim made a sudden decision. He would fight aggression with aggression. He picked up the shred of parchment and the coin and dropped them back in his shopping bag.
 
   “You cannot have the item. I will call the authorities if you attempt to steal them from me. You will never leave Jericho if you do.”
 
   Alim Shakir threw a few shekels on the table to pay for the coffee. He walked confidently out of the hotel without looking back, and strolled toward the town square a couple of blocks away. He was certain the man would catch up with him and give him far more money than he had offered.
 
   As Shakir walked, the driver’s door of a car parked parallel to the sidewalk suddenly opened just next to him. A Semitic man emerged from the car, closed a cell phone and said, “Mr. Shakir, please do not be too hasty. Mr. Jackson just called. He has what he thinks is an acceptable trade for you to consider.”
 
   Reaching through to the back door, the driver lowered the darkly tinted window slightly. “Take a look inside.”
 
   Shakir stooped slightly and looked through the window opening. In the back seat his wife lay stripped naked, bound and gagged. He could see the terror in her eyes.
 
   “We will release her once Mr. Jackson has left Israel,” the man told Alim.
 
   “All right. I’ll take the deal. Give me the ten thousand.”
 
   “Oh no. The deal now is that you get your wife back. That’s all, you greedy bastard.”
 
   He took the shopping bag, looked inside to confirm its contents and drove away, leaving Alim Shakir standing on the sidewalk.
 
   Even though he knew it was futile, Shakir memorized the license number of a car that had been stolen only moments before and which would be found in the desert a few days later, with his wife’s naked, ravaged body in the back seat. He never related his story to the authorities. He knew his only hope to live was to keep quiet.
 
   And he too knew he would never see this amazing find again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven
 
   Cairo, Egypt
 
   2004
 
    
 
   The pockmarked man who had posed as a police inspector yesterday at the museum now sat in his apartment in the fashionable Giza District of Cairo. It was appropriate that he could see the Great Pyramid outside his bedroom window. In the past few years he’d become somewhat of an authority in antiquities.
 
   Over the past five years he’d acquired nearly a dozen priceless objects. Some he had purchased. Most had been stolen. Until now, he had thought there would never be an item he couldn’t sell, but this time he had something that might prove to be the exception.
 
   He had a network of people in bazaars across the Middle East. Even as Alim Shakir interpreted the small piece of parchment, he already knew where he’d sell the item. He had called a contact in Jerusalem, who in turn called Cairo.
 
   The man in Jerusalem had received one thousand dollars for simply passing the information along to Cairo. Everyone was happy, the pockmarked man knew. Well, maybe not the pig Alim Shakir, who could have briefly had ten thousand dollars before he lost his own life. Instead he lived but his wife was dead.
 
   The man was an American but he’d lived in Cairo for so long that he spoke Egyptian like a native. He sat on his couch with the three items in front of him. He’d used one of his fake credentials to convince the Museum director to have the scroll translated while he waited. “It’s key to solving an important case,” the fake policeman had said.
 
   And even though he already knew what the two sentences on the small shred of parchment said, he was truly unprepared for the scroll’s translation.
 
   In his lifetime he had dealt with some truly unique artifacts, highlighting the glories of ancient Rome, Greece and Egypt, his adopted country. But never in history had anyone imagined the eyewitness account of a person who had seen the baby Jesus, the Messiah Yeshua.
 
   He took his time to determine the best course of action. He’d been working lately for a client in America, doing mundane tasks, none of it related to his real business, brokering artifacts. This client treated him like a servant. He was paid well to make phone calls and tie up loose ends, but with the artifacts he had in his possession he could break the tie with this client forever. That was a good thing. A continued association with this particular client could come to no good.
 
   The American had plenty of money in several bank accounts across Europe. He would be in no hurry to dispose of these three things. They would provide him a comfortable retirement and the ability to enjoy life to the fullest for once. He put the items back into the shopping bag and went to the Giza branch of the National Bank of Scotland, where he maintained a large safety deposit box. The items were safely tucked away until he needed them.
 
   Two days later the man placed a call to New York City. He described in detail the three artifacts he possessed and faxed a copy of the notepad from Achmed, the translator at the museum. As he anticipated, the client in America was very interested in the items.
 
   What he didn’t anticipate was that he would be paid just a simple finder’s fee for his efforts and the items would then belong to the client. But the man in Cairo had had no choice, and quickly agreed that he would turn over the items to his New York client for less than a hundred thousand dollars. He was afraid of his client – he’d seen what the man could do to get what he wanted. The pockmarked man was not interested in having his client’s tactics applied to him personally. Although he lost the chance for huge money, he chose deference over danger.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight
 
   New York City
 
   April, 2006
 
    
 
   It was after midnight. Brian and Nicole sat in the middle of the king sized bed in hotel bathrobes, eating hamburgers and French fries they’d ordered from room service.
 
   “I’ve been starving for an hour,” she said, laughing. “I thought you were never going to get around to buying me dinner.”
 
   “Who was the one that kept pulling me back every time I tried to move even an inch?”
 
   “Hey! It didn’t seem to be too much of an inconvenience for you.”
 
   Up to this point, nothing had been said about her being in the hotel room when he had arrived four hours ago. He’d undressed quickly – his clothes were lying all over the floor – and joined her in bed. It took only a few minutes of intense kissing before her pink panties joined the pile of discarded clothing. They took their time for the rest.
 
   For over an hour they explored each other, touching, gently rubbing and lightly moving over sensitive skin and moist areas ready for more. She took him in both her hands, rubbing up and down for long minutes as he groaned. He felt her hard nipples and tight, firm buttocks.
 
   There was nothing they missed as the hours passed and one orgasm came after another. Finally around eleven they came together, she on top. Her back arched then she fell off him onto the bed. Both of them were sweating and exhausted.
 
   “Wow,” she said. “I need a cigarette.”
 
   “I didn’t know you smoked.”
 
   “I don’t, but now seems like a hell of a good time to start.” They laughed and lay on the bed as the moonlight through the hotel window played across their naked bodies.
 
   Finally she went into the bathroom and turned on the shower. She emerged wearing nothing except for a towel around her wet hair.
 
   “You forgot your clothes!”
 
   “I have a towel. That’s enough.”
 
   He looked at her. She was a beautiful, clearly natural blond. She stood at the end of the bed and said, “Let’s order something to eat.” They did, and in the thirty minutes he had to kill, Brian had showered too.
 
   Brian looked at her and smiled.
 
   “What?”
 
   “How did you get in my room?”
 
   “It was easier than I thought it would be. I told Collette I was your attorney and of course I was on the guest list. I asked her where you were staying so I could get a room there too. I ended up here and gave one of the bellmen $100 to let Mrs. Brian Sadler into your room as a surprise. The rest is history.”
 
   “Where’s your luggage?”
 
   “I have a hang-up that has everything I need. It was at the gallery during the auction and now it’s in your closet!”
 
   He smiled. “What made you think I would be alone, and that I’d be interested?”
 
   “That part was strictly woman’s intuition. I think I can tell when there’s chemistry, and there damn sure is between us. And were you alone? I checked the room when I got in, saw nothing but man-things, got undressed and waited for you. If you’d shown up with some bimbo I guess my intuition would have been wrong. But you didn’t, and I wasn’t, and I’d like to congratulate us on the great sex we just had!”
 
   They drank a six-pack of beer that had come with their order from the restaurant, turned on a classic movie and watched very little of it. They laughed and talked for a couple of hours, then turned off the lights and ended up right back where they had started.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine
 
   On Saturday morning Brian retrieved the New York Times outside his hotel room door, ordered coffee and bagels and got back in bed. He’d put on his bathrobe while Nicole dived under the covers to let the room service waiter in, but now they were naked again, lying next to each other drinking coffee and reading.
 
   “I have to say, in Dallas I received distinct vibes from you indicating you didn’t like me very much.”
 
   “I still think you’re a total idiot for what you did in your deposition. But I have a professional side and a personal side. My personal side thinks you’re hot and I wanted to sleep with you.”
 
   “Well, it looks like you got what you wanted.”
 
   She laughed. “I think maybe you also got what you wanted.”
 
   “No doubt about that,” he said, kissing her deeply. One thing led to another and shortly the action started up once again.
 
   They awoke with sunlight streaming into the room. Nicole sat up and looked at the clock on the nightstand. It was after two pm.
 
   “Shit. I have a flight in two hours.”
 
   “I’d say you’re screwed.”
 
   “That’s an understatement! But I’m going to miss my flight. When are you going home?”
 
   He gave her his return flight information and she switched to the Sunday flight Brian had booked. She upgraded to first class and said, “I’ll sit by you. We’ll make whatever little hottie’s in the seat next to you switch seats with me.”
 
   “Actually, you’ll be the little hottie in the seat next to me.”
 
   “Oh. How rude of me. I forgot to ask first if you’d care if I stay one more night.”
 
   “I thought you’d never ask.”
 
   She smiled and lay back on the bed, running her fingers down his chest until she reached where she wanted to be.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten
 
   They were watching the news when Brian’s cell phone rang. It was Darius.
 
   “I hope you’re outside enjoying the beautiful day I hear you’re having in New York.”
 
   “Actually I’ve stayed in until now, catching up on some things.” Nicole’s muffled giggle came from the pillow where she’d buried her head. “But I am going out shortly.” He hit her playfully on the back to shush her up.
 
   “I told you I was chasing a rumor about something big that may be coming on the market. I wasn’t able to confirm anything. This type of thing happens. Shadows, whispers, rumors may be all you hear for days or years. Then something hits the street that makes your heart race. All I’ve learned is that there may be some ancient Jewish relics that have never been offered before.”
 
   That often happened. A reclusive collector dies and his collection sees the light of day for the first time. A relic stolen by the Nazis and presumed lost for decades suddenly turns up in a Bavarian mine.
 
   “Don’t get excited about this yet,” he cautioned. “If it happens, it happens. That kind of thinking keeps you from getting off course.”
 
   Darius hoped if the relics did exist, that the publicity generated by Bijan over the sarcophagus sale would give the gallery a chance to be on the short list of potential buyers.
 
   He repeated how pleased he was with everything. “Collette gave you the complete stamp of approval. That means a lot to me. She’s a discerning woman and I trust her instincts about people. She’s helped me land a big deal more than once, and also to steer away from some that could have caused headaches.”
 
   Nicole went into the bathroom and turned on the hair dryer as Brian and Darius talked. The offering was tentatively scheduled to go public in two weeks. Brian said he would quit the firm then, move to New York and hopefully be settled in a month or less.
 
   When he was finished Brian knocked on the bathroom door.
 
   “Come in,” Nicole yelled over the buzz of the hair dryer. She stood naked in front of the mirror.
 
   He walked over and stood directly behind her, pushing against her back.
 
   “My God, Brian,” she said, turning off the dryer. “I’m not going to be able to walk by tomorrow.”
 
   “That’s my goal!” He led her back to the bedroom.
 
   Around four they went outside and walked around. The day truly was gorgeous, warm and breezy. They window-shopped, ended up on Madison Avenue in the 60s, and popped in to one of the small Italian sidewalk cafes that were everywhere. They sat on the sidewalk, had a few glasses of Pinot Grigio and some pasta.
 
   Brian mentioned there was an open house tomorrow for a new apartment building in Gramercy Park.
 
   “I have to find a place soon, so let’s go down there tomorrow morning before we head back to Dallas. That is, if you can keep your clothes on long enough.”
 
   “Me? It takes two to tango, buddy. I’m up for it if you are. And while I’m on the subject, I’ve noticed you’ve been up for it very well so far!”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven
 
   Dallas
 
   Four weeks later
 
    
 
   Bijan Rarities Limited went public the third Friday in May without a hitch. Brian submitted his resignation from Warren Taylor and Currant effective the same day. The guys on the trading floor threw a combination celebration and going away party at Cru, a wine bar down the block. As the party got into full swing, Brian searched the room for Nicole.
 
   They’d seen each other often since their time in New York. She’d thought the Gramercy Park apartment looked great, and he put a ten thousand dollar check down to pay for deposit and rent. He was planning to move next week.
 
   His impending relocation to New York had made their relationship a little awkward. They couldn’t make serious plans for the future and both of them knew long-distance relationships were difficult to maintain. They’d gone out for a few dinners, spent a few nights at one apartment or the other, and met for drinks every other day or so.
 
   This afternoon he left her a voicemail asking her to come to Cru for the party. He’d been at the bar for over an hour already and she hadn’t arrived. He found himself desperately wishing she’d show up. They hadn’t talked much about feelings, but he was getting seriously interested in her. He was glad he had both the money and the upcoming travel schedule that would allow him to get together with her at least every few weeks. He didn’t like the idea of time away from her.
 
   His reverie ended suddenly. “Snap out of it, buddy!” his cube-mate Jim Palmer said. “I get someone new next to me. I should be the one daydreaming about the beautiful college graduate who’s going to sit next to me, fall in love and whisk me away to her daddy’s villa in France!” Brian laughed and clinked glasses with a number of well-wishers.
 
   At eleven the party was over. Brian grabbed a cab. He’d come back and get his car tomorrow. As much as he’d had to drink, driving wasn’t a good idea. He checked his phone and saw he’d missed a voicemail earlier. In the noisy bar he hadn’t heard it.
 
   “I’m not coming to your going-away party. We have less than a week before you leave. I’ve never lost control of my emotions before but it’s happening to me now. I don’t want to share the time we have left with anybody else. Let’s have dinner tomorrow night someplace quiet. Call me Saturday and let’s figure it out. Hope your party was fun. Oh and…” there was a long hesitation. “…oh, nothing. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve
 
   New York City
 
   Five months later
 
    
 
   Brian left his Gramercy Park apartment at eight and walked to the 23rd Street subway station. He exited the northbound train at Grand Central. The trees had lost all their leaves and a crisp fall wind heralded the beginning of the winter season.
 
   He emerged from the cavernous station on Vanderbilt Avenue and zigzagged north and west, moving with pedestrian and vehicular traffic until he reached Bijan’s building on Fifth Avenue. He punched in a security code, went in and locked the door behind him.
 
   In the back of the building there was a vault with a time-delay lock. That was always his first stop. The rarest objects in the gallery were in this vault; they’d be removed and put in their places prior to the gallery’s ten am opening. A twenty-minute wait was required before the security system released and the combination could be entered to open the huge door. Brian pushed six small buttons in sequence to start the countdown and then walked to his office.
 
   There had been a lot of excitement in the five months since he had come on board. Brian had been to China and Western Europe once each and to London twice a month. Darius had introduced him to many of the firm’s contacts for the purchase of rarities. Their newfound fame after the Inkharaton sale had resulted in dozens of new opportunities for Bijan. Darius was thrilled to turn over the international travel and that suited Brian just fine. Travel was something new and exhilarating, just like his new career. He started every morning energized and mobilized for action.
 
   Darius held nothing back. He gave Brian reams of documents to read. There were customer profiles, showing who bought what, worldwide lists of contacts and sources from whom the firm had bought objects or received important information. Brian learned the firm had bank accounts in New York, London, Geneva and Cairo and shortly his signature was added to the accounts.
 
   Brian also learned the secrets. Darius said, “Sometimes it’s necessary to make a discreet payment to a high-ranking public official to gain information we need. We also have untraceable funds in cash stored in a safety deposit box in London.”
 
   Darius had explained the horde of cash in the UK only after careful discussions to see how open Brian was to doing things on the gray side of right-and-wrong. Darius paid his taxes but he also believed there were many ways to circumvent such payments. He believed most companies engaged in such practices and unhesitatingly did so himself.
 
   Brian learned how untraceable cash got into Bijan’s hands. Darius often purchased groups of items from estates or individuals. The more prominent of those were listed on Bijan’s records. The rest were not. The full purchase price was allocated to the few items that were on the books. That meant that the others were shown nowhere and had no purchase price associated with them.
 
   When the time came to sell, Darius made sure those transactions were outside the United States to insulate Bijan from possible tax consequences, and that those sales were in cash. That cash, stored in London, was Bijan’s own private slush fund. At the moment there was a half million dollars in it. It was money that had to be used carefully to avoid creating even a hint of suspicion of unreported income in the United States.
 
   Darius and Brian’s personal friendship blossomed. Although there was a thirty-year age difference they bonded immediately and regularly had dinners together. Darius became Brian’s mentor in business but also in his personal life.
 
   Nicole, the primary focus of Brian’s life away from work, had come to New York at least once a month since he moved from Dallas. Her hectic schedule, combined with his travel around the world, made it difficult to get together very often. Darius had met Nicole several times. He joined the couple for drinks or dinner every time she came.
 
   Learning how much she meant to him, Darius insisted that the firm pay for first class tickets for the trips she made to New York. “It’s important for your well-being. Think nothing of it. Besides, you’re a shareholder. Forty percent of that ticket price comes from your share of Bijan.”
 
   Brian absorbed everything Darius could teach him. The older man told him how good he was becoming at every aspect of the gallery’s operations. “I’m confident if I were to retire this moment you could carry on Bijan’s work with not a single interruption.”
 
   One evening the talk turned to Nicole. “It’s none of my business, so feel free to tell this meddling old man to shut up. What discussions have you two had regarding the future?”
 
   Brian explained that things were a little strained, as could be expected when two people saw each other occasionally and lived two thousand miles apart.
 
   “She told me we should date other people, and we’re pretty open about discussing that. Only trouble is, I have to make up the ones I’m dating but I’m certain she’s really doing it.”
 
   Darius asked him if he wanted to consider opening a gallery in Dallas.
 
   Brian was amazed and flattered that he would suggest such a move. But he dismissed the idea. “I love New York and I want to work here with you. Dallas could never be the same for me.”
 
   “If you are truly in love, and I think you are, then you should let nothing stop your quest to win her heart.”
 
   Brian finally told Darius that he agreed he probably was in love with Nicole, but until they could find long stretches of time to spend together there was no way either of them could know for sure. “And I’m not even certain how she feels,” he admitted.
 
   Darius said, “I believe in fate. If your love is meant to be, something will happen to allow it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
   One day in December John Spedino called. The gallery was adorned with beautiful golden Christmas decorations and Fifth Avenue was crowded with shoppers and tourists. A few blocks to the south, the windows of Saks portrayed animated scenes of Christmas past while across the street the Rockefeller Center Christmas tree was ablaze in lights as ice skaters glided around the frozen rink below it.
 
    
 
   Darius had left the store early to pick up some presents in anticipation of his trip to California in a couple of weeks. He was spending the holiday with his children, both of whom had adopted the Christian religion after marriage, and their families. Brian was in the office working on paperwork when Collette buzzed him.
 
   “John Spedino’s on line two for you.”
 
   Brian hadn’t heard a word from Spedino since the auction last May. Spedino explained that he had a job for Brian. “I want to acquire some artifacts and I want Bijan Rarities to act as my agent on the deal.” He refused to say more on the phone and requested a meeting soon.
 
   Brian agreed that he and Darius would meet Spedino. The godfather said no.
 
   “This has nothing to do with Darius Nazir. I want you to say nothing to him about this until I give you approval to do so. Is that clear?”
 
   Brian agreed without hesitation. They would meet in the King Cole Bar at the St. Regis Hotel the next day.
 
   Afterwards, Brian felt ashamed for having so easily agreed to keep a secret from his partner, who couldn’t have been more open with him. He was flattered that a powerful man like Spedino entrusted a confidence to him, but he promised himself he’d inform Darius about everything after the meeting.
 
   Brian arrived right on time but Spedino was twenty minutes late. He said, “I don’t have a lot of time. I’m going to give you some information and I want you to get back to me as soon as you have worked out the details.”
 
   A waiter stopped by their table. They both ordered coffees, and Spedino started talking.
 
   “Have you heard that a scroll was found a couple of years ago, rumored to be a complete account of the visit by shepherds to the inn on the night Jesus was born? And that two other relics accompany it? Apparently one’s a scrap of parchment identifying a coin that a shepherd boy presented to Jesus in the manger, which He held in His hand. The other object is the coin itself.”
 
   Brian’s stunned told the godfather this was news to him.
 
   “I’m not surprised you haven’t heard it,” he said. “I think your boss has heard a few rumors but he probably doesn’t know as much as I just told you.”
 
   “How do you know about this?”
 
   “This isn’t a question-and-answer session. I’m going to tell you what you need to know. So listen.”
 
   John Spedino had confirmed that the relics did in fact exist. He wanted to acquire the objects and present them to the Vatican so they could be exhibited in the holiest place in Christendom.
 
   “Call it an atonement for my sins. I’m Catholic and I’ve done things in my life like everyone else. This is my payback.”
 
   Brian’s head shot up. “Why did you use that word – payback? What’s…”
 
   Spedino interrupted. “Your job here is to listen, not to talk. Why did I use the word ‘payback’? What the hell kind of question is that? I use words all day long. So do you. Get over it. I want Bijan to acquire the relics and then sell them to me. And if your first question is why, then don’t waste your breath asking. I have my reasons and your gallery will benefit from the transaction. The publicity will be even greater on this one than on the Egyptian sale. There’s a huge fee for Bijan with no risk.”
 
   Spedino told Brian there were several loose ends to tie up, including determining how much money it would ultimately take to buy the relics. Brian asked if he had a guess.
 
   “I think possibly twenty-five million.”
 
   Brian looked at him blankly. “How could Bijan ever swing a deal like that? The gallery doesn’t have that much money.”
 
   “Oh, but you will. I’m going to put you in contact with a friend of mine who has Israeli government-issued bonds for rent. They’re used to prop up balance sheets so companies can make deals like this.”
 
   He told Brian that the plan was that Bijan would never actually put out any cash. The entire transaction would happen very quickly – in a matter of days. A bank would issue a letter of credit for say $25 million, based on Bijan’s balance sheet that suddenly is improved by $25 million in Israeli bonds. The letter of credit allows Bijan to buy the relics and pay for them immediately. Bijan then has time to flip the relics before having to come up with the cash to pay for them.
 
   “When you sell to me at a guaranteed profit Bijan then pays for the relics, cancels the letter of credit, returns the borrowed Israeli bonds and pockets a fee of two million dollars. It’s all cut and dried. Nothing can go wrong. And I’m even paying the rental fee for the bonds.”
 
   “I’ll need to talk to Darius. This is a complicated deal and I need him to fully understand it. I’ll also have to get a lot more information about all this. Renting bonds to prop up your balance sheet sounds risky and I don’t have the authority…”
 
   Spedino interrupted again. “You’re wrong. In fact, you won’t be talking to Darius. This is strictly between you and me. It’ll be over and done with before Darius hears about it and you’ll be the hero of the day at Bijan Rarities.”
 
   “Not only is Darius the majority shareholder, we’re also a public company. There’s no way I can get by with rented assets on my balance sheet, and no bank will loan money against them without asking how we got them in the first place.”
 
   The godfather laughed. “Lighten up. I’ve done this before, more than once. It works perfectly and here’s how. Bijan has to make quarterly reports to the SEC. All that matters to a public company is what’s on its books on the last day of the quarter. Anything that happens between day one and day eighty-nine makes no difference at all. The public never sees it.
 
   “This transaction will take place during a quarter, not over the end of a quarter. These bonds will be on and off the books before you file your quarterly report with the SEC. As to the bank, that’s all handled. You’re going to borrow the money from First InterCity Bank. They’ll be happy to serve a new client of your caliber. And one of the loan officers there owes me a favor. Just relax. I’ve covered everything and you’re going to do this for me. End of story.”
 
   “I’m not saying yes…”
 
   Spedino smiled. Not a friendly smile. Cruel, scary somehow. Regardless, Brian wasn’t sure. This was a crazy deal. Maybe even illegal – he had no idea about that.
 
   Spedino said that this transaction would be code named “The Project” and that someone would call soon to discuss the transfer of the bonds. He stood, handed Brian a card with his phone number on it, and left.
 
   Thoughts raced through Brian’s head. I never agreed to this. But this guy says it’s a done deal anyway. He didn’t feel right keeping this from Darius, although the way Spedino laid it out the whole thing really did seem foolproof. Moreover, when it was done Darius would see that Brian truly did have the capacity to make decisions on his own – to do what was best for the firm.
 
   His mind full of doubt, he noticed his hands shaking. On the surface John Spedino seemed like a cultured, sophisticated businessman. But Brian knew what he really was and that people like Spedino could never be trusted. With that kind of guy things are never as they seem.
 
   He ordered a martini, giving himself a few minutes to think this through. Ever the optimist, Brian Sadler began to formulate a plan. With some planning he could make certain nothing went wrong on this deal. He could also tell Darius just enough so that he wasn’t betraying him.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
   A week later Brian sat in the Grill Room of the Four Seasons Restaurant at 52nd and Park, having lunch with Chaim Weisenberg. The man had set up the lunch to discuss the short-term transfer of Israeli bonds to Bijan.
 
   Weisenberg wore a yarmulke and a black suit, and appeared to be in his forties. Pleasantries out of the way, Brian asked who had given Weisenberg his name.
 
   “Actually I get a lot of second-hand introductions. I’m not certain, but I think it was from a friend of mine at First InterCity Bank.”
 
   “And not from John Spedino?”
 
   Weisenberg raised his eyebrows. “John Spedino, the Mafia boss? Do you know him?”
 
   Brian replied that Spedino was an occasional customer of the gallery and an acquaintance.
 
   Without further response Weisenberg launched into an explanation of the bond loan. The instruments were bearer bonds – they belonged to whoever had possession of them. The owner, a European company, allowed short-term rental of its assets to make a significantly higher return on the bonds than interest alone would have garnered.
 
   “Here’s how it works. You’ll pay a commitment fee of half a percent of the face value up front and the bonds will be transferred to you on paper. Physically they will remain in the vault of a major British bank but any lender, CPA or auditing firm who wants to verify their existence may do so by contacting the bank.”
 
   He explained that the bonds would pass muster as an asset for any company because in reality they were exactly what they were supposed to be – authentic bearer bonds issued by the Government of Israel, in the amount of twenty-five million dollars. The only hitch was that they were temporary assets – on a company’s books for the short period during which the company needed a hike in assets for a particular project. They never really belonged to the company using them since they were merely borrowed.
 
   Once the project was over the transfer agreement was cancelled, another fee of half a percent was paid, and the parties went their own ways.
 
   “In your case, you’ll have borrowed $25 million in assets for a sufficient time to do whatever it is you need them for. You’ll have paid $250,000 for the loan and presumably made much more than that on the deal you consummated.”
 
   Since Spedino had agreed to pay all fees Bijan itself would pay nothing. No risk, just like the godfather had said.
 
   “I’ll need to get an attorney to review the documents. When can I get them?”
 
   “I have a sample set here for you,” Weisenberg said, handing a thick manila envelope across the table. “But you can save yourself some money. There’s a letter inside on the letterhead of Maurins and Catchpole, one of Britain’s largest law firms. The letter confirms the validity of the transaction and certifies that the bonds are in existence as stated. That’s all the verification you should need.”
 
   As they dined Brian asked Weisenberg what sort of business he was in. The man said he was a facilitator for the party who owned the bonds. He received a fee for deals he closed.
 
   “Will these bonds pass a certified audit by an accounting firm if they’re on my books?”
 
   “A yearend certified audit? I wouldn’t do that. In reality you’ll never have them that long. This is what you have to keep in mind – you’re borrowing these bonds for a very short period of time. That will be clear to anyone reviewing your books since you didn’t actually have $25 million on hand to pay for them. The transaction is perfectly legitimate. It just needs to be on and off your books as expeditiously as possible. And definitely during a calendar quarter – not over the end of one.”
 
   They left it that Weisenberg would be in touch in a week or so. As Brian walked back to the gallery he realized he had no way to contact the man himself. No business card, no phone number, nothing.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
   Brian left a voicemail for Nicole to call so he could go over the Israeli bond deal. Collette copied the documents Chaim Weisenberg had given him. He added a cover letter and overnighted them to Nicole.
 
   He didn’t hear from her that night, although he checked his cell phone every hour or so to make sure he hadn’t missed the call. He knew she had a deposition – it must have run overtime. His mind began to wander; what if the client had taken her to dinner or maybe they were working late at her office?
 
   He had to force himself to concentrate on something besides her. He got Chinese food delivered at ten pm and finally went to bed, wondering why Nicole was so busy she couldn’t return his call.
 
   The next morning when he checked his cell and office phones. No messages, no voicemails. Around noon he couldn’t wait any longer. He called her again.
 
   Nicole’s assistant said, “She’s not in yet. She’s pretty tied up with this deposition and I think she and the client were huddled up somewhere last night working on strategies. It’s a big case.”
 
   Brian wanted to ask who the client was, but what did it really matter?
 
   “OK,” he said as cheerfully as he could. “It’s nothing, really. I Fedexed a package yesterday. Just ask her to call when she takes a look at it.”
 
   Ryan confirmed that the package was there and promised he’d give it to her first thing.
 
   Darius returned from a trip to Chicago the evening before. Today he and Brian met for an hour so Brian could hear the latest on a deal to sell an Etruscan vase to the Field Museum. Darius was excited about this opportunity, citing the positive press that resulted from Bijan’s sales to major museums.
 
   Darius asked if anything eventful had happened while he was out and Brian told him about the revelation from John Spedino that there were three relics that could be acquired. He kept to himself the Israeli bonds and that Bijan might briefly become the owner of the items. He rationalized that he didn’t fully understand the transaction himself, so now wasn’t the time to explain it to his partner. But he also knew he was consciously withholding important information.
 
   Darius reacted differently than Brian had expected. His eyes darkened and narrowed and for the first time ever he raised his voice at Brian.
 
   “Do you know who John Spedino is? Do you know how dangerous it is to even talk to a man like John Spedino?”
 
   Brian stammered a response. “I’m not saying we’re going to be partners with the guy. I’m saying he’s got a legitimate deal for us to be part of, that’ll give us more press than the Inkharaton deal ever did.”
 
   “I absolutely forbid you from talking to John Spedino again!” The man’s voice cracked as he continued. “Promise me you’ll stay away from him. He’s dangerous. You need to start fresh with Bijan. Don’t play with fire.”
 
   Without another word he walked out of Brian’s office.
 
   Brian could hardly believe what he’d just seen. He knew Darius had done deals that, to put it mildly, wouldn’t pass a close inspection. Darius had told him about artifacts from questionable backgrounds, things he thought might have been stolen, but he bought them anyway because on the surface things looked OK. Brian also knew John Spedino received an invitation to the auction. That could only have come from Darius Nazir himself.
 
   What was going on? What about Brian’s conversation with the godfather made his partner so upset?
 
   Darius often told Brian to rely on his gut. He wanted this deal to work and his gut was telling him to go for it. He had to prove to Darius that he could perform on his own. And he would.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
   Darius Nazir was furious. He left Brian’s office and stormed out of the gallery. He went a couple of blocks to the Peninsula Hotel and sat at a table in the lobby. He made a call on his cell phone. John Spedino answered.
 
   “What in hell do you think you’re doing, involving my new man in one of your projects?” Darius hissed. “It’s bad enough I’m involved with you. Now you’re pulling Brian into your deals too!”
 
   “Wait a moment, Darius. If it weren’t for me and my deals, as you call them, you wouldn’t have met Brian Sadler in the first place, so you wouldn’t have his million and a half personal investment. Nor would you have $4 million of public money that Warren Taylor and Currant raised for you. Thanks to me this archaeology buff got the investment proposal from Bijan Rarities in the first place. Thanks to me WT&C did the offering without hesitating. Keep all that in mind, my high and mighty friend, and remember that you have deals of your own. Think about whether you want Sadler involved in those.”
 
   “Listen to me, Johnny. Back off this transaction now. Stay away from Brian Sadler. He’s the best thing that’s happened to me in years. Keep your greasy hands off him.”
 
   There was silence on the phone for perhaps thirty seconds. Then John Spedino said calmly, “Darius, if you ever call me Johnny again, I’ll send someone around to talk to you. You know what I mean. You’ve seen my people talk to others. What nerve you have, telling me what to do. And calling me greasy. Are you trying to make me angry?”
 
   Then his voice turned hard, cold. “You would be nothing without me, you little prick. You needed help with money and I helped you. Not once, but over and over. Now your prestigious little gallery and Brian Sadler are going to help me.”
 
   “You leave me no choice. I’ve dealt with you too long already. I’m not going to be your hostage any more. Maybe you can take me down, Johnny. I’m not scared of you. You won’t take the firm and Brian Sadler down. I won’t let it happen.”
 
   He hung up.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   By five pm the man who would cause Darius Nazir to die had spent a half hour looking at the alleys behind Nazir’s apartment building. Earlier today the man received a call and began to prepare for the job he was assigned. He learned that Nazir ate dinner out every evening around 7:30. Armed with a photo, the man stood at the intersection of Park Avenue and 86th Street, half a block away from Darius’ building and watched until he left.
 
   Shortly thereafter the intruder used a lock pick and easily gained access to the building through a back entrance in the alley. He took a service elevator to Nazir’s floor and was in his flat in seconds.
 
   The man had a number of ways he could do his job. He hoped for the best – the easiest way. Medicine bottles sat by the bathroom sink. One had large capsules filled with liquid. The label said, “Take three before bedtime.”
 
   Excellent. The man counted five capsules in the bottle. He took one, held it in his gloved hand and injected it with liquid in a syringe he took from his pocket.
 
   There was no guarantee Darius Nazir would take his medication tonight or that one of the three he took today would be the right one. In a day or two he’d take the right pill. Death would occur within a couple of hours, leaving no suspicion of foul play.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
   Brian spent the afternoon in his office. He went through the contents of Weisenberg’s envelope – a description of how a sample transaction worked, photocopies of the bearer bonds themselves, a sample transfer document and the letter of attestation from the London law firm.
 
   He read everything, made notes and laid out the transaction in a flowchart. That made it easier to understand. It was nearly six when he finally took a break. He had to tell Darius good night – this had been their first argument and Brian wanted to smooth things over.
 
   Collette and Jason were closing things up. She had just shut the vault and set its alarm.
 
   “Is Darius here?”
 
   “He left around noon, right after he talked with you. We haven’t seen him since. I presume he had errands to run since he just got in from Chicago. Should I try to reach him on his cell?”
 
   Brian said he’d catch up with him in the morning.
 
   He put on his overcoat and muffler and walked out into a light snowfall. He checked his cell phone once again to see if he could have missed Nicole’s call. As he held it in his hand it rang. He saw her name and number displayed.
 
   “Hey. I thought you’d forgotten about me.” As they talked he made his way toward the Lexington Avenue subway station.
 
   He words were clipped. “I’ve been busy, Brian. I read these documents you sent me. What the hell is all this about?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “My God. Borrowing somebody’s bearer bonds? Who in hell would do that? If this deal blew up, whoever did this would be stuck holding a huge bag of problems.”
 
   Brian’s intention had been to explain Spedino’s proposition to acquire the ancient relics. Instead he said, “I was talking to a guy the other day and he told me about this method of using assets short-term. I thought the firm might borrow some assets, make a major acquisition, pre-sell the deal to a client before we buy it and be paid by the buyer, all in a matter of days. Sounded like a win-win deal to me.”
 
   “Are you serious? This sounds like a wishy-washy deal to me. I’ve never seen anything like this before. Who the hell dreamed this up? If you have a guaranteed pre-sold deal just take it to the bank and they’ll loan you the money.”
 
   His explanation was weak but he hardly understood it himself. He tried to make it simple, as much for his own edification as hers.
 
   If a theoretical opportunity required $25 million, Bijan’s bank wouldn’t loan that much because something could go wrong, leaving the gallery at risk of default. But a huge deal carried with it the opportunity for Bijan to make a correspondingly huge profit, he rationalized.
 
   She wasn’t buying it. “Here’s a little free advice for you. If it looks too good to be true, it usually is. You can choose to take my advice or leave it – it’s up to you – but to say this kind of deal is out of the ordinary would be a massive understatement. Even more dangerous, you say a traditional bank won’t loan the money because of the risk! Red flags everywhere! Do you see where I’m coming from?”
 
   Of course she was right. He tried to rationalize, explaining that he was merely considering every opportunity that came along. He casually ended that discussion with a blatant lie.
 
   “There’s nothing we’d need that kind of money for anyway. I’m just thinking about the future.”
 
   He changed the subject. “I thought you might return my call last night.”
 
   She told him she was in a deposition with a client who owned one of Texas’ largest private oil companies. The Federal Equal Employment Opportunity Commission sued him, alleging he employed illegal aliens.
 
   “He’ll lose a couple of million dollars if the EEOC prevails. We’ve been working night and day to get his testimony nailed down. But it’s nice you missed me.”
 
   He was overcome with jealousy as he listened to how she worked so closely with another man. He pushed for information, even though he knew he shouldn’t. He asked if she and the client had gone to dinner last night.
 
   “No, Brian. We skipped dinner completely. We went over to his place and screwed until after midnight. I was so exhausted I couldn’t talk so I didn’t call you. Satisfied now?”
 
   Brian stopped walking suddenly, thrown by her flippant answer. A pedestrian nearly ran into his back, giving him a gesture as he stormed around Brian on the busy sidewalk.
 
   Nobody said anything for a few seconds. At last she spoke tersely. “I’m a lawyer. I have clients and I have to work late sometimes. I’m also a red-blooded American female. I have drinks with guys now and then. I have dinner with guys now and then. We agreed that we would do that since we’re so far apart. I’m not screwing my clients so lighten up on the junior high jealousy. I’d rather be with you but I’m not. So long as we both want to keep up this here-today-gone-tomorrow relationship, we have to live with being apart.”
 
   He crossed Park Avenue as a cold wind picked up and the streetlights came on. “I don’t like this. Come up here this weekend. I miss the hell out of you.”
 
   “I miss the hell out of you too. Christmas is next week. You’re coming home, right?” Both his family and hers were in Texas, so he’d undoubtedly be there over the holidays.
 
   “Yeah, but with your schedule I feel like I need an appointment to spend a day with you.”
 
   She laughed and said she’d reduce her rates for him. “I’ll call you in a day or two, but I have to go now.” She had to attend a cocktail party at the office of the firm’s largest client, a major South American oil cartel. “I’ll be home late but don’t worry about me. I’ll be good if you will. Let’s spend some quality time together next week when you’re here.”
 
   Another cocktail party. Another client. Another chance to lose this girl.
 
   “Good night, Nicole.”
 
   “I miss you a bunch, baby. See you soon.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
   The next morning Brian arrived at the gallery earlier than usual. It was the week before Christmas and there was a major sale in the works. A long-time customer who ran a large mutual fund had stopped by to look at a gold necklace once worn by Anne Boleyn. Although not ancient by Bijan’s standards, it was a truly historic piece that the firm had on consignment from a client in London. The provenance for the piece was a portrait painted in 1535, the year before Anne literally lost her head when Henry VIII decided it was time for a new wife. In that painting she was wearing this same necklace.
 
   A London conservator confirmed the piece dated to the sixteenth century. That was enough for most collectors. The mutual fund executive had an appointment this morning for his third and perhaps final visit to view the $1.5 million necklace.
 
   A half hour before the customer’s appointment Darius still hadn’t arrived. Coming in late without calling was unprecedented – missing this appointment was unbelievable. They also couldn’t reach him by phone – it went straight to voicemail.
 
   At 10:30 the customer arrived and Brian spent an hour with him in a private viewing room. The fund manager used a jeweler’s loupe to examine the piece and examined the paperwork that authenticated it. He’d seen all this before, but there was no place for buyer’s remorse on a purchase this large.
 
   They consummated the purchase at $1.3 million. This would be a stunning Christmas gift for his wife, the man said. Brian heartily agreed.
 
   A good Christmas gift for Bijan as well, Brian thought. The profit to the firm on this item would be over four hundred thousand dollars. The man took Bijan’s wire transfer information and set a time to pick up the necklace the following day. He left to arrange the money transfer and purchase insurance on the priceless piece. Until then it would remain in Bijan’s vault.
 
   By mid-afternoon Collette, Jason and Brian were very concerned about Darius. There had been no word whatsoever, which was totally unlike him. Brian sent Jason to Darius’ apartment house while Collette called hospitals in Manhattan. She got nowhere, and neither did Jason.
 
   The doorman at Darius’ residence hadn’t seen him all day. He had sent the super upstairs to ring Nazir’s doorbell. No one had answered and they weren’t allowed to enter the apartment.
 
   Brian called Darius’ son Christopher Nazir, an internist in San Francisco. Brian told the receptionist it was an emergency and Christopher answered quickly. Darius had not been in the gallery today and they couldn’t reach him, Brian told the physician.
 
   “Have you heard from him?” Brian asked.
 
   The doctor hadn’t but said he would call his brother and phone Brian right back.
 
   Within ten minutes Brian knew there had been no contact. He and Christopher agreed Brian should call the police and they exchanged cell phone numbers.
 
   Around five pm a plainclothes detective from the Eighteenth Precinct rang the front buzzer. Collette admitted a modern version of Columbo dressed in a gray suit and a heavy black wool topcoat. He dusted snowflakes off and Jason took his coat. Brian introduced himself and the man said, “I’m Detective Simon Patterson. Is there some place we can talk?”
 
   They went to Brian’s office. He gave the detective as much information as he could about Darius – his home address, home and cell numbers and contact information for his sons. The officer asked about Darius’ typical routine on a workday. Brian explained that today’s sale had been extremely important. Darius wouldn’t have missed that appointment without calling. He described the fruitless visit to Darius’ home and Collette’s calls to area hospitals.
 
   The detective asked Brian about himself, how long he had been with Bijan and how he had come to be there. He asked about the ownership of the gallery and how it was doing financially. He told Brian he might need financial statements.
 
   Brian was surprised. “Why are you asking all these questions that have nothing to do with the man who’s missing?”
 
   There are lots of possible reasons for a person to disappear and it was his job to think about all of them, the cop replied. Sometimes people disappeared when things were going badly. Other times people disappeared when things were going well but someone wanted them gone.
 
   Brian assured him the gallery was doing very well financially and promised balance sheets and income statements if the detective wanted them.
 
   After an hour they wrapped up. The detective explained they must wait twenty-four hours from the last known contact before they could use force to enter Mr. Nazir’s home. Later this evening they’d do that if he hadn’t been found beforehand.
 
   “You’ve been very helpful,” the policeman continued. “I may need to talk to you again soon. Do you plan to be in the City over the holidays?”
 
   Brian said he would be in New York until the middle of next week, when he was flying to Texas for Christmas. He and the detective exchanged contact numbers. Patterson left with a promise to call when he had information.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
   Brian left the subway station for Gramercy Park as his cell phone rang. It was Christopher Nazir.
 
   “My brother Tom and I are coming on the redeye tonight. We’ll be at JFK tomorrow morning at 6:30.” They agreed to meet up at the gallery around ten.
 
   At 2:45 am Brian awoke from a fitful sleep, filled with disturbing dreams he couldn’t quite recall. His phone was ringing.
 
   “This is Detective Patterson, Mr. Sadler. I’m afraid I have some bad news for you. We’ve found Mr. Nazir’s body.” Brian fell back in bed, tears welling in his eyes.
 
   The police went to Nazir’s East 86th Street apartment after his meeting with Brian, but got no response from repeated knocking. Once the twenty-four-hour timeframe ended the super used his passkey. That was around midnight.
 
   Nazir appeared to have died in his sleep. Initial post-mortem examination by the medical examiner indicated he’d been dead for maybe 24 hours and there were no visible signs of trauma.
 
   Brian told him that Nazir’s two sons were en route to New York and furnished their cell numbers. The detective said he would get the final medical examiner’s report in a few days but it looked as though death was from natural causes. He would post a uniformed officer at the scene until the sons arrived and determined where the body should be taken. Then Patterson wanted to meet with them to close his investigation.
 
   Brian hung up, dialed Christopher Nazir’s cell and left a voicemail for him to call as soon as their plane landed.
 
   There was no more sleeping that night. Around four Brian gave up. He turned on his TV and sat transfixed on his couch, hearing nothing and thinking only about what would happen to Bijan Rarities now that Darius was gone. Brian couldn’t possibly afford to buy Nazir’s stake so it was certain Brian would shortly be finding something else to do. Nazir’s sons would sell the gallery. With Brian’s limited experience in the business, it wasn’t likely new owners would be as enthused about him as Darius had been.
 
   He recalled wistfully how much fun it was to go to work every morning. Life today was just the opposite of the turmoil at WT&C. He was so happy traveling around the world to make acquisitions for such a respected gallery – his gallery – that working anywhere else was almost unthinkable. Now, however, the clock would start ticking. His time at Bijan was nearly over.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty
 
   Christopher called Brian as soon as the plane landed at JFK. Brian gave him the news and offered heartfelt condolences at the loss of their father. Christopher decided they’d go directly to their father’s apartment instead of coming to the gallery. Later today the men would meet with Brian.
 
   When Collette and Jason arrived at the gallery, they hugged and cried together, mourning the loss of an employer, a business partner and a good friend. Each tried to work but ended up remembering Darius with a few long-time customers who dropped by after hearing the news. It was hard for Brian – he felt enormous pain and sadness. He would miss Darius Nazir very much. He would also miss the opportunity this unique man had given him.
 
   At 2:30 pm Christopher rang and made arrangements to meet at the gallery. Collette and Jason had met them previously; they hugged the brothers and more tears were shed. Brian was surprised at how much they resembled their father. He told them sincerely how much Brian’s mentor and friend had meant to him.
 
   Brian wasn’t sure what the subject of conversation would be so he seated them in his office and waited for them to begin. Christopher said Detective Patterson asked if there would be an autopsy. Given the circumstances of his death, they decided against it. His body had been taken to a funeral home. Tom Nazir explained that his father wasn’t a religious man. He would be cremated and a memorial service held Monday at the funeral parlor.
 
   Tom told Brian his father spoke of him and commented on the sincere friendship Darius and Brian had forged in such a short time.
 
   “My father is a fairly private man but we could hear the delight in his voice every time we talked. Once you arrived he was truly happy, which he hadn’t been in a long time, perhaps even since our mother died.”
 
   The Nazir brothers revealed astonishing news to Brian. Just in the past month their father had made provisions for succession. He’d told his sons he had done this only after he was convinced Brian was the right partner for him and the gallery.
 
   “The company owns a $5 million life insurance policy on my father,” Christopher explained. “It’s payable to his estate for the sole purpose of repurchasing his stock.”
 
   Brian sat dazed as he heard what his partner had done for him. It was a simple plan – once the gallery paid $5 million to Darius Nazir’s estate, the share certificate owned by Nazir would be cancelled, leaving Brian with nearly seventy percent of the shares, everything not owned by the public. That majority interest meant Brian had absolute control of the company.
 
   A simple solution, Brian reflected, put into place by a very generous man. Darius had created a way for Brian to own the gallery without having to pay anything. And he hadn’t even mentioned it to Brian. He sobbed uncontrollably, his head in his hands. “I can’t believe it. An hour ago I had no idea what I’d do next. What a gift your father left me. What an incredible man.”
 
   Tom spoke softly. “He was, for sure. It’s exactly what my father wanted for you. He would be so proud to have you carry on the Bijan tradition.”
 
   They talked for another half hour, then the Nazir brothers left to visit relatives and prepare for the funeral of their beloved father.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Bijan Rarities was closed Monday for Darius Nazir’s funeral. Once it was over Brian turned on his phone and saw a text message.
 
   “Payback completed.”
 
   Suddenly he was lightheaded. He swayed and Collette grabbed his arm. “You look like you’ve just seen a ghost. Are you all right?”
 
   “Yes…yes, I’m OK,” Brian stammered, pocketing his phone. “I…I just…”
 
   At that moment John Spedino approached him, extending his hand. “My condolences at the passing of Mr. Nazir.”
 
   Jumbled thoughts swirled through Brian’s head. First there’s a cryptic text message. Then Spedino appears thirty seconds later. Brian didn’t say a word. He just stared at the godfather, speechless.
 
   Spedino turned and walked to the curb. His driver opened the car door for him and they drove away.
 
   That afternoon Brian took his cell phone to a computer center and asked a technician how he could tell the number from which the message was sent.
 
   The tech checked a few settings and said, “It appears to have been sent from a blocked number in the 306 area code.” He looked at a cross-reference guide. “That’s Saskatchewan, Canada.”
 
   As he walked back Brian thought about the earlier calls from the man with the gravelly voice. They seemed to have come from all over. Anyone could route a call to hide its origin by using Skype or something else. Just like those calls, there was no way to know where the text originated.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   The death of Darius Nazir started a new chapter in the life of Brian Sadler. In less than seven months he had gone from investment banker to business owner. For a boy from Longview, Texas, he had come a long, long way. Sitting alone in the darkened showroom after the funeral, gray afternoon slowly turning to drizzly winter evening, he looked around him at the gallery Darius Nazir had created, a thriving business that now was his. Thoughts swirled through his head.
 
   It was Monday, December 18. Christmas day was a week away and he found himself randomly moving from highs to lows in his mind. Things had happened almost too easily: one day he worked for Darius. The next, thanks to a fortuitous set of events, he owned the gallery. One day he was a guy still learning the ropes, next day he was the boss, calling the shots.
 
   Once again he recalled the words on his cell phone. Was someone saying they’d killed Darius to pave his way to becoming Bijan’s owner? The police said Nazir died of natural causes. If there had been any hint of foul play wouldn’t the detective have been all over it? Now the body was gone, cremated. None of that made sense anyway. Who would want to kill Darius Nazir?
 
   Brian put aside the negative thoughts and began thinking about Christmas.
 
   Nicole called to see how he was doing. She would like to have been with him but her trial couldn’t be delayed. At the time of Darius’ funeral she was in a courtroom defending her client.
 
   Earlier they’d talked about Darius’ generous method for Brian to assume ownership of Bijan. Today they spoke of the generosity of the man she’d come to enjoy and appreciate spending time with. He had been a true friend and a great partner.
 
   He didn’t tell her about the cryptic “payback” message. Maybe later, he thought, once he figured it out himself.
 
   Tonight they discussed the holidays. Her office and Bijan would both be closed Friday through Tuesday. He’d fly to Dallas Thursday night and stay with her. By late Friday he would go home to Longview, about a hundred miles east. She would go see her dad in Fort Worth, then fly to Houston on Saturday to spend the holiday with her mother and sister. They’d meet back up in Dallas on Christmas night and he would fly to New York on Tuesday.
 
   “Get some rest, honey,” Nicole said. “You’ve been under a lot of pressure and now you’ve got a new set of things to think about as the sole owner of the gallery. I’m pleased for you, and I can’t wait to see you. Just a few more days!”
 
   Brian took a quiet, dark walk through the gallery, thinking of Darius everywhere he looked. Finally he locked up and walked to Peking Duck House on 53rd Street. It was the place Darius had taken him the day they met and it had become his favorite Chinese restaurant. He considered it a fitting place to be on the day of Darius’ funeral.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   Thursday came and Brian headed to Texas for Christmas. He picked up a rental car at DFW and drove to Nicole’s apartment. She’d only been home a few minutes when he arrived but she’d worked fast. She had his XO martini waiting. They had been apart for weeks and there was a brief period of hesitation. Nicole had consciously decided not to bring up the bearer bond proposition he’d outlined. We don’t have much time together, she thought. Let’s save business for later.
 
   They talked about dinner, decided neither was that hungry and shortly ended up where they both wanted to be, naked and entwined in her bed.
 
   Friday morning was crisp and cold. Nicole went for a run most mornings. Today Brian joined her, noting how few cars there were on the streets. A lot of people had obviously already started a long Christmas weekend. They ended up at Starbucks for coffee and then walked a block back to her place.
 
   “I’d like you to open your gift,” she said, back in bed with the morning paper and a fresh cup of coffee. She handed him an envelope. “It’s not much, but I think it’s something you’ll like.”
 
   Brian tore it open. Out fell two tickets to what had been advertised everywhere as the Honest-to-God, last ever, Pink Floyd Final Concert. Entertainment websites said the concert, scheduled for London in the spring, was the hardest event in history to snag a ticket for.
 
   “Incredible! I can’t believe it! How on earth did you get these?”
 
   “I know what a fan you are from the posters are on your bedroom wall, and I’ve obviously been in your bedroom,” she laughed. “The firm represents a company that booked the concert and I was able to get two tickets. Do you like my gift?”
 
   “It’s fantastic! I can hardly wait. But there are two tickets. I wonder who I can get to go with me?”
 
   She hit him on the arm and jumped on top of him. “I’m going with you unless you have some little twenty-something up there in New York you’re hiding away.”
 
   “Well, I guess I have to take you. After all, you gave me the tickets. Seriously, thanks so much. This will be a wonderful trip.” He kissed her deeply.
 
   He pulled an envelope from his computer case by the bed. “Now open your present.”
 
   “Another envelope? You’re copying me!”
 
   Inside was a booklet Brian had created on his computer. The front cover said, “Join me at the 4-S Resort.”
 
   Nicole stared at it for a minute. “The 4-S Resort? I’ve never heard of it. Where is it?”
 
   “Keep going.”
 
   The first page had a big S, and a clip art picture showing snow falling. “So the first S is snow,” she said. The next page featured another big S and a picture of people skiing.
 
   “Oh, boy!” She turned the page. There was another S and a scenic shot of the Alps. At the bottom were the words, “Welcome to Switzerland.” Now she was really excited. She turned to the last page.
 
   The last big S had no picture. At the bottom were small words that said, “Let’s go to Switzerland and Ski in the Snow. When we get back to our room, I bet you can figure out what the fourth S is.”
 
   She looked at him, laughing. “Yeah, I would say our sex is so good it deserves a capital S.”
 
   “You got it, babe.”
 
   She turned to him, pulling off her sweatshirt and unhooking her sports bra. “That’s a great present, sweetie. And you’re so incredibly clever, making the book yourself. I just love the idea of a ski vacation! I’ve never been to Switzerland, but I’m ready to go with you whenever we can work it out.”
 
   She tugged down her sweatpants and panties, kicking them off onto the floor. “Get your clothes off, buddy. Let’s practice on the last S, then we can talk about when we’re going skiing!”
 
   


  
 



Part Four
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter One
 
   Eze Village, French Riviera
 
    
 
   Eze Village is a beautiful medieval town situated high on a cliff overlooking the Mediterranean Sea. The busy Moyenne Corniche, one of three main roads between Nice and the principality of Monaco, runs below it. Tourists come to see the ruins of the twelfth century castle and have lunch at taverns along the town’s narrow winding streets.
 
   The man sat outdoors, sipping coffee and reading Le Monde, as was his routine. He lived nearby and walked here every day. He didn’t notice two men standing half a block down the little street. They used a photo to confirm his identity and then crossed the street.
 
   There were only a few patrons sitting in the outdoor restaurant at this early hour. The man looked up from his newspaper as they approached.
 
   “Francois Rochefort,” one said, “we are from the Surete and you are under arrest.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two
 
   Including the long weekend they spent in London for the Pink Floyd Final Concert, Brian and Nicole managed to see each other only four times in five months. Twice Brian returned from a trip to Europe on the American flight to Dallas instead of going to New York. They spent the weekend together those times. She had had a business trip to New York once and went a second time on the spur of the moment.
 
   The date for their ski trip had been set and postponed twice. They finally decided to put it off until the fall because of the difficulty coordinating their schedules. Nicole and Brian talked about where things were going with them. They decided their relationship, if it could be called that, was far less than ideal, but with their careers, if it were meant to be, it’d happen.
 
   One evening in New York Nicole said, “If we’re supposed to be together then it’ll all work out. Absence makes the heart grow fonder, they say.”
 
   Brian snorted, agreeing that this beat nothing, but not by much. Neither of them could see a way to change things so things stayed as they were.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
   In mid-February Chaim Weisenberg left Brian a message, asking him to call regarding “The Project.”
 
   Interesting, Brian thought. That was John Spedino’s code name for the bond deal. How did Weisenberg know the name since he’d said he didn’t know the godfather? At this point it really didn’t matter. Brian was confident everything would be fine, and he no longer had a reluctant partner to convince.
 
   The bonds were ready for transfer whenever Brian executed the paperwork, Weisenberg told him. The transaction would take about ten days from start to finish.
 
   Brian had heard nothing from Spedino about the relics themselves. The rumors of the existence of a Bethlehem scroll, an account of Christ’s birth, surfaced from time to time. And in the past couple of weeks a man had called from Cairo asking for Darius. Brian looked him up in Darius’ massive Rolodex as he explained that Darius had passed away and he was now owner of the gallery.
 
   The Egyptian responded, “But I do not know you. We must meet when you are next in Egypt. Until then, I will say that I have some information about a scroll naming Jesus himself that may become available. I will tell you no more until we can meet.”
 
   Collette had been urging Brian to make a trip to Egypt. “You’ve met so many of our contacts and sources already, but only in Western Europe and China. I can set all your appointments. In a week you can establish a relationship with everyone Mr. Nazir dealt with in Egypt.”
 
   Soon Collette had set up an appointment for Brian with the man from Egypt. The new owner of Bijan Rarities would be in Cairo soon.
 
   Salid Mushtaf spent hours considering how best to approach the sale of the rarities. He was merely an intermediary but he knew who owned the three relics. He placed a call to the man. As always, the man’s voice shook Salid for a fleeting moment. It was rough, gravelly and menacing – impossible to overlook.
 
   Salid said he could help him sell the relics. Without admitting he had them, he replied, “What business is this of yours?”
 
   Salid was in contact with one of the top galleries in the world, he said. It was a firm that could and would purchase the items.
 
   The man laughed. “You? Do you think a man like yourself has contacts that I do not already have?” Then the man paused. “Perhaps a worm like yourself may have value to me after all. Meet the person from this gallery. If you have anything interesting afterwards, call me at once.” He hung up, leaving Salid to wonder if his having made the call was a good idea or not.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four
 
   Three weeks later Brian sat in the lobby of the Nile Hilton. Tastefully decorated in white marble, the expansive area was a quiet haven from the bustling activity just outside the front doors. He wore a tan linen suit with a yellow tie. He had described what he would wear to the man he was meeting. Soon someone approached him – a man wearing a white galabeyeh and a light blue scarf on his head.
 
   “Mr. Sadler?”
 
   Brian stood, introduced himself and asked if they should move into the bar for a drink.
 
   “Not for me, sir. I am a practicing Muslim and I must abstain in order to be ready for evening prayers shortly.”
 
   So they sat in the lobby. The man said his name was Salid Mushtaf. He asked Brian about Darius. He said how much he had respected Nazir, a fellow Egyptian and a man of integrity in his dealings.
 
   “I have located artifacts for him. I have given him clues about the whereabouts of others. I have passed along rumors. He has always generously rewarded me for whatever thing I did to help him. He made we Egyptians, his fellow countrymen, proud to be associated with him.”
 
   Brian had heard similar comments from others. Nazir had played the relics game close to the edge – even over it sometimes. Regardless, he treated his contacts well, paying careful attention to those who could help most. In turn they might call him first when that unique artifact appeared.
 
   After coffee and small talk about America, Brian eased into the topic.
 
   “Tell me about the Bethlehem Scroll.”
 
   Mushtaf looked all around him and lowered his voice to a whisper, even though there were only a dozen other people in the massive lobby, none nearby. He told Brian that there was a man who had three relics associated with the birth of Jesus.
 
   “One is a scroll like the others found near the Dead Sea. The second is a small piece of parchment which describes the third thing, a coin said to have been held by Jesus himself.”
 
   The astonishment on Brian’s face was not lost on his guest. Excellent, Salid thought to himself.
 
   “These things will be very costly, Sahib,” the Arab said, using the traditional term of respect. “I am a humble man. I know how to acquire the relics and for my knowledge you must pay me one hundred thousand American dollars.” As he spoke, Salid glanced around the lobby again, obviously nervous.
 
   Brian followed his eyes, wondering what he was looking for. “That’s a great deal of money. I have other brokers who have told me a similar story. Unfortunately I doubt I can pay that much for your information.”
 
   Brian asked how the owner of the relics had gotten them.
 
   “I am not at liberty to say.” Salid’s evasive answer worried Brian. Third party information was always suspect. Did this man really know where the items were? Or was he merely trying to extort a fee? Darius had dealt with Salid successfully two times in the past. Those deals involved funerary relics from twenty-second dynasty tombs. They were paltry compared to the potential value of the Bethlehem relics. But then if the scrolls and coin were real, there had never been a sale that would rival this transaction.
 
   Brian said that authentication of the relics was the key to determining his interest in making the purchase. Authenticity was not a problem, the man replied. Brian asked if he had seen the artifacts personally.
 
   The Egyptian dodged the question. “All things in good time. I will contact you when the time is right.” He glanced right and left again, wary of everyone around him.
 
   “I must go now.” The man stood and hurried out of the hotel to the busy street.
 
   It was doubtful this shabbily-dressed individual really had anything to do with the relics themselves. Salid was a man who had information, perhaps enough to generate a small fee for himself. Most likely Brian would pay something and Salid would introduce him to whoever had the relics.
 
   He walked toward the elevators to go to his room and check emails. As he passed the front desk a man called his name. Brian saw Phillip Edmonds, Sotheby’s primary acquisitions man for ancient Middle Eastern items. Edmonds was headquartered in London – Brian had met him twice in the past few months, most recently when they both were at a sale at Sotheby’s in New York. Brian considered him a fierce competitor and went on guard immediately.
 
   “Checking in?” Brian asked as they shook hands.
 
   “In fact I am. Fancy meeting you here. What’s up in your world?”
 
   “Just working on some deals.”
 
   The desk clerk handed Edmonds his passkey. He took it and said, “Want to join me in a cup of tea?”
 
   Brian agreed and Edmonds dropped his luggage at the concierge desk so they could put the bags in his room. The men walked toward the restaurant just as the front door of the Hilton flew open and the doorman shouted in Egyptian.
 
   “My God,” Edmonds said. “He just ordered the front desk clerk to call an ambulance!”
 
   They walked to the door. A crowd had gathered a block away from the hotel where the short street serving it adjoined the bustling Nile Corniche. Brian and Phillip walked up the block. A policeman had just arrived at the corner and was pushing his way through the throng.
 
   “What happened here?” the officer asked.
 
   Phillip translated his response. “A man was struck by a hit and run driver. This is extremely common in Cairo, I’m afraid. No one watches the pedestrians and no one controls the maniacs who drive.”
 
   The policeman gestured with a nightstick for the throng to move back. Brian looked at the figure lying on the ground. His galabeyeh was bloody but Brian immediately recognized the light blue head adornment. Salid Mushtaf’s body was twisted grotesquely.
 
   “I…I just had a meeting with that man. Should I tell the policeman who he is?”
 
   “My advice? Keep out of it. If you say anything you’ll spend the rest of today at the police station. Who is he, anyway?”
 
   Brian hesitated. “Someone who said he had some information for me.”
 
   “About the Bethlehem Scroll?”
 
   Brian jerked his head around and stared at Edmonds.
 
   “Hey, old man,” Phillip said, taking Brian’s arm lightly as they returned to the hotel. “You have a lot to learn about this business. It’s a small world out there, especially in Egyptian circles. Who was this guy? Was it Ahmed? Mohammed? Salid?”
 
   The names were people with whom Collette had arranged appointments. “Yes, Salid,” he responded quietly.
 
   They heard a siren and stood in front of the Hilton as an ambulance arrived. Medics lifted Salid’s body onto a gurney, covered it with a sheet and rolled it into the vehicle. The ambulance moved back into traffic, no siren now required.
 
   Brian was stunned, his face ashen. Edmonds noticed and said, “Come on. Let’s have that cup of tea. Or better yet, a drink. You need to get hold of yourself.”
 
   Over a glass of wine Phillip said, “I’m sure you and Salid were talking about what he knew, or said he knew, about the Bethlehem Scroll. I had a meeting set up with Salid tomorrow too, so don’t feel too privileged, old chap.”
 
   “But do you think there’s any significance to Salid’s accident and our meeting just moments before?”
 
   “Don’t be too hard on yourself. It was a coincidence, I’m sure. I’d wager ten or twenty people a day die in Cairo after being struck by cars. You were unfortunate enough to have witnessed one first-hand.”
 
   Changing the subject, Phillip explained that a network of people in northern Egypt made a living just watching and listening. Sometimes they had good intel, sometimes not. Darius, he said, was a master at dealing in Egypt, because he was a native and he was trusted.
 
   “I was as shocked about Darius’ untimely passing as anyone, and he was the most formidable opponent I’ve ever had in this business. Frankly life will be easier without his one-upping me all the time.” He smiled gently and continued.
 
   “Seriously, Darius was a good man. He played close to the edge most of the time, but he wasn’t ever a cheat. His word was his bond. You can’t ask much more than that.”
 
   They talked about how small the world of Middle Eastern antiquities really was.
 
   “I win some deals, I lose some to you or others. But we’re all gentlemen, graciously accepting our victories, and not crying over our defeats.”
 
   They finished their drinks and promised to meet up again during the week if time permitted. That afternoon Brian instructed Collette to change the venue of his meetings. He had no intention of parading his guests into the lobby for Phillip Edmonds to see, and he was sure Edmonds wouldn’t either. He also told her about the death of Salid Mushtaf.
 
   Collette moved Brian’s meetings to the Sheraton Cairo hotel in Galae Square. Over the next three days, Brian met ten other people. Some were dealers; others were middlemen, intermediaries who might facilitate a deal between a willing buyer and seller. Although the Bethlehem Scroll was of paramount interest to Brian, he didn’t bring it up with these men because he knew what would happen.
 
   They would feign knowledge, gathering as much information from Brian as they could, then they would go into the marketplace and try to find out how to locate these relics. If they didn’t bring the subject up themselves, his doing it would just muddy the waters.
 
   On Thursday evening Brian met Phillip for a quick drink. They kept the conversation light and neither discussed his activities during this week in Egypt. When Phillip left for a dinner meeting Brian had a steak and a bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon in the hotel’s dining room and then went upstairs to pack for his departure the next morning.
 
   Brian was taking the Delta flight to Paris and changing planes for New York, arriving Friday evening. His wake-up call came sooner than he expected. As he groped around for the phone he glanced at the bedside clock. It showed 3:30, three hours earlier than the time he had requested.
 
   He answered and heard the gravelly voice that had awakened him at this same time back in New York.
 
   “I have the items you want. Go to the Muslim Quarter, to the entrance of the Citadel, at noon today.” The caller disconnected abruptly as usual.
 
   Brian bolted out of bed, totally alert. His heart was racing. What was he getting into? There had been nothing good about the previous calls from the same gravel-voiced man. How did he know Brian was here? Or what items he sought? For that matter, what was he even talking about? The Bethlehem Scroll? Maybe. But he’d never said that.
 
   It only took a minute for Brian to decide what to do. This was a meeting he couldn’t afford to miss.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five
 
   The concierge efficiently swapped Brian’s flights from Friday to Saturday. By mid-morning he was wandering the narrow, winding streets of the Muslim Quarter. Some were cobbled, others unpaved. Many people he passed held out their hands, asking for a coin. Others touched him lightly. Being an American used to his space, this very close proximity to people made him extremely uncomfortable.
 
   He avoided eye contact and moved quickly along. He wanted to get to the Citadel early enough to figure exactly where he should go. He wondered how he would recognize his contact. He thought the caller’s accent was American, so he figured perhaps it would not be so difficult.
 
   He moved through Old Town, as the area was known, with a map in his hand. The taxi had dropped him ten blocks from his destination so he could see the area, and he wondered now if that had been a bad decision. He consciously avoided the eastern fringe of the Muslim Quarter. The city’s worst slums were there and the concierge told him it was no place for a Westerner.
 
   As he moved closer to the Citadel he found himself moving deeper and deeper along crowded streets full of ragged men, women and children, all pushing and shoving. He weaved his way through throngs of people who groped at his sleeves or touched his hands. At last he popped out onto the spacious square where the Citadel stood.
 
   The building begun in 1170 by Salah-ad-Din, better known to westerners as Saladin, was built as a fortress against the invading Crusaders. Its commanding towers rose nearly a hundred feet. Brian walked to a ticket booth with signs in English and Arabic. He reached for money and realized his pocket had been picked, probably in the melee of people just before he got to the square. Thanks to prior planning he’d lost only a few Egyptian pounds.
 
   He bent down, reached into the top of his sock and pulled out several twenty-pound notes. He bought a ticket and entered the massive fortress. There were hundreds of tourists milling about, most of whom were Westerners. He heard English being spoken everywhere and he wondered how he would ever link up with his contact. He found a shady spot and sat on a low wall.
 
   Precisely at noon a short Egyptian in a galabeyeh approached him and said, “Mr. Sadler?”
 
   Brian nodded and the man said, “Follow me, please.”
 
   They walked out of the Citadel and crossed the square to a small restaurant filled with tourists. The man directed Brian to an empty outdoor table and said, “Wait here, please.” Brian took a seat and the man left.
 
   Soon another man crossed the square. He was portly, wearing a faded suit that had been a lighter shade of tan years ago. A hat covered his face. He walked directly to the table and sat down. Brian looked at his face. The deep pockmarks were startling. Brian struggled to avoid looking surprised.
 
   The man appeared not to notice. “You want the Bethlehem Scroll,” he said, his gravelly, raspy voice unmistakable to Brian.
 
   “You! I want to know who’s behind those phone calls you’ve made to me.”
 
   Without warning, the fat man slammed his hand down on the table. “You will not talk! You will listen!”
 
   He pulled a sheaf of folded papers from inside his jacket. “This is a photocopy of the scroll. You may take this back to New York. Also I have given you copies of a rough translation. You may authenticate any way you wish.”
 
   Brian opened the documents. The copy of the scroll was hard to read. Obviously the original was faded. It was filled with writing in a language that Brian thought might be either Aramaic or ancient Hebrew.
 
   The other papers were copies of a notepad on which someone appeared to have taken a stab at translating the document.
 
   “Where are these documents now?”
 
   “Did you understand me when I told you not to talk? Say nothing to me. Nothing.”
 
   “There are three items: the scroll, of which you have a copy and translation; a coin; and a scrap of parchment that identifies the coin as having been held by the newborn Yeshua. The price for these three items is twenty-five million U.S. dollars. It is not negotiable. You are the only person to whom I am making this offer at this time. If you do not purchase the items within thirty days, my offer is withdrawn. I will contact you on Friday, two weeks from today. You will tell me then if you are buying the items. If you, you will meet me here in Cairo exactly two weeks thereafter. I will provide instructions for the transfer when I speak to you in two weeks.”
 
   The man stood. “Please do not be foolish, Mr. Sadler. Do not attempt to determine who I am or how I came to acquire the artifacts. You are in a truly unique position. Take advantage of it. If you fail to do so you will never see me or this opportunity again.”
 
   Brian watched the man walk away. He turned immediately into one of the crowded side streets off the square. Brian paid the bill and hailed a taxi sitting in a queue near the Citadel. During the ride to the hotel, he recapped the man’s instructions and exactly what he had to do to make this all work.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six
 
   Brian could hardly contain his excitement as he read the translation on the plane home. When he got to his office he made another copy of the scroll document then used scissors to cut all but a few lines from it. He asked Collette to run the document over to New York University, where Bijan retained the services of a man who was fluent in several ancient languages.
 
   The next day Brian received the confirmation he wanted. The translation was in fact from the Aramaic on the small portion of the scroll text Brian had sent over. He was bursting to share the news. He desperately wanted to disclose it with Collette and Jason, to tell them about the incredible good fortune that was coming to Bijan, but he had to keep things to himself. Collette knew everything about Bijan’s financial condition. She would question how the firm could afford to make this purchase. So he kept quiet.
 
   He called Chaim Weisenberg and asked him to set in motion the Israeli bond rental in the amount of twenty-five million dollars. Since it was late July, Weisenberg suggested they date the transaction for August 1. That meant the bonds had to be on and off his books by mid-September at the very latest, to allow Bijan to present a clean balance sheet for its 9/30 quarterly report to the Securities and Exchange Commission.
 
   Brian called the number John Spedino had given him.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I’m calling about The Project.” He told Spedino about his meeting in Cairo and the photocopies he’d gotten. “You need to see these to convince yourself of their authenticity before we move forward.”
 
   Spedino’s casual response surprised Brian. “They’re real. How much is he asking for them?”
 
   Brian told him and asked, “How do you know they’re real? You haven’t even seen them.”
 
   Spedino ignored the question. “As we agreed, I’ll give you two million dollars’ profit, making my total purchase price $27 million. How’ve you arranged to take possession of the relics?”
 
   Brian gave him the pockmarked man’s instructions.
 
   “Call me the minute you have the artifacts. I’ll wire your money to Bijan’s account in London then you bring the items back to New York to me.”
 
   Spedino gave him the name and number to call at First InterCity Bank. “Don’t call him until you have the bond documents and you’re ready to do the transaction.”
 
   “You mentioned the favorable publicity which Bijan will get from this transaction,” Brian reminded Spedino. “Do I make an announcement that I’ve purchased the artifacts?”
 
   Spedino said no. The announcement would come, he explained, but only after Brian handed the items over to the Church.
 
   “I’m staying out of the picture. You can arrange publicity when you hand the scroll and the coin to the Archbishop of New York for delivery to the Vatican. He’ll be expecting your call.”
 
   Afterwards, Brian was astonished at the trust Spedino had put in him and in the man from Egypt. He hadn’t hesitated a moment before declaring the items authentic, even though he couldn’t have seen them himself. He went through each part of this deal carefully and finally began to figure out what was going on.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven
 
   The same day he received the Israeli bond documents Brian took them to the First InterCity Bank. His contact there gave the documents nothing more than a cursory glance. He opened a file and had Brian sign loan documents for $25 million, including a personal guarantee. Brian hesitated; as a matter of principle he refused to put himself personally at risk for the company’s dealings. Furthermore, John Spedino hadn’t mentioned anything about signing a personal guarantee.
 
   “It’s merely a procedural thing,” the banker assured him. “It’s a requirement the bank has for every loan.”
 
   This deal was foolproof so Brian ignored the danger of a personal guarantee and signed the documents. It made him a little queasy to sign for twenty-five million dollars. It was a good thing this was a done deal – he couldn’t have repaid that amount in a hundred years otherwise.
 
   The whole thing was as simple as getting a car loan. Still his hand had shaken as he signed for more money than he had dreamed possible only months ago.
 
   Brian gave the banker the wire transfer instructions for Bijan’s London account. He had decided the entire transaction would be done there instead of in New York. Perhaps it made no difference but in a pinch, at least an infraction of U.S. banking regulations couldn’t be hung around his neck. Once again suppressing the negative thoughts that seemed to surround this scroll acquisition, Brian optimistically forged on.
 
   Within an hour First InterCity’s $25 million was in Bijan’s account. He instructed Collette to wire $250,000 to a bank account in the Isle of Man. That was Chaim Weisenberg’s first bond rental fee. Collette had no idea what the money was for, but Brian was the boss. Obviously he was working on another acquisition.
 
   Brian awoke at 3:30 am the Friday morning that was two weeks after his meeting in Egypt with the pockmarked man. He stared at his cell phone but no call came.
 
   Around ten that morning Collette advised Brian he had an overseas call. The raspy voice said, “Do we have a deal, Mr. Sadler?”
 
   “You already know we do.”
 
   There was silence for a moment. “Whatever you think you have figured out, remember this. Curiosity kills not only cats. And people who become too smart are liabilities, not assets.”
 
   The man told him to be at the same restaurant outside the Citadel in two weeks and gave Brian instructions to transfer $25 million.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight
 
   A few days later Brian received a call from an attaché with the Israeli Embassy in New York. The man said that the government had learned word that Bijan was acquiring artifacts found near the Dead Sea and attributed to Jesus that had been removed from Israel. The Ambassador wished to speak with Brian before the relics were sold. He concluded by saying, “It is our belief that these items may have been exported illegally from Israel.”
 
   This could be a major problem. Brian told the man that he couldn’t comment about such artifacts or even confirm whether a transaction was imminent. He was certain this wasn’t the end to this inquiry.
 
   Brian made a quick call to a lawyer he used for importation issues. Then he called John Spedino who confirmed that when the artifacts were delivered, original export documents signed by Israeli Customs would accompany them. Those documents made everything legal.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine
 
   On the British Airways flight to Cairo, Brian ran through the scenario he now understood about this entire transaction. The first clue that something was fishy was a set of notes Brian had found in Darius Nazir’s desk.
 
   John Spedino was far more than an occasional, indirect customer of the gallery. He had invested significant money in the venture and prior to the public offering Darius had bought him out. Even though Spedino was no longer an investor and partner, anyone who got into bed with a Mafia figure had to plan on staying there forever. There was never a way out. It was a deal with the devil, made for life. And Darius Nazir apparently had made it. Brian surmised that Nazir had paid the ultimate price. As concerning as all this was, it was Nazir’s problem, not Brian’s, he told himself.
 
   The pockmarked man with the raspy voice must work for John Spedino. All of his calls and text messages were either veiled threats or payback announcements – things Brian had decided long ago were the orchestration of the mobster. But if the man from Cairo worked for Johnny Speed, why the need for this complicated set of financial transactions, where Spedino basically ended up paying $27 million for something he could have had for nothing?
 
   The answer had come to Brian late one night. It was all a big, complicated money-laundering scheme – a way for Spedino to use clean money for a massive tax write-off. Brian figured John Spedino had stolen around $25 million from the Bellicose Holdings public offering. When Francois Rochefort, the puppet head of the company, disappeared with the company’s funds, everyone – even the FBI – believed the cash went to Spedino. But no one could ever prove it.
 
   And now Spedino was paying $25 million plus a two million dollar kicker to Bijan for the privilege of buying artifacts he already owned. That purchase established that the scrolls and the coin had been purchased legitimately, and it created an established value in the marketplace for the relics. Both of those would be required in order for Spedino to make a tax-deductible donation to the Catholic Church.
 
   Twenty-seven million dollars of Spedino’s legitimate income was therefore going to be paid out in a tax-deductible transaction. He could earn a great deal more legitimate income without paying income tax on it, thanks to this one donation.
 
   And when things were all finished, Spedino still had $25 million, all of the money he had paid less his commission to Bijan, because whatever Brian wired to the pockmarked man ultimately went right back to Spedino.
 
   Brian felt certain that delivery of the artifacts would be accomplished without a hitch. Since the pockmarked man was actually Spedino’s associate there was no way things could go wrong.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten
 
   The gravelly-voiced man had set the meeting time for noon, presumably so that a wire transfer could still take place that same day. Brian sat at the same table near the Citadel. The massive building blocked the sun, throwing that side of the square into shadows. He looked for the portly man. Instead a ragged beggar approached his table. Brian reached into his pocket for a coin but the man whispered, “Follow me.”
 
   The beggar took Brian through winding streets, stopping suddenly at a wooden door. He pushed the door open, motioned for Brian to step inside and disappeared down the street. Brian found himself in a courtyard. The fat, pockmarked man sat in a chair under a date tree about fifty feet from him. A briefcase rested on the ground beside him.
 
   Brian sat in an empty chair next to the man. From his case the man pulled out an oilcloth and a small cloth bag. He dumped the black lump into Brian’s hand and said, “This is the coin. In the cloth are the scrolls.”
 
   Brian opened the cloth and gazed with wonder at the larger scroll. Shivers went down his spine as he thought of the hands that had penned its words two thousand years earlier.
 
   The man handed Brian a set of formal documents printed in Hebrew and English, the export papers the Embassy would require. Brian looked them over. They were identical to many others he had seen since he had begun his work with Darius Nazir and they appeared to be genuine.
 
   As agreed, Brian then called Collette in New York. It was early there but she was standing by. He gave her the go-ahead to initiate a wire transfer from Bijan’s bank in London, per instructions he had left for her.
 
   He then called John Spedino and told him to wire his money to London. Within minutes Brian received a confirmation on his cell phone from National Bank of Switzerland’s Geneva head office. Spedino’s $27 million was in Bijan’s account.
 
   While they waited for money to move around the world the fat man took out a cigarette and lit it. He said nothing.
 
   Brian looked around. There appeared to be no one around. There were no sounds from any of the second-story windows that opened into the courtyard. The entire building seemed to be deserted.
 
   About twenty minutes later, the swarthy man’s phone rang. He spoke rapidly in Egyptian then hung up.
 
   He said one word. “Done.” Then he walked out of the courtyard leaving the briefcase and the artifacts behind.
 
   Brian picked up the valise and followed him. By the time he reached the narrow roadway the man was gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven
 
   Once I’m finished with this transaction, I’m sticking with the straight and narrow, Brian thought to himself as he lay in the first class SleeperSeat. The British Airways 777 was winging its way from London to New York, the last leg in his trip from Cairo with the artifacts. Brian kept the briefcase lightly tethered to his wrist even though the first class section was quiet and people were napping or watching movies at their seats.
 
   He had decided to break ties with John Spedino. If his theory was correct the transaction between the godfather and Bijan was an incredible windfall to Johnny Speed. He could now declare an incredible amount of legitimate income without having to pay income tax on it and still have almost all the money left.
 
   Even though dealing with Spedino was distasteful, perhaps even dangerous, Brian felt a sense of pride in knowing that he was helping ensure that the world’s most precious documents, the account of Jesus Christ’s birth, would end up in the Vatican where they would be preserved and kept safe for generations to come.
 
   The afternoon sun shone through the windows of the restricted area as Brian walked from the plane to the customs booths in the Arrivals Hall. After removing the tether from his briefcase as instructed, he sat it on the floor next to him as he waited in line. The Semitic family who had also been in first class moved along in a line next to him. The man smiled and nodded absently as Brian’s eyes met his for a moment. Then their line curved away from his. Brian picked up his case and moved along in line, thinking of nothing but the bright future ahead.
 
   Now only a few minutes later Brian sat in a small interrogation room with only a table and two chairs. He was in the airport’s holding area for United States Customs.
 
   “Why are you detaining me? The Arab family who stood next to me in line has switched cases with me. Why aren’t you trying to help me? I’m a U.S. citizen and the items in that case are priceless!”
 
   The agent explained carefully that although Brian now apparently had nothing to declare his earlier statements, the tether on his wrist and his agitation at seeing the empty briefcase caused them concern. They decided to detain him until they could review videotapes and confirm his story. The Customs officer took detailed notes as Brian described the three artifacts that had been in the briefcase.
 
   Brian asked if he could call his attorney. The agent said that was fine but that Brian probably would be there less than a half hour longer if everything turned out satisfactorily. Brian decided to wait. From her location in Dallas Nicole couldn’t have moved things any faster anyway.
 
   The agent left Brian alone for about thirty minutes. When he returned, he handed Brian his passport.
 
   “Let’s go see the Airport Police. Your story checks out in every respect. The videotape clearly shows what appears to be a Middle Eastern family next to you in line. The man does in fact switch briefcases with you and then a moment later he changes lanes. The people who earlier posed as his family are now in their own line and he is in a different one. He moves quickly through Customs since he has no baggage to declare. We have his information but weren’t able to locate him. Video footage shows him leaving in a car with diplomatic license plates.”
 
   “Diplomatic plates from what country?” Brian asked.
 
   “Israel.”
 
   The agent continued. “The man’s so-called family is a different story. We have video of them too. They exited Customs but then went straight to check-in for Air India’s flight to London and presented return tickets. We have them in custody now.”
 
   The agent accompanied Brian to the JFK Airport Police desk, where it took thirty minutes for an officer to complete a report. The agent gave the policeman everything he had earlier told Brian, including the license number of the Israeli embassy vehicle that had whisked away the thief.
 
   As Brian left the police desk the Customs agent gave him a phone number and promised to be in touch if they heard anything more. He apologized for detaining Brian and wished him luck in finding the artifacts.
 
   Once the agent left Brian stood outside the terminal and called John Spedino’s number on his phone. He told the godfather everything, hoping Spedino’s vast resources might locate the Israeli thief faster than the police could. But Spedino’s response wasn’t what Brian expected.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve
 
   “You don’t have the artifacts?” John Spedino said slowly. “You’re telling me the goddamned artifacts were stolen?”
 
   Brian could feel his venomous hatred.
 
   “Let me tell you something, mister. You are going to wire my money back on Monday morning. Do you understand me?”
 
   Brian was speechless. He couldn’t do that.
 
   “DO YOU UNDERSTAND ME?” Spedino was shouting now.
 
   Brian’s voice quivered. “Mr. Spedino, you know all about the bank deal I had to sign to get this whole thing done. You know those Israeli bonds won’t stand up to scrutiny if I have them on my books September 30th. You helped me set this whole thing up. You know I can’t wire your money back. I already sent $25 million to Egypt to pay for the artifacts. Your money has to repay the Israeli bonds you arranged for me. You know all that already. I need you to help me find the guy who stole them.”
 
   There was a lengthy silence. Then came words that made Brian more afraid than he had ever been in his life.
 
   “Your mother and father live in Longview, Texas. Your father runs the newspaper there. They’re nice people. They’re both healthy. I presume you’d do everything in your power to keep them that way. Listen to me. It’s Friday. On Monday you are going to either deliver the artifacts to me or wire my money back, you little bastard.”
 
   Brian began to sob. “I need your help. You have to find the relics. You have the resources to do it. I don’t. I can’t do what you ask. I don’t have the money to do it. I would if I could.”
 
   Spedino said nothing else. He merely hung up. Brian stood at curbside, staring at his cell phone. He was terrified and he had nowhere to turn.
 
   As Brian’s cab headed to Manhattan his mind raced. He had to figure a way out of this mess he was in. And he had three days to do it. He needed help.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
   Brian lay in bed, another 3:30 am call just finished. He was almost to the breaking point. The raspy voice had said, “Remember how Darius Nazir just died in his sleep? Do you know why he died? He dared to tell somebody to stay away from you, Mr. Sadler. Something as simple as that, and now he’s dead. For you it’s much more serious. If you don’t perform on Monday you’d better never sleep again with both eyes closed.”
 
   Brian responded in a burst of anger. “Hey! Remember me? I bought the scrolls from you.” There was no sound – the caller was gone.
 
   This time the call was from the 319 area code. Brian didn’t even bother to look it up. He knew the caller was in Egypt.
 
   On Monday Brian called the Customs agent and learned the woman and children had been deported to Israel.
 
   “We spent quite a bit of time with them. Bottom line – they were recruited to do nothing more than accompany the thief on the flight and pose as his family. The woman’s family was given ten thousand dollars and she got a free ride to New York City and back along with her two kids. The Mossad has agreed to investigate her family further for us but we don’t expect any new information.”
 
   He said that the Israeli Embassy had gotten involved in the mechanics of her deportation, as was customary, so he had also asked them about the diplomatic vehicle that had taken the man away from JFK.
 
   “That license plate wasn’t registered to the Embassy. We figure the driver could have altered a stolen plate. At any rate we have nothing on this individual. His passport was a very good forgery but it was bogus.”
 
   Brian confirmed that Spedino’s funds were still in Bijan’s London bank account. Although the money was there, Brian couldn’t return it to Spedino. If he did, he would be required to cash in the Israeli bonds to repay his bank loan with First InterCity. That couldn’t happen. Those bonds weren’t his and he didn’t have them anyway. Whether real or not, the bonds were good for only one thing – as assets to prop up a balance sheet. The only thing certain was that those bonds weren’t going to be cashed in. Period.
 
   If he defaulted on the loan with First InterCity his personal guarantee would kick in and he would lose Bijan Rarities. If the SEC or any other agency looked closely at the bond transaction and it failed to pass muster Brian could easily face jail time for fraud. He’d known when he did it the bond deal was tainted, but this was a quick in-and-out deal and nobody would get hurt. At least that had been the plan. Spedino’s plan, that is.
 
   At one pm Collette forwarded a call to Brian. “The caller says it’s urgent, and he won’t tell me who he is.”
 
   Brian took the call and heard John Spedino’s voice. “I don’t have my money and I don’t have my artifacts. So what’s the plan?”
 
   “Mr. Spedino, do you have any idea where the artifacts are?”
 
   “I’m not your errand boy. I’m your client. I wired you the money to buy me some relics and you failed to deliver. But I’m going to do you a favor. Why? I don’t really know why. I’m going to give you twenty-four more hours because I think I do know where the relics are. If I find them before they leave the United States you’re off the hook.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
   A junior clerk at the Israeli Embassy encoded a transmission going to Tel Aviv. It confirmed that Lev Cohen, an Israeli citizen on a mission for the Mossad, had in his possession a set of artifacts he had stolen from a man at JFK Airport. Although the clerk had no idea the background of what she encoded, she was surprised that her government was involved in a crime and that it was being encrypted. Coded messages usually involved high security transmissions with strategic, usually military, significance.
 
   The message made such an impression on her that she mentioned it her boyfriend Eli in bed that night. She was surprised that he appeared interested in something besides sex for once. He sat up in bed and asked her to tell him everything about it. She told him all that she could recall. The name of the man and the location of the safe house where he was awaiting return to Israel were two of the things she remembered.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   It was impossible to keep information from John Spedino once word got around that he was interested. The rewards he gave to those who furnished what he wanted were legendary. To collect a ten thousand dollar bounty, Eli Avraham, a member of a local gang of Jewish thugs involved in petty crimes, called a man who wanted to know where the artifacts were. This man had put the word on the street only a few days before. Because of the information from his girlfriend, Eli received a cash payment of more money than he had ever before had in his possession. He promptly dumped the girl, spent the cash on drugs and booze, and was broke again in three weeks.
 
   Spedino moved quickly. He had no idea how much time remained before the thief would be on a plane to Israel and the artifacts lost to Christianity forever. He made a phone call and put things in motion. Within hours the three relics were safe and the thief was eliminated.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   John Spedino’s house was in a gated community far out on Long Island. It had an expansive view of the Sound. Spedino and his wife enjoyed sitting on their patio, a fire blazing in their outdoor fireplace, watching sailboats move serenely past.
 
   The godfather heard the distinctive ring of the phone from the gatehouse. One of his staff answered the call and walked from the house to where the couple sat.
 
   “My apologies for the interruption, sir. There are two Federal agents on their way to the house now. The guard at the gatehouse called to advise he had admitted them.”
 
   His wife asked what this was about. Like many other wives in her position she asked few questions about her husband’s business. She was a modern woman in many respects but had become content in one area that was a throwback to the old days. She had a great life and John Spedino cared for his family well. She listened to the news and saw the tabloid headlines. But she chose to ignore what the public said and what in her heart she knew was true. She knew a different John Spedino, her provider and husband. A good man. That was enough for her.
 
   “As usual, it’s a harassment visit. I probably will have to go into the City, but expect me back soon. You know how it works by now.” He smiled and kissed her cheek.
 
   John Spedino went into the house. He changed into a sport coat and tie, finishing just as he heard the doorbell ring. He knew from past experience he would be taking a ride into Manhattan. He’d done it before and he’d do it again. But he also was certain he would very quickly be making the return trip to his house. He had never spent time in jail. Thanks to very good lawyers and very careful activities John Spedino was sure this would be no exception. He was made of Teflon, after all.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
   Having nowhere to turn for help, Brian could do nothing but wait. Panic overwhelmed him. He desperately tried to think of something he could do but there was nothing. He lay in bed in a cold sweat.
 
   Around ten pm his phone rang. He didn’t recognize the Dallas number. When he answered he heard his former cube-mate Jim Palmer’s voice. “You’d better consider yourself lucky you bailed when you did.”
 
   Palmer told Brian that after close of business that afternoon, a cadre of U.S. Marshals, along with agents from the FBI and the SEC, had arrived at Warren Taylor and Currant.
 
   “We’re shut down. Finito, baby. Nobody knows exactly what happened but the rumor mill has it that Francois Rochefort has turned up. I don’t know if that has anything directly to do with us or not.” He said that the Feds had removed records and computers from the firm. “We can’t survive another round of negative publicity. I got a call about an hour ago from one of the VPs. He says don’t bother coming to work tomorrow. The firm’s closing and filing bankruptcy.”
 
   Brian surfed the business channels but couldn’t find any news about WT&C. Likewise the Internet sites that usually carried this type of story had no news about it. He finally went to bed but lay awake almost all night wondering how everything was going to play out.
 
   Around six Brian began checking the Internet while he listened to CNN News. The business sites had nothing but the homepages of all the news agencies displayed versions of the same major headline. “MAFIA GODFATHER ARRESTED,” read the article’s banner. John Spedino, the reputed head of New York’s crime families, had been arrested the night before on charges of extortion, fraud and murder. Brian felt a glimmer of hope.
 
   The story said that the Federal case against Spedino was based largely on the testimony of Francois Rochefort, a convicted criminal and former associate of Spedino’s who had been sought for his role in the downfall of a public company called Bellicose Holdings. Earlier in the week officers of the French police agency, Surete Nationale, had arrested Rochefort. He had been living in hiding in Eze Village, a medieval town in the south of France nestled on a cliff overlooking the Mediterranean Sea. It was a perfect place for a French-speaking Canadian to hide. He would have fit in well.
 
   Spedino was being held in a Lower Manhattan jail without bail, Federal agents having convinced a judge that the mobster was a flight risk. A related story advised that authorities raided the Dallas brokerage firm of Warren Taylor and Currant yesterday. Two years ago WT&C’s top executives had provided damaging testimony and records, all revealing the firm’s ties to organized crime, specifically John Spedino.
 
   The U.S. Attorney’s office believed the testimony of the firm’s executives alone was not sufficient to corner Spedino for good so the FBI had bided its time, waiting for the right opportunity. They kept the men in protective custody in Canada since Spedino would have had them murdered if he located them.
 
   Now that Spedino was in custody the Feds raided WT&C to get computer and hard copy documents which both Rochefort and the two executives had told them about. These records confirmed the firm’s financial ties with Spedino. The SEC had withdrawn WT&C’s license to sell securities pending a hearing. Brian knew that meant the end of any firm, just as Jim Palmer had said last night.
 
   Rochefort had waived extradition and returned to New York. Once the cooperating agencies had him safely inside the United States they offered a plea bargain would allow him to serve a few years in prison. In exchange, Rochefort agreed to testify against his boss and mentor, Johnny Speed, the man everyone wanted to put behind bars. And Rochefort had the goods, including where the bodies were buried. He had already begun talking to the FBI and this time the U.S. Attorney was certain Spedino was down for good.
 
   Buoyed by the news, Brian went into the gallery with a plan in mind. He had Collette wire the twenty-five million dollars to First InterCity Bank, which then released the Israeli bonds Brian had offered as collateral. That transaction was now finished.
 
   She then wired $250,000 to Chaim Weisenberg. After an hour, Brian called and Weisenberg confirmed receipt of the money. He emailed Brian a release. That transaction was also completed.
 
   Except for John Spedino’s artifacts, things were all as they were intended to be. And so long as Spedino was in jail, he had other things to think about, Brian figured, than getting his money back.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
   That afternoon Brian received an unexpected call from Archbishop Francis McGann, head of the New York Archdiocese of the Roman Catholic Church.
 
   “Mr. Sadler, I’m calling to thank you for your efforts in helping get the priceless Bethlehem Scroll and its accompanying artifacts into the hands of the Church. I’m confirming that the relics are in my possession and I will be taking them to Rome tonight to deliver them to the Pope himself.”
 
   Brian stammered, totally taken by surprise. “You have the artifacts? How did you get them?”
 
   Surprised Brian didn’t already know, the Archbishop explained that a man had delivered the relics in a briefcase to the Diocese office around four pm yesterday.
 
   “Was it John Spedino?”
 
   The Archbishop replied sharply that he had never dealt with John Spedino in his life.
 
   “The Vatican advised me months ago that I should expect the artifacts someday. The donor would be a wealthy Catholic and the gift was given anonymously. I have no idea who the man who dropped them off was. I only knew to contact you because the Vatican said an intermediary – Bijan Rarities – would handle the transfer. I presumed the drop-off was arranged by you.”
 
   A short time later the Customs agent who had detained Brian at JFK called him.
 
   “I just wanted to give you some news. The man who stole your briefcase was on a high-priority watch list. He turned up last night. His body floated to the Queens side of the East River around six pm. Some boys were fishing there and it scared the hell out of them.”
 
   Brian figured Spedino’s guys must have found the man, killed him, retrieved the artifacts, and had them delivered to the Archbishop. Later that day John Spedino was arrested, all of that happening within about an eight-hour period. Regardless of exactly how it all transpired, things had certainly fallen into place for Brian Sadler, the eternal optimist who had almost played the game for keeps.
 
   Brian looked back on the last few days with relief. Determined not to repeat his past, he vowed to concentrate more on the things that mattered to him – building a relationship with Nicole and building a business of which he could be proud – and less on the glamour and fame that required living too close to the edge. Brian Sadler had almost paid too high a price to get what he wanted. He wouldn’t do it again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
   One Year Later
 
    
 
   Brian and Nicole sat in the Grill Room of the Savoy Hotel having lunch. It was autumn in England, a beautiful time when trees changed color and gusty winds announced change in the air. Outside the window by their table, boats moved lazily down the Thames River.
 
   Brian was in London more and more these days and he decided to open a branch of Bijan Rarities here. Collette was being promoted to gallery manager. She and Jason would run the New York operation while Brian headquartered in London. He was negotiating for space in Old Bond Street and was excited about the prospects of spending more time in his favorite city.
 
   Nicole had taken a week off to join him. They were hopeful of having at least a few free days to visit the countryside. Brian had developed a friendship with Oscar Carrington, owner of a gallery in Knightsbridge. Carrington invited the two to his country home in Oxford, a twelfth-century structure reputedly built by a son of William the Conqueror.
 
   The publicity John Spedino promised Bijan for handling the hottest artifacts in history never materialized. It was for the best, Brian figured. The gallery was doing very well and was rapidly becoming recognized as one of the world’s top resources for ancient pieces. Furthermore, the Vatican was obviously not interested in revealing the existence of the Bethlehem Scroll.
 
   As Brian and Nicole sipped glasses of Sancerre a man entered the dining room with a cardboard mailing tube under his arm. He searched for a moment, eyes landing on Nicole, and he made his way to their table. Without waiting for an invitation he sat, extended his hand and said, “I’m here at the direction of David Cardone.”
 
   Brian and Nicole knew who Cardone was. After the fall of John Spedino, the man had taken over as New York City’s new godfather.
 
   “We’re having lunch,” Brian said curtly.
 
   “I can see that. I have a message for you from John Spedino. He asked me to look you up. He has something he knows you will be interested in.”
 
   “Spedino? He’s in prison.”
 
   “Of course,” the courier responded evenly. “But that doesn’t mean he can’t communicate.”
 
   Irritated, Nicole looked at Brian. “Can’t this be dealt with at another time?”
 
   “We’re going to finish our lunch. I’ll be happy to talk to you at my hotel if you’ll make an appointment through Bijan in New York.”
 
   The man ignored him. He took a yellowed sheet from the tube and laid it on the table.
 
   “Mr. Spedino would like to sell this document to you.”
 
   Brian glanced at it. “What is this?”
 
   “It’s a copy of the Declaration of Independence.”
 
   “Of course it is. It’s the same copy anyone can buy in the gift shop at the Capitol.”
 
   “Mr. Spedino is certain you will be willing to buy this copy of such a revered document. He is asking one million dollars for it.”
 
   Brian laughed aloud, noticing that the courier did not smile. “It’s worth a couple of bucks tops.” He tossed the yellowed parchment to the man.
 
   “You made a two million dollar profit when you did the deal on the relics. And now they’re locked away somewhere, hidden forever. Mr. Spedino finds himself needing to sell some assets to, shall we say, pay his expenses. He therefore insists that you buy this document.”
 
   “You want me to give a million of Johnny Speed’s money back?” He was incredulous.
 
   “His name is John Spedino, Mr. Sadler. And no, you aren’t giving anything to anybody. Mr. Spedino is going to sell you this document for a million dollars, wire transferred to a Swiss account within a week. And you’re going to buy it.”
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   The Vatican
 
    
 
   Joseph Ratzinger sat in his favorite chair in the library, reading for the hundredth time the translation of the Bethlehem Scroll. Known to the world as Pope Benedict XVI, Ratzinger thought of himself as nothing more than a humble servant of God, not the leader of the Roman Catholic Church, every time he read the electrifying words.
 
   As soon as the artifacts were safely in the Vatican the Pope had assigned experts to create a detailed translation of both the scroll and the parchment scrap that accompanied the coin. Those men spent painstaking hours checking and double-checking every word of Aramaic, ensuring the meaning was exactly as it had been intended. The result was the English translation of an incredible story, told through the eyes of a child, who spent a night of wonders like no other in history.
 
   A second team of experts used the latest techniques to clean the coin. After the residue was removed it turned out to be a common shekel dated to the Herodian era around the time of Jesus’ birth. This particular shekel, however, was anything but common. It had rested in the Messiah’s hand. The Pope believed it with all his heart.
 
   The three relics were placed in an airtight container and locked in a vault that contained other priceless things collected over the centuries by the Vatican. Only a few trusted individuals knew of the vault’s existence. Each Pope learned about it only upon his succession to the papacy.
 
   Benedict wished that the artifacts that confirmed Jesus’ birth could be viewed by humanity but he knew that keeping the unique relics safe and secure was the only way to protect them. There were many who would steal and destroy them to extinguish the message contained in these relics. So he chose to keep them locked away, never to be seen again unless another Pope, sometime in the future, wanted to view them.
 
   Benedict had placed the relics in the vault himself. No one had accompanied him and only two others knew what they were. Inside the vault a yellowed ledger sat on a table by the door. The pontiff made three entries on the list, describing the artifacts and the date of their addition to the vault.
 
   Looking at the entry just above them, he noted that the last time the vault had been opened was in April 1946, when treasures stolen from churches by the Nazis were shipped to the Vatican. Benedict therefore surmised that no eyes would likely see these relics again for decades. They would rest on a shelf, hidden from everyone.
 
   Now, sitting by the fire, he looked again at the translation. Every time he read the story it filled the pontiff with wonder. He never tired of hearing the first-hand account of Benjamin, a Jewish boy who saw the Messiah with his own eyes. The Pope slept well that night, comforted, as always, by the knowledge that locked away in the most secret vault on earth, the original account of the Messiah’s birth was safe and secure inside the Vatican forever.
 
   A few moments after the vault door was closed and sealed, the artifacts simply disappeared from the shelf on which the pontiff had placed them. The three entries carefully penned by Pope Benedict XVI on the list remained, the only clue that the Bethlehem Scroll ever existed.
 
   Far away, a wealthy Lebanese and his wife wondered who stole an ancient urn they had purchased in the Jericho marketplace. It was now missing from their front porch.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   The Qumran Hills Near the Dead Sea
 
    
 
   It was hot and dusty along the little trail that ran down the side of an outcropping in the hills near the ancient site of Qumran. The entrance to the small cave had been virtually obliterated over the years. It would take some effort for anyone to locate the entrance.
 
   In a wall of the small cave’s second room stood two stones. They blended well with the wall, so completely in fact that no one could tell they hid a clay urn, sitting on a small ledge behind them. Except for a short time, the jar and its contents had sat in the cave for over two thousand years. Now they were here once again.
 
   It was not time.
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This book is affectionately dedicated to my real-life young explorer, Captain Jack Thompson.
 
   May your life be filled with great adventures.
 
   Love, Abuelo
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17 April 1540
 
   His Excellency Carlos V
 
   King of The Spanish Monarchy
 
   Holy Roman Emperor
 
   Savior of the New World
 
    
 
   Your Excellency, your subject Pedro de Alvarado y Contreras writes to you from New Spain, from my post as Governor of the Kingdoms of Honduras and Guatemala, which were bestowed upon me by the grace of your Majesty.
 
   I write to inform you of a discovery made many years ago, which resides today in the realm that I govern. It is my belief that you should have been made aware of this long ago but it was the order of my leader, Hernan Cortes, that he alone would inform you of the discovery he and I made, and that I never speak of it. I have learned only recently that Cortes is deceased, and I am concerned that it is likely he did not inform you, his King, of the existence of this important discovery, as I would have expected to receive instructions from you had you known of it. It is therefore with sincere apology that I now do so, and I am your humble servant should you wish to chastise me for my failure to previously bring this to the attention of Your Excellency.
 
   As you are aware, in 1519 my leader Hernan Cortes and I led an expedition to conquer the once mighty natives known as Aztecs in New Spain, or Mexico as the natives refer to it. Between 1523 and 1527 I obeyed the commands of my leader and conquered the Cakchiquel in Guatemala. Following orders, I had many of the heathens killed in the name of our Lord and Savior when they refused to convert to Christianity. Others were enslaved.
 
   One heathen who was brought to salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ was handed over to me after the conquest of the Quiche’ nation in the name of your Excellency. That was in the year 1527. This man was literate in the language of his people, whom they call the Maya. He had been a scribe. I am certain many of the blasphemous books which we burned during those times were written by this man himself and a few others like him.
 
   My leader Hernan Cortes and I interviewed this scribe to determine if there were yet more books we should destroy to promote the salvation of these savages. He told us of a building, part of a citadel high upon a mountaintop a few days’ ride from the capital here in Santiago de los Caballeros de Guatemala, which as you recall was also the capital in 1527.
 
   I remember well that Cortes and I, accompanied by troops for our safety and security, rode with the scribe to the foot of a mountain. With great difficulty our men created a pathway for my leader and the rest of us to reach the summit of the peak. At this time, the scribe told me that he would show us a prize hidden at the top of a broad rock staircase, through a narrow passageway between two high cliffs. Cortes told our men to remain behind and stay on alert in case it was an ambush. The two of us then went with the scribe up the expansive stairway, which was at least ten varas wide and thirty high. At the top was the narrow aperture and on the other side was a small plaza with one building, a heathen temple which he called Templo del Santuario – the Temple of the Sanctuary. He told us this temple building had once been covered by sheets of gold so that it shone to the heavens during the day. He said the sheets had been removed and transported far away by his people when our victorious Spanish forces came into this land.
 
   Walking through enormous statues of jaguars, one on each side of the doorway, we entered the pagan temple and found that it consisted of several rooms, each with walls covered in shelves from floor to ceiling. Each shelf held books in the form of bound codices, held together in long stitched sheets. There were so many it was not possible to count them. Truly I believe there must have been a thousand or more. There were crude tables and chairs in the middle of each room, where the scribe said the priests used to sit and study the books. In the very rear of the structure was another room with a sealed door. The door contained inscriptions and strange writings carved into the seals around it. The native with us said this room was accessible only by the high priest and was said to contain gold, but it was also full of danger. I wanted to tear open the door but Cortes held up his hand to indicate I should be patient. Upon seeing that I wanted to open the door, the native commenced shaking uncontrollably and was obviously terrified. He fell to the ground as though possessed by a demon, jumped up suddenly, ran outside and would not enter again.
 
   I said to Cortes that we should get our men to light torches and burn the books. He advised that since the location was remote and forbidding, he would leave the building as it was and seek the advice of your Majesty. Perhaps you would want to have a history of these heathen people or to see with your own eyes the blasphemies they wrote. Cortes also said he would return with mules and men to remove and transport the gold if that were your command.
 
   I was surprised, my sovereign Majesty, that my leader then removed his sword and suddenly executed the native who had brought us here. We left his body on the table in that room. I feared for my own life as well for a time, since one knows not of the avarice in the heart of a man faced with temptation, but I was never in danger.
 
   After our departure from the mountain I said nothing more about the matter, having been told directly by Cortes that I was never to speak of it again. I did however make a map in case I was ordered to return. I enclose it with this letter.
 
   Over the years I heard tales that Hernan Cortes had returned to the place and taken the gold for himself. Sworn to secrecy, I chose not to investigate those rumors. I can only trust that Cortes was an honorable man and that your Majesty knows of the hidden gold.
 
   Although all of this has come to mind frequently over the years, it was only recently that it returned to my consciousness, upon my learning of the death of Cortes. I felt it imperative that I inform you of the existence of this place, if only that you might direct me to examine the closed room, destroy the entire building, or to send some of the blasphemous books to your Majesty for your perusal. Command me and I will obey.
 
   Further, if you wish me to enquire as to the movement of sheets of gold from Guatemala to a place far to the north by the Maya or the rumors that Cortes himself took gold from the sealed room, I shall await your orders on that subject as well.
 
   I am your loyal subject, awaiting your direction.
 
   Your obedient servant,
 
   Pedro de Alvarado
 
   Governor of the Kingdoms of Honduras and Guatemala
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Chapter One
 
   Near the border between Belize and Guatemala
 
    
 
   Brian Sadler sat in total darkness seven hundred feet below the surface of the ground. He could hear nothing – the sounds of the rest of his party had long since disappeared and he felt totally alone. He had been left with a backpack, his iPhone and a promise they would return for him in less than two hours. They were now way over an hour late and his mind was racing, playing tricks on him in the absolute blackness. He sat on a rock, occasionally turning on his headlamp but mostly keeping it off to conserve the battery. If anything happened to the others and they failed to return, he would need light to find his way out…if he could make it back up at all.
 
   The initial descent into the recently discovered cave had proven uneventful. There were three others in the group: Alfredo, a local guide and the man who had found the cave; Brian’s girlfriend Nicole Farber; and Sam Adams, Brian’s old friend who owned the San Ignacio Inn, a hotel in Belize where Brian and Nicole were staying. Sam had introduced Brian to Alfredo, remarking that he had explored caves all over the Cayo District in western Belize but had never found a new one before.
 
   Sam came along just to see what secrets this new cave might hold. He was always looking for something different to introduce to his guests when they asked for adventure off the beaten path. A previously unknown cavern, especially one with Mayan pottery and even a body, might prove interesting.
 
   The trip to this cave wasn’t part of Brian’s itinerary in Belize and Guatemala. He had important work to do and not much time to do it in. But this was Sunday and there were a few days to kill before he left on his mission. At the last minute Brian had decided to take Alfredo up on his offer. It would be exciting to view something the public hadn’t seen. A new, unexplored cave. Who knew what secrets might lie beyond the next turn? And Brian, ever the adventurer, couldn’t resist a side trip. This would be a little diversion before his real mission in Guatemala began. But look what this Sunday afternoon expedition had turned into.
 
   Brian wasn’t even certain what country he was in. They could have crossed over into Guatemala for all he knew. Like so much of the jungle here, this area was virtually unexplored and the border between the two countries snaked through dense jungle with no boundary or marker. The countryside contained a vast, buried wealth of Mayan temples, tombs, house mounds and artifacts, but limited resources in these small, relatively poor countries allowed only a fraction of the sites to be explored. That meant that new finds like the cave where Brian sat were always exciting. There was no way to know what one might find. Alfredo had done limited exploring on the three visits he’d made since he found the hole while hunting with his dog. He knew there were Mayan pots and a skeleton in the cave, because he had seen them. He had no idea what else might be in there.
 
   The few caves in Belize that were open to the public had been rendered accessible – they were cleaned up and had handrails, lights, ropes and ladders installed – and they were fairly easy to navigate. This one was different because it was new. There were no amenities to help – the descent started out easy but they soon had come to a ten-foot drop down a slick rock. A rope attached to a carabiner was dangling there – Alfredo explained he had installed it on his first visit and all they had to do was basically slide down the rope. It sounded simple and everyone managed it fine by using gloves Alfredo had given them. Brian asked if they would be coming back this way; Alfredo laughed and said, “No, climbing this rope would be difficult for all of you, I think. I know you are in good shape, but rock climbing is a tough sport!” He said they would continue through the cave and exit through another means he’d discovered on his last visit.
 
   After they descended a hundred feet and made a number of turns, the only light at all came from their headlamps. There were bats and the occasional lizard for a while, but by the time they were several hundred feet down it was far too cold for those creatures to live comfortably.
 
   The descent itself had gone uneventfully. Four hours ago they were deep inside the cave. Alfredo, the guide, had turned to the group and said, “This last part ahead will take us into the lowest part of the cave I’ve found so far. This is the chamber where you will see Mayan pots and a skeleton lying in a niche in the cave wall. At that point we will be about seven hundred feet below the surface. Watch your steps, amigos. The rocks are very slippery here.”
 
   The guide went first, holding on to small outcroppings from the rocks on the side of him, as he slid partially on his feet, partially on his butt, down a large rock and landed on the sand floor. He turned and his light shone on the rest. “Who’s next?” he said.
 
   Nicole volunteered, and she navigated the short drop without incident. Brian’s friend Sam did the same. As Brian sat on the top of the large rock he needed to go down, he began to slide before he was ready and he struggled to grab a handhold to stop himself. He couldn’t find a good grip and slid faster, turning partially on his right side as he moved down the slippery rock. Where the rock ended he hit his right shoulder hard on an outcropping. At the same instant he fell about three feet onto the sandy floor. No one was looking his way; they all had their eyes on the Mayan skeleton that lay in a niche in the opposite wall.
 
   Brian stood up, massaging his shoulder. The guide looked around and said, “OK. We are ready to go ahead. The rest of the way will be trickier. There are many twists and turns. When I was last here two weeks ago, I dug rocks, moved some rubble and found another way back to the top. It involves a lot of climbing, but it’s a faster and easier way out than coming back through here.” Alfredo noticed Brian moving his arm around. He asked, “Are you OK?”
 
   “I hit my shoulder on the way down. Lost my footing, dammit.”
 
   The guide told Brian to come with him to the other end of the room where they stood. “Try to go through this small opening. The rest of the trip will be like this, and you must move through tricky holes, plus climb a rope.”
 
   As Brian knelt to twist into the tight hole, his right arm began to throb. He tried to make a fist and realized he couldn’t grip. “I’m not sure that I can do the rest,” he admitted, angry at himself and incredibly disappointed that he wouldn’t be able to explore the winding cave tunnels.
 
   “OK, that’s it then,” Alfredo said. “We go back now.”
 
   “No. Can’t you come back here and get me after you take the others to the top?”
 
   “Probably, but that’s not how I do it. If one person can’t go on, we all go back. That’s the only safe way.”
 
   Brian insisted that the others go ahead. Nicole looked at him and said, “I’ll stay with you if you want, but I have to tell you I’m not comfortable sitting here with this skeleton in absolute darkness.”
 
   “No, everyone’s going on,” Brian replied. “Alfredo, take the others on through and come back down with a rope to help me get back up the same way we came down. How long do you think you’ll be gone?”
 
   “Senor, if everything goes smoothly, I would be gone one and a half hours. But every time I come into this cave, things are different. Rocks fall. Things get slippery, just like where you fell. If we go ahead and find we can’t go further, I will need to backtrack. That is why I do not recommend we leave you. I am certain I will return, but what if something happened?”
 
   Brian managed a laugh, hoping for Nicole’s sake it sounded sincere. “Nothing’s going to happen. If you get to the surface and can’t get back down, just go get help.” As he spoke, he recalled the three-hour trip from their hotel in San Ignacio to this site, much of it on unpaved, deeply rutted roads. At one point they had had to use machetes to cut their way through the underbrush, continuing on what was nothing more than a wide path. If they had not had an ATV, the trek would have been impossible. And the last mile or two was uphill on foot. If the guide couldn’t return to rescue him, it would probably be a day before they could make the round trip to get help and return. Which meant Brian would be spending the night seven hundred feet below the surface.
 
   “Senor, I strongly suggest this is not a good idea.”
 
   Nicole said, “Brian, I insist. We have to stop now and all go up. We will figure out how to pull you up as we go.”
 
   “Actually, Senorita,” Alfredo said, “I have more ropes in the other pack I left in the ATV. We will have a difficult time bringing Senor Brian to the surface from here. It would probably be better for me to go up myself and get the ropes.”
 
   “OK, that settles it,” Brian said. “I stay, you all go. Come back with the ropes when you all reach the top and I’ll see you then.”
 
   Reluctantly accepting, Alfredo told Brian he must stay exactly in this place until the guide returned. “You may decide later that you feel well enough to attempt your own rescue, or to try to meet me halfway. I must tell you that would be foolish beyond imagination. This cave has many side paths, and I had to lay a rope behind me from the surface when I descended the first time. If I had not done that, I could easily have taken a wrong turn and been lost forever. I cannot say enough that you must stay here. I know where you are right now, and this is where I will come to find you.”
 
   And so Nicole, Sam and the guide Alfredo left. At first Brian could hear their voices getting fainter and fainter as they moved away from the place where he sat on a rock, then he heard nothing at all. Although the room was large, maybe nine feet square with a ceiling over twenty feet tall, Brian found it claustrophobic when he turned off his light. He remembered his phone and found a little solace in reading a book he had downloaded. It was nothing more than a way to pass the time, and he worried about running down the phone’s battery. There was a slim chance the guide might not return for a long time – Brian might need the dim light from the phone if that happened.
 
   How stupid and selfish of me to jeopardize the safety of all these people, he said to himself. Why did I even think about taking an outing for the hell of it, just to see a damned cave before the public was allowed to explore it?
 
   At one point he switched on his headlamp for a few minutes and examined the three large Mayan pots lying on the ground across the room. He also walked to the niche in the cavern wall and glanced at the skeleton. It was intact, just where the body had been placed hundreds of years ago. Being alone in the dark with this ancient Mayan didn’t worry Brian, but he did think a little about if God protected this body, that hopefully He didn’t care if Brian waited awhile until his friends returned.
 
   He also had a backpack – each of them had been given one to carry by the guide. One contained ropes, another had rappelling gear and a third had food for today’s lunch. Brian didn’t know which one he had been given, so he busied himself by opening the pack. He was pleased to discover that he had all the sandwiches, five beers and some water. Enough to last several days, he figured. And an incentive for the others to push Alfredo to hurry back down and get him, if they got to the top and were hungry for lunch. But what if they didn’t make it back up? What if they got stranded themselves – by a rock slide, or a guide who lost his way, or something worse? What if one of them was hurt too? As the time passed, Brian glanced more and more often at the luminous dial of his watch and his concern grew. He worried more that Nicole might not make it back to the surface than he did about himself. What an idiot, he thought. Why in hell did I even think about bringing her down here? She didn’t even want to come. She was just being a trouper.
 
   Another hour came and went with no sign of the guide who’d promised to rescue him. Brian looked at his watch – it was early afternoon and the group had been gone four hours. He switched on his headlamp. It glowed steadily, then flickered. The battery was dying. He turned it off quickly, sat on a rock, and held his head in his hands. For the first time in a long time, he began to pray.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two
 
   New York City
 
   Three months earlier
 
    
 
   Brian Sadler stood in the front window of Bijan Rarities, watching the March shower steadily increase in intensity. It pelted the sidewalk along Fifth Avenue, turning New York streets into a sluggish stream of traffic. An hour ago he had debated arranging a car for the short ride to the Monument Club, where he was scheduled to have lunch, but he decided the light showers were manageable on foot. Now it was a different story, but also too late to change his plans. A taxi was also out of the question on a rainy weekday at noon in Manhattan.
 
   As he had done for several months, Brian spent this morning on the upcoming sale of a collection purchased by a Wall Street hedge fund manager thirty years ago. It contained over two hundred ancient artifacts from Mexico City. In the 1400s the Aztecs built Tenochtitlan. It became the capital of their empire and was a vast complex of temples, buildings and homes. In around 1521 Hernan Cortes laid siege to the city. His victory brought down not only the capital but the entire Aztec civilization itself. As the Spanish so often did, Cortes built a cathedral on the site where a major temple once stood, and eventually the entire area became the bustling metropolis of Mexico City, one of the world’s most densely populated cities. The Aztec capital was known to have existed somewhere, but it was largely forgotten.
 
   In 1978 workers building the bus and subway system unearthed a massive disc of stone that led them to a stairway and the huge Temple of Tenochtitlan. Archaeologists from the University of Mexico descended upon the site and made an intelligent decision – they called in colleagues from around the world. This project was far too vast, and Mexico was too poor, to provide the massive resources required to quickly examine the enormous area. Most significantly, time was short – the metro system had to be completed so the government was not willing to allow years to do an archaeological dig as it should be done. One thing led to another and, as happens so often, time constraints caused priceless artifacts to be removed from the places they had lain for centuries, ending up in the hands of a collector willing to pay a staggering sum to own them.
 
   Brian had been pleased when the owner and his wife called Bijan Rarities to handle the sale of the artifacts. “The reputation of your gallery and its previous owner, Darius Nazir, are unprecedented, Mr. Sadler,” the owner had said when they first met over drinks at the 21 Club a year ago. The owner had heard of the fabulous Inkharaton sale of Egyptian artifacts Bijan Rarities had handled some time back, and had watched the program that had broadcast the auction live and simultaneously from Egypt and New York. Brian had been present at Bijan that day as an observer, but had had no idea that through a bizarre turn of events, he would end up owning the gallery himself not long afterwards.
 
   “Yes, the Inkharaton sale certainly gave us vast publicity,” Brian had responded to the collector. “And your sale will too.”
 
   There had been a world of issues with the Aztec Commission, as the trove had come to be named. Primary to the difficulty had been the fact that only a dozen of the nearly fifty items owned by the couple were actually in the United States. Those had been legally exported from Mexico in the 1990s, but until now the government had refused to allow the other items to be shipped out of the country. Brian found no fault with this – he felt it was a shame when great museums nabbed ancient items from third world countries who couldn’t afford to excavate or exhibit them and whisked them away to Berlin, or London, or New York. There they remained for decades, on view to many but not accessible to the people of their home country. Therefore, if Bijan Rarities were to successfully sell the antiquities Brian had to overcome the problem of location. It was one thing to own a piece of civilization; it was another thing altogether to get permission to export it from the country where the priceless artifacts had been unearthed.
 
   For the past several weeks Brian had been working on arranging another worldwide broadcast – this time on History, the New York-based network previously known as the History Channel – which would provide an hour of history about Tenochtitlan and its creation by the Aztecs, and two further hours showing the artifacts themselves, with renowned archaeologist Dr. Pablo Nunez of the Mexican Museum of Antiquities as the narrator. The involvement of Dr. Nunez had been a concession in getting the artifacts released, but Brian was glad to have his expertise regardless. Brian planned to create the show along the lines of Antiques Roadshow, showing an artifact while Dr. Nunez discussed it. Brian would then provide an auction estimate. The items would easily bring many millions of dollars, Brian figured, as most of them were priceless and were unique examples of art, pottery and inscriptions which had never before been discovered.
 
   The show would be taped in advance, unlike the live Egyptian show on Discovery that Bijan Rarities had previously orchestrated. Two weeks after the show aired the sale of the Aztec relics would occur. That auction would not be televised for public viewing but instead would be simulcast from three places: Bijan’s New York headquarters, its new gallery on Old Bond Street in London and the Tenochtitlan site in Mexico City. It was certain to create a major stir, fueled by publicity from the show itself, Bijan’s substantial marketing efforts, and the intense interest from the collector and museum community for the items being offered.
 
    
 
   This morning Brian’s work specifically focused on finishing a major key to the entire sale – ensuring the new owners could actually take possession of their auction items, since so many of the artifacts were physically in Mexico. Thanks to the network of people known to the late Darius Nazir, who had previously owned Bijan Rarities, Brian had access to help from very high places. And it had taken a deputy ambassador’s call to the director of antiquities in Mexico City to get approval for the successful bidders to be permitted to export the artifacts to their home countries. Brian had received a fax with official authorization for the removal of the items from Mexico once the auction was completed. Now he could wrap this project up.
 
   History network had come back to him yesterday. The show’s layout had been determined, a crew had been in Mexico for weeks filming both the artifacts and the ancient site where they were discovered, and the show’s director at History was ready to meet with Brian to put the finishing touches on the event and set a date. It appeared that within a few months, almost a year’s worth of effort would come to fruition. The Aztec Commission had become overwhelming to Brian – it was almost the only thing he had worked on for months, and he was finding himself wishing there were something else to distract him, especially now that most of the task list was the network’s, in final preparation and filming. Brian’s personal involvement was almost finished.
 
   Turning from the rain outside Bijan Rarities’ Fifth Avenue showroom windows, Brian spoke to Collette Conning, who sat at a desk at the rear of the gallery doing paperwork.
 
   “I’m heading out to lunch with Lord Borland, and I have no idea when I’ll be back. This could be another wild goose chase, but you never know.”
 
   She replied, “From his call Arthur Borland seems just the opposite of a wild goose chase. He’s a British lord, for goodness sake. We’re pretty proud of that lot, overall. He sounds like a man with both feet on the ground to me. Stay dry out there, or at least don’t get drenched. And keep your mobile turned on in case I need you.” It made him smile when she used British words for things Americans termed differently.
 
   Brian felt in his pocket for his cell phone. Donning rubber boots and a trench coat he stepped through the front entrance to the sidewalk, raised his black umbrella and started to walk toward Madison Avenue.
 
   I hope Lord Borland shows up after all this effort, Brian thought to himself as he made his way along the sidewalk, seemingly hitting every puddle that existed. A car struck a pothole in the street, throwing water Brian’s way and causing him to lose his footing. He almost fell into the throng of pedestrians maneuvering around him.
 
   Brian turned onto Madison Avenue, wishing there were an easy way to have taken the subway to the Club from his office. Given the layout of the underground train system and where Brian was headed, that was impossible. So he trudged along in the driving rain, walking north until he came to 75th Street and the building occupied by the Monument Club. The Victorian era structure was an imposing four stories high, marked by nothing more than a brass plaque bearing the club’s address.
 
   Brian always enjoyed coming to this place. It was founded in London in 1890 by a group of archaeologists, professional and amateur. Today the Monument Club was a place where members, mostly men with a smattering of women, gathered to read, study, discuss and contemplate history. The latest archaeological finds were always a key topic, and rumors of new discoveries were eagerly dissected by a group of fanatics who loved the subjects of ancient cities, artifacts and digs.
 
   Not long after he assumed ownership of Bijan Rarities, Brian had inquired as to how he could become a member of the Monument Club. Learning that he must be sponsored, he had called his friend Oscar Carrington, owner of a prestigious London antiques gallery, to see if Carrington had a connection.
 
   The response was perfect. “Since I’m a member myself, I’m your man. I’ll be happy to sponsor you and I promise you’ll be glad you joined. The Monument Club is a fabulous place to learn. And the original club’s right here in London. I’ll wager you don’t know that about sixty thousand volumes are in its major archaeological library on the third floor. Even more than in the club you Yanks have!”
 
   Brian was hooked at that point and soon was a regular at the club, getting to know some of the members and joining in discussions about this artifact or that, upcoming digs or whispers of lost cities. He dealt in antiquities every day but his fascination for archaeology and artifacts never waned. And now that Brian recently had opened the London gallery for Bijan Rarities, he hoped to find himself more often in that venue he loved.
 
   Reaching the entrance, Brian rang the bell. Instantly the door opened and a uniformed porter said, “Good afternoon, Mr. Sadler. Particularly nasty weather today, sir. Let me take your topcoat and umbrella.” He then pointed Brian to a nearby chair where he sat and took off his wet boots. Other than sodden pant legs, Brian was pleased to find himself relatively presentable.
 
   “Your guest is waiting in the dining room, sir.”
 
    
 
   Brian walked into the dark-paneled room where a handful of men were having lunch. A waiter at the door greeted Brian and led him to the table he liked most, next to expansive windows overlooking Madison Avenue. Glancing outside, Brian saw that today the view consisted of nothing more than dark skies, fog and pouring rain. He couldn’t even see Central Park just down the street.
 
   A tall man dressed in a pinstripe suit was seated at Brian’s table. “Mr. Sadler?” the man said, rising and extending his hand. “I’m Arthur Borland.”
 
   “My Lord. It’s very nice to meet you.”
 
   A waiter appeared at Brian’s side and set a glass of wine on the table in front of him.
 
   “Would you care for a Sancerre, Lord Borland, or something else to drink?” Brian asked.
 
   “Call me Arthur, please. And yes, I rather think I would enjoy a glass of wine.”
 
   “My condolences at the loss of your father. I regret that I didn’t have the pleasure of meeting him.”
 
   “Although it’s been months since his disappearance, something inside me still holds out hope he will turn up someday. So when people offer condolences, I correct them. I don’t accept that he’s gone. To me, he’s away on another of his adventures…just MIA for now. Some of my friends say I’m bonkers for clinging to the thread of hope he could still be alive, but I know Father. Whatever may have happened, he wouldn’t have gone peacefully to his grave.”
 
   The men settled into the comfortable armchairs and ordered lunch. The club was a warm, inviting place in normal circumstances. Today Brian found it even more so – thunder rumbled incessantly, logs popped in a huge stone fireplace and the flames danced, flickering off the dark mahogany walls of the room. He loved a rainy day – something he got from his mother, he reflected – and this was turning into one for the record books.
 
   They made small talk, discussing Arthur Borland’s flight from London to New York. It turned out Borland was here frequently, handling his family’s business. “I make the trip across the pond so often,” he said, “it really isn’t difficult at all. Flying’s not what it used to be but business class on British Airways serves me well and I have a lot of frequent flyer miles to help on the fare. I can eat, drink and get some work done.” Frankly, Borland’s agreeing to meet in New York had been great for Brian, who was tied down here with the Aztec Commission project.
 
   Brian observed Lord Borland as they talked. He was a nervous man, unable to sit still for long. He moved his fingers and hands frequently as they talked.
 
   “How are you coming along on the Aztec exhibition and auction?” Borland asked. “The wonderful publicity you’ve received in the London papers indicates it’s going to be something really special.”
 
   Brian filled him in on where things stood and Borland replied, “I’m sure it’s a headache with all the ‘behind the scenes’ work you’re having to do. It all seems so easy when one sees a television show in its final form.”
 
   The waiter removed plates and asked if either of them would like coffee. “I don’t know your preference, Brian,” Arthur replied, “but I think I’ll have another glass of this wonderful Sancerre.”
 
   Agreeing, Brian asked the waiter to serve them in the bar. The men rose from the table. Lord Borland retrieved a valise he had stashed by his chair. The men moved down the hall into another elegantly paneled area, its floor-to-ceiling windows framing the famous avenue, a room that sported an even larger, older and grander fireplace. A few tables were occupied. Some men played cards in a corner of the room. Another read Archaeology magazine; still others seemed content merely to be alone with a drink, reflecting, on a dark dreary day. Brian and his guest took a table near the hearth.
 
   Arthur said, “If you have some time I’d like to tell you a story about my father’s last expedition in Belize and Guatemala. Although it’s enigmatic, I promise it’s also exciting. And I’ll tell you why we’ve never had a funeral for Father. Why I think he may turn up someday. All this will tie together with the reason I called you – I promise!”
 
   Lord Borland reached down, opened the valise next to him and took out a small wooden box wrapped in cloth. Removing the wrapping, he set the box on the table. “We’ll discuss this little keepsake later,” Borland said, smiling. Brian saw his hands shaking almost uncontrollably. Arthur noticed his glance and immediately put his hands in his lap.
 
   Brian looked at the box then gestured to the window. The rain was intensifying and the sky growing ever darker. He smiled and replied, “I have all the time in the world. On a day like this, I can think of nothing I’d rather do than sit by the fire in good company, with an adventure unfolding before me.”
 
   He settled back into his chair, sipping his Sancerre as the story began.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
   As people of vast wealth often can, the family was able to take advantage of opportunities most people couldn’t imagine. At lunch with Queen Elizabeth one day in the sixties, Jack’s father had mentioned his son’s interest in Central America, particularly in the Mayan regions.
 
   “There’s a position open in British Honduras,” the Queen had casually remarked. “If Jack wanted to spend some time with the Maya I think he could find himself with more than he could ever imagine.”
 
   British Honduras became Belize in 1973, but not before Jack Borland was Governor-General of the colony, the Queen’s own representative to this small country. Using the power vested in him as its leader, he kept a close eye on the archaeological excavations that occurred from time to time.
 
   The colony was poor and Britain wasn’t interested in funding excavations, so it was left to one university or another to pay for an expedition. Jack ensured all of these expeditions received their permits – he was widely known as a great friend to the archaeologists, using his resources as the colony’s leader to pull strings and smooth out the hiccups that inevitably happened. In return he was kept informed about every interesting find, every exciting discovery. When a major dig was underway, it was not unusual to see the Governor-General himself on horseback at the site, watching the progress with his own eyes.
 
   In this manner Jack Borland learned much about the Maya and their history. Once an excavation was underway Jack was always full of questions. Sometimes things were found which were puzzling, enigmatic and that somehow didn’t fit with previousl thinking. Jack loved those situations. His mind was open to every possibility – he didn’t know, for instance, how the primitive Mayans managed to lift fifty-ton blocks a hundred feet in the air to top off a temple in the jungle. And he wouldn’t have been any more surprised to find out the Mayan kings knew the mystery of levitation than he would to learn they had complicated pulley-and-block systems. He loved the mystery as much as the solution. Perhaps more.
 
   “Now I’ll tell you about my father’s most recent expedition,” Arthur continued. Nearly two years ago, Captain Jack and a party of six men had left San Ignacio, Belize, a town close to the border with Guatemala. The group headed west, crossed the border and went into the Guatemalan jungle on a quest to locate a priceless hoard – the fabled library of the Maya. Jack Borland had headed dozens of forays into the forbidding terrain before but this one would turn out differently. The party ultimately vanished without a trace.
 
   San Ignacio is a village of around ten thousand people that sits on the banks of the Macal River and serves as the capital of the Cayo District. Tourists who arrive here are mostly passing through, visiting the ancient Mayan ruin of Xunantunich or heading to the Guatemalan border for a day trip to Tikal, one of the best known and most well excavated Mayan sites. They may stop in town to have lunch but not a lot of tourists stay overnight in San Ignacio. The ones who do stand out. No one was better known, or better liked in this small town, than Captain Jack. For the former Governor-General, this place had been the starting point for a succession of ultimately fruitless expeditions over the last few years.
 
   It takes very little time for information to spread in a place where everyone knows everyone else. Every time Borland showed up in town he was ecstatic about yet another possibility – a piece of information, a shred of parchment, a tale passed from one generation to the next. So far Captain Jack Borland had had no success but the townspeople welcomed his arrival. He was always excited, enthusiastic and willing to bolster the local economy by purchasing provisions and hiring men to accompany his expeditions. Never mind that they always returned empty-handed. They all knew Captain Jack would show up again someday, excited about yet another adventure.
 
   This time Jack Borland seemed more enthused about the quest than ever. During the week that he interviewed and hired three local men to accompany him into the jungle, rumors circulated that this time was different – Borland was on the verge of a major discovery. Everyone knew that for years Captain Jack had been searching for the legendary library of the Mayas, their version of the fabled Library of Alexandria, Egypt, a storehouse of written information about a civilization that had otherwise left very little in writing to allow understanding of them. Some scholars and historians believed that the ancient library had housed not just written records but also the richest artifacts of this once-great culture, including massive troves of gold objects hidden hundreds of years ago by Mayan kings.
 
   Others, including most archaeologists familiar with these people, believed that the Mayan library was a myth, that this civilization never had extensive written records of their history and never amassed a storehouse of treasure. Others thought if anything ever had existed, the Spaniards had appropriated or destroyed it much as they did in other so-called heathen societies, which they endeavored to “civilize”. The Spaniards believed they were the only civilized people in a strange land of barely human Indians. It was typical for them to scourge the area, kill the people, burn their “heathen” books and records and steal anything of value in the name of the King. Hernan Cortes and his band of Spanish conquerors dealt with the Maya in this fashion, almost totally obliterating any written records of the people and their past.
 
   Thankfully for history, a few records survived. Many citizens of San Ignacio thought Jack Borland had seen them. Rumor had it that when Jack had been Governor-General of the colony of British Honduras fifty years ago, he witnessed the opening of a cave containing books. The cave later disappeared.
 
   Some people said Borland had gone to the archives in Seville, Spain, looking at journals written by various scribes, the most literate members of the Spanish entourages that swept the Maya countryside in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Others mentioned rumors of an ancient map on parchment, covered in strange symbols – a map that roughly corresponded to the area of the jungle where they were headed this time. So the story went, it was a secret document Jack had located while he was Governor. He managed to keep it for himself once the country became independent.
 
   Not all the theories were as believable as these rumors. One of the weirdest was that the storehouse Borland was seeking was far, far older than the Maya themselves, maybe older than the pyramids of Egypt. No one knew anything for sure.
 
    
 
   For many days Jack worked to assemble his team and supplies. The evenings found him in one bar or another, buying rounds of drinks and regaling everyone with fantastic stories. Everyone loved him – although they enjoyed his company, no one got information out of him, even when he lapsed into one of his frequent drunken binges.
 
   This time when departure day came there was a noticeable air of excitement in the village. It was Saturday and the local market was underway. But on this day practically the entire town gathered not at the market but a block away by a small caravan of vehicles, to see off Captain Jack and his men. There were six in all – Jack and his team of three explorers plus two men who would drive the SUVs back when the others entered the rain forest on foot. The group had spent days assembling and packing equipment and provisions. A priest blessed the men, sprinkling holy water on each of them. It was a festive time as the team headed off, moving westward to the border, then across into the Guatemalan jungle.
 
   Every Saturday brought communication from the expedition by satellite phone. The solar powered phone was the way Borland kept in touch and he allowed his men to talk briefly to their families. On the first call Captain Jack advised they were ready to move into the jungle on foot. There were Jack, three Belizean natives and a load of equipment and provisions.
 
   The last call they’d received was from deep in the Guatemalan jungle. The team, following Captain Jack’s directions, was slowly climbing up a mountain. The men were following a crude trail that had seen little activity in months – they were frequently forced to cut swaths out of the dense jungle to make any progress. It was grueling work, made more difficult by oppressive heat, humidity and torrential downpours for ten or fifteen minutes every afternoon.
 
   Below the canopy of trees and plants, down on the jungle floor where the men trod, it was steamy and damp all the time. Clothes stuck to your body. Insects constantly buzzed around every exposed piece of skin. The native men were exhausted after only an hour or so of work and frequently they had to stop for water and insect repellent. But they were making progress uphill, according to Captain Jack’s optimistic report that day.
 
   Then one Saturday came and went with no phone call. Then another. A month passed with no contact, then a second and third. The team had vanished.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four
 
   The rain intensified as Brian sipped on his wine, captivated as Arthur continued the story.
 
   “Three months after they left I flew from London to Belize City, drove to San Ignacio and hired two men to help me locate Father’s expedition.” One of the guides whom Arthur hired spoke a few words of English and had a vested interest in finding the missing men. His brother was on Captain Jack’s expedition and was now missing. The other guide had driven Jack to the drop-off point in Guatemala and therefore he knew the exact place at which Borland had entered into the jungle on foot. He said the beginning was just off the highway, marked by a crude sign with an arrow pointing into the air, inscribed with a lighthearted message – Jaguar’s Call. Food and Lodging. 1000 meters straight up.
 
   “I’d never heard of Jaguar’s Call,” Arthur continued. The guides said it was a retreat high on the mountain run by a white man, a place to which many would-be treasure hunters found their ways. Perhaps Jack had made it there. If so, the proprietor could give them information.
 
    
 
   Arthur Borland and his two guides found the spot where Captain Jack’s expedition had entered the jungle. They walked over a mile – at times the trail was barely visible, obscured by vines and undergrowth. Soon one of the natives yelled, “Senor Arthur, come!” The man had found a campsite, long abandoned, and a rock into which was etched “Borland 2011.” An arrow pointed the direction in which the expedition started up the mountain.
 
   Until now they had been ascending slowly but suddenly things changed. The real climb was about to begin – over eight thousand feet of mountain, covered with almost impenetrable undergrowth, stood dauntingly before them.
 
   With little more to guide them than the knowledge that the group would have been moving upwards, the Belizeans pointed out a rough trail leading away from the rock they had found. The group moved into the forest using machetes to cut undergrowth from the makeshift trail they were on. In the months since Captain Jack was here it had become quickly overgrown but it was still a recognizable trail.
 
   They moved slowly upwards, every exhausting day ending with the setting up of camp and preparation of a meal. They set up a perimeter, kept a fire going and took turns guarding throughout the night while the others slept. They would be no match for the predators which inhabited this jungle if they were caught unawares.
 
   Arthur and his team had three thousand feet of climbing left before they’d find the Jaguar’s Call, a collection of shabby buildings its owner jokingly called a “jungle resort.” The truth was, no tourists ever ventured this far into the rain forest. You faced a grueling climb in a dangerous jungle to get to a ‘resort’ totally lacking in creature comforts. No one ever came here for fun. This was a stopping point for people with a mission.
 
   The Jaguar’s Call was a destination for travelers of a different kind – people who were seeking treasure or archaeologically significant artifacts. This particular mountain, one of the highest in the area at nearly nine thousand feet, was the subject of countless fables. Some said there were mines from which the Maya had retrieved tons of gold. Others wove tales of intricately carved temples merely waiting to be rescued from the undergrowth – buildings jutting from the trees like ancient skyscrapers, which would give their discoverers instant fame and recognition. Some thought these buildings contained wealth or the secrets of the Mayan civilization so many people yearned to know. Maybe there were clues as to why the entire culture suddenly abandoned everything they had created.
 
   Like Captain Jack, some who arrived at Jaguar’s Call had maps. The one Jack currently believed in indicated that this mountain was the site of the fabled Mayan library – a place that could reveal the secrets about this major civilization. Atop this mountain, above the tree line but still hidden in the jungle growth, lay a city hidden for hundreds, maybe thousands of years. At least Jack’s map said so. And Captain Jack Borland was convinced this time, just as he had been so many times before.
 
   The proprietor of Jaguar’s Call was Ralph Alvin Buncombe, a man who bore a striking resemblance to the actor Sean Connery. He’d come to Central America from the United States fifteen years ago. Like many other expatriates in remote places worldwide, he was running away from something. In Ralph’s particular case it was a little problem with the police in Laredo, Texas over a Mexican girl Ralph insisted had told him she was twenty years old. After Child Protective Services of Texas got involved it turned out she was fifteen, and although she was stunning, worldly and totally willing to be Ralph’s partner, Ralph was facing up to ten years in the state penitentiary. Out on bail prior to his trial, he chose one day to withdraw his nest egg and drive his Jeep to Belize, a place he’d always wanted to visit. He didn’t plan on coming back.
 
   Ralph ended up in San Ignacio, less than fifteen minutes from Belize’s western border and a long, long way from the authorities in Texas. One thing led to another and Ralph himself got caught up in the treasure frenzy. He heard stories in the local bars. He saw an “authentic” map with his own eyes. It looked very old and very worn. Just like they all did. Unfortunately Ralph didn’t know that it was just another of many available for sale to unsuspecting foreigners. He paid several hundred dollars for it, much to the delight of its previous owner.
 
   Long story short, Ralph himself made the same trip so many others had made. He crossed the border into Guatemala and headed for fame and fortune. There was no path up the mountain in those days so he and his men stopped where the map said to begin their ascent and they cut a swath through the jungle. It took weeks of grueling labor to get to the top, and after six more weeks of exploring he had nothing at all to show for it.
 
   As Ralph Buncombe’s small party headed down the mountain they encountered a group of Brits on the way up. These men also had a map – apparently a different one from Ralph’s – and they were secretive about it. Like all the others, they were certain they had the map that would lead them to the treasure, or the mine, or the city, or whatever it was they sought.
 
   That chance encounter gave Ralph an idea. He went back to San Ignacio, withdrew the rest of his cash and hired a crew to go back into the jungle, back to the same trail where he had earlier climbed the mountain. He went halfway up and built a camp to accommodate those feckless men who sought treasure on this mountain. Ralph’s men cut trees and created four buildings: a bunkhouse with some really basic plumbing for a toilet and shower, a dining hall and bar, a combination office, general store and owner’s quarters, and a secure storage structure. The latter would allow adventurers to leave cumbersome gear while they climbed the last five thousand feet to reach the summit.
 
   Ralph eventually acquired the nickname “Lucky” because he was the first to turn the mountain into something at least marginally profitable. So Lucky Buncombe became the proprietor of the Jaguar’s Call, a place about as far from the police in Laredo, Texas as Lucky could get. And that was fine with him. Every gringo in Central America who came and stayed had a past. Ralph Buncombe left his past and hoped for a lucky future free from prison.
 
   Over the years Lucky added amenities to the Jaguar’s Call. He bought an old generator so he could have electricity and he hauled an ancient refrigerator, kind of an icebox actually, up the hill so he could keep things reasonably cold. He and a couple of guys who sometimes worked for him made most of the furniture and he bought crude mattresses and linens in town, hauling them up the mountain. So the camp became a somewhat decent albeit really basic halfway point to regroup and prepare for the rest of the climb up the mountain.
 
   People walked into the camp at the Jaguar’s Call without prior notice. Word of mouth was Lucky’s marketing plan: most guides coming to this mountain knew it was there. Reservations would have been impossible anyway, since there was no communication other than an old satellite phone that he had stuck in a drawer. He kept it for emergencies only and in fifteen years he had never had occasion to use it. In the odd moment when he thought about it, he figured it didn’t work by now anyway. The technology had changed so much but Lucky had never switched to a cell phone, figuring he’d rather remain anonymous than start handing out his personal information to anybody who might use it to find him after all these years.
 
   Lucky was puttering around his office when he heard sounds in the jungle. “Someone’s coming,” he said out loud, standing up and glancing in a small mirror he’d picked up in town ages ago. “Glad I shaved yesterday.”
 
   Lucky hadn’t had a visitor in over a month. He wondered if this was another group of treasure hunters or maybe naturalists or archaeologists on a trek up the peak. Whoever they were, he was anxious to see them, hungry for conversation and word of what was going on in the outside world he had left so abruptly many years back. He also hoped they spoke English. His Spanish was good, his French passable, but he far preferred to converse in his native tongue when possible.
 
   As the group drew closer he could hear snippets of conversation and Lucky smiled as he heard someone say, “Senor, camp ahead.” If the guides were speaking even pidgin English, there must be at least one gringo in the group.
 
   In a few minutes three men emerged. Two were short and dark, clearly locals who undoubtedly were the guides. Lucky thought he recognized one of them, either from seeing him in Belize or maybe the man had guided a previous treasure hunter up the hill. A third man, tall and fair-skinned, walked behind them.
 
   “Good morning!” Lucky said in English, raising his hand. “Welcome to Jaguar’s Call.”
 
   “Good morning to you,” the white man said, his British accent unmistakable. “My name is Arthur Borland. I hope you have accommodations for three for a night or two.”
 
   The surprise at hearing Lord Borland’s name was unmistakable on Lucky’s face. “No problem whatsoever. You’re my only guests. And may I ask, are you the son of Captain Jack?”
 
   Arthur was thrilled! He quickly confirmed his identity. “I hope and pray that you know my father from having met him here, when he was on his way up this mountain.”
 
   “That’s exactly right. Where is the old bastard?”
 
   Arthur told Lucky that Jack had been missing for several months and that he hoped Lucky might have information to help in Arthur’s search.
 
   Lucky was genuinely concerned. “I had no idea that he hadn’t come back down. Lots of guys who go up this mountain one way figure out a different way to get back, and I wasn’t terribly surprised not to see him again after he came through here.” He looked at Arthur. “You probably know your dad better than anyone. He’s tough. I bet money he’s still alive up there somewhere.” Lucky pointed in the direction of the mountaintop that loomed thousands of feet above them. “Your dad is a brave man. He’s seen it all. If anyone could survive whatever’s up there, he could. I’ll tell you everything I know. Let’s get you situated with a bunk and a place to stash your gear.”
 
   Lucky motioned to a shady spot with a couple of chairs under a tree. He and Arthur sat as the guides took small pipes from their pockets, filled them with tobacco and smoked contentedly.
 
   “Care for a beer?” Arthur asked. “I brought a couple.”
 
   “That’d be great. I haven’t had a beer in awhile.”
 
   “They’re warm, I’m afraid. You’ll have to drink it the British way.”
 
   “Tell me what you know about my father.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five
 
   Lucky Buncombe told Arthur about the day over four months ago when Captain Jack and his group had walked into the campsite at Jaguar’s Call. “I’d known Jack for awhile. He came here once before and this last time we talked before he continued his trip up the hill. He only decided recently that this mountain was most likely the site he’s been searching for all these years. But you probably know all that.”
 
   Lucky smiled as he and Arthur talked about his father. Like everyone else, he had found Captain Jack extremely entertaining from the minute he laid eyes on him. When the entourage arrived, Jack had stepped into the clearing first. “My good man,” Jack had beamed at Lucky. “You’re a sight for sore eyes and that’s for sure. I feel as though I’ve been climbing this mountain for a month, and now we get to the famous Jaguar’s Call…our rest haven on the way to success!”
 
   “We sat in these same chairs under this very tree,” Lucky said. He recalled that Jack put his rucksack down and sat while his men set about dropping packs, unloading them, and heading to the bunkhouse without a word. Several of Jack’s men had accompanied him on a previous journey to this mountain and they knew the routine at Jaguar’s Call. Within a few minutes, they had unpacked, washed up and were sitting in the shade, exactly as Arthur Borland’s men today, talking among themselves as they smoked.
 
   In Spanish Jack spoke to his lead guide. “Open up that nasty stuff your men drink,” he said, “and let them have the rest of the day off. They’ve earned it.”
 
   The guide turned to his men, spoke briefly and they scurried off to the bunkhouse to retrieve a bottle of brownish liquid, some locally concocted drink from San Ignacio that looked like brackish pond water and smelled worse. The workers poured drinks into small cups they had brought and leaned against trees while they relaxed and drank.
 
   “Care for something more civilized?” Jack asked Lucky with a devilish grin.
 
   “Thought you’d never ask. What have you brought?”
 
   Jack reached into his pack and pulled out a plastic bottle. “It’s Chivas Regal. If it’s good enough for the Queen I guess it’s good enough for us.”
 
   Lucky was thrilled. He hadn’t even seen a bottle of Chivas in years. The fine scotch was hard to get outside of major cities in Central America and he didn’t get to the city very often. He felt his mouth go dry and he said, “Just a minute. I’ll get us some glasses and ice.”
 
   “No ice for me, old man,” Jack replied. “I’ll drink it neat, the British way.”
 
   The men sipped their drinks. Lucky savored his, leaning back and closing his eyes after each small taste. “Nectar of the Gods,” he murmured. That brought a laugh from Jack.
 
   Lucky never asked his visitors any specifics about their journeys. He usually had an idea once he talked to them a bit whether they were looking for treasure, or ruins, or graves and bones. Captain Jack was an exception, of course. His reputation preceded him. But still Lucky avoided the subject, waiting until and unless Jack wanted to broach it himself. And it didn’t take long to happen.
 
   “Well, Lucky, here we are once again.”
 
   “It’s good to see you again, Captain Jack. How long will I enjoy the pleasure of your company?”
 
   “We leave the day after tomorrow. I want to give my men a couple of nights’ rest before we move on up. I think I’m really on to something this time, Lucky. I’m going to show you something…I don’t intend to tell you specifics about it, of course, but I am extremely excited about these things I ran across and I want to show you something.”
 
   Jack walked to the bunkhouse and rummaged through one of the packs. He pulled out a wooden case, the kind you might put a large bible in as a keepsake. He brought it back and sat down. Lucky could see that the box appeared to be very old. There were buckles encircling it; they might originally have been capable of being locked to keep the box secure.
 
   Arthur Borland stopped talking for a moment. He looked at Brian, patted the wooden box sitting on the table in front of them and said, “This is the box my father showed to Lucky Buncombe.”
 
   The story continued. Jack had sat down and unbuckled the straps. He opened the lid. Lucky could see that the small box was filled but he couldn’t tell what was there. There was a folded piece of paper on top. When Jack removed it, Lucky thought there was a glint of metal below. Jack closed the lid and held the paper in his hands.
 
   “I don’t want to bore you with arcane facts,” he began. “Have you ever heard of Don Pedro de Alvarado?”
 
   “Can’t say I have.”
 
   “I’m certain you know who Hernan Cortes was.”
 
   “Of course. The Aztecs thought he was a god. They accepted him and he obliterated them. He did the same thing with the Maya, as I recall.”
 
   “Correct. Alvarado was sent by Cortes to conquer the natives in the very area where we’re sitting right now – and he conquered, that’s for sure. His cruelty to the Maya people was unbelievable; Spanish scribes who were part of his entourage duly recorded the carnage. Although it’s never been proven, I’m certain Hernan Cortes himself was on this very mountain in the 1520s.”
 
   Jack unfolded the paper he had taken from the trunk. It was a map, drawn on a piece of what looked like butcher paper. Lucky noticed it was very detailed, with much intricate writing and drawing. He looked at it without getting too close or trying to appear too interested.
 
   Jack told Lucky that he had gone to the archives in Seville, Spain, to learn what he could about Cortes, Alvarado and the journeys both men made in Mexico and Central America in the 1500s. Accounts by the scribes who were present noted that the Mayas were easily able to put their hands on large quantities of gold and silver. The gold often had been pounded into thin sheets and decorated. Cortes told the King of Spain that according to Maya legend the sheets of gold were used to adorn the outsides of buildings in a city in the clouds.
 
   “So you’re looking for Vilcabamba, the lost city of gold?” Lucky smiled. “Haven’t the scholars decided it’s already been found thousands of miles south of here, somewhere in Peru?”
 
   “Not exactly. I’ve already found gold. Well not actually ‘found’ – I bought two hammered gold sheets from a man who said he was from Oklahoma. Met him in a bar in Belize one evening. He was staying in the Emperor Hotel in Belize City, the most expensive hotel in Central America. And he looked like a bum, to tell the truth. He was pretty secretive but when I told him I was both the Governor-General and that I was interested in relics he offered to sell me a couple of sheets.
 
   “‘I have plenty,’ the man told me. “I’ll never be able to spend the money I already have, so I’m happy to part with a couple.”
 
   “I paid him a hundred dollars apiece for the two but first I insisted he tell me where he got them.”
 
   The man had told Jack he found them in Oklahoma. He had been treasure hunting his whole life and he had found Spanish gold in a creek bed, he said. But this was different – this wasn’t Spanish gold.
 
   Jack was excited. “The man didn’t know what he had. Now that I’ve been to Seville and seen the 1540 accounts of the scribes and the Governor of Guatemala, I think the Maya themselves carried this gold far, far north to hide it from the Spanish. I think they carried it all the way to Oklahoma.”
 
   Jack had a flair for the dramatic, especially when he was worked up about a project. “Just wait, my good man. This mountaintop citadel isn’t just about gold. I spent days poring over the Spanish documents, the eyewitness accounts by the scribes who accompanied Alvarado. Late one afternoon when I had decided my search in the Seville library was done, I was preparing to pack up and head back to London. I turned the last page of a sixteenth century volume and found something tucked into the back binder – these two handwritten pages and a crude drawing.” He held them up. “This is a copy of the document and the map I found. If things work out these will lead me to the treasure trove of all time – the legendary ancient library of the Maya.”
 
   Lucky didn’t respond for several minutes. Instead he sat back and sipped his scotch, thinking that Jack Borland, for all his genteel upbringing and wealth, was exactly like the others – obsessed by the thought that just beyond his grasp there was a gold ring waiting to be grabbed. For Captain Jack the gold ring was this Mayan library. He wanted to be the next Hiram Bingham, the man who had rediscovered Machu Picchu in 1911. He wanted fame but he truly believed fortune would come with it. There would be wealth and notoriety beyond imagination, the explorer firmly believed. They all felt that way, Lucky thought to himself.
 
   It was known that the Maya reached a very high level of development in literature before the Spanish arrived and burned almost every one of their books, or codices. What the Spanish accomplished in the name of the church cost future generations the opportunity to know these remarkable people. And now there existed only a few codices the authenticity of which were beyond reproach.
 
   After carefully choosing his words, Lucky finally responded to Jack.
 
   “I hate to rain on your parade, but isn’t it a fact that the Spanish burned every single thing the Mayans ever wrote, except three or four they apparently sent back to Spain as souvenirs? That’s what I’ve always heard. So how could an ancient library exist? Why has nobody ever heard about it? And what’s so important about a bunch of Mayan codices even if you did happen to locate them?”
 
   “I don’t expect you to be enthused about this. Believe me, I’ve second-guessed myself a hundred times since I found the document in Seville. I found a two-page letter written by Pedro Alvarado, Governor of Guatemala, to the King of Spain. For some reason it appears the letter was never sent. Instead it was tucked into a book. I won’t tell you what it says but the circumstances of my finding it lead me to believe its contents are true.
 
   “The books themselves could be the most fascinating hoard ever discovered. I’ve heard my entire life about the missing library at Alexandria, Egypt, and I’ve heard story after story about hidden libraries under the Sphinx at Giza. People have devoted lifetimes to searching for these repositories of information. And this would be no different. The mind cannot grasp what secrets these volumes might contain. We’ve never known how these primitive people with barely any tools mastered the construction of huge pyramids with incredibly heavy stones mounted a hundred feet high. How did they achieve knowledge of time and the heavens, create calendars as accurate as ours, and predict events hundreds of years into the future? Lucky, there literally is no way to say how important these codices could be.”
 
   “I can only imagine how famous the discoverer would be. I wish you success. You deserve it. I think you may be the most perseverant of all the men I’ve seen.”
 
   His story about Captain Jack done, Lucky turned to Arthur Borland. “That’s all I know about your father’s last trip. Two days later Jack and his crew of three men walked out of my camp, and from what you tell me, no one’s seen them since.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six
 
   In the Monument Club’s bar Arthur Borland picked up the small wooden box lying on the table and excused himself to use the restroom. Brian glanced at his watch – they had been talking for more than three hours. Cell phone usage was prohibited in the bar and dining room so Brian walked to the hallway and quickly called Collette at the gallery, asking her to lock up when she finished for the day since it appeared he likely wouldn’t be back. His thoughts turned to Arthur Borland. He seemed very nervous – his hands shook all the time – but that could simply be some kind of health issue.
 
   Arthur returned to the table, set the box down and they ordered a last round of wine. “While I was at the Jaguar’s Call, Lucky Buncombe told me my father had left one thing behind when he departed. Jack asked Lucky to store a backpack until he returned. He handed it over to me – as far as I know, that man respected his friendship with Jack Borland enough to resist the urge to look inside the rucksack, so he didn’t know what was in there. When I opened the pack I found the small box with straps that my father showed Lucky. This very box.” He took it from the table.
 
   Arthur told Brian that the map was missing, presumably because Jack Borland took it up the mountain with him. The box contained the two-page letter intended for the King of Spain, the copy Jack had made from the original in Seville. Underneath that, nestled in the bottom of the box, were two very thin sheets of pure gold, each approximately six inches square. The sheets were marked with various pictographs, similar to hieroglyphs but showing men who appeared to be of Mayan descent, animals, hunting scenes and pictures depicting victories in battle. Opening the box, he handed Brian one of the gold sheets. “Look at the symbols that are at the bottom below the pictographs. I compared this with online images from the Popol Vuh and it appears these are identical to the symbolic writing in it.”
 
   Brian was familiar with the Popol Vuh, one of the few books written by the Maya that had not been destroyed by the Spanish. Its pages were filled with Mayan drawings and inscriptions.
 
   Arthur continued. “I’ve had the gold sheets examined both at Oxford University’s archaeological department and the Institute of Maya Studies in Mexico City.” He explained that metals cannot be carbon dated but the professors who looked at the sheets were uniformly of the opinion that both the writing and the artwork were Mayan and very similar to others in museums. The Mexican antiquities expert offered his expert opinion that the drawings on the gold sheets were consistent with other such material and therefore were unquestionably created by the Maya, although the Oxford scholars stopped short of issuing a firm opinion as to whether the sheets were genuine.
 
   Brian stared at the sheet of gold he held in his hand. Could this be genuine? If so, it was unique, priceless. “I have never seen anything like this in my life. And the guy told Captain Jack he found these sheets in Oklahoma?”
 
   “Yes. I’m convinced it’s true. The Maya gave the Spaniards everything they wanted to buy freedom for their rulers but the conquistadors executed them anyway. Word had to have gotten around. The people figured out that the Spaniards would kill them for their gold. So they removed the temptation. They moved it far, far away.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven
 
   Ada, Oklahoma
 
   Summer 1955
 
    
 
   There are people who spend a lifetime searching for gold. Sometimes it consumes them. They can be as normal as the next person but they are driven – devoured – by the idea that someone, sometime, hid a cache of gold and it’s there for the finding.
 
   Vernon Tippington and Charles Edwards were sitting on the expansive front porch of Edwards’ Southern colonial home, sipping glasses of sweet tea as they talked. Tippington’s homestead abutted the back of Edwards’ four-acre pasture and although not close friends, they were neighbors who talked occasionally. In this small town everyone knew everyone, and everyone certainly knew Charles Edwards, who was a successful real estate developer.
 
   “Charles,” the man was saying, “I know you’ve heard this from me before, but this time I’m certain about this map I discovered. I’ve been looking for this for twenty years, and I’m certain the mother lode is behind your house, right down there in your back pasture.”
 
   Edwards sat back in his chair and looked at Tippington. He’d been hearing stories like this from him since 1939 when Charles had built this house. Everyone in this small southern Oklahoma community had heard them and most people thought Tippington was crazy. He was a social misfit, a man some termed a hermit, who had retired from the Oklahoma City-Ada-Atoka railroad, commonly known as the OCA&A, a short line service which ran some 200 miles between the state capital and several outlying communities. The railroad track ran along the east property lines of both Tippington and Edwards and its construction played a part in the treasure stories that kept Tippington searching.
 
   Behind Edwards’ house in a big fenced pasture ran a creek that everyone said had been there forever. When it rained the creek became a small river, carrying water through boulder-lined walls that rose more than eight feet above the creek bed and created what might be considered a small canyon. This creek was part of a system – it ran all the way from one end of Ada to the other. People often found arrowheads along its banks, sure signs that Indians had camped here in the past.
 
   When the railroad was built in the 1920s, massive earthmoving equipment created a large hill nearly twenty feet above the low-lying pasture. The train tracks were laid on top of it to make the tracks straight and avoid unnecessary dips in the landscape. A culvert large enough for hobos to camp in had also been built to carry the creek water eastward from Edwards’ pasture under the tracks. As heavy equipment prepared the railroad bed the workers dislodged boulders far too heavy for a man to move. The walls lining the creek bed were altered as machines moved rocks that had stood in one place for centuries. Progress was usually accompanied by change. In this case the sides of a creek where Native Americans once camped were realigned as bulldozers shifted giant rocks.
 
   There had been talk of treasure along this small river for well over a hundred years. There was a tale about the Spanish conquistador Coronado; according to legend, he came through Oklahoma and buried a cache of gold here. Others said it was Jesse James’ loot from stagecoach robberies. Another mentioned Mayan chieftains who sent parties from Central America far, far north – as far as Oklahoma – to hide gold from Spanish conquerors.
 
   No one had ever found anything and most people considered themselves too normal, too sane, to go treasure hunting. But not Vernon Tippington. He had looked at old railroad records from the time the tracks were laid and he knew the workers had found Spanish coins dating to the 1500s. A strange sheet of gold with writing on it had turned up too. There was no explanation how the things got here and the stories had been forgotten by just about everyone. Except Vernon.
 
   “Vernon, how much time are you going to spend on this frivolity? You’re wasting your time and energy on a wild goose chase.”
 
   Tippington looked at him wearily and responded, “It’s my time to waste. I’ve got my pension from the railroad and some day just you wait and see – some day this is all going to pay off.”
 
   “OK, and I suppose just like last time you won’t let me look at your map. Right?”
 
   Vernon Tippington’s eyes opened a little wider, and he leaned back in his chair, involuntarily moving away from Edwards. “No…no, it’s my map,” he stammered, like one child keeping a toy away from another.
 
   Charles Edwards smiled. “All right, then. Let’s see your contract.”
 
   Tippington produced two sheets of typing paper, one a carbon copy. There were two typewritten paragraphs. He handed both to Edwards.
 
   “Vernon, I’m going to do you a big favor this time. I don’t want half of what you find. If I had half of what you’ve found so far, I’d be right where I am now, with absolutely nothing. You can dig on my property. If you find something worth a hundred dollars or more, you owe me a hundred dollars. That’s it.”
 
   Edwards laughed, took a pen from his pocket and jotted down a few sentences outlining the deal he wanted. He signed both copies and tossed the papers back across the table to Tippington. “I think you’re wasting your entire life on this.
 
   Vernon signed both pages, kept one for himself, and rose. “You’ll be sorry you didn’t take a piece of the action, Charles. I’m certain this time that I’m onto the payoff. If I were a betting man I’d say it’s Spanish gold. I can feel it in my bones.”
 
   Charles Edwards went inside the house as Ella, the family’s housekeeper, removed the glasses from the porch table where the men had sat. After she went back inside, the hedge next to the porch rustled loudly. Billy Edwards, Charles’ 9-year-old son, emerged from his hiding place and ran over to talk to his best friend and across-the-street neighbor, Tommy Albert. The search for gold on their property was on again. And Mr. Tippington was sure this time!
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight
 
   An old frame barn sat in the middle of Charles Edwards’ pasture. Until a year or so ago they’d kept horses stabled there. Charles had decided they were more trouble than they were worth since neither of his sons was interested in riding much any more.
 
   Tommy and Billy used the barn as a huge playroom. They had their chemistry sets in one room they called their laboratory. Another room housed a lot of junk: lawn mowers that didn’t work and things like that. Up a ladder there was a loft where hay used to be kept. It was here where Tommy and Billy sat looking out through a cracked second-floor door.
 
   From here they had a clear shot of Vernon Tippington hard at work in the creek bed about a hundred feet away. He had a pickaxe and a shovel and was working his way rock by rock down one side of the creek. From time to time he would stop, pick up something he’d uncovered, then toss it aside. It was hard work and Tippington was sweating profusely. “He’s an old guy,” Billy said. “I hope he doesn’t keel over down there in our creek.”
 
   Tippington worked for an hour without stopping. Finally he sat down and pulled a sandwich and a Coke from a sack. As he ate his lunch, he kept looking at a piece of paper he had pulled from his pocket, then he tried to compare something on the paper with the rocky sides of the creek where he was working.
 
   “I bet that’s a treasure map he keeps looking at,” Tommy said.
 
   Billy eagerly agreed. “He’s looking at it a lot, for sure.”
 
   “He sure is. If that map tells where gold is it’s probably really old. I bet things have changed a lot down there where they built the railroad. I don’t think he’s able to figure out from the map exactly what he’s looking for.”
 
   “Let’s go see if he’ll let us help look.”
 
   The boys scrambled down the ladder from the loft of the barn and ran to the top of the small ravine. They climbed down through the rocks to the creek bed. Tippington had seen them coming – as they got closer the boys noticed the piece of paper was gone.
 
   “Hi, Mr. Tippington,” Billy said. “Have you found anything interesting yet?”
 
   Vernon Tippington was a reclusive man at best and his social skills left much to be desired. “What do you boys want?”
 
   Tommy blurted out, “We’d like to help you look for treasure.” Billy gave him a stern look. He wished Tommy hadn’t said that.
 
   “It’s none of your business what I’m looking for and I don’t need anybody butting in.”
 
   “Can we stay and watch, please?”
 
   “Your father gave me permission to dig here. I’m on your property legally. You boys go on and play. I have work to do.” With that Tippington stood, put his lunch trash in the sack and turned away from the boys. He walked a few feet down the creek bed to the area where he had been searching. He turned around. “Go on now, I said.”
 
   The boys went back to the barn, climbed into the loft and continued to watch Tippington work until Billy’s mother yelled from the house, “Lunch is ready!” They ran home to eat.
 
   The boys were soon tired of watching Vernon Tippington. He was committed, for sure. He worked six or seven hours every day but the boys lasted only a couple. Bored, they soon went back to things more interesting than watching a man move slowly, rock by rock, down both sides of a small ravine. They quit a little early. The morning when Vernon Tippington found what had eluded him for twenty years they were playing across the street.
 
   Charles Edwards found a hundred dollar bill stuck in his mailbox and a note that said two words, “Thanks. Vernon.” He called Tippington over and over but no one ever answered. He drove to his house a couple of times but Vernon was gone.
 
   Although tales of a Mayan expedition to Oklahoma actually were true, Vernon Tippington had surreptitiously whisked away the in situ evidence that would have proved it. Except for Vernon, no other person on earth ever knew for sure that the Maya really were capable of making a four thousand mile round trip journey. He had found their gold but he had taken every bit of it away.
 
   Rumors popped up about Vernon and what he’d found. Some people heard he struck it rich and moved to California. Others heard he dug up buried treasure and bought a house in Mexico. But no one knew because no one in Ada, Oklahoma ever saw Vernon Tippington again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine
 
   The Monument Club, New York City
 
    
 
   Arthur Borland finished his story, telling Brian that Lucky had warned him that the trek up the mountain would be incredibly difficult. “Even if you’re a seasoned climber, it’s crazy up there,” Lucky had said. “The jungle’s so thick you can’t see your hand in front of your face and sometimes you can’t walk a foot without having to hack through undergrowth. There’re snakes up there as big around as a human’s torso.”
 
   He told Arthur that once, long ago, he himself climbed five thousand feet to the top of this mountain. He’d seen what might have been evidence of an ancient civilization – stones set in circular formations and a couple of broken rocks that could have been statues – but he never encountered anything that gave him solid proof that the Maya or any other people ever actually occupied this area. All Lucky could advise was, “If you choose to follow after Captain Jack you have an extremely tough climb ahead of you.”
 
   Despite the admonition, Arthur and the two guides headed up the mountain the next morning. They kept to the barely visible existing trail Jack Borland had most likely used until it disappeared among the jungle undergrowth. At that point they began hacking a trail themselves, moving slowly up but going the wrong way. Every difficult slash of the machete blazed a trail in the wrong direction – further and further away from the route Captain Jack had actually taken.
 
   Arthur recalled how difficult things had been. “I spent two weeks in the most inhospitable terrain I have ever encountered. I really began to question my decision to do this, but I felt Father was alive up there somewhere. What drove me further up the mountain was that my father believed in this. He thought the Maya used this formidable jungle to hide their most important secret. That’s why Jack Borland tackled this hellish place.
 
   “Every day got more and more difficult. We would find a narrow path and get excited that we were following Jack’s route. Suddenly the path would disappear and we were back at square one, facing low-hanging vines, insects of every imaginable type and at one point some kind of jungle cat lounging on a branch ten feet above us. I was afraid to touch a tree or bush to steady myself for fear I would discover another new creature just waiting to crawl on my skin. The guides and I tumbled over massive tree roots dozens of times and were physically exhausted every afternoon by the time the torrential rain started. We just pitched our tents and crashed into them, sopping wet and exhausted, barely able to rise for dinner.”
 
   He described the incredible heat and humidity that rose from the floor of the jungle as they ascended step after step, sometimes moving less than two hundred feet in an entire day. Occasionally they felt the prickly sensation that they were being watched. Arthur said he fully expected a Stone Age Indian to step out in front of them. But they saw only wildlife – fantastic colorful birds, snakes ten feet long and monkeys that yelled and spit. They knew any people who might inhabit the jungle knew well how to stay hidden.
 
   “I regret to say that after two weeks we made it to the top and found nothing. No ruins in the trees, no evidence of habitation, not a shred of anything to indicate my father had even come this way. Sadly, we returned the same way we had come up. We just didn’t have the energy to cut a different path down the mountain. We spent one more night at Jaguar’s Call and I told Lucky I was totally unsuccessful. He promised to try and contact me if he heard anything at all about my father. So far, no word.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten
 
   Brian had really enjoyed hearing Arthur’s story. “I’m captivated by the exploits of your father, but I can’t figure out why you’ve come to me. Is there a place you think I can be of help to you?”
 
   “You may be surprised to learn that we members of the so-called aristocracy don’t always have the money to accompany those noble titles we hold. Many an estate in England has been broken up into small parcels and sold off to a housing developer because the Earl, or the Duke, or the Viscount of this, that or whatever, couldn’t pay the bills to keep the manor house open. The nicest properties usually are deeded to the National Trust and the government keeps them up. Those become tourist sites and although the family doesn’t own the land or the buildings any more, at least they can see that the estates remain well preserved instead of going to rack and ruin.
 
   “I say all that to say this – my father always lived well. He inherited a lot of property from my grandparents but Jack was always off searching for one thing or another. Gold here, buried treasure there, the secret of eternal youth somewhere else. He didn’t earn money – he just spent it. He always hoped to make everything back someday when he hit that one big jackpot. But so far he hasn’t. I live modestly, very much so compared to Captain Jack Borland and the ancestors before him. I paid for the trip to Belize and Guatemala to try to find my father but I frankly can’t afford to do a lot more.”
 
   Arthur told Brian that he hoped Bijan Rarities would be interested in the project for the possible television rights. After all, Brian had participated in the Egyptian production earlier and was planning an Aztec show soon.
 
   “You know, you’ve become archaeology’s equivalent of the Keno brothers on Antiques Roadshow. Yes, you own a famous gallery, but your face is becoming so well known on television that you personally command an audience in that arena. With your notoriety you can pull strings most of us can’t – even me, a member of the British aristocracy! I think you’re the perfect one to find Captain Jack.”
 
   Arthur Borland was right. With Brian’s fortuitous ownership of Bijan Rarities happening so soon after the incredibly popular airing of the Inkharaton tomb discovery in Egypt’s Valley of the Kings, his boyish good looks and comfortable delivery had made him a go-to person for the networks. When Fox, CNN or the rest needed an authority for a sound bite on an ancient discovery, Brian Sadler frequently turned up on the couch next to the news team. He was becoming the public face of the antiquities business as he talked about new digs, exciting discoveries and theories about lost civilizations. He had weighed in on the Mayan doomsday prophecy of 2012, the theories behind the enigmatic statues of Easter Island, and ideas for how two hundred ton stones ended up hundreds of feet high atop Mayan pyramids when that civilization didn’t even have the wheel. People frequently stopped Brian on the sidewalks of New York or London to request an autograph. He thought it was interesting.
 
   Brian thought a moment then said, “OK, I could provide funding for another expedition to Guatemala on the basis of those artifacts you’ve shown me. But my problem now is time. I’ve committed to get the Aztec Commission wrapped up really soon. Most of the work is out of my hands now but final production begins in a few weeks and I’ll be filming segments with the producers. No question I think your father’s adventures are interesting and I know you’re desperate to find him, but I just don’t know if I’m the man for you at this particular time. I just can’t be gone right now.”
 
   Arthur stood. “I don’t want to beg, but I must find my father as quickly as possible. I want to leave the letter and these gold sheets with you. Feel free to authenticate them, study them, ask professionals about them…whatever you wish. Just get back to me. I’m blatantly trying to capture your interest so I can find my father. At the same time, if we can find irrefutable evidence that the Maya traveled far, far away from their homeland – over two thousand miles north into the heartland of America – it will be a sensational story the likes of which we have rarely seen. And that’s exactly what happened. The Spanish didn’t bury this Mayan gold in Oklahoma, Brian. The Maya themselves did.”
 
   His hands shaking, Arthur Borland handed the small box to Brian and extended his hand with a business card. He picked up his valise, turned and walked out.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven
 
   Brian stepped out onto Madison Avenue and glanced upwards. Between the skyscrapers the sky was dark and ominous but the rain had stopped. It was nearly five pm. Pedestrian traffic was intense as thousands of workers poured out of huge buildings, on the way for a drink or a subway ride home. Madison would be less crowded at the moment than Fifth, Brian figured, so he continued south, Arthur Borland’s box clutched tightly to his chest and his umbrella ready should the skies open up. In the throng of people Brian never noticed the man who had watched him put Captain Jack Borland’s box under his trenchcoat.
 
   At this time of day Brian wouldn’t ordinarily have gone back to the gallery but he had to put the box in a safe place. These gold sheets could be unique and it was crazy to be walking around the streets carrying something so valuable.
 
   At 54th Street Brian turned west and walked to Fifth, then turned and reached the gallery just as his assistant Collette Conning was locking the door.
 
   “One second, Collette!” he called as he approached. “Have you set the alarm?”
 
   “Yes, sir. I’m sorry. I didn’t know you planned on returning.”
 
   “Actually I hadn’t but the man I met left me this box and I need to leave it in the vault for tonight.” The alarm on the front door of Bijan Rarities wouldn’t be an issue; it could merely be disarmed. The vault however had a twenty-minute time delay once it was locked.
 
   “I’ll stay and lock up the box if you want to go on home. I have a few things I could get done in an extra half hour. I really have nothing going on this evening anyway except walking my dog now that the rain’s stopped.”
 
   Brian thanked her; that was a big help. He had had a long afternoon and really just wanted to unwind. They unlocked the door and went inside. Collette entered a code on the massive vault door that had once graced the lobby of a bank. Then she set an alarm on her watch to remind her when the door would disarm. “Go on home, Brian,” she said, shooing him out. She locked the front door behind him and walked to her desk.
 
   The rain had cooled things down considerably and a brisk wind was whipping through the concrete canyons of Manhattan. Brian decided to walk to his apartment house on the Upper West Side instead of hailing a cab. This time of day it was quicker to walk than maneuver the busy streets in a taxi anyway, plus walking gave him time to think.
 
   He went up Fifth Avenue to Central Park South then west alongside the Plaza Hotel. On the spur of the moment he decided to stop in at the Oak Bar for a martini. As always, the place was packed this time of day. Brian saw a couple of heads turn his direction as he snaked through tables on his way to the bar. One woman turned and whispered to her husband while pointing surreptitiously at him.
 
   New Yorkers were jaded to celebrity. You could see Ivana Trump on the street, or Jennifer Aniston, or the Mayor. Locals came and went without giving celebrities a second glance. Tourists were different though, and despite a lot of regulars the Oak Bar was also a tourist hot spot. Out-of-towners considered trips to New York extra special if they caught a glimpse of a well-known person. Being both a landmark in itself but also situated in the famous Plaza Hotel, the Oak Bar was a site for people watching that was virtually unparalleled in New York. Brian’s face, although not famous, was familiar to many people who watched shows on Discovery Channel, History or National Geographic.
 
   He signaled the bartender.
 
   “Afternoon, Mr. Sadler. Your usual, sir?”
 
   “Please.”
 
   As Brian removed his trenchcoat the headwaiter appeared and handed Brian a ticket. “I’ll take that for you, Mr. Sadler.”
 
   The service at the Oak Bar was always the best. Brian always thought for the price of the drinks it should be tops. And it was, even for the tourists. He sat down on a barstool and sipped his XO Vodka martini straight up with a twist, enjoying that perfect drink’s first stinging swallow as the smooth liquid went down.
 
   He gazed across the room out the expansive north windows that overlooked Central Park just across the street. He could just see the corner of Fifth Avenue and 59th Street four blocks north of his gallery, and he marveled once again in his mind about where he had been and where he was now. Thanks to Darius Nazir the gallery that had been Nazir’s was now Brian’s, and Brian Sadler, the former stockbroker trainee who had been in trouble with the Feds, was now on top of the world.
 
   He thought about John Spedino, the Mafia chieftain who had played such a role in Brian’s obtaining the Bethlehem Scroll, and how a veiled threat kept Spedino’s name alive in the back of Brian’s mind, even though Spedino was going to be in federal prison for many years to come. He had seen first-hand how dangerous John Spedino was. And he hoped he never saw it again.
 
   Brian nodded as the bartender asked if he wanted another. As he savored his second martini his cell phone vibrated. He saw a short text from Nicole Farber. “Evening, sweetie. Hope your day went well. Still hard at work here in Big D. Big stock fraud case. Reminded me of you! LOL!”
 
   Nicole. He’d never thought he would let a woman get this close to him. In fact, despite her beauty and her brains there had been a time when he wanted her out of his life completely. Now he and the blonde lawyer from Dallas were a couple, even if long distances kept them apart. She had a career to pursue in her city as Brian did in his but they met as often as they could, stealing a weekend here, a week there. Occasionally Nicole joined him on one of his frequent overseas trips. She complained playfully that most men took their girlfriends to Paris or Rome, while Brian took her to the deserts of Egypt, the archaeological sites of Jordan or the mountains of Mexico, in search of ruins or ancient documents or yet another mystery Brian had heard about.
 
   Brian’s interest in archaeology and ancient history dovetailed perfectly with his ownership of Bijan Rarities, a gallery that was ranked in the top three by the small community of collectors and dealers in priceless antiquities. Although Nicole’s interests weren’t strong in these areas she found his exploits interesting at the least, exciting most of the time, and downright scary on occasion. Brian smiled at the thought – he hadn’t expected her to be willing to join him in some of the crazy things he did, but she came along as much as she could, mostly to be with him. And he was glad. He wanted her with him as often as they could arrange it.
 
   Brian had met Nicole when she was a rising star at Carter and Wells, one of the largest law firms in the Dallas metroplex. Her specialty was criminal defense work and it had come in handy once for Brian when he was a stockbroker in Dallas. She had represented some of America’s largest corporate and banking executives and had steered them, almost a hundred percent successfully, through fraud, insider trading, stock manipulation and dozens of other charges the federal government had in its arsenal. Brian started out as a client too, then ended up as her romantic partner.
 
   In the past couple of years Nicole had risen quickly in her firm and although she was only in her mid-thirties, she had become one of Carter and Wells’ star performers. She earned nearly a million dollars a year and was the youngest full partner ever elected to the firm.
 
   Carter and Wells had a New York office and Nicole was licensed to practice in the state. That had happened several years ago when she began to specialize in white-collar criminal law. New York was where many Federal criminal lawsuits were filed since the major stock exchanges were headquartered here and the Securities and Exchange Commission had a very active branch in Manhattan.
 
   As he finished his drink Brian responded. “Having a martini at the Oak Bar. Wish you were here. Seriously. Can’t wait until I see you in two weeks.”
 
   He called for his check, paid it and headed for the door, putting on his coat as he stepped outside. The wind had died down since he arrived. He decided to take a brief stroll in Central Park before heading home. He jaywalked across the street and entered the park at 59th and Fifth, chose an empty, mostly-dry bench and sat for a few minutes, watching people pass by and enjoying the beauty and serenity of the park on a cool March evening after a downpour.
 
   He replayed the afternoon with Arthur Borland. Finally he glanced at his watch and saw that over a half hour had passed while he was lost in thought about Captain Jack’s exploits. Brian walked back to Central Park South. When he looked toward the broad fountain area in front of the Plaza Hotel he could see that Fifth Avenue was blocked off south of 57th Street. Traffic headed south was backed up for blocks and policemen diverted cars onto 57th in both directions. Brian walked down Fifth until he reached the barricaded area. Pedestrians were still moving on the west side of the street but more barriers blocked the east sidewalk. As he got a block closer Brian saw that there were several police cars and an ambulance parked in the street directly in front of his gallery. He began to run, sprinting the two blocks and heading across the street. At the barricade a policeman told him he could go no further.
 
   “That’s my gallery,” he shouted. “What’s going on?”
 
   The policeman took Brian’s arm and moved him around the barrier. “See that officer standing in the doorway? Go identify yourself to him.”
 
   Brian ran the half block and pulled out his business card and driver license. Breathlessly he said, “I’m Brian Sadler. I own this gallery. What’s happening?”
 
   The officer motioned him aside as two paramedics pushed a gurney through the showroom. When it emerged on the sidewalk, Brian looked down at Collette Conning. Her face was bloody and he could see a large gash in her forehead.
 
   “Collette! My God. What happened?”
 
   A medic said, “She shouldn’t talk. She’s in shock.”
 
   She looked up at him, her face contorted, terror-stricken. “I…why, Brian? Why? The box was already locked up.” Then her eyes closed and the men moved her quickly to the waiting ambulance.
 
   He grabbed the medic’s sleeve. “Is she going to be OK? Where are you taking her?”
 
   “We’re sending her vitals to Lenox Hill so the doctor will be ready when she gets there. She’s had a traumatic injury and we need to move her as quickly as possible.” The back doors closed, the men rushed to the front and, as police cleared the way, the ambulance moved away from the curb, siren wailing.
 
   Brian returned to the gallery’s front door. “Who can I talk to about what’s going on?” he asked the uniformed officer blocking the entrance. The officer pointed to to a man in a dark suit that was in the front showroom on a cell phone. Other people were taking pictures and doing measurements, mostly in the back of the showroom where Collette’s desk and the vault were located.
 
   Brian walked to the vault as the man in the suit noticed him and yelled, “Hey! Who are you?” Brian saw the gold shield pinned to his jacket lapel.
 
   “Are you the owner?”
 
   Brian answered affirmatively.
 
   The cop pulled out a card, handed it to Brian and said, “I’m Detective Ron Calvin. What’s your name?” Brian told him, and Detective Calvin asked if the gallery was under video surveillance. Brian told him that video monitoring was done by an offsite company so although it would take some time, the service could email the surveillance video file to him in a few hours.
 
   The cop asked if he could get on that quickly. From his desk drawer Brian took a card with the name and contact information for the monitoring company and gave it to the detective, who handed the card to another officer and said, “Find out how soon we can get today’s video.”
 
   Brian said, “I was on my way home and saw the commotion. I just left here a couple of hours ago. How did you get through the front door? What happened?”
 
   “The front door wasn’t locked. We were able to talk to Miss Conning for a few minutes before they took her away. It’s pretty sketchy – she had apparently been ready to close the store but then had to put something away in a time-lock vault. Does that make sense?”
 
   “Yes. I stopped by and left her a box I’d gotten at a meeting. I wanted it to be locked up for the night so she agreed to stay to open the vault.” Walking to the huge door, he saw it was locked. He entered a six-digit numeric sequence on the keypad.
 
   “It’ll take twenty minutes,” Brian told the detective.
 
   “She’s in quite a bit of shock and seemed terrified. From what I gather someone apparently came to the front door and either the door wasn’t locked or she let him in. We aren’t sure and she couldn’t remember. She’s had a blow to her head and may never recall everything. We can just hope in a few days most of it comes back. Anyway, she had just locked the vault. I didn’t find out much after that. She was confused and not making sense.”
 
   “Now I understand what happened,” Brian said. “The panic alarm. She hit the alarm. That’s why the door isn’t locked.”
 
   “Tell me how that works.”
 
   “The front door is never unlocked. Collette can open it with a buzzer on her desk but people on the street can’t just walk in. If someone wants in she can communicate through a microphone at her desk linked to a speaker next to the front door buzzer outside. But there’s one way the door can be left unlocked. There are buttons all over the store in accessible places that will trigger our silent alarm. My employees also wear wristbands that have a button. When you hit the panic alarm the front door disarms so that a responding officer can get inside.”
 
   The detective replied, “We figure the perpetrator left the store just moments before a foot patrolman from 55th Street arrived on the scene. He found no sign of forced entry and Miss Conning lying on the floor bleeding from head wounds. Now let’s sit down and let me get some information.”
 
   He gave the officer his address, cell phone number and private line at the office. Then he started from the beginning, explaining how his ownership of the gallery happened after Darius Nazir’s suspicious death not that long ago. Brian had in fact inherited the gallery, moving from Dallas to New York to run it. Collette Conning had been Nazir’s assistant – Brian had inherited her knowledge and was thankful every day she was here.
 
   “She’s my right hand man,” he continued, explaining he’d been at an offsite meeting with a client all afternoon. He said he came back, caught Collette on the way out and she agreed to stay and open the vault.
 
   “OK,” the detective said thoughtfully. “Then it was either someone she knew or someone who convinced her he had a reason to be inside. Any ideas about who that might have been?”
 
   “Nothing specific, although it could have been someone she’s been working with, or a friend of hers or mine…there’s almost no telling. There’s also Jason, my other assistant. Today’s his day off but he might have come by. He wouldn’t have done this, though. I can’t imagine who would, or why.”
 
   “Does she have an appointment calendar that could give me an idea who’s been in the store in the past few days? There’s one more thing, Mr. Sadler. With all respect, sir, one person she would definitely have let in is you. My job is to rule out everyone. We need to know where you’ve been all afternoon. I hope you weren’t alone. It’ll make my life and yours a lot easier.” He smiled grimly at Brian, who didn’t smile back.
 
   Brian had been in this position before, under suspicion by the authorities, and although he felt secure since the staff at the Oak Bar knew him by name he still got really uncomfortable when this sort of thing happened. He knew it was just the cop’s job to tie down every possibility and eliminate everyone, hopefully leaving only the bad guy at the end. He told the detective that he had been at the Monument Club all afternoon, having lunch and meeting with a client. That would certainly be easy enough to confirm, Brian knew.
 
   “I went to the Oak Bar about 5:30, sat in the park for a few minutes afterwards and then I saw the commotion so I came down to see what was going on here. Call Frank, the headwaiter who took my coat, or Sandy, the bartender. They’ll both tell you I was at the bar. And here’s my credit card receipt. It’s probably got a time stamp on it.”
 
   The detective wrote the information in a little pad he took from his pocket and followed Brian to Collette’s desk. He put the receipt from the bar in his pocket. “I’ll keep this for now. No offense. Just doing my job.”
 
   “I got it,” Brian responded curtly. “Let’s just concentrate on things that might solve this crime instead of things that won’t.”
 
   One thing that Brian had kept to himself so far was the comment Collette made before she was put in the ambulance. She had asked why twice and then said the box was already locked up. She had looked terrified. What did all that mean? He decided to keep that to himself for now. If Collette could talk to the police tomorrow they would know much more. In the meantime Brian wanted a little time to digest that information.
 
   He shuffled through her papers and came up with Collette’s appointment book. In the gallery business, the volume of customers wasn’t as important as the value of what they wanted to purchase or consign. Bijan Rarities sometimes had twenty clients in a day. More often it was less than ten. Today was like that – there had been only six, two before Brian left for lunch at noon, then four in the afternoon. The last one had been around four pm, a little over an hour before Brian had come by the gallery and dropped off Arthur Borland’s box.
 
   “I know every name on this list,” Brian told Detective Calvin. “They’re all repeat clients except one, and that one I met with myself this morning to discuss his consigning an Etruscan vase for us to sell.”
 
   The policeman assigned to retrieve the surveillance video motioned to the detective. He stepped away and Brian watched the uniformed cop speak quietly. When he came back he said, “Apparently you have to receive the download of the video first unless we have a search warrant. The monitoring company just sent you an email with an authorization for the video to simultaneously be released to me. I presume you’re willing to assist us, Mr. Sadler. If so, you need to print this release, sign it and email it back.”
 
   Brian went to his office, entered his password and opened email. He found the document, signed, scanned and returned it. The monitoring company said the video would be emailed within two hours.
 
   Brian spent the next half hour giving the detective a summary of each of the six clients’ backgrounds and how to contact them. He couldn’t think of anything that would remotely tie any of today’s visitors to what appeared to be an attempted robbery. He just wondered how someone would have figured out so quickly that Brian had the box, if in fact that was what the intruder had wanted at all. Maybe Collette had just been rambling in shock and maybe she just fixated on the thing that kept her there after hours – Brian’s artifact that had to go into the vault. But something nagged at the back of Brian’s mind. Maybe it was the box they were after. If so, why?
 
   A quiet chime notified Brian that the vault was ready to be opened. He turned the combination lock, entered another numeric sequence and lowered a large handle. The massive door swung open. Like a bank vault, just inside the doorway was a wall completely made out of steel bars. It was like a jail cell with a locked door in the middle. Brian took a key from Collette’s desk and opened that secondary door. He and Detective Calvin stepped inside.
 
   The vault had a large open area where a number of items were, some on individual pedestals, others on tables or a wire rack shelf along one wall. Most were ancient relics or examples of art from early cultures. In a back room other shelves had cubbyholes to store smaller things. With every item was an information card.
 
   The box Brian had given Collette sat inconspicuously on a table near the vault’s door. It looked as though she’d been under no stress when she set it on the table – it was arranged neatly and very straight just as he would expect from Collette. Then she would simply have closed the barred door, which locks automatically, and finally shut the huge vault door. Although the latter weighed over a ton it moved seamlessly on huge bearings and a simple push closed it. Even a small person like Collette could have easily done it in one minute.
 
   “How does everything look?” Detective Calvin asked.
 
   “Exactly as it should. Here’s the artifact I brought back around five and gave to Collette. It’s right here, exactly where it should be.” He opened the box and verified its contents. “All here.”
 
   “Let’s talk about that little box, where you got it and whether it might have anything to do with this investigation.”
 
   At his desk Brian told some of the story of Captain Jack Borland. He explained that the box contained the copy of a letter from the archives in Seville, Spain and two gold sheets. Brian said he knew nothing about the sheets. “That’s part of what Lord Borland asked me to check out.” He omitted the fact that Borland had said the sheets were Mayan and had been found in Oklahoma.
 
   The detective took copious notes and it was nearly eight pm when he said, “I guess we’re done for tonight. Here’s my card. Please look at the surveillance video the minute you get it – I will too. Call me immediately if you know who the person is that Miss Conning let in. And any other time you think of anything I might need to know.” He gathered his coat, walked to the front of the store where a uniformed officer stood, and they left in a squad car parked at the curb.
 
   Brian went through Collette’s papers, making sure he knew what was on tap for tomorrow at the gallery, while he waited for the monitoring company’s email. By the time it came he was bone-tired. All he wanted to do was finish up here and go home. Reviewing the video could take hours – he could do it easily from home. Forty minutes later he was ready to go. He locked and armed the front door and hailed a taxi, too exhausted to walk.
 
   On Fifth Avenue traffic flowed as if nothing had ever happened. That was New York – even after major problems the city quickly reverted to “normal”, whatever that meant. There were always too many pushy pedestrians, too much traffic and loud noise. All those things made this city the exciting place it was twenty-four hours a day.
 
   Brian was worried about Collette. From what he had seen, her injuries might be really serious and he hoped it wasn’t his fault. He just couldn’t figure something out. The vault was locked down tight, exactly as it would have been any other night. She had put the box on the table, shut the inside gate and closed the huge vault door. If she had done all that the intruder must not have arrived until after the door was locked. Did he attack her in furious desperation because he couldn’t get in the vault? Or was he after something else?
 
   Brian recalled Collette looking at him in terror, saying the word why twice. What was that about? Brian hoped Collette would be able to remember.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve
 
   As the cab snaked through traffic Brian called Nicole and told her about his day. She tried to make Brian feel better, sensing the stress as he recounted first the attack on Collette then the story about Captain Jack Borland. At the end, trying to lighten his spirits, she said, “Well, if you need a good lawyer, baby, I know where you can get one! And she’s cheap…well, not cheap exactly but for you it won’t cost you in cash. I have other ways of making you pay, if you know what I mean.” She laughed and so did he. But after the call ended Brian had a new concern. He’d needed a good lawyer once before. Hopefully he wouldn’t need one this time.
 
   He placed a call to Lenox Hill Hospital and learned Collette was in ICU and stable. He spoke briefly to the duty nurse who said she’d pass along his concerns to her parents.
 
   When the taxi pulled up at the towering building where Brian lived in the Upper 80’s off Amsterdam, he saw a black car parked at the curb with a man at the wheel. Brian saw Detective Calvin talking to the doorman.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Brian asked.
 
   “Obviously you haven’t seen the surveillance video.” The detective’s demeanor was far more serious than when questioning Brian earlier.
 
   “No. I locked up the gallery, caught a cab and came home. I saw I got it but decided I’d look at it here at home.”
 
   “I watched at it in the car after I left your place. Then we swung back by the gallery to see if you were still there but I saw the place was locked up. I guess I made it to your apartment building sooner than you did. One of the perks of having a light bar on your car, I guess. So can we go up to your condo? We have a lot to talk about.”
 
   “Sure,” Brian said, noticing the obvious change in the cop’s attitude toward him. “So we’re both on the same page, can I presume from your being here that you know the person who showed up on the video?”
 
   “Yes, I do. Let’s go inside.” He took Brian’s arm lightly, and Brian pulled back.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “It might be better for you, sir, if we talk inside. I don’t think you want me to have to read you your rights here in front of your doorman and maybe your neighbors. You’re the man in the video, Mr. Sadler. You’re the man who assaulted Collette Conning this afternoon.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
   Brian was stunned. He looked blankly at the detective and said, “This is crazy. You called the Oak Bar and verified I was there – right? You saw my credit card receipt. I was there when she was attacked. What the hell’s going on?”
 
   “Mr. Sadler,” the detective said quietly, steering Brian by the arm toward the building entrance as the doorman held the door open while averting his eyes. “Let’s not talk any more until I’ve read you your rights. I’m going to play this one strictly by the books.”
 
   The uniformed officer joined them at the elevator. No one spoke as the elevator climbed thirty-five floors to Brian’s apartment overlooking Central Park. “Nice,” the officer murmured as Brian opened the door.
 
   “Can I look at the surveillance video?” Brian asked.
 
   “I think that would be a good idea. Just give me a sec.” He pulled a card from his pocket and read the Miranda rights to Brian who listened in silence, acknowledged he understood them and waived his right to an attorney at this time.
 
   Sitting at his desk, Brian refreshed his laptop and clicked on the mail from the monitoring company. “I think we can get this worked out fast,” he said. “It wasn’t me, so we just have to figure out why you thought it was and who it actually is.”
 
   The detective stood behind Brian as he clicked on the video attachment to the email and opened it. The video started at one pm but Brian fast-forwarded it to six at the detective’s direction. He watched as foot traffic moved along in front of Bijan Rarities’ front door, then he saw a man walk to the entrance. Details of his face were not visible under his black umbrella but he was wearing a trenchcoat.
 
   As the man got to the door it opened, blocking his face from view. Collette had obviously released the lock and allowed the person into the gallery. At that point a second camera mounted on a pedestal ten feet from the door picked up his face. Brian looked at the video streaming on his monitor and saw a man whose mannerisms and walk were similar to his, smiling at Collette and talking to her. He stopped the video, hit a couple of buttons and enlarged the still frame. As the face got larger and larger it was clear there was a resemblance although Brian thought it wasn’t possible to form a conclusion from the video itself. He could see why the cop thought it could be him. It wasn’t, but it was close. But definitely it wasn’t Brian Sadler.
 
   The man suddenly turned his face from the camera and grabbed Collette. Brian watched her face contort in fear. The intruder pulled her into an area out of the camera’s view. That was where the assault had occurred, the detective told him.
 
   Brian leaned back in his chair and looked at Detective Calvin. “That’s not me.”
 
   “It certainly looks like you.”
 
   “If you actually believe that I want to talk to my attorney.”
 
   “Then you’d better make that call.”
 
   The two cops sat in Brian’s living room as he spoke with Nicole on his cell phone. He told her what had happened since their conversation less than an hour ago.
 
   “Has he said he’s going to book you?” she asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   “OK, I’ll be there in the morning. I was looking at flights out of DFW while we were talking and I can get on the six am, arriving LaGuardia at 10:30. Let me talk to the detective and then I’ll get back on with you.”
 
   Brian handed the phone to Detective Calvin, who listened to Nicole for a few moments then said, “I’m taking him downtown now. He’ll be released later this evening, presuming he can make bail.” He glanced at Brian with a slight smile. Brian stared back, remaining impassive but frightened inside. The conversation continued with a remark about Bernie Madoff.
 
   What the hell? Brian thought.
 
   There was a long pause as Nicole talked. Finally the detective said, “OK. I’m willing to do it that way. If I get his passport now I’ll see you both tomorrow afternoon.” Nicole said something and then the cop handed the phone back to Brian.
 
   “Sweetie, try to get some sleep tonight. He has agreed to let you turn yourself in with me tomorrow afternoon but he wants your passport. I told him you’re an upstanding Fifth Avenue business owner and not a flight risk, and he said Bernie Madoff was upstanding too before he got a life sentence for fraud. Regardless, he’s agreed to let you turn yourself in with me tomorrow.
 
   “Give him your passport and pick me up in a limo at the airport. I’ll email you flight info. We can talk in the car on the way back into Manhattan and I’ll go with you downtown. He’s going to meet us outside One Police Plaza, put you in a police car and take you in for booking. Once that’s done, I’ll meet you on the other side for your initial appearance before a judge.”
 
   He thanked her, hung up and took his passport from a drawer. Detective Calvin took it and said, “Don’t fail to be there tomorrow, Mr. Sadler. This thing is serious enough now. If you run out on me after I did your attorney a big favor it’s not going to be a pretty sight when I find you. And trust me, I WILL find you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
   Brian got less than two hours of sleep. Before bed he’d called Nicole to thank her again and tell her how much he needed her. Then he called his limo service and arranged a pickup for tomorrow. All night he tossed and turned, nightmares plaguing his brain, every sound piercing his senses. He had faced the possibility of spending time in jail once before in his life. Once again, he’d done absolutely nothing wrong but somehow, someone resembling him was in the video. Collette had unhesitatingly buzzed him in. She thought it was me! He found himself questioning everything, even his own sanity. What if he was schizophrenic or something? What if he actually had done it?
 
   Brian couldn’t sleep. At six he got up, put on sweats and jogging shoes. As he left his building he saw an unmarked black police car sitting in the no parking zone across the street, a uniformed officer at the wheel. He ran down his block and turned north on Amsterdam Avenue – the car followed a block or so behind. To see what would happen, he turned up a one-way street going the wrong direction and ran toward Central Park two blocks away. He glanced back; the car was no longer trailing him.
 
   He ran inside the park for nearly an hour, making his body go further and further and thinking only of each next step. The frenetic run kept his mind off lay ahead today. Finally he exited the park and went back to his apartment. The black car and its driver were across the street.
 
   Brian noticed a text from Nicole saying she was boarding the plane and would see him shortly. There was no checked luggage; Nicole came to New York often and everything she needed was at Brian’s condo.
 
   He regretted that Nicole had to interrupt her schedule and rush to New York, but he would have been in jail last night if she hadn’t convinced a detective to allow her client one more day of freedom. She’s the best criminal lawyer in America. If anyone can figure this out, she can.
 
   At 9:30 Brian went downstairs, no idea what to expect this afternoon. He was dressed in a sport jacket, slacks and an open collar shirt. He didn’t know if he’d be wearing an orange jumpsuit later today but hoped he would be in these clothes when he made his appearance before the judge. The doorman opened the door of the sedan and Brian climbed in.
 
   “LaGuardia, right? American Airlines?” the driver said.
 
   Brian nodded. “Park at the curb and I’ll run in and wait for my friend’s flight.”
 
   He tracked Nicole’s flight. It was over West Virginia and would be landing at 10:35 am. He waited at a Starbucks outside security, watching passengers walk up the long hallway from the gates. Soon he spotted Nicole carrying a briefcase. She was dressed in a black St. John suit with a white shirt. He hadn’t seen her in a month and she looked absolutely gorgeous. She waved when she saw him.
 
   “Hi, stranger. Can a girl bum a ride?” They kissed deeply.
 
   “I’m really glad you came.” He took her case and they walked outside. As the driver headed toward Lower Manhattan Nicole went over what Brian should expect. She explained that once they met up with Detective Calvin he would take Brian from there. It would be up to him if Brian would be put in a cell and forced to wear a jumpsuit. Best case, she said, would be if the officer let Brian wear his street clothes until court.
 
   “I need to tell you what happened yesterday,” he told her.
 
   “Not here. Not in front of the driver. We’ll talk when we get out. We’re going to kill a little time. Arraignments happen between one and four pm so I’m not going to turn you over to Calvin until 12:30. If things worked out perfectly you could be booked and then be brought straight up the elevator from the jail to court. No matter what, I’ll be waiting for you outside the courtroom. The most important thing for you is to say nothing about this case to anyone. Especially Detective Calvin. I’ll do all the talking from this point on.”
 
   The driver took the Brooklyn Bridge and they arrived downtown just before noon. Nicole asked him to drop them off on Broadway and stay in the area. She would notify him after court where to pick them up. They ducked into a coffee shop. They sat and Nicole took his hand. “You manage to need a lawyer pretty often! Are you a bad guy after all?”
 
   Brian wasn’t in the mood for frivolity. Ignoring her comment, he told her about the surveillance video and his alibi. “I sat in the park for over half an hour. That’s not like me, and I’m having scary thoughts. I’m beginning to wonder if I was really in the park at all. What if I had some kind of mental lapse? Maybe I actually did go back to Bijan and hurt Collette.”
 
   “We’ll go through the entire story tonight. For now just stay calm. You won’t have to say anything except maybe to enter a plea of not guilty if the judge chooses to ask you instead of me.”
 
   “Are you certain I’ll be able to get out on bail?”
 
   “Absolutely. Don’t worry about it. You’re accused of assault. Although your situation may be more high profile because it’s a Fifth Avenue case, it’s the same charge as hundreds of people a day get in New York. There aren’t enough cells to hold all these alleged assailants.”
 
   It was time to go. Nicole asked Brian for everything in his pockets, plus his watch, saying, “It’ll be easier not to have anything to pick up later.” They walked to Pearl Street and Brian saw the detective standing next to a black and white NYPD sedan.
 
   The cop introduced himself to Nicole and turned to Brian. “I’m taking you over to central processing. You’ll meet back up with your attorney in the courtroom.”
 
   Nicole kissed Brian and said, “See you shortly, baby.”
 
   Brian got in the back seat of the squad car. There was a wire cage between the front and back seats. “Thanks for turning yourself in, Mr. Sadler. You saved yourself a lot of grief. Same for your attorney, or whatever she is to you.” The car drove less than five hundred feet, around the corner and into a garage area. When it stopped Brian could see a doorway with a sign that read “PRISONERS ONLY.” Instinctively he tried to open the rear door but it was locked. The detective hopped out and opened it from the outside, ushering Brian through the door and into a busy area. The place looked like an ancient hospital waiting room – tile floors, folding chairs along one wall and a series of bulletproof windows that resembled bank teller cages. Behind him was a wall made of bars. There were four large holding cells and people stood at the doors yelling as he came in.
 
   “Hey, pretty boy,” one large man said with a wolf-whistle. “Hey cop, put that one in here with me!” The noise level was deafening and it smelled like floor cleaner, urine and sweat. One cell held only women, mostly prostitutes, Brian figured. Some were dressed garishly and all looked tired and bored.
 
   “Just stay with me for now, Mr. Sadler,” the detective said, and Brian was glad for that. Using an access card they walked through a set of doors and a metal detector into a large room.
 
   “Sit here.” He gestured to a chair at a folding table. He sat across from Brian and got some paperwork out of a folio he carried. He walked over to a fat sergeant who lounged in a chair by a camera on a tripod. “Time to get to work,” the detective said laughingly as he handed papers to the cop.
 
   “Come over here, Mr. Sadler,” the detective said. “You’ll go through a process now where you’re photographed, searched and fingerprinted. Do you have any personal belongings on you? If so this man will take them, give you a receipt and return them when you’re released on bail.”
 
   “I gave Nicole my personal effects. Will I be able to keep wearing these clothes?”
 
   “Possibly. I’ll be back in about twenty minutes and let you know. If’s court’s delayed for any reason you’ll have to stay in a holding cell down here until we go upstairs. If that happens you’ll be required to wear a jumpsuit and be brought over by a uniformed policeman. Hopefully we’re going straight to the Criminal Courts Building. If that’s the case I’ll take you myself and you can wear your street clothes.”
 
   He turned Brian over to the fat sergeant who instructed Brian to raise his arms above his head. He frisked him thoroughly then told Brian to stand against a wall that had a ruler on it to mark Brian’s height. When he was positioned, the cop put a sign in front of Brian with an intake number on it.
 
   This is bizarre.
 
   He was passed to another officer for fingerprinting, then to a third who said, “OK. Strip down.”
 
   Brian removed his shirt, t-shirt and pants, laying them on a chair. He turned to the officer who said, “Everything, buddy. Get your panties off and your socks too.” The officer was putting on a rubber glove.
 
   In what had to be one of life’s ignominious moments, Brian stood naked as the man looked him over, felt under his testicles, then said, “OK. Fun time. Turn around and bend over that table.”
 
   When the humiliation was complete, the cop said, “Detective Calvin said for you to put your street clothes back on for now. Just sit right over there in that chair and wait.”
 
   After he dressed he asked, “May I have some water?”
 
   The cop looked at him and laughed. “This ain’t the Ritz, buddy, and I ain’t your waiter. You can tough it out. You’re in the Jailhouse Hilton now!”
 
   Brian sat for what seemed like an hour but was probably ten minutes. Detective Calvin came back and said, “Good news and bad news, Mr. Sadler. Court is on schedule this afternoon and we’re going right on over. The bad news is I have to handcuff you.”
 
   The Criminal Courts Building of the City of New York was next door to One Police Plaza. Once Brian’s hands were cuffed behind him, the police detective walked him over. They took an elevator to the eighth floor. As the doors opened into a broad hallway, Brian saw over a dozen men and women in orange jumpsuits with the word “PRISONER” on the shirt and down the left pant leg. All were handcuffed like Brian and all were accompanied by police officers. He was thankful for the small favor of wearing his own clothes.
 
   He looked around and spotted Nicole coming toward him. “Hey, how’d it go?”
 
   The detective moved away slightly so they could talk. “As well as could be expected, I guess. At least I’m still in my clothes.”
 
   Nicole said, “This may take awhile. I’ve looked at the docket and you’re twelfth on the list. If they’re all here everyone has to enter pleas and be arraigned. It could take an hour, maybe a lot longer.”
 
   Brian looked anxiously at her. “There’s no reason why they wouldn’t get to my case today, is there? I damn sure don’t want to spend the night here.”
 
   “It should be fine. I’ve been here before and it usually goes pretty smoothly. It’s in their interest to move cases as fast as possible. Tomorrow will be busy just like today, and anything the judges hold over just backs up the system.”
 
   She looked at her watch and motioned to the detective. “You OK for us to go on in now?”
 
   He nodded and the three of them went into the courtroom. He led Nicole and Brian to a cordoned off area below a sign that said, “DEFENDANTS.” They sat and Detective Calvin stood at the end of the aisle. In a few minutes all the other people whom Brian had seen outside in jumpsuits were similarly seated.
 
   Exactly at 1:30 pm a man stood and said, “All rise for the Honorable Judge Marvin Andiamo.” The Judge, who appeared to be in his 50s with graying hair, entered and took his seat. The Court Clerk called off the first case.
 
   Some cases went quickly, some more slowly and some were postponed immediately because one of the parties wasn’t present. It was 3:15 when the Clerk announced, “Case F175948, State of New York vs. Brian Thomas Sadler.”
 
   Nicole and Brian moved to a table in front of the Judge and Detective Calvin walked to a matching table across the aisle, next to a man whom Nicole told Brian was an Assistant District Attorney. The detective whispered briefly to the ADA as Nicole said loudly, “Represented by Counsel, Your Honor.”
 
   “Approach the bench please, Counselors,” the Judge said. Nicole and the ADA walked to the bench. They conversed quietly for a few minutes and returned to their seats.
 
   “What was that all about?” Brian whispered.
 
   She shushed him as the Judge said, “Mr. Sadler, please rise.” Brian and Nicole stood. She pressed a button on her cell phone then set it on the table. “You’re charged with felony assault. Do you understand the charges against you?” the Judge asked.
 
   “Yes, Your Honor.”
 
   “And what plea do you wish to enter?”
 
   “Not guilty, Your Honor.”
 
   Since you are a business owner in Manhattan, and since you have no prior criminal record, your attorney has asked that you be released on your own recognizance. I find that unsatisfactory considering the gravity of the crime with which you are charged. Mr. District Attorney, do you have any objection to bail of one hundred thousand dollars?”
 
   The opposing counsel stood. “That’s satisfactory to the State, Your Honor.”
 
   The Judge then said, “Bail is therefore set at one hundred thousand dollars. If you post bail you are ordered to reappear on May 20th for a preliminary hearing. You must also surrender your passport until then.”
 
   “Thank you, Your Honor.” Nicole stood with Brian as the detective rejoined him.
 
   “Where do you stand on bail?” Detective Calvin asked Nicole.
 
   “We’ll meet the bondsman in the hall. I paged him while the Judge was talking to Brian.”
 
   Brian whispered to Nicole, “I can put up a hundred thousand dollars myself if you give me a couple of hours.”
 
   “You don’t have a couple of hours. You’re charged with felony assault. You have to stay in jail until bond is posted. I know you can do it yourself but it’s just easier right now to use a bondsman. It’s going to cost you ten grand but I think you’d spend that right now to walk free and not spend a single second in a cell.” She didn’t wait for his response. Pushing through the doors into the hall, she looked around and found the man she was searching for. She raised her hand in a wave and a man in a gray suit walked toward her.
 
   “Stay here for a sec, Brian,” she said. Detective Calvin moved closer to Brian as they stood out of the way of the human traffic moving through the hallway. She spoke to the bondsman who finally nodded and walked away.
 
   Nicole looked at the detective. “He’s posting Brian’s bail now. If you don’t mind, can we walk into the Court Clerk’s office and get this finished?”
 
   “Sounds good to me. I have other people to catch, you know.” He smiled but neither of them returned it.
 
   It took only a short time before bail had been posted. The detective read the paperwork the Court Clerk’s office submitted then asked Brian to turn around. He unlocked the handcuffs and said, “OK, you’re free to go. I’ll see you in court, as they say.” He walked toward the elevators and entered the first open car.
 
   They waited for a different elevator car. “How in the hell did you get bail so fast?” he said to Nicole as they rode down.
 
   “I would hope by now you’d think I know how to do my job. Every white-collar client I bring here wants to be out fast. My firm has these bail bondsmen on retainer and they jump through hoops when we call them. I texted this one last night before I went to bed and told him to be on alert and ready to go if I paged him this afternoon.
 
   “The biggest fear to a bail bondsman is whether his prisoner might disappear and leave him having to pay the bail. When bondsmen deal with Carter and Wells they know they can’t lose. The firm guarantees the bail bond. Now we turn right around and collect the entire amount from you and put it in an escrow account. Once everything is settled and bail’s no longer required, we give your money back. Simple, huh? We get great service because Carter and Wells guarantees payment if you skip town. The bondsman is happy because he’s making a fee with no risk. You’re happy because you’re out of jail. I’m happy because you’re happy.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
   The sedan dropped Brian and Nicole at the gallery. Jason Hardesty, the newer of Brian’s assistants, was with a client as they walked through the showroom to Brian’s office. In a few minutes they heard the soft ding of the front door and then Jason stuck his head around the corner.
 
   “Have you gotten an update on Collette?” he asked.
 
   “I called early this morning and they said they couldn’t give me any information.”
 
   “Her father called here for you. I told him you hadn’t arrived yet. He said she’s out of danger but still asleep. They say she’s not in a coma but she had a hard blow to her head. I…I guess you know about that, though,” Jason stammered for a moment as if he’d said something wrong. “Mr. Sadler, I want you to know…I, uh, both Collette’s father and I don’t believe you were involved. That would just be crazy. So if there is anything I can do to help you, and Collette too of course, just ask.” He looked embarrassed and was saved by the bell, literally, as the front chime softly rang. “I’ll be up front,” he said, making a quick exit to see who had rung the bell.
 
   “That was awkward,” Nicole commented.
 
   “It sure was. I wonder if Collette’s father really believes I have no involvement. It’s pretty hard to refute at the moment.”
 
   “Show me the video, Brian.”
 
   Nicole asked him to rerun it several times and she paused frequently to look closely at one frame, then another. She watched the man come into the gallery, then rewound and watched it again, over and over.
 
   “That’s not you.”
 
   “Well thanks for your vote of confidence. But you have to admit it looks like me.”
 
   “It does, but he doesn’t have the same gait as you do. That’s probably not enough to convince a judge, but it does allow us to begin picking at the rest of this to see if there are other things that corroborate my thinking. Let’s think for a minute of every way possible for someone to look exactly like someone else. Give me some ideas – way out of the box is fine – anything you can come up with.” She took a yellow legal pad from Brian’s desk and pulled a Mont Blanc pen from her inside jacket pocket.
 
   Brian thought for a moment and said, “OK, it could be my twin brother.”
 
   “Which you don’t have, but some people believe that somewhere in the world every person has a twin.” She wrote it down.
 
   “The guy has a passing resemblance to me at a distance but up close he’s completely different.”
 
   “That might fly. He’d have to look pretty similar though. Collette let him in and didn’t appear afraid of him even when he was fairly close to her.”
 
   “The guy is wearing a latex mask.”
 
   “Now that’s a possibility. The market for that kind of stuff is pretty specialized, mostly in the spy world, but there are people who for a price can make a latex mask from a photo. It might not stand up to inspection a foot away from a close friend but I hear they’re pretty good even a short distance away.” She jotted a note.
 
   “Any other ideas?”
 
   “Not at the moment.”
 
   “OK, next topic. What did he want so badly, how did he know you had it, and what’ll happen next, since it appears he didn’t get it?”
 
   There was no progress as they considered how and why this all happened. They reviewed the video another time. The man’s clothes were similar to Brian’s but that would have been easy to duplicate. Brian wore dark pinstripes or solids every single day, with a muted tie and a white shirt. When it was cool he wore a trenchcoat like a million other New Yorkers. That’s what Brian had had on yesterday and what the man in the video had on too, except it looked as though he wasn’t wearing a tie. The resemblance to Brian was close but not perfect. But as Nicole said, it had been good enough for Collette to buzz him in.
 
   Brian suggested they run up to the hospital to see if they could find out anything about Collette. They caught a cab to Lenox Hill Hospital and got her room number at the front desk. There was a “No Visitors” sign taped to her door, so they stood in the hall. In a few minutes a lady who appeared to be in her fifties or sixties came out. She looked tired but her facial features showed she was unmistakably related to Collette.
 
   “Excuse me. Are you Mrs. Conning?”
 
   “You’re Brian Sadler, aren’t you?” She seemed friendly enough, especially for a person who’s daughter’s attacker might be standing in front of her.
 
   “Yes. I hope you don’t mind my coming here. Mrs. Conning, I had nothing to do with Collette’s injuries. This is my friend and my attorney, Nicole Farber. We’re doing everything we can to figure out what happened.”
 
   Nicole shook the lady’s hand. “I’m so sorry about your daughter. How are things going?”
 
   “She’s been awake off and on but her short term memory seems to be gone. The doctor says shock can do that to a person. Her father and I can only hope and pray she’ll recover and be the person she was. The doctor says the blow to her head was severe and that she likely suffered a concussion.”
 
   Mrs. Conning looked at Brian intently. “She has enjoyed working with you more than anything else she’s ever done. She considers you a fair, honest and exemplary employer and above that, a friend. She goes on about you every time we’re together. She absolutely loves everything about you and her job at Bijan. For now I’m choosing to believe you had nothing to do with this attack. Once Collette regains her memory hopefully she can cast some light on this whole thing.”
 
   “Please let us know if there’s anything we can do,” Nicole said.
 
   “Sounds like you both have plenty of things to work on at the moment. I hear the video shows that you were there. I don’t understand that.”
 
   Brian started to respond – Nicole held up her hand to him. “Unfortunately Brian can’t really say anything at this point; I hope you understand. All I can tell you is that he was not there. Whoever it was, he did a good job of convincing Collette to let him in. We need to figure out what he was after. Concentrate on taking care of your daughter; I know she’ll be in good hands with you and her father here. Please contact Brian if she wakes up and feels that it would be OK for us to see her. God bless your family, Mrs. Conning.”
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Chapter One
 
   Three months later
 
    
 
   Within a month after the attack Collette Conning had made almost a complete recovery. She returned to the gallery, eager to participate in the Aztec Commission sale. She and her parents conferred with the District Attorney and expressed their deep feelings that Brian Sadler could never have been a part of the attack. In fact it made no sense – he had full access to the gallery, its vault and the items inside – so motive was impossible to establish as far as Brian’s charges were concerned. The Connings refused to support the State’s action against Brian. Without the victim to testify, the District Attorney’s office dropped the charges in a procedure known as nolle prosequi, which gave the state the option to re-file in the future if evidence warranted. The case remained open and unsolved and Brian hoped there would be an answer someday to explain what happened.
 
   The Aztec Commission broadcast on History was a resounding success. Brian went to Mexico City for a total of sixteen days over several trips. He and Dr. Nunez, the archaeologist from the Museum of Antiquities in Mexico City, narrated the show, with voiceovers when the producers inserted video and stills of Tenochtitlan, the ancient Aztec capital where the artifacts were found. Brian thought adding the well-known professor to the broadcast was a valuable decision. He also praised the network’s producer for his editing and presentation of the broadcast.
 
   As Antiques Roadshow appraisers do, Dr. Nunez and Brian had stood next to each artifact in turn. The archaeologist gave a brief narrative as to what was known – the item’s history, provenance, rarity and other interesting details. Brian then added the estimate of the price each of the ancient items would bring at auction. As the show progressed each value was added to a large ticker and the total recalculated. In a dramatic climax, Brian disclosed the final auction estimate at more than eight million dollars.
 
   The show aired on a Sunday night at nine pm and ranked among the most watched documentaries ever. Two weeks later Bijan Rarities held the auction itself, simulcast from three sites so the attendees in each venue could see all bidders and each item up for bid. Brian was on site in New York, his assistants Collette and Jason were at the new Bijan gallery in London, and Dr. Nunez was in Mexico City at Tenochtitlan, where the artifacts were found. There were far more bidders than they’d anticipated, due in no small part to the publicity Bijan Rarities had generated through the History documentary.
 
   The sale was a huge success, exceeding Brian’s estimate and grossing slightly over ten million dollars. The gallery’s percentage was almost a million dollars, but even better was the immeasurable publicity from the television broadcast. The New York Post interviewed the couple that had consigned the Tenochtitlan artifacts for sale. They had high praise for the gallery and its illustrious owner, Brian Sadler.
 
   As Brian spent countless hours on pre-production work for the show and auction, he often thought of Captain Jack Borland. Shortly after they met, Brian had told Arthur although he was committed for these three months, they should talk afterwards. If Jack were still missing Brian promised to help.
 
   Brian had split up the items Arthur left with him. He delivered the box itself to one expert and a gold sheet to each of two others. He guarded their background and provenance carefully. If the gold sheets were truly Mayan they were priceless. Further, the idea that they somehow turned up in Oklahoma added an element of mystery to the story. Brian had to be cautious not to betray Arthur Borland’s confidence or even to potentially endanger Jack Borland, if he were still alive.
 
   The box went to the director of Mesoamerican studies at Columbia University. The educator had spent his adult life studying the Maya society. He told Brian it was likely the item was Mayan. He consulted several reference books and finally showed Brian a picture. It showed a similar box found in Palenque, Mexico at the Temple of the Inscriptions.
 
   The scholar said, “It’s impossible to say with certainty if your box is Mayan, but we could certainly carbon date it and at least confirm the period from which it comes.”
 
   A couple of days later he took one of the gold sheets to the prestigious Bryant Park Museum of Ancient History, having called his friend Anthony Fuselman, who had recently become Assistant Curator for Pre-Columbian Civilizations. Fuselman held a doctorate in archaeology and specialized in ancient artifacts. Brian had read his thesis on the writings of the Aztec and Maya civilizations with an emphasis on whether they came from similar root languages. He was a recognized expert in the symbology used by both.
 
   Fuselman took one look at the sheet and said, “This is incredible. Where did you get this?”
 
   “I’m sorry but at the moment I’m under strict confidentiality with a client and I can’t tell you anything. Hopefully you can still help me. Is it possible that the writing shown here is sixteenth century Mayan?”
 
   “And my payment for this project is…what?” he smiled at Brian. “When are you going to have me be an expert on one of those television shows you produce? I could have been famous by now if I’d been your Aztec go-to guy!”
 
   Brian smiled, knowing the man was half-kidding. He explained that Dr. Nunez’ presence on the show was a capitulation to the Mexican government to allow Brian to remove the artifacts from their country.
 
   “OK, I get it. I’m mostly kidding. Dr. Nunez did a great job and he was the right guy for that production. Just don’t forget your old friend Anthony and the Bryant Park Museum over here, ready to help in exchange for a little positive press now and then!”
 
   They got down to business. Fuselman told Brian the gold sheet might or might not be authentic – provenance would be critical for that determination. Since the sheet had been removed from where it was found, provenance could never be firmly established.
 
   He added optimistically, “That said, the writing and symbols are perfectly correct for Mayan civilization in the 1500s. Do you want to know what it says?”
 
   Although a translation wasn’t critical, Brian listened as Dr. Fuselman explained that the sheet was one of a series. It was the continuation of a story of conquest of one Mayan city by another. “I see no names either of cities or people, but I feel very comfortable telling you this all fits. Unless someone went to a hell of a lot of trouble to create a fake, even going so far as to use a real gold sheet, I’d say this is authentic.”
 
   That was good news. Now Brian scanned a portion of the letter from the Governor of Guatemala, Pedro de Alvarado, to King Charles V of Spain. According to Arthur the letter itself had apparently never been sent. Captain Jack had copied the original during his visit to the archives in Seville, Spain. Brian’s scan omitted enough of the verbiage to mask its meaning but it was still sufficiently long to give a flavor of the writing itself.
 
   He emailed the scan to the Institute for Mesoamerican Studies at the University of Mexico. Since Brian didn’t have a personal relationship with anyone who could authenticate Spanish letters, he had called a couple of colleagues in London who had dealt in similar items. He got the same name from both, a professor named Moreno. Brian asked him if the words appeared consistent with how the letter would have been crafted and written in 1540.
 
   Soon Brian received his response – the letter’s sentence structure, words and other nuances were identical to thousands sent from the colonies to Spain in the sixteenth century. The archives in Seville and Mexico were full of examples that perfectly matched Alvarado’s letter.
 
   Now Brian was convinced he was dealing with real Mayan artifacts and a letter from the 1500s.
 
   Brian called Arthur, told him the items had passed authentication and arranged to meet him the next week when Brian planned to be in London. Over lunch at The Savoy Grill, Brian handed the box and its contents back.
 
   From prior conversations Brian knew Arthur had heard nothing more about Captain Jack. He said, “I’ve gotten things arranged so I can take a couple of weeks off very soon. I’m sorry it’s taken so long but now I’m happy to help if I can.”
 
   “I’m absolutely convinced you can help me figure out this enigma. There’s only one hitch. I wanted to go with you but my mother has fallen ill. She’s getting old and is very frail. As you can imagine, my father’s disappearance has only exacerbated her failing health. Now she’s constantly nervous and jittery. There are no children but me and I can’t leave her at this point.” He explained that in-home care was too expensive so he and his wife were looking after his mother and staying at the family’s manor house outside of London.
 
   Brian expressed concern over Arthur’s mother’s situation and he was disappointed that they wouldn’t both be in Guatemala. He changed the subject, telling Arthur that one of his oldest friends had left the United States many years ago, giving up the corporate boardroom for a more serene life as a charter boat captain on the Belizean island of Ambergris Caye. More recently he and his new wife Odette had decided to buy a hotel in San Ignacio, ironically the same jungle town from which Captain Jack Borland’s expeditions had always begun. Not surprisingly, Brian’s friend Sam Adams knew Captain Jack, just like almost everyone else in the area.
 
   Brian laid out his plans. “I’m going to San Ignacio before the end of the month. I’ll look around and see what I can learn. I can’t promise results but I’ll go into the jungle and give it a shot. I’ve taken my friend Sam into my confidence about this whole thing and he’s happy to help. He’s met your dad and he’s nosing around San Ignacio right now to see what rumors are out there. I’m planning a brief trip to the mountain in Guatemala and he’s trying to work out things so he can come along. His knowledge and background could be a big help.”
 
   Arthur agreed and then mentioned payment. Since he had no funds to contribute to the cost of the expedition or to reimburse Brian for his time, they quickly reached an agreement. It was possible Brian might discover something valuable during his quest to find Captain Jack. If he did, and a sale subsequently occurred, Arthur and Bijan would split the proceeds. Bijan would handle any future sales of items by the Borland family and receive a standard commission for its work. Brian promised within a couple of days to prepare and forward a contract for execution by Arthur and his mother.
 
   Arthur was pleased that at long last something was going to happen. He said, “I wish I had his map, but at least I’ll hire the same two guides who accompanied me, if that’s acceptable. They know which paths not to take and they know how to cut a swath through a forbidding jungle.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two
 
   During the next two weeks the contract was executed and Arthur lined up the Belizeans who would accompany Brian into the Guatemalan highlands and up the mountain.
 
   Over the past weeks Brian had told Nicole everything he knew about Captain Jack and that he was going to Belize and Guatemala very soon.
 
   “Come on this trip with me. We haven’t been anywhere interesting in months and this will be exciting to say the least. Our accommodations will be good – we’ll stay in San Ignacio at my old friend Sam’s hotel – we’ll have a proper martini and a great meal every night we’re in town.”
 
   Nicole had recently finished the trial of her high-profile client in the stock fraud case. The jury couldn’t agree if he was simply naïve or deceptively conniving, so he went free. The government dismissed the case and Nicole’s near-perfect record of acquittals continued. She always enjoyed the frenzy of trial preparation much more than routine client problems and now that trial was over she was feeling a little down. A trip to Central America could be the elixir she needed both for her professional life and her personal involvement with Brian. She agreed to go with the caveat that she could only stay a week.
 
   “I’ll come back when you leave San Ignacio to go into Guatemala,” she told him.
 
   Brian called the San Ignacio Inn and spoke with Sam’s wife Odette. She expressed how much they both looked forward to seeing him and meeting Nicole. He bought two round trip first class tickets on American including a night in Dallas before the early morning flight to Belize City.
 
   Everything he needed fit in a carry-on rolling bag and a backpack. Everything was on time and by 1:30 he was having a glass of wine at Seaview, the hottest new restaurant in Uptown Dallas. Nicole would be arriving soon.
 
   Uptown is a compact area of shops, apartments and office buildings just north of downtown Dallas – this chic restaurant was only three blocks from Nicole’s office and just slightly further away from Brian’s old building that had housed the investment banking operation of Warren Taylor and Currant where Brian had been a broker. Not long after Brian left for Bijan Rarities the firm had shut down after a Securities and Exchange Commission investigation. He occasionally was reminded of those exciting crazy days selling penny stocks and winning huge prizes like convertibles for stupid things like spelling someone’s name correctly. Those were heady, exciting, greedy days – a time when Brian learned the hard way that everything comes with a price. Then his thoughts drifted to the amazing turn of events that allowed him to meet Darius Nazir, move to New York and assume the ownership of Bijan Rarities after Nazir’s untimely death just a couple of years ago.
 
   Brian glanced up and saw a flash of blonde hair heading his way. Nicole could turn heads just by walking into a place and today was no exception. Everyone knew when Nicole Farber arrived. Men and women alike paused to watch this beautiful woman. She made a statement with no effort whatsoever. She carried herself as though she were a woman on top of the world – a girl in her thirties who was already a success. And it was true. She was all those things and far, far more to Brian Sadler.
 
   Nicole was dressed more casually than usual, wrapping things up before her trip, working with her office door closed and no client appointments scheduled. She was wearing designer jeans and black spike heels. A black blazer topped her white button-down shirt – she looked absolutely incredible, just the way she always did to Brian.
 
   She paused and spoke casually to two men at a table nearby. She waved to Brian and walked to his booth. As he kissed her cheek she said, “Hi, baby. Long time no see.”
 
   The waiter appeared. “Good afternoon, Ms. Farber. A cocktail perhaps? Or do you prefer to enjoy the wine the gentleman has ordered?” She chose the wine.
 
   Brian asked the waiter to give them a few minutes, promising to signal when they were ready.
 
   “I’m finished at the office. Let’s catch up, enjoy our lunch and skip dinner. I have ideas for you tonight, Brian Sadler. And they don’t involve sitting in a restaurant. In fact, they don’t involve sitting at all!”
 
   She winked at him and patted his leg. “Glad you got a booth instead of a table. I always want to be as close to you as I can. Especially when I haven’t seen you in a couple of months.” She moved closer and snuggled up. “Man, I’ve missed you.”
 
   As they chatted they finished half the bottle before they ordered lunch. They had plenty of time – it was a leisurely meal followed by coffee. Around four pm Brian gathered his suitcase and backpack and they walked the five blocks to Nicole’s condo at the Ritz-Carlton on Pearl Street. Her assistant had delivered her stuffed briefcase there so she wouldn’t have to carry it to the restaurant. As usual, it was full of work she could handle while she was out of town. The concierge handed the case to her as he held the elevator door and welcomed Brian back to town.
 
   Nicole had bought her two thousand square foot condo on the twentieth floor at the perfect time and from the perfect person. A dip in the real estate market and a motivated seller who was facing foreclosure meant that she paid half what the six-room condominium was worth only a few months later. She had windows on the north and south and a small terrace opening from her living room on the east.
 
   “Care for another glass of wine, Mr. Sadler?” She smiled at him and tossed her jacket on the back of the couch.
 
   “I think I’d rather have you.” He took her in his arms and kissed her deeply. They held each other close, enjoying the moment. She moaned as his hand moved inside her blouse, caressing her breasts. “Good thing you forgot your bra,” he whispered.
 
   “Oh, I didn’t forget. In fact it was very deliberate. Wait’ll you see what else I forgot.”
 
   While they kissed, she deftly removed her shoes and belt and unzipped her jeans. She backed away from Brian for a moment as she wiggled out of her pants. She had nothing on from the waist down. Her shirt came off quickly – now Nicole was totally naked and Brian was incredibly aroused.
 
   “Look what you’ve done. You’ve made me feel like I have way too many clothes on.”
 
   “Then let’s get them off.” As he cupped her breasts, Nicole began unbuttoning his shirt. She removed it and unbuttoned his slacks, zipped them down and off. “Uh oh,” she said, smiling. “You forgot something too.”
 
   “Seems like boxers just get in the way around you.”
 
   Bending down, she took off his socks and now they were both naked. “Brian Junior’s really happy to see me, I think,” she said, running her fingertips up his shaft.
 
   By now Brian could only moan in agreement.
 
   “Follow me,” Nicole said, leading him out to her terrace. “I love this condo because no other owner can see my patio. I’ve told you it makes a great place to sunbathe au naturel. Tonight it’s a great place to get together for something I really want, with someone I really want.” She told Brian to lie on her chaise lounge and she sat on the floor beside him.
 
   “How about a little fingertip massage?” she said as he lay with his eyes closed. She began at his forehead, lightly grazing his skin with her fingers as she moved in circles, first along his cheeks, then his ears, his neck and his chest, moving to his nipples and caressing them until they were hard, then sliding slowly around and around down his chest. He moaned as she moved further.
 
   Brian softly said, “I’m getting all the attention here. What about you?”
 
   “I’m fine, Brian. I’m so glad you’re here with me and I’m so glad we’re going on a trip tomorrow. Tonight’s your treat. I’ll get my turn tomorrow night. I promise. You owe me!”
 
   She climbed on top of him, facing him so he could see every inch of her tanned body. As she slowly settled down on him she groaned with anticipation as she felt his shaft go higher and higher inside her. She moved up and down very deliberately as he joined her rhythm, meeting her and moving together until in one huge rush they both climaxed. In the afterglow, she laid her body on his and he held her tightly.
 
   “I love you. I’ve never told you exactly how I feel, but I love you, Nicole.”
 
   “I know you do, Brian. And I love you too.” She began to cry. “I want to be with you all the time but I don’t see any way we can do it. We’re fifteen hundred miles apart and it might as well be a million. Our lives are a million miles apart too. I can’t live where you live, Brian. And you can’t live where I live. We have to figure this out somehow.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
   The flight from DFW to Belize City’s Philip S.W. Goldson Airport is an easy two-hour trip. Brian and Nicole ate a light lunch in first class and were first down a set of stairs to the tarmac. The humidity and temperature were high but not unlike that of Dallas. They walked to the small terminal building and were guided toward immigration. Soon they cleared customs and walked outside where a jumble of taxis and greeters waited.
 
   “Brian!” Nicole saw a nice-looking guy Brian’s age in a linen shirt and khaki shorts walking toward them. He smiled broadly and hugged Brian. “This must be Nicole,” Sam Adams said, hugging her too. “Welcome to Belize!”
 
   Sam guided them through the parking lot to his pickup, loaded their bags and pulled two brown bottles from a cooler. “Have a Belikin. You’re now officially in my country!”
 
   As Nicole took the cold bottle Brian told her that Belikin beer was an institution in Belize, brewed locally and served everywhere in the country. They sipped on the brews as Sam drove through the busy streets of Belize City then onto the Western Highway, heading toward San Ignacio and the Guatemalan border two hours away.
 
   Nicole checked emails on her iPhone while the men talked about Captain Jack. Sam said that he hadn’t heard anything new about the missing explorer but that Arthur had done his job. The two guides who had accompanied Arthur a few months ago had already contacted Sam and were awaiting further instructions. Brian was also glad to hear Sam was coming along too.
 
   “Everything worked out and I’m in for your expedition up the mountain. I hope my extra set of eyes and ears, and hands for that matter, might help you out. Plus it gets a tiny bit boring playing Bob Newhart the innkeeper. I need a little spice in my life!”
 
   “I’m really glad you’re coming. How soon do you think we can leave?”
 
   “We have to get the provisions. I’ve already begun a list of supplies we’ll need. This kind of expedition isn’t as rare as you’d think so there’s a pretty basic checklist of essentials, and everything’s available in the stores in town. One good thing about the particular mountain we’re climbing is a midpoint rest stop called the Jaguar’s Call. It’s a good place to regroup before the hard climb and we can replenish water and other stuff we need. Back to the original question, I’d say we leave in four days.”
 
   Brian mentioned he’d been told about Jaguar’s Call and its proprietor from Arthur. It was an essential stop, he said, because Jack Borland had been there too. They needed to interview Lucky Buncombe. He might have been one of the last to see Jack before his disappearance.
 
   Nicole tuned in as they talked. “OK guys. When you explorers leave for the boondocks this gal is winging her way back to Big D.”
 
   “Let’s plan to leave on Tuesday,” Brian said. “That gives us four days to get everything ready and enough time for me to show Nicole the sights.”
 
   Sam thought that was fine. “Done deal. On a different subject, I’ve lined up something interesting. There’s a great guide I use whose name is Alfredo. He’s discovered a cave that has ancient pottery and even a Mayan skeleton. He’s been back to it a couple of times since but it’s virtually pristine from the standpoint that no tourists have been there so far. Since we have a little time to kill and I’ve really wanted to see this cave, are you guys up for a mini-adventure on Sunday before our real jungle adventure even starts?”
 
   Brian replied immediately, “Sure!” Suddenly he glanced into the back seat where Nicole was frowning.
 
   “Sweetie, you can stay at the hotel if you don’t want to do this. I know you didn’t plan on visiting an unexplored cave, so make it easy on yourself.”
 
   “I’ll think about it. Sounds a little scary but hell Brian, half of the things you do sound scary to me.”
 
   Finally they turned off the main highway onto Burns Avenue, the main street in San Ignacio. Within five minutes they arrived at the San Ignacio Inn where Sam introduced them to Odette. She greeted them warmly.
 
   “Sam has told me so much about you, Brian. He’s really been anticipating your arrival so I’m glad you’re finally here!” She showed them to their second floor room, one with a balcony overlooking the street. “Usually there’s not much noise from down below but Saturday nights in town can be drunk and late so if you decide you want to switch to a room on the back it’s no problem.” They decided to stay with this one – the balcony gave them a great view of the town and the open French doors provided a cool breeze.
 
   Brian had left Jack Borland’s box and its contents securely locked in his vault in New York City. He brought pictures of the things that were in the box – the gold sheets and the letter to the King of Spain along with a translation into English. Everything was in a manila envelope that he stuck behind a mirror on the wall of their room.
 
   They walked downstairs to the bar just off the lobby. “You must be Mr. Brian and Miss Nicole,” the Belizean bartender said with a broad smile. “I’m Leo!”
 
   Before the evening was over Brian was convinced Leo was the best bartender in Belize if not the entire world. It was hard to get XO Vodka in Dallas or New York and impossible here. But somehow Sam Adams had arranged it and Leo had made an extra dry martini up with a twist, exactly as Brian preferred it. Life was good, Brian decided, ordering a second one and later a third just for good measure.
 
   On Saturday Sam took Nicole and Brian a few miles on the Western Highway to the site of a hand-cranked ferry that took cars and pedestrians across the Mopan River. Nicole took over the crank and moved the ferry slowly across the narrow canal. Soon they were at the ancient ruin of Xunantunich. It was a beautiful morning and Nicole was fascinated to see her first Mayan temples rising over a hundred feet high around a central plaza. Although she professed to have a fear of heights she gamely accompanied Brian, Sam and a guide from the plaza to the top of the highest structure. From there it was easier to imagine the size and former grandeur of this ruined city.
 
   They sat outside for lunch at Rosita’s, a little Mexican place nearby. Nicole went to the restroom after lunch and when she returned Brian and Sam were deep in whispered conversation. “What’s up, guys?”
 
   Brian smirked and winked. “Just planning our afternoon. You’ll have to wait and see.”
 
   Sam drove a few miles down the Cristo Rey Road out of San Ignacio, turned off onto a deeply rutted dirt road and stopped when they reached the Macal River. “End of the line,” he said to Nicole as Brian jumped out and held the door for her. Sam opened the tailgate of the truck and got out two lawn chairs and two towels, handing them to Brian. “See you in an hour and a half.” Nicole watched as the truck headed back on the road they had just taken.
 
   “What are we doing?”
 
   “We’re going to have some sun and some fun in the water.”
 
   “OK. Did you bring our swimsuits?”
 
   “Please, Nicole. Swimsuits? Do you really think we need those out here in the jungle?” Grinning at her, he walked to the edge of the river and looked out. “The bottom is flat and sandy right here, only about a foot deep. Let’s take our chairs out and sit in the river.” He pulled his t-shirt off, unbuttoned his shorts and dropped them on the shore. He was naked except for his tennis shoes. “Come on. Nothing like sunbathing in the nude.”
 
   “You don’t have to ask me twice.” She pulled her tank top over her head, unhooked her bra and pulled off her shorts. She took off her shoes and socks. “I want to feel the sand between my toes.”
 
   They sat in lawn chairs in the Macal River for nearly an hour, talking and enjoying the time together au naturel. At one point they heard the sound of people talking and they looked at each other, wondering where it was coming from. In a moment a canoe came around the bend, manned by a twenty-something couple. It was absolutely too late for modesty, so Nicole and Brian just sat in their chairs and waved as the canoe went by.
 
   “Looks like fun,” the guy yelled.
 
   “Oh yeah,” Brian called back. “You should try it.”
 
   “Thank God there weren’t a bunch of little kids in that canoe,” Nicole laughed as the boat drifted away. “We might have brought new meaning to sex education in Belize. Speaking of that, do you think Sam will be back on time or will he be early? We’ve just finished one exhibition – I don’t really want to give Sam a show!”
 
   “He knows exactly what I had planned for this afternoon. He’ll be on time just like he said.”
 
   “OK then. We have less than a half hour left.” Nicole got up, turned and knelt in front of Brian’s lawn chair. In almost no time his body convulsed as he finished what she had started. “Wow, that was a fast one. You must be into this outdoor stuff!”
 
   “Well yes, I’d say so. When I’m sitting in the jungle in a river stark naked with a nude goddess in front of me doing something like that, I think any red-blooded man would get things done pretty fast.”
 
   “Glad I could be of help.” She smiled and sat back in her chair for ten minutes. They finally got up, took the chairs to shore and were drying off as they heard the truck approaching. Nicole quickly pulled on her shorts, fastening her sports bra just as Sam pulled up. She glanced at Brian – he had gotten his shorts up and was zipping them.
 
   Nicole pulled her tank top on as Brian donned his shirt. “Looks like you had a great afternoon for sunbathing,” Sam said. “Did you see any canoe traffic?”
 
   Nicole laughed. “Yes, actually we did. And they got a great show because they came around the bend faster than we could react.”
 
   “Oh well. Hopefully you weren’t in too compromising a situation!”
 
   Brian replied, “It was fine. We had a blast. Thanks for suggesting this.”
 
   They drove back to the inn, walked to the town square for a quiet dinner on the street and turned in early, hoping the Saturday night revelry in town wouldn’t keep them from sleeping. They had a big day ahead of them tomorrow – after climbing a ruin and sitting in a river all afternoon, they fell asleep quickly and never woke until Brian’s iPhone alarm went off at six am.
 
   Around seven the guide Alfredo met Sam, Nicole and Brian in the hotel lobby, ushered them out to his ATV and they began the two-hour ride to the cave site. The first twenty minutes of the trip was on a paved road. When they reached the tiny village of San Antonio, Alfredo turned off the main road onto a fairly well defined dirt pathway that snaked through a couple of farms before entering a forest.
 
   A hundred feet in the woods the pathway narrowed dramatically. “Watch your arms,” Alfredo said as the ATV brushed saplings on both sides of the road. They rounded a corner and Alfredo cursed quietly as he saw a large tree lying across the road in front of them. “OK, end of the line, amigos. We walk from here.”
 
   “How far are we from the cave?” Sam asked.
 
   “Two miles, more or less. If this tree hadn’t been here we could have gotten about a half-mile closer, but that would have been it anyway. So we haven’t lost much.”
 
   Each person was assigned a backpack. One contained their lunch, another had rapelling gear and there was other equipment for their descent into the cave. Alfredo had extra ropes and equipment that he decided to leave in the ATV. He told them, “This is just emergency gear. No need to carry the extra weight.”
 
   They loaded up and began the hike, stopping occasionally as the guide or Sam pointed out flora and fauna, interesting tidbits of information or to note the tracks of various animals that inhabited the jungle.
 
   “Watch out!” Alfredo suddenly stopped Nicole as she headed down the trail. “Look at the leaf-cutters.” He pointed to a long line of ants marching single-file across the pathway, each carrying a leaf twice its size. “If you interrupt them they can inflict a painful bite.” They stopped to look at a huge bulge on one of the trees. “Termite nest,” Sam said. “They’re very tasty.”
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding,” Nicole laughed.
 
   Sam tore a piece of the nest away and reached inside, pulling out several termites that he picked out of the nesting material and stuck in his mouth. “This is one of the most-eaten insects on earth,” he said, swallowing. “They’re full of protein and taste like nuts.”
 
   “I hope I don’t ever get that hungry,” she commented, astonished at what she’d seen Sam do.
 
   Nearly two hours later they arrived at a small opening. Alfredo stopped and took off his pack.
 
   “We’ve arrived. Let’s put our packs down here and rest for a minute, then we’ll begin our descent.” He handed each person a headlamp. “Please put these on. You’ll need them very soon after we start down.”
 
   After drinking a little water the foursome entered the cave, Alfredo in front and Brian bringing up the rear.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four
 
   Four hours later
 
    
 
   Brian was resourceful. Sitting at the bottom of the cave in the dark, he thought of ways he could save himself. He had no idea where Nicole, Sam and the guide were, but he knew something must have happened to keep Alfredo from returning on time to rescue him. He was concerned for himself but even more for Nicole and his good friend Sam, who both were only along for the ride. It was Brian who had really wanted to see this cave and now maybe they all were in trouble, trapped down here somewhere. Brian thought about Alfredo’s admonition to stay put. If he left this room it would be easy to get lost. Maybe forever. Finally he decided if he was going to get out he’d better think of a way himself. Alfredo wasn’t coming back.
 
   He figured the toughest part of the trip up would be climbing a ten-foot slick rock they had slid down shortly after entering the cave. Alfredo had installed a rope there already but climbing with a bum shoulder would be a challenge. Brian decided he had no choice but to go. The risk of remaining here with no rescue was worse than trying to get out.
 
   He turned on his iPhone and the light from the screen gave him a little visibility. As fast as he could he unpacked the backpack completely to see what resources he had available. There was a small pickaxe, a five-foot length of rope and two carabiners stuck in a side pocket. Most importantly Brian found a second headlamp and two extra batteries in the bottom. Apparently Alfredo had ensured each pack contained minimal necessities for survival or climbing. He’s a good guide, Brian thought. Thank goodness he included this stuff. It may just help me get out.
 
   Turning on the failing headlamp, Brian shut off his phone and put it in his pocket. He coiled the rope and hooked it to his belt, using one of the carabiners. He stuck the second headlamp and the batteries in his pants pocket, had a sandwich and a bottle of water, then he prepared to ascend.
 
   I can always come back down if I have to, and I won’t starve for days. Knowing he couldn’t manage the backpack with his damaged shoulder, he stuck a bottle of water in his pocket and left the pack with the rest of the food and water on the cave floor. He stood at the base of the rock he had fallen down earlier.
 
   Carefully he raised his right arm as high as he could to find out what range of motion he had. He winced and cried out loud as he forced it to shoulder height. He discovered when his arm was raised he couldn’t tighten the fingers on his right hand enough to grip. He probed his right shoulder with his other hand, poking and prodding to see if something was broken or out of place. Hopefully it was just a torn muscle. Optimistically deciding it was the latter, he had to endure whatever pain there was, in order to climb up. Instead of thinking of the seven hundred foot ascent he concentrated on just one rock – the next one. The first ascent, the one directly in front of him, would be one of the hardest. He’d have to to climb up on small stones, face the rock down which he had fallen and raise his arm above his head. If he could do that, he’d face his next challenge. He had to grip the top of the rock and pull himself up.
 
   Brian wasn’t sure if he could lift himself one-handed. If he couldn’t, he’d have to use his injured right arm and work through the pain. He hoped he wouldn’t make things worse and end up losing the use of his arm completely.
 
   What choice do I have? If I don’t try to use both hands I may end up dead down here at the bottom of this cave. So let’s get started.
 
   He climbed up and raised his left hand to the top of the slick rock. He tried several times to lift himself using only that arm. Since he was right-handed and weighed 170 pounds, he got nowhere. He gritted his teeth, raised his right arm to shoulder height, seized it with his good arm and pushed it even higher. He screamed in pain but he forced the arm higher and higher. Suddenly something happened. He heard a click and the pain lessened immediately. He felt his shoulder and decided there must have been a separation that he’d just repaired. The right shoulder area was tender but nothing like it had been a few seconds before. He flexed his right hand and found that although it was still painful, he could at least form a fist.
 
   Brian raised both hands, took hold of the top of the rock and raised himself up. His right arm wasn’t functioning well but with effort he was able to scale the rock. Once in the cavern above it he could walk up. Occasionally he used his sore arm for balance or to help steady himself as he walked back up the pathway he had previously come down.
 
   Soon his headlamp died. He stuck it in his pocket and put the other one on his head. It had taken less than an hour for his group to descend seven hundred feet. Brian knew it would have taken longer to ascend even without injury, just because it was more strenuous work to go up rather than down. After nearly an hour he thought about where he was and calculated that maybe he was about one third of the way to the top. He turned off the headlamp and looked up. He could see no outside light whatsoever; everything was absolutely black. There were many more twists and turns ahead, Brian knew, and no light filtered down this far.
 
   He continued up another fifty feet or so and came to a large room he remembered from the descent. It contained several Mayan pots and Alfredo had stopped to comment on them. Brian’s heart fell at what he saw ahead. Directly in front of him were two broad openings. He had no idea which one they had come down. If he chose incorrectly he had no idea where the other passageway would take him.
 
   Brian looked closely at both openings for footprints, slide marks or any other indication that his group had come one way rather than the other. Both passages were rocky and slick with seeping moisture. Both headed upwards with a steep incline and there was no clue which was the right one.
 
   Here’s where Alfredo would say, I told you so. If his friends and the guide were somehow trapped too then he’d become the rescuer himself once he reached the surface. But if he was lost in a labyrinth hundreds of feet below the surface of the jungle it could mean death for the entire group.
 
   There was always a little pad of paper and a pencil in Brian’s shirt pocket, an old habit of his. He made his choice and wrote a note saying, “Brian Sadler took the left passage.” He left it under a small rock on the floor of the cavern. If the guide returned and Brian was lost at least he’d know which tunnel Brian had taken.
 
   As he entered the narrow passage, he sketched a crude map to help find his way back if it was a dead end. He had noted the time when he started up this aperture. After an hour he was still climbing, sometimes with little effort, sometimes not. Parts of the passage were narrow, so tight his arms rubbed on the sides as he inched his way up.
 
   Soon the passage began to constrict even more tightly. It felt like he was in a chimney – he was certain he hadn’t come down this way but decided he would keep moving up until he couldn’t go further. He could always go back down. At least he hoped he could.
 
   The passageway got narrower and narrower as he climbed. Now he couldn’t raise his hands above his head because there was no room to move them. He was slithering like a snake, arms at his sides, twisting his way up as he found footholds on the rocky sides. Suddenly a wave of nausea overtook him. What if he couldn’t go on? What if this passage came to a dead end? He’d be done when he couldn’t slither any more or when a rock marked the tiny chimney’s end. There would be no further progress. He looked up. There was nothing but darkness above him, lit for a couple of feet by his tiny headlamp. His mind raced – what if he couldn’t get back down? What if he got stuck? What if the headlamp died now? If it did Brian had no way to move his hands to the batteries or the lamp to fix it. He would be trapped in absolute darkness. Suddenly he began to hyperventilate, using up precious oxygen and finding himself breathing his own stale air in the tiny passage only inches wider than his own body. He forced himself to calm down. He took slow breaths and thought about Nicole and the others. I have to find them. I have to be strong. I may be the one who saves us all. Again he prayed and again he slithered upwards.
 
   After a couple of minutes that seemed like hours the narrow passageway began to widen. Finally he popped into a round room about ten feet in diameter and with a high ceiling. This room had a sand floor and there were dozens of shoe and boot prints. Brian breathed a sigh of relief. He clearly remembered how difficult it had been for all of them to stand here together with their packs, because of the tight space. Five feet in front of him were two dark openings in the wall. He felt a momentary jolt of fear – what if one was another claustrophobic flue like he’d just traversed? He didn’t know if he could do it.
 
   Just then something encouraging happened. A bat flew by his head and went into one of the openings. Brian turned off his headlamp and saw a faint glow of light far up the hole where the creature had flown. This was the way out!
 
   Brian sat down and drank his bottle of water. He was excited that he was getting close to the surface but he’d been climbing for well over two hours and the last half hour inching his way up a narrow chimney had taken a toll on both his mind and his body. His muscles ached and his throbbing shoulder was hot to the touch.
 
   He had no idea where Nicole, Sam and Alfredo were but he he had to assume they hadn’t made it back to the surface. If they had Alfredo would already have retrieved ropes and rappelling gear and come down for him. Standing at the opening he yelled each name loudly, then listened for a response. Nothing.
 
   Putting the empty water bottle in his backpack, Brian walked over to the hole that led upward. He moved with a renewed enthusiasm both from having had water and from being pumped up about getting out.
 
   It’s not that far now. You’ve come this far – you can do it.
 
   Facing this last part of the climb was the scariest of all. It wouldn’t be narrow and confined but there was the steep rock ahead of him. He had to navigate the rope with an inflamed shoulder.
 
   If I can’t make it, I’m stuck ten feet from freedom. I could yell but if no one’s there I’m no less trapped than if I were still at the bottom of the cave. My food and water are seven hundred feet below me. I could die of starvation ten feet from the surface.
 
   He forced those thoughts out, concentrating instead on each step that took him closer.
 
   Finally Brian reached the sheer rock that rose over ten feet in front of him, his last obstacle. Shafts of daylight glimmered far above. He shouted again but got no response. He gazed at the rock, trying to decide how to scale it. He stretched his right arm upwards to see how mobile he was. It still hurt like hell but if he pushed himself he could use it to climb. Better a sore arm than a dead man, he figured.
 
   There were outcroppings along the left wall next to where the rope hung down. Brian took out the pickaxe and hacked at one that was about two feet off the ground. He made an indentation in the wall that would be large enough for him to stand on. Putting both hands against the rock face he raised his left leg and put his foot on the rock. He grasped the rope, took his pick, raised it high above him and hacked until he had lodged it into a small hole. He put his weight on the pick, praying it wouldn’t come loose, and lifted himself until he could stand on the small outcropping he’d cut.
 
   The pick came loose as Brian lifted himself on it and he let go of the rope. He fell backwards, landing on his back on the ground. He got up, flexed arms and legs and except for his arm problem everything was working.
 
   Unable couldn’t think of a better plan, he tried the same one again. Holding the rope he raised himself high enough to dig a small hole with the pick and gave it a major last thrust that lodged the axe into the wall. He took hold of the handle and again raised himself onto the small ledge. This time the axe held and he was only four feet below the top of the rock if he stretched his arms out. But what could he do next? He couldn’t remove the pickaxe to make another handhold because the axe itself was the only thing to hold onto. He couldn’t scale the rope because he only had one arm that worked. He was six feet off the ground, four feet from freedom, but it might as well have been a mile. Once again he was stymied.
 
   He looked at the rocky outcropping where he was perched, his good left hand holding the axe handle and his right lightly gripping the rope. Not far above the handle a rock protruded three inches from the wall, enough for Brian to grab hold of. If he held that rock he could use his other hand to remove the pickaxe and make another step higher than the one he stood on now. He could stair-step his way to the top. There was another outcropping above the first one – another place to create another step. This might work.
 
   That was the good news. The bad news was that Brian would have to use his good left arm to hold on to the rock while he fully extended his damaged right arm and shoulder, removed the axe and then hammered it higher into the wall.
 
   He had to try. He extended his left arm and took hold of the rock face next to the sheer cliff. It was firm and gave him a good handhold. This next move was the hardest. He had to steady himself by holding onto a rock, and use his other hand to remove the axe. That meant letting go of the rope. If he did, it would swing away from him where he could no longer reach it. So if this plan didn’t work Brian would have to somehow get back down eight feet without the aid of the rope and without falling. There was no other way. He let it go.
 
   He slowly raised his right arm and gripped the axe handle. Pain shot through his arm as he jiggled it back and forth, finally releasing it from the hole where it was tightly jammed. Now he extended his right arm fully. Tears streamed down his face from the pain as he concentrated on holding on with his good hand. He was eight feet above the ground, his left hand holding a rock above him, his face against the cave wall and his right hand holding a pick. He began to strike the rock.
 
   Every blow sent excruciating waves of pain through his shoulder. He screamed at the first one but he continued hitting the wall. He began to feel resistance after about five minutes and knew he was making progress.
 
   God, help me do this. I know I have no right to ask you for anything, but please don’t leave me this close to the top. Please help me get out.
 
   He closed his eyes, gritted his teeth, drew back his arm and struck the hardest blow he could muster. This time it stuck. The tool was once again lodged in the wall.
 
   Brian tested his weight on the handle of the small axe. At the moment it held. He pulled hard, knowing he couldn’t put his full weight on the handle for fear of breaking it. He had to raise his other foot two feet to the second rock while he held the handle. It was tricky. If he broke the axe handle his plans for rescuing himself were history.
 
   He gingerly moved his right foot above his left, placing it on the next outcropping of rock. This protrusion was a little wider and he got his foot planted solidly. He used the axe handle to raise himself once more. If he fell from this height he would surely break something; in the back of his mind he prepared so he wouldn’t land on his back or his head.
 
   The pickaxe held. Brian lifted himself, using his right arm and shoulder. He worked through waves of pain. At the top, he took both hands and placed them on the overhang of the sheer rock. It was chest height, but he didn’t think he could lift himself with only one good arm. He shined his headlamp around until he found what he needed – a small boulder about four feet away sitting on the top of the cliff face. Holding on with his left hand he removed the rope from his belt, knotted it four times about a foot apart then made a lasso. He tried a couple of times to rope the rock. Third time’s the charm. He tossed the rope and it fell behind the rock. He pulled slowly then tugged hard. It held firmly.
 
   Thank you, God.
 
   Brian held the rope tightly with his left hand. It would have been so much easier with his right, he thought briefly. He pulled himself up, arm over arm, using the knots he’d made. It seemed like an eternity and it hurt like hell but in a couple of minutes he was over the top, lying on his stomach.
 
   From here it was merely an uphill walk. He moved with renewed vigor. Light from the surface was pouring in overhead. One last time he yelled the names of all three of his companions. Again there was silence.
 
   He rounded the final bend and saw the trees that lined the cave opening. He looked at his watch. It had taken him nearly four hours to climb out but he’d made it!
 
   He scrambled up twenty feet to get out of the hole and yelled, “Nicole! Can you hear me?” He heard a groan on his left. Sam lay on the ground, bound and gagged, bleeding from his nose and a long cut on his forehead. Brian untied him and removed a dirty rag that had been stuffed into his mouth.
 
   “Sam! What happened? Where’s Nicole?”
 
   Sam said that two men came to the cave entrance. He had never seen either of them before. One appeared to be in charge. He asked Nicole where Brian was and when Sam told her not to answer he kicked Sam in the face.
 
   “I passed out, I guess. When I woke up the men and Nicole were gone. I don’t know where Alfredo is either. He went down to the ATV to get more ropes to rescue you but he never came back. I hope they didn’t kill him. The guy in charge was on a mission – he wants you.”
 
   “Dammit, Sam! What’s going on? We have to find her!” He grabbed his phone but there was no service. “Does your phone work?”
 
   Sam stood unsteadily. He grabbed the trunk of a tree next to him for support, pulled his phone out of his pants pocket and gave it to Brian. “I don’t know. But when you’re ready I think I’m good enough to start down the hill.”
 
   “Oh God. What am I doing? I’m sorry, Sam. You’re hurt and I’m thinking only of Nicole. Come on. Let’s get you back to town where a doctor can look at you.”
 
   “No. I agree we need to find the others. I’ll be OK. Just check my phone then let’s get moving. Let’s see if the ATV’s there and if we can find Alfredo.”
 
   Sam’s phone also had no signal so they started walking. They had to leave Sam’s backpack; in his condition he couldn’t both carry it and maneuver down the steep hill.
 
   Brian picked up two long sturdy sticks to use for balance. He gave one to Sam and took the other for himself. With his shoulder throbbing he couldn’t grip with his right hand so the stick stayed in his left. He walked close to Sam, grabbing him once when Sam stepped on a root and lost his footing. Later they both fell on a patch of slippery moss but kept on going. Even with their injuries the trip down was easier than the ascent.
 
   As they walked Brian asked Sam to tell everything he remembered. “We have to figure out where they could have taken her. I have to find her. This is all my fault!”
 
   Sam struggled to recall details. “There were two guys – the one with a thin mustache was the boss. The mustache guy did all the talking. When he kicked me the party was over. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I don’t know any more than that.”
 
   “No worries. I just need to get to a phone and call the police. How are you feeling?”
 
   Sam said he was doing better and asked Brian how he escaped from the cavern. An hour later they heard rustling in the underbrush next to them. Brian used his stick to move aside the thick growth and they saw a pair of legs bound at the ankles. They pulled Alfredo from the bushes, tied up and gagged as Sam had been. He was stiff and sore and had a lot of insect bites but he wasn’t hurt.
 
   “I was heading down the trail when I came upon two guys going up. They asked where you were, Brian. I told them I was alone but they knew exactly what they were doing. I think they followed us out here. I’m so sorry. They pulled a gun and threatened to kill me. Where’s Nicole? Is she OK?”
 
   “We don’t know. Are you OK to head to the ATV?”
 
   Alfredo was fine. As they walked he described his attackers and Sam confirmed they were the same men who’d taken Nicole. Finally they came to the rough path they’d walked earlier.
 
   “The ATV’s a half mile away,” Alfredo said. “Let’s move it.”
 
   They stepped up the pace and covered the remaining distance quickly. They spotted the fallen tree and could see the ATV on the other side.
 
   When they reached it they found all four tires slashed. Brian said, “Shit. What the hell do we do now? We’re a million miles from civilization.”
 
   Alfredo and Sam looked things over. The only damage was to the four tires. The ATV started fine and the fuel gauge showed half a tank.
 
   Brian tried his phone again but he was still out of range. “Can we take the tires off and drive on the wheels?” he asked. “Would it work?”
 
   Alfredo shook his head. “We wouldn’t get far.”
 
   “All we have to do is get back to one of the farms we came through after we left San Antonio. Someone has a landline phone. We could even walk it in two or three hours. I have to do something.” Brian’s voice broke as he struggled to get the words out. “I have no idea what’s happened to Nicole but the more time that passes the more danger she could be in. I have to help her.”
 
   Night would come quickly; the trees around them cast deep shadows as the sun fell ever lower in the sky. The time of day was the primary danger to Sam’s suggestion. An unarmed man walking in the jungle is no match for the creatures that come out after dark. It would be pitch black by the time they got to a farmhouse.
 
   Alfredo said, “I’m willing to try to drive on the ruined tires as long as we are on dirt roads. If we can make it to a farmhouse or close enough to San Antonio that our phones work we can call for help. There’s no way I can drive on pavement but this might work. At least it will get us closer to a house. We can’t walk in the jungle at night. There are dangers out here you can’t imagine. Brian, you don’t know what we might find but Sam certainly does.”
 
   They piled into the ATV and Alfredo started it. He backed up and turned around as the tires slapped the dirt path noisily. The ride was so rough they could go less than ten miles an hour. While he could see, Alfredo frequently checked the wheels but suddenly darkness descended like a curtain. Within seconds, they could see nothing except the rutted path in their headlights and trees brushing both sides of the ATV.
 
   Their trip into the jungle had taken almost two hours on the rough back road. Now they were simply bumping along. They could probably have walked faster, but even though it offered no protection from predators the ATV was safer than going on foot.
 
   Brian was lost in thought, running every possibility over in his mind. Where is Nicole now? If they’re using her to get to me surely they’ll keep her safe. But what if they’ve already killed her? He had to find out if Odette had heard from Nicole. His hands shook as he desperately tried to keep calm. I can’t lose her. I just can’t.
 
   Suddenly a large cat darted across the path directly in front of them. His green eyes shone as he looked directly into the headlights for a second before disappearing into the dense jungle. “Tiger cat,” Alfredo said quietly. “Hope he’s not hungry. Or curious.”
 
   Sam added, “That’s what we know in the States as an ocelot. They’re nocturnal, on the endangered list in Belize and usually they steer away from humans. Out here at night in his territory I wouldn’t hazard a guess as to whether he’d be afraid of us. My initial thought, I doubt it.”
 
   They drove for half an hour, making slow progress. Finally the right front tire had enough. In one large piece it tore away from the wheel and flew into the bushes. The ATV lurched sideways and Alfredo stopped immediately. The forest was totally black. Only the gleam of the vehicle’s headlights provided any light.
 
   Alfredo said, “Unless we took off all four tires I don’t think we could continue in the ATV. And I don’t think we could get them off. There’s not enough room on the sides of the path to get to the tires. I wish I’d brought my rifle, guys. I didn’t think it was necessary on a short day trip. I hate to say it but we have to walk. It’s not safe but neither is staying here.”
 
   Brian asked how long it would take to get to the farmhouses. They figured maybe a half hour if everything went fine. He tried to remain calm. Dread filled his mind as he imagined Nicole out here somewhere, the captive of men who wanted God knew what from her. Would she be the same person after they were through with her? Would he ever even see her again?
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five
 
   In 1953 the Alta Vista Consortium moved men and equipment into the eastern Guatemalan jungle in the area known as Montanas Mayas, the Maya Mountains. The company constructed a very basic camp two thousand feet up a mountain. Local workers built six buildings and dug a mine to extract tungsten. A hundred natives at a time lived in a communal structure, ate in a common dining hall and slept in barracks constructed of lumber and thatched roofs. It was a lonely outpost and they were the only humans for hundreds of miles.
 
   The consortium closed the Montanas facility in 1990, having taken as much tungsten as was commercially feasible to extract from the mine. The site was abandoned and soon was reclaimed by the jungle. After several years only a handful of people remembered that the place had ever existed. The site was so remote that no one ever came to see if anything was left of the old mining camp.
 
   Today the place was being used again. With machetes a clearing had been made and three of the old buildings repaired. Inside the former dining hall, a round hut fifty feet in diameter, a single metal table stood in the middle of the building’s only room. They’d welded an iron pipe to each corner of the five-foot square table. It was heavy and the pipes made it easier to move around.
 
   Nicole was tied on the table, face up and totally naked. Her arms were lashed to the iron pipes in the upper corners, her legs to the lower ones. Netting stretched across the room a few feet above her and thirty feet above that was a small hole in the center of the peak of the domed, thatched roof. She could see daylight through it and also through open window holes high in the walls.
 
   Nicole remembered very little of her kidnapping. The three of them had made it out of the cave without incident. They stayed at the cave’s entrance while Alfredo went back to the ATV for equipment. He’d retrieve his pack of ropes and come back in half an hour.
 
   She and Sam had yelled down the cavern’s entrance every few minutes, hoping Brian could hear them. They knew it was fruitless since he was seven hundred feet below but it made them feel better to try.
 
   After awhile they heard someone coming up the trail. Sam looked at his watch. “Wow, that was fast. Alfredo made better time than he figured. I guess he’s in a hurry to get the rescue over with and eat lunch!”
 
   In a few minutes they saw two strangers come around a bend. They were dressed in fatigues and had packs on their backs.
 
   “Hola,” a man with a pencil mustache said, raising his hand and smiling at them.
 
   “Hello,” Sam responded. “Did you happen to see our guide when you were on your way up?”
 
   “Of course we did.” The man smiled again, and pulled a handgun from his pocket. Sam started to get up and the man said, “Perhaps you had better keep your seat, Mr. Adams. There’s no need for you to get hurt and it’s not you we’re after.” He turned to Nicole. “Where is Brian Sadler, Miss Farber?”
 
   “Don’t tell him, Nicole,” Sam yelled. The second man took a few steps to where Sam was sitting and kicked him hard in the face. Sam fell backward and lay motionless on the ground.
 
   Nicole felt her heart racing. “What…what’s going on?”
 
   The man with the gun smiled again. “There will be plenty of time for talk, my dear. One last time, where is your boyfriend?”
 
   “Until you tell me what you’re doing I’m not saying anything.”
 
   The mustached man nodded at his companion, who was standing behind Nicole. Suddenly she felt him reach around her and clamp a dirty cloth over her nose and mouth. She remembered nothing else until she awoke in this room, tied to the table. She had an overpowering thirst and a violent headache.
 
   “H…help.” Her tongue felt thick and her lips were parched. “Help!” she said loudly. Making the word was difficult. She must have been drugged.
 
   Nothing happened and no one came to see about her. There were no sounds except buzzing insects and the loud cries of birds. She had no idea where she was.
 
   She pushed waves of fear out of her mind. I have to be calm. I have to think. I can survive and I will.
 
   Still in a fog, she attempted to reconstruct what had happened. She had a misty recollection of being carried on a gurney and dumped in the back of some kind of truck but that might have been a dream. She raised her head, looking for her clothes, but the part of the room she could see was empty. She laid back on the table and closed her eyes.
 
   Maybe she’d slept. Maybe not. When she opened her eyes there was a man standing next to the table. The man with the mustache.
 
   Ah, I see you are finally awake,” he said in accented English. “I hope you aren’t too uncomfortable.”
 
   Nicole studied him. He was the man who’d taken her – tall and lanky, dressed in khaki trousers, a jungle shirt and a Panama hat. He didn’t look like a kidnapper. He looked like a businessman.
 
   “What do you think you’re doing? Why have you brought me here? Brian won’t stand for this, you know. He’s already getting the authorities and they will find you.”
 
   The man laughed. “Enough questions, little lady. You need to lie still and not worry so much about things. You need to know only this. Mr. Sadler is looking for something that my associates want very much. I’ve been asked to ensure he finds it and gives it to me. Now that you are my guest I believe he will be very willing to cooperate. I expect he will hand over what he finds with no qualms whatsoever. Don’t you?”
 
   “I…I don’t understand. What do you mean, something he’s looking for? He’s looking for a man, not a ‘thing’. And why do you have me spread eagled on this table? Give me my clothes!” Her voice became frantic as she twisted and tugged at her restraints.
 
   “My dear, don’t fight. You’ll just use up your energy for no reason. Your boyfriend is actually looking for a ‘thing’ – something I myself have spent a lifetime seeking. And now another man wants it even more than I. He is very wealthy and is willing to pay a fortune for the chance to own something so dear. He’s hired me to get it for him. And I’ve retained you, so to speak, to help Brian. I will let your boyfriend know that not only am I interested in his finding it but you are as well.
 
   “Now to your second question. Why are you naked? You have me to thank for that, actually. I made that decision myself. There are several reasons. The primary one is so you understand who is in control. It is I, not you, who will determine everything about your life for the next days or weeks. Second, if you should ever try to escape you will not get far, naked in the jungle. Third, it is a special treat for my guards to get to see a perfect American woman in her natural beauty. Just so you know, I have told them they are forbidden to touch you as long as you behave. But they may look all they want. So if you get far more than idle glances you may blame me for that. You are extraordinarily attractive all over your body,” he said, looking from head to toe. “But surely you know that already.”
 
   He laughed heartily. “Enough for now. Here is what you need to know. Listen to me closely.”
 
   The man explained that Nicole would be released from her constraints twice a day to eat and use the bathroom. Her toilet was simply a corner of the room, and the guards would watch her at all times to ensure she didn’t escape. When she was not eating or using the toilet she would be tethered to the table’s four corners.
 
   “You are deep in the jungle, Miss Farber. You may scream as much as you wish. It makes me no difference. No one will ever hear you. Two things I must warn you about, however. If you scream and thrash about after dark it is possible a jungle animal such as a jaguar might be curious about you. Besides the open doorway there are high window openings behind you and also there is a hole in the roof. Things might come in. If a jaguar were to enter this room you have no defense whatsoever except to call the guard, who might or might not be able to save you from a jungle cat. So I caution you to remain quiet at night.
 
   “The other danger comes if your table were to fall over somehow. If you make the table move by swaying or rocking, for instance, and it falls sideways to the floor, the ants and scorpions would eat you alive beginning with every orifice they could find. I assure you it would be the most violent and painful death imaginable…far worse than anything I might dream up myself.” He smiled again. “My men will put oil on the legs of your table every day. That will keep the bad things from climbing up to reach you.”
 
   He pointed up. “See the net over the table between you and the ceiling? It is there to keep insects or perhaps a snake from falling onto the table. If something does happen to reach you please call out to the guard. He should always be nearby.”
 
   The man turned and started across the room. “Wait,” Nicole shouted. “Wait! You can’t leave me like this! I’m going to die here!”
 
   “Most likely you won’t. It is in our interest to keep you alive. The guards will enjoy having you here as a diversion and although they do not speak English, they will respond to your call. Oh yes, one more thing I need to do.” He pulled a phone from his pocket, walked closer to her and held it up. “A little insurance to get your boyfriend to cooperate.”
 
   He smiled appreciatively at her body and snapped a picture of her, naked and bound to the tabletop.
 
   “You bastard! What’s this all about? Why are you doing this? Who the hell are you?” All her fear had gone – she felt nothing but unbridled fury.
 
   “Ah, Miss Farber. Everything in its time. I really don’t care one bit about you. You’re nothing more than my insurance policy. But Mr. Sadler – he’s the important one. I truly am interested in him. Now I suggest you lie back and relax. It is…” he looked at his watch. “…three o’clock in the afternoon. In about two hours you will be released to eat and do your business. Shortly thereafter it will be dark. It is your first night in the jungle. I hope you sleep well. It is better to sleep than to stay awake. Trust me on that one.”
 
   He left the room.
 
   Panic rose in her body as Nicole thought of Brian trapped at the bottom of a cave. The man with the mustache had said he was very interested in Brian. If that were true, surely he would rescue him. Did he even know Brian was there? Had Sam told him where Brian was? Would the man ultimately kill Brian once he got whatever he wanted? She had nothing but questions. No answers. Regardless, she felt she must keep Brian’s whereabouts a secret.
 
   She drifted in and out of a state of slumber. It was hot and she was sweating, although she could do nothing about it with her arms and legs tied to the table. She did notice that the iron pipe holding her right hand was slightly loose. The entire time she was awake she gripped the pipe with her palm, trying to move it. It had a slight give but was still solidly welded to the metal table.
 
   A different man walked into the hut. He walked to her and smiled, showing gaping spaces where teeth had once been. He leered at her body and put his hands above her breasts. She twisted and he laughed but he didn’t touch her. He began removing the ropes around her legs. Once they were free she bent her knees, feeling the blood begin to flow again through her calves and thighs.
 
   The guard untied her arms and motioned to the corner. She sat on the table as he stood a few feet from her, his hand on a pistol in a holster. Sliding her feet to the floor, she stood and walked where he had pointed. There was nothing – not even a pot. She turned her back to him and urinated on the dirt floor. He applauded and she turned around and raised her middle finger to him defiantly. He laughed and motioned her back to the table. She sat, crossing her legs in a fruitless attempt to cover herself.
 
   He handed her a dirty pan with bread slices and a sloppy lukewarm concoction that looked like thick soup. He gave her a plastic bottle with no lid.
 
   “Agua fria.” Cold water.
 
   The sight of food made her stomach growl. She was starving. She sat naked in front of the guard and used her fingers to devour the meager meal. She took a drink of water and nearly gagged; it tasted awful and she thought she’d die from a dread disease if she weren’t killed first. But she had to have it.
 
   One thing had to happen, she thought to herself. I have to get out of here while I still have my strength.
 
   “What are you looking at, you jerk?” she snapped at the guard.
 
   He merely smiled and watched her small, pert breasts move up and down as she drank the disgusting water. When she was finished he motioned her to lie down and he retied her restraints. He took his time with her legs, using the time to gaze at her body. He smiled broadly as he checked her thoroughly. She decided not to waste effort on this so she merely closed her eyes and let him finish his work. He took the pan and bottle and left.
 
   It was almost dark and Nicole felt totally alone. She shivered from fear as she thought about the animals that could be lurking everywhere. If the man with the mustache was telling the truth – if she really was in the middle of a jungle – she could be in serious danger whether she cried out or not.
 
   Sometime during the night she awoke. Disoriented, she remembered a dream that jolted her senses. Suddenly she remembered she’d been scared – she’d heard a terrifying scream. Now she heard it again. It wasn’t a dream! It was real! There was an animal out there somewhere close by, probably a large cat. The dim glow of moonlight filtered through the openings and she looked around. There was a flicker from the doorway – the glow of a fire.
 
   Once again she worked her right hand around the metal post to which it was tied. She spent what felt like hours moving the pole back and forth ever so slightly, hoping to loosen it. She yearned to move her arms and legs more to get the circulation going and she debated calling the guard to see if he’d let her loose for a few minutes. But she remembered her captor’s warning about crying out during the night. So she remained silent and eventually dozed off.
 
   When she awoke it was morning. A new guard was standing next to the table. Once he saw her eyelids flutter he set to work removing the ropes from her feet, then her hands. He offered her his hand to sit up and she accepted, since her limbs were stiff and sore. She sat on the table for a moment then walked unsteadily to the corner and turned to the wall. When she was finished she looked around. Instead of ogling her as the other guard had done, her captor was applying a greasy substance to the legs of the table. Nicole found herself surprised at the gratitude she felt that insects or small animals would not be able to make their ways up to where she was tethered.
 
   She raised her arms above her head to stretch her muscles then quickly dropped them again when the guard began staring at her. She saw the plate and water bottle sitting on the table and she ate standing up this time with her back to the man.
 
   She ate at the end of the table and ran her hand lightly along the metal post she’d worked on earlier. The guard didn’t notice – he was checking the netting above the table. She saw that one of the weld spots had begun to pull apart. If she could break the weld, the pipe would break away from the table and one arm would be free.
 
   Finally her guard said, “Senorita, sientate!” and slapped the tabletop. She sat, and then lay down with her arms raised. As he began to tie her wrists, she moaned.
 
   “Too tight!” she said, wincing. He responded by loosening the ropes significantly.
 
   “Muy bien,” she smiled at him, using some of the few words of Spanish she knew. “Gracias, senor.”
 
   He loosely tied her ankles then he ran his rough hand up her left leg far above the knee, letting it rest there for a moment. This was the first time any of the men had touched her and she shivered involuntarily. He smiled at her and she managed a feeble smile in response. She knew the price for getting her ropes loosened might be more than she wanted to pay, but she had to keep her limbs working if she was going to make it out alive. There might be worse things than death but she was determined to maintain her inner strength – to do anything she had to do to free herself and escape.
 
   Alone again, Nicole began working at the metal post by her right hand. Now that she knew where the weld was failing she concentrated on that area. It was a slow process and she eventually drifted into a restless slumber.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six
 
   Throughout the day Nicole catnapped. When she was awake she was working on the pipe, and by late afternoon she had made some progress. She worried that when the guard came to untie her he would notice the loose pipe so she decided to stop working on it until after she was fed. Once she was tied again she would give it her hardest effort and see if she could achieve success.
 
   As she lay on the table she again thought about Brian. Was he still lost at the bottom of the cave or did Alfredo return to rescue him? She hoped he had but worried that he had run into the kidnappers as they came up the same trail to the cave while Alfredo was coming down. Tears ran down her cheeks as her thoughts turned to what-ifs. What if Brian were dead? What if this was the end of the wonderful relationship they had experienced so far? What if the man who kidnapped her now had Brian also? Please God, save him. Please.
 
   Time passed slowly and Nicole’s arms and legs throbbed painfully. The slightly loosened ropes allowed her to move her limbs a little. That helped but the only relief came when she concentrated on something else and tried to forget her sore body. The insect noises were constant; she undoubtedly really was deep in the jungle. She set her mind to thoughts of escape. How would she free herself from her guard? If she were loose would she find others outside? She doubted it, because she never heard conversation. She sometimes heard noise that sounded like music on a Spanish radio station. She figured they posted only one guard who listened to the radio while he killed time.
 
   How would she get clothes – especially shoes? Were hers still here somewhere? And how would she get out of this place? Was her only route of escape to flee through the jungle? There had to be a road. She hadn’t heard the sounds of a vehicle but also she didn’t know how big this place was. If there were a road, maybe she could flag down a passing vehicle.
 
   She was awake when the guard entered. He was the same man from this morning – the guard who had left her ropes looser.
 
   “Hola, senorita.” His eyes spent plenty of time on the merchandise as he untied her tethers. He released her legs first then her left hand, and was getting ready to untie the rope from the loose pipe. She had to be sure he didn’t discover it so she moved her free hand to her breast, feeling it and pinching her nipple slightly as she smiled up at him. He watched her, transfixed. His mind was a million miles away from a loose pipe with a rope tied to it. That was easy, Nicole said to herself, thinking this might be a means to overpower him when the time came.
 
   She paid a price for enticing him. After he fed her and she had gone to the bathroom he motioned for her to sit on the table and put his nasty hands on her breasts. He felt them roughly, squeezing and pinching her nipples in his fingers. She sat and took it, smiling, putting the scene out of her mind and thinking instead of freedom. I can endure anything. I can endure anything to get away.
 
   After what seemed like forever he motioned her to lie down and he retied the ropes. Once again he watched her naked body instead of noticing that she was holding on to the pipe to keep it from moving. He tied the tethers even looser than before – she was grateful that she could move her arms and legs around somewhat and that her effort to break the pipe would be easier with the rope loose. The guard stood over her, moved his eyes down her body approvingly from head to toe.
 
   “Buenas noches, senorita.”
 
   Now we’re telling each other good night. If I’m lucky, maybe this is the last time we do that.
 
   At some point during the night the shift changed. It was dark when she heard the sound of voices. Two men were talking softly in Spanish some distance away. Soon the conversation stopped; one of the two men had ended his shift and gone home.
 
   For a couple of hours she worked hard to loosen the welded pipe holding her right hand. Finally she gave it a valiant effort and heard a loud snap as it came free. Oh God, please don’t let the guard have heard that. She lay still and quiet for a long time but nothing happened. She figured either he was asleep or too far away from her door to have heard. That was lucky.
 
   She was careful not to bang the metal table with the pipe when she moved her right hand. It was still roped to the pipe as she swung it over her body to her left side. She used her left hand to separate the pipe from the rope, which fell silently to the ground. Holding the pipe with her left hand, she used her right to loosen the other tether. Both hands now undone, she carefully set the pipe on the table next to her. It was about two feet long and over an inch in diameter. It would be a decent weapon for someone who had nothing else.
 
   Nicole untied her feet and she was free. She stood and flexed her arms and legs until they were in perfect working order. It was very dark both inside the building and out. She cautiously looked through the open doorway – there were two other buildings in the moonlight, each of them thirty or forty feet from her. Outside one of the buildings there was a small campfire that had dwindled to dying embers. The guard was probably asleep in that building since she could hear nothing except the jungle sounds to which she was becoming accustomed. It was time to put her plan into action and she prayed that she was right about there only being one man here during the night.
 
   The guard with almost no teeth who had leered at her the first night was asleep in the building nearest the campfire. He lay on a small cot and there was a powerful rifle sitting by the door in case a predator came into the camp. He was supposed to check on Nicole every couple of hours but she was quiet and other than looking at her naked body, there wasn’t much to check on. It was hot so he took off his shirt and trousers and slept on the cot in a dirty undershirt and shorts.
 
   He woke suddenly to sounds of shouting. “Help me! Help me!” Although he spoke no English, he sensed the panic in the words the woman was yelling. He grabbed the rifle and ran the short distance from his building to her makeshift prison.
 
   He stopped short of the doorless frame to her building and yelled, “Senorita! Esta el gato?” Is it a cat? Although he feared retribution if Nicole died on his watch the man standing in his underwear in the middle of the jungle was far more afraid that a jaguar might pounce from the doorway and eat him alive before he had a chance to shoot it.
 
   The woman didn’t answer. He listened closely. He didn’t hear any sounds from her nor did he hear any rustling or movement from an animal. He carefully entered the building, the rifle ready to fire if necessary.
 
   He literally never knew what hit him. Nicole was standing just to the left side of the entrance in the darkest part of the building. She held the iron pipe with both hands above her head – as soon as the guard was inside she brought it down with all her might. There was a pulpy, sickening sound as his skull fractured and he fell to the ground without a sound. She knew he was dead and was surprised that she felt nothing but relief.
 
   Nicole grabbed his rifle and ran outside. Naked, she walked to the building she had watched him leave and carefully looked in. There was a cot near the door and the man’s clothes and shoes were sitting on the floor in a heap beside it. There were other cots, some lockers and furniture but there were no other people. She ran to the third building. It contained a stove and an old-fashioned icebox and a rickety table with some chairs around it.
 
   She was alone. Thank God for that. She went back to the building with the cot and rummaged through the lockers. She found her clothes and her totally dead iPhone. Nicole put on her clothes and the guard’s combat boots, thinking they might be more functional than her own shoes if she had to run through the jungle. She glanced again at her phone, bitterly disappointed, but she doubted she would have had a signal anyway. She stuck it in her pocket. Once she got away she could work on finding Brian. She hoped that he wasn’t still lost in the cave after all this time. If he was it could be too late.
 
   Nicole went back to the dead guard’s body and gingerly removed his wristwatch, averting her eyes from his ruined head. It was almost midnight. If the shift change had happened after dark it was possible no one would come back for twelve hours. On the other hand, after daylight all bets were off. Anyone could show up and anything could happen. She only had a few hours to decide what to do next.
 
   She rummaged through the guard’s pockets and found a little money. It was Guatemalan, a good indicator that she was no longer in the country where she had started out. She stuck the money in her pocket along with the watch.
 
   Keeping the rifle ready, Nicole walked the perimeter of the camp. Since the moon was almost full she could see clearly. The place was very high – on top of a hill or a mountain. There were no lights in the distance so she figured it was really remote. On the first day her captor had told her she could yell all she wanted – that alone was a sign there was no one around.
 
   A road led away from the site down a steep hill. She followed it for a hundred feet and saw a clearing. There was a tired old Toyota 4Runner parked there! The car was parked so far from the camp that she knew why she had never heard an engine.
 
   She looked inside. The key was in the ignition. Nicole jumped in and turned the key. The vehicle started immediately and she saw that the gas tank was over half full.
 
   She turned the car off, hopped out, ran back up the hill and looked in the icebox. There were sandwiches that looked old and stale and bags of chips lying on the table. She guessed those were the guards’ food. She left that stuff but took three large bottles of water and a backpack that had a few basic tools in it. You never know what you’ll need. She tossed everything plus the rifle and her shoes in the back seat and turned the Toyota around and drove away, hoping she wouldn’t run into one of the bad guys coming up.
 
   The rough road had only recently been dozed out of the jungle. The SUV brushed branches on either side as she bounced down the hill. After what must have been two or three miles she came to an intersection with a two-lane asphalt road. She looked at the moon; morning was only a few hours away so it had to be in the west. She turned left on the road going what she figured was east. In a few miles she saw a sign that indicated Tikal was one direction, Melchor de Mencos the other. She now knew she was in Guatemala. She also knew how to head back toward Belize; Sam had said that Melchor was the first Guatemalan town just beyond Belize’s western border, and San Ignacio was only a few miles from it. All that was great except that Nicole was on the wrong side of the border. She turned east on the road and headed for the little town of Melchor de Mencos, the town on the Guatemala side of the western border station into Belize.
 
   She had no passport, no money except for what she had taken from the guard and no entry documents for Guatemala. There was no way they would let her cross into Belize without papers so she needed help. She had no idea where Brian, Sam and Alfredo were. She would have called the San Ignacio Inn to talk to Odette but she didn’t know the number. Escape was her primary goal – she couldn’t help the others unless she got away from her kidnappers and back to Belize. She decided to call her office.
 
   Worried that someone might recognize the old Toyota she had appropriated, she parked it in an alley off the main street in Melchor, noted its tag number and locked it up. The sun was rising; nearby she heard roosters crowing as she walked a block to the main road. She went from shop to shop until she found what she needed – an Internet café. The sign said the shop opened at 7 am. She had an hour to kill.
 
   She needed coffee but had no idea what the bills she’d taken would buy. Her craving for caffeine finally overcame her concern. A teenage girl had just unlocked the front door. She spoke to Nicole in Spanish.
 
   Nicole replied, “Do you have coffee?”
 
   The girl looked at her blankly for a moment, not understanding a word she said, but finally it clicked.
 
   “Un café?” she said, smiling.
 
   Nicole nodded and watched the girl take boiling water off a stove, use an old one-cup coffee press and brew her drink. It smelled wonderful and she held out a bill.
 
   “No es suficiente,” the girl said.
 
   Nicole shook her head, not following the Spanish, and the girl said in broken English, “One more, senorita. Por favor.”
 
   “Oh, OK,” Nicole smiled weakly and pulled another bill out. The girl took the money and handed her change.
 
   She took her coffee and sat down on a curb half a block from the alley where the SUV was parked. Now that she knew two of the brown bills were about enough for a cup of coffee she could determine the value of the other bills she had. She had plenty of money for an hour on a computer and a recharge for her iPhone.
 
   She watched as a couple of people walked past the alley, looked down and gave the Toyota a stare. One even walked up to it and glanced inside. She was glad she had left the rifle covered with a tattered blanket – she figured the man was casing the vehicle to see if he could steal something. She couldn’t afford to stop him and make a scene but when she stood up he saw her, turned and walked away down the quiet street.
 
   At seven Nicole walked to the Internet café, entered and said, “Do you speak English?”
 
   “Yes, a little,” a kid behind the counter replied.
 
   “I need to charge my phone.” She held it up and pointed to the place where the charger plugged in. “And I want an hour on the computer. How much?”
 
   He replied in Spanish – she didn’t understand so she handed him the largest bill she had. It was enough – he made change, pulled a phone charger from under the counter and handed it to her. He took her to a computer and pointed to the power strip behind the monitor and at the phone. She nodded, sat down and plugged it in. Nothing happened for a moment but then the phone began charging.
 
   Nicole opened her mail account on the computer and used Skype to call Ryan Coleman, her assistant at Carter and Wells. It was a little early for him but she hoped he was there. She left a voicemail saying she’d call back every fifteen minutes until she reached him.
 
   Finally Ryan answered. “Good morning, Miss Farber. I think I just missed your last call so I waited by the phone for this one. What’s up?”
 
   “Ryan, what day is it?”
 
   He laughed. “I beg your pardon? Have you had too many margaritas?”
 
   “Dammit, this is no joke, Ryan. What day is it?”
 
   He got serious quickly. “Uh, it’s Wednesday.”
 
   She had been kidnapped on Sunday. Three days ago.
 
   She briefly said what had happened. She said she was in Melchor de Mencos on the eastern border of Guatemala and needed to get back into Belize fast despite having no passport, no exit papers showing she had ever left and almost no money.
 
   He was astonished. “Are you OK?”
 
   “I’m good but have to go. Talk to Mr. Carter as soon as you can. He’ll think of something. And try Brian’s cell phone. If you can’t reach him call Bijan in New York as soon it opens. Ask Collette if she’s heard anything from him.”
 
   Randall Carter was the founder and name partner of the law firm where she worked. He was also one of the most politically well-connected people in Dallas. He had forsaken the family oil business for a law degree. Thanks to generations of family connections the firm he started had prospered from its first day. The Carter name was everywhere in Dallas, the latest being the city’s new symphony hall and a wing in the Science and Nature Museum, just two in a long line of places bearing witness to millions of dollars the family spent on charitable causes in the Metroplex every year.
 
   “I rode up the elevator with Mr. Carter when I came in this morning. I’ll go see him right now. What else should I do? Should I ask him to try to find out who captured you and where you were being held?”
 
   “First get me out of here. I’ll give you as much as I can about where I’ve been.” She told him as much as she could remember about the camp where she’d been held captive. She didn’t mention the dead guard.
 
   “Brian, you have to hurry. I need to get away before they find me. Just concentrate on getting me out of Guatemala. Call my phone in exactly one hour. If for any reason I don’t answer, presume something’s gone wrong.”
 
   She told him she was at an Internet cafe, gave him the location and tag number of the Toyota SUV she’d stolen and said she would be laying low in town until his call.
 
   She leaned back in the chair. Three days. She’d been in the jungle for three days. Again she wondered where Brian could be. The last thing she knew was that he was waiting for rescue at the bottom of a cave. What if her kidnapper had killed all of them? Since he was stranded deep in the cavern, what if Brian died of starvation? She began to feel a rise of panic and forced herself to calm down.
 
   Nicole. Get a grip. You can’t help Brian unless you think clearly and you get yourself out of this jam. So keep your head on straight.
 
   She looked at her phone – it was charging fast. She called Brian’s phone but again got nothing – it went straight to voicemail. She left a message telling him she was all right and asking him to call her. She ended by saying, “I love you. Don’t leave me, baby.”
 
   She checked mail – maybe Brian had emailed her somehow. If he were alive and had been rescued, then he also had no idea where she was.
 
   There was no mail. She sent one to him explaining what had happened and where she was. She said she hoped to be back in Belize shortly.
 
   Nicole prayed she would see him soon. She couldn’t consider any alternative. She wouldn’t let herself think he might be gone forever.
 
   She accessed the website of Sam’s hotel and got Odette’s email address. She sent Odette a copy of the mail she’d sent Brian, so she’d know where Nicole was.
 
   Once her phone was fully charged and her our on the computer was up she logged out, dropped the phone charger off at the desk and left.
 
   It was hot in this dusty border town. Now that it was mid-morning there was activity everywhere. People walked down the dirt streets leading donkeys and carts loaded with straw, fruits and vegetables. She looked in both directions, keeping her eyes peeled for anyone who might appear interested in her. She didn’t see a man with a pencil mustache standing inside a store across the street watching her intently through a store window.
 
   Nicole strolled nonchalantly down the opposite sidewalk toward the alley where the Toyota was parked. She glanced at it and saw everything looked just as it had when she left it. Then she turned right at the next corner, aimlessly killing time until Ryan’s call.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven
 
   Ryan Coleman was a highly intelligent paralegal with a master’s degree from SMU. He knew how dangerous Nicole’s situation was and he rushed to Randall Carter’s office three floors up. He told Carter’s assistant there was an emergency involving Nicole Farber and he must speak with him immediately.
 
   The assistant sent a message, stood and ushered Ryan through massive double doors into her boss’s office. Ryan was surprised at its opulence. The office was easily fifteen hundred square feet and wrapped around two sides of the building, its floor to ceiling windows giving incredible views of downtown Dallas.
 
   Carter was on the phone. His assistant motioned for Ryan to sit.
 
   “Governor, I’m sorry to interrupt but it seems we have some sort of crisis here. May I call you back shortly?”
 
   He turned to Ryan. “What’s going on with Nicole? Isn’t she on vacation in Belize?”
 
   Ryan told him everything he knew. Carter was concerned.
 
   “This is serious news and I’m afraid we don’t have much time. I’m worried about the men who are after her. Stay outside in the waiting area while I make a couple of calls. If I haven’t gotten back to you by the time you’re supposed to call Nicole, come back in here and we’ll get her on the line.”
 
   Once Ryan stepped out, Randall Carter hit a speed dial number on his phone and spoke to a United States Senator on his private office line. He made it brief – he needed help getting one of his partners rescued from an emergency situation at the Guatemala border with Belize. He told the Senator she had escaped from a kidnapper and her papers and passport were stolen. She needed safe passage back into Belize. He emphasized that time was critical and his partner believed herself to be in grave danger.
 
   Less than ten minutes later Carter’s assistant forwarded a call from the United States Ambassador in Belmopan, the capital of Belize. The Ambassador advised that he would contact his counterpart in Guatemala City and that he would send his first deputy to Melchor de Mencos to personally escort Ms. Farber back into Belize under diplomatic immunity. Once back, he would arrange a new passport for her within 24 hours. His deputy would leave now and he would likely be in Melchor on the Guatemala side in less than an hour, barring traffic problems on the Western Highway, the only road leading from the capital to the border forty-five miles away.
 
   Randall Carter brought Ryan back into his office. He tasked the assistant with gathering things the Ambassador needed – Nicole’s passport number, her flight information for her trip to Belize and where she was staying in San Ignacio.
 
   “How much time until we call Nicole back?” Carter said.
 
   “About ten minutes, sir.”
 
   “Stay here so we can make the call on time. Then get the information I need for the Ambassador and email it to me immediately. I’ll call him back and he can advise his deputy who’s going to find Nicole.”
 
   Randall Carter dialed Nicole’s phone exactly when she had instructed. It rang six times and went to voicemail. He tried again, then a third time. Nicole didn’t answer.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight
 
   Five minutes before Ryan was supposed to call, Nicole again walked to the alley where the SUV was parked. As she peeked into the alleyway she saw an obese policeman in a dirty uniform, shirttail hanging out over his belt. He stood on the driver’s side of the Toyota and peered inside. Nicole stopped but not before he noticed her.
 
   “Senorita,” he called, motioning to her to come to the car. “Senorita, necesito hablar con usted.” I need to speak with you.
 
   Summoning almost all the Spanish she knew she replied, “No hablo espanol.”
 
   “No hay problema.” She approached and in heavily accented English he said, “This is your car, yes?”
 
   “Uh, yes. It’s actually a friend’s car. I borrowed it.”
 
   “Your passport, please.”
 
   “I…uh, actually I left my passport in the hotel,” Nicole stammered. “Everything is bueno. No problema.”
 
   She managed a feeble smile as her phone began to ring. Turning away from the man she said, “I need to take this.”
 
   Before she could answer he grabbed her wrist and said, “No es bueno, senorita. It is not good for you. You will come with me.”
 
   Running was smarter than being detained, she quickly decided. She turned and ran directly into a man standing behind her whom she hadn’t realized was there. She was startled to see the man who had originally kidnapped her, dressed in a linen suit and wearing the same straw hat.
 
   “Muchas gracias, Senor,” the man with the mustache said to the slovenly officer. He smiled as he gave the policeman a wad of bills. “Muchas gracias.”
 
   “Help! Help! I’m an American! Help me!” Terrified, Nicole yelled as loudly as she could. People walking in the street turned and looked her way but with the policeman standing right there no one chose to become involved.
 
   The man in the suit gripped Nicole’s upper arm tightly. As he pulled her toward the Toyota she heard a loud voice say in Spanish and English, “La policia Federal! Federal Police! Release that woman!”
 
   Three men ran down the narrow alleyway. Two of them were dressed in crisp brown uniforms and had rifles slung over their backs. The third, the one who had yelled, wore a coat and tie and had a badge on a lanyard around his neck. They ran to Nicole.
 
   “Stop those people!” she shouted as her kidnapper and the policeman disappeared around a corner a half block away. But the three men ran to her.
 
   Displaying an identification card, the man wearing the suit said, “Ms. Farber, I’m Ronald Singleton, Deputy Ambassador for Foreign Affairs at the US Embassy in Belize. You have some very important friends in the States who are interested in only one thing – your safety. We’re in a strange situation here. I have authority only inside Belize – I have no jurisdiction to order these Guatemalan Federales to do anything so let’s just get you out of here and back to San Ignacio. We’ll let the local officers here in Melchor worry about finding your abductors.”
 
   She relaxed once she was safely inside the embassy’s black Nissan sedan. She asked if the deputy could get her back without a passport.
 
   “Absolutely. Fortunately there’s no need for documents when you’re in the hands of the American government. We’re traveling under diplomatic immunity. May I ask you about the others? Once you were reported missing…”
 
   “I was reported missing? When?”
 
   “Two days ago, by Odette Adams, the owner of the San Ignacio Inn. She named four missing persons – two Belizean nationals, one of whom is her husband Sam, and two Americans – you and a man named Brian Sadler.”
 
   Nicole figured the other Belizean national would be the guide.
 
   “Have they found the others?” she asked hopefully.
 
   “I don’t know. Missing Americans aren’t in my direct area of responsibility, so I wouldn’t have heard. Surprisingly, people disappear more often than you’d think, and it usually involves getting lost in the jungle or staying out overnight at some local person’s house after getting drunk in a bar. Violent crime in Belize is extremely rare and usually drug related. I wouldn’t worry too much. Your friends may be back at the hotel when you get there. We should arrive in less than a half hour. There’ll be some paperwork to deal with but we can save that for later. I’ll leave you to unwind and get back with you in a day or so.”
 
   Nicole thanked him then picked up her phone. First she called the Dallas number that she had missed several times earlier. It was Randall Carter’s private line and he picked it up on the first ring.
 
   “My God, Nicole. Are you all right?” he said loudly.
 
   “I’m OK, I’m OK, Mr. Carter. I’m safely in the hands of the American Embassy. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your facilitating my rescue.” Nicole explained to him what had happened, and said she didn’t know where Brian was.
 
   The deputy motioned to her as they approached the border. “You’ll need to hang up for a moment,” he whispered.
 
   She told Randall Carter she’d keep in touch and disconnected as their car stopped at the Guatemalan border station. The driver lowered his window and presented diplomatic papers to a guard with a semi-automatic rifle slung on his back. A few words were exchanged and without a single glance into the back seat where Nicole and the Deputy Ambassador sat, the car was waved through. Three minutes later a similar scenario played out on the Belize side and the car sped down the Western Highway in Belize heading toward San Ignacio.
 
   While they were clearing the border Nicole asked the Deputy Ambassador if he had the phone number for the San Ignacio Inn. He gave it to her.
 
   The desk clerk answered and immediately transferred the call to Odette. Nicole could hear the fear in her anxious voice.
 
   “I’m so glad to hear from you! I’ve been worried sick. I got your email. Can I talk to Sam?”
 
   “He’s not with me, Odette. I’m back in Belize on the way to the hotel. You’re saying Brian and Sam are still missing?”
 
   Her voice became shrill, tense. “You’re not with them?”
 
   “I’m not. I’m scared to death Brian is trapped in the cave. And Sam. God, Odette. Where is he?”
 
   “No one has heard from any of you since you left here Sunday to go to that new cave. Searchers are looking everywhere. They found Alfredo’s ATV in the jungle but no sign of you. I filed a missing persons report with the Federal Police and the Embassy. I need to go – I have to tell the police I’ve heard from you. I’ll talk to you when you get here.” She hung up abruptly.
 
   When they arrived at the San Ignacio Inn, Deputy Ambassador Singleton went inside with her. As Odette rushed up to hug her Nicole glanced at a uniformed police officer sitting in the lobby.
 
   Singleton handed her a business card. “I’ll call you tomorrow to finish up the paperwork and deliver your replacement passport. Meanwhile if there’s anything further we can do please don’t hesitate to contact me.”
 
   “Thanks for all you’ve done. I can’t imagine where I’d be right now if it weren’t for your showing up at just the right time.”
 
   Once he left Odette gestured toward the policeman and said, “Nicole, this officer wants to talk to you about the others.”
 
   The officer took notes as Nicole told him about Brian’s injury at the bottom of the cave and about her abduction. Once she finished he commented that there was considerable difficulty with this particular case because of where the abduction happened.
 
   “The border is not well defined in the area where the cave is. We are dealing with two different countries, Belize and Guatemala. We know where the cave is, so it is clear you were kidnapped in Guatemala. There is also Alfredo’s ATV. It was a couple of miles away from the cave, probably in Belize although that’s not certain. As I said, the border is not easy to determine when one is in the jungle.
 
   “We have a major problem, Senorita Farber. Although we are concerned about Mr. Sadler and our two Belizean citizens, we have no legal right to search for them in another country. Until I heard your story today, no one was certain if a crime had occurred at all. The officials in Guatemala have so far chosen to ignore our inquiry. But you were kidnapped at the entrance to a cave that is definitely in Guatemala. Now I can contact the police in Melchor and ask them to start searching for your friends and to look in the cave for Senor Sadler.
 
   “I want to be frank with you, Senorita. We can hope the Guatemalan authorities will be interested in helping us. Sometimes such requests are honored, other times they resent what they see as our intrusion into their business and we are ignored.” He looked at Odette. “Senora Adams, I will get to work on this and be back in touch with you if we have anything to report.” The policeman turned and walked out.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine
 
   Last Sunday night while Nicole was tied to a metal table in the jungle, the rest of her party had decided to abandon the damaged ATV and walk out of the jungle. Brian, Sam and Alfredo donned headlamps. There were two more in the glove box of the ATV plus a small LED flashlight. They walked down the path. The darkness was intense – tall trees reached toward the sky on both sides of the road and the only light was the dim glow from three headlamps as they walked.
 
   “Remember when we came in?” Sam asked. “There was an open field before we came to the jungle. It probably won’t be too long until we get back to it and things should be easier. At least we’ll have moonlight once we get there.”
 
   “It is easier to see once we get out of the forest, that’s true,” Alfredo replied quietly. “Easier both for us and for anything that wants to find us. How do you say it in English? A sword with two edges?”
 
   Noise was everywhere – Brian was surprised how loud it was after dark. Insects buzzed mightily and the men frequently heard the rustle of things moving about in the thick growth of trees and bushes only a few feet from them. As he walked Brian kept thinking about Nicole. I have to be strong so I can get out of here and find her.
 
   His mind was turning over possibilities, ways he might locate Nicole, how to learn what might have happened, when he suddenly snapped back into reality. Alfredo was walking in front. He stopped in his tracks and whispered, “Shit. Baalum.”
 
   Sam put his arm out in front of Brian. “Stop now,” he hissed. “Don’t move.”
 
   Brian was in the back. It was so dark he couldn’t tell what Alfredo had seen. He whispered, “What is it? What’s Baalum?”
 
   Sam shook his head and whispered, “Shh. It means “king” in Mayan. It’s what the locals call a jaguar.”
 
   Brian peered ahead and saw two gleaming eyes. He could barely make out the sleek form of the cat standing fifty feet ahead of them in the road.
 
   Alfredo took a few steps backwards until he was with the others. “Stay together,” he said. “It’s very rare to see a jaguar and he’s probably curious. Aim your headlamps into his eyes. If he were interested in killing us we wouldn’t have seen him until it was too late. He was probably crossing the path and we’re simply an inconvenient distraction.”
 
   They stood in a line elbow to elbow across the path and watched as the beautiful animal slowly turned his head away from them. Suddenly he uttered a terrifying, ferocious roar and walked slowly into the forest.
 
   “Holy crap,” Brian said. “What the hell was that roar about?”
 
   “Just establishing that he’s the king. This is his jungle, not ours. He didn’t know for sure about us but decided to let us know who was boss.”
 
   “Is it safe to keep walking?”
 
   Sam and Alfredo talked for a minute, deciding that there was nothing to lose by moving on down the road. Since they had no weapons, if the cat wanted them they were as good as dead no matter what.
 
   Soon they reached the open field. They could see lights from a house across the expanse.
 
   “Let’s pick up the pace,” Alfredo said, “but still walk, don’t run. We don’t want to attract a predator.”
 
   Staying close together, they walked through waist-high grass. On the other side was a crude farmhouse with an old Land Rover sitting in the yard. They knocked on the door and heard someone turn a lock. A local woman stood in the open doorway, a frantic look on her face.
 
   Alfredo conversed quietly with her in a mixture of Spanish and Mopan, the local dialect that many people in the area spoke. She said something then closed and locked the door, leaving them standing outside.
 
   Alfredo said, “She will let us use the telephone but she is very afraid of something, I think. Maybe us. She says to wait here.”
 
   Suddenly the door opened. A man holding a pistol said, “Come in, gentlemen.”
 
   Sam yelled, “You! Brian, this is the guy who assaulted us!”
 
   “Calm down, amigo. My issue is not with you. It’s Mr. Sadler here that I want.”
 
   “What do you want with me?”
 
   “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” He gave a low whistle and a second man with a pistol thrust the old woman into the living room.
 
   “Why hurt this woman? What’s going on?”
 
   “The woman has no part in this,” the man with the mustache replied. “This is the first house you three would come to if you were walking from the cave. I knew you would come here to call for help. And here you are!”
 
   To demonstrate my good intentions, my friend here and I will put away our weapons. He spoke a few rapid words in Spanish and they holstered the guns. “Now I will explain myself.”
 
   Suddenly Alfredo rushed to the man with the mustache, grabbed his pistol and held it on him. Brian was surprised the man didn’t appear to be concerned in the least. In fact he said something that astonished all of them.
 
   “Ruiz, hand over your weapon,” he told his man. He looked at the boss quizzically but did as he was told.
 
   Brian took the gun and said, “OK, what the hell’s going on? Alfredo, tell the woman to call the police!”
 
   “The one thing I know you will not be doing is calling the authorities. In fact it’s time to put down the guns.”
 
   “Fat chance,” Sam smirked. “I don’t know why you let us take your pistols but that was a dumb-ass move.”
 
   “I no longer need weapons to control you. Why, do you ask? Because, gentlemen, I am holding Nicole Farber as my prisoner.”
 
   Brian grabbed the man’s shirt and hit him squarely in the jaw. “Where is she? Talk, you bastard, or I’ll kill you.”
 
   The man rubbed his jaw. “Back off, Mr. Sadler. I am going to show you something. This is something you may not want your friends to see. It is a very personal picture of your girlfriend.”
 
   He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a cell phone. He clicked a few times and handed it to Brian. Brian looked at Nicole’s picture. She was naked, each of her limbs tied to a corner of a metal table. She didn’t look afraid – her face was contorted in anger. Even as he feared for her safety Brian thought about how much fight Nicole had in her, how she would try with every ounce of energy she had to free herself from captivity. If she could. If she were even still alive.
 
   Brian started hyperventilating but took a deep breath. “You’ll never escape me if she gets hurt. I will track you down anywhere you go. I will find you and kill you myself.” His voice shook with emotion as he passed the phone to Sam, then Alfredo. Naked or not, they had to see what she was facing.
 
   Sam spat, “You bastard. You’ll regret this.”
 
   The man laughed. “We’re taking back the guns now and you’re coming with me. If you follow my instructions you will see her again. And this lady…” He gestured at the woman, “…will live as long as she keeps her mouth shut.”
 
   He spoke to her quietly in Spanish. She fell back into a chair. Terrified, she held her hands to her face.
 
   “No Senor. Por favor, no.” She was frantic.
 
   Alfredo said, “He promises to return, hunt down her children and kill them all if she ever speaks about tonight.” The pathetic woman sobbed as the two captors ushered them out to the vehicle.
 
    
 
   By daybreak the five men had been in the car for hours, much of it on back roads but now on a paved two-lane highway. They were in an old Land Rover, its roof piled high with gear. The man with the mustache was in the right front seat as the other man drove. Sam, Alfredo and Brian were in the back. The man had taken their phones and thrown them out the window as they traveled and he had made two very brief phone calls, speaking quietly and rapidly in Spanish.
 
   “He’s checking in with someone,” Alfredo translated, talking under his breath to Brian and Sam.
 
   Their captor had said almost nothing to them since the trip began. Finally he turned to the back seat. “I will tell you a few things now. You may call me Tomas. Tomas Rodriguez. That name is as good as any, I think. It is my usual nom de plume.” He laughed heartily. “Mr. Sadler, I hope you don’t mind if I call you Brian now. We are going to be associates, even if we are not friends.
 
   “I am going to help you. And in return you are going to help me. Of course it will be important for you to know that your girlfriend is always safe. To make that happen I will be in contact every few hours with someone who wants to hear from me very much. In fact if I fail to make a call for any reason, Miss Farber will no longer be safe. Quite the contrary, in fact. She is deep in the jungle in a place where there are many predators, including the human ones.” He smiled again. “She must be protected. My regular telephone calls are her lifeline. Do you understand?”
 
   “I got it, you son of a bitch. I don’t know what you think you’re doing but you’ll never get away with it. I can get you money if that’s what this is about. A lot of money. Is that what you want from us?”
 
   “Where are we going?” Sam Adams asked. “Don’t you know people will be looking for us everywhere?”
 
   “So many questions, my friends. Brian, this is not about money although eventually I believe what my friends and I want from you will bring untold riches. And Mr. Adams, of course people are going to look for you. Each of you has friends and family whom I am sure care about you very much. And the police – they will certainly be looking too although I’m afraid they are not as diligent as your police in America. They may look for a time then maybe they will hear a rumor. Maybe a story about how you three men just wanted to disappear for a while. Maybe a fling on the beach on a remote caye. A macho man thing, you know?” He smiled.
 
   “Where we are going there are no people who will come looking for you. We are going to find something my friends and I want very much. And Brian, if we are very lucky perhaps we will also find something you want very much. Captain Jack Borland.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten
 
   Tomas would tell them nothing more. After an hour or so Brian saw a sign that read “Tikal” and had an arrow pointing left. Brian knew that Tikal, one of the finest Mayan archaeological sites, was in Guatemala and they were heading west toward the mountains. He now knew almost certainly where they were going and after about an hour Tomas spoke quietly in Spanish to the driver, who soon pulled off the road in front of a small café.
 
   They sat outside on a shady patio and ate. “I’ll pay for lunch, men,” Tomas said with a smile. “It’s the least I can do after inconveniencing you three so much.”
 
   Sam spoke up. “I’d like to wipe that shit-eating grin off your face, ‘Tomas’. You’d better hope things go the way you think they will. Once Nicole’s safe, you’re a dead man.”
 
   Tomas merely smiled and gestured toward the Land Rover. They continued westward. Brian said, “So all this is about searching for the ancient Mayan library?”
 
   “You are a very intelligent man. Of course it is. In less than a half hour we will be at the spot where the famous Captain Jack Borland started up the mountain. We will follow in his footsteps just as his son Arthur did. But you already know the things Jack and his son did, don’t you?”
 
   Brian ignored the question. “We have to climb. We’ll need gear to do that. Is that what you have on top of the truck?”
 
   “No worries. We have everything we need for a trip to the top. We’re missing just one thing – Jack Borland’s map. I presume you don’t have it either. At least it wasn’t in your hotel room.”
 
   “You searched my hotel room? You son of a bitch! What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
 
   Sam was dumbfounded. How had this man had gotten into his hotel, past a desk clerk and Odette herself, then upstairs to Brian’s room? His mind racing, he listened quietly.
 
   Tomas continued. “Don’t get excited, Brian. You will need your stamina and strength to climb this formidable mountain. To briefly answer your question, I was looking for something Jack Borland had. Lucky Buncombe, the proprietor of the Jaguar’s Call up the mountainside, told me that Jack had a box that contained a map and perhaps some gold. He gave that box to Jack’s son Arthur. You have that box. I doubt you brought it to Belize but I know you have it. But I don’t need Jack Borland’s box any more. I know what you know.”
 
   He tossed a manila envelope into the back seat – the one Brian hid, the one with pictures of the gold sheets and the letter from the Governor of Guatemala to the king of Spain. Brian showed it to Sam, who stared at the sheets in amazement, then handed it back to Brian.
 
   Tomas continued. “I know exactly what you are here for. You’re looking for Captain Jack himself but you and Jack’s son also want the ancient library of the Maya. The man for whom I work will be happy to leave you with that if you also find the gold sheets. My employer and I think they actually are there. After all his fruitless searches, that crazy Jack Borland finally figured out what he was doing.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven
 
   The Jaguar’s Call in the Guatemalan rain forest
 
   Four months ago
 
    
 
   Not long after Arthur Borland left, Lucky Buncombe was clearing brush around the perimeter of his rustic retreat when he heard someone approaching. Looking up he was startled to see an attractive female probably in her early forties standing before him. She was dressed in fatigues and combat boots and had a backpack that she threw on the ground.
 
   “Got any water?” she said to Lucky. “And could you try to look a little less astounded?”
 
   Lucky stopped staring, closed his mouth and stammered, “Sure…sure I have water. What the hell are you doing here?”
 
   “How about the water first, then we talk,” she responded, smiling slightly. “I’m exhausted from the climb and I ran out of water about an hour ago.”
 
   Lucky walked to his old refrigerator, opened the door and retrieved a thermos. He unscrewed the top, wiped the bottle with a rag in his belt and handed it to the girl in front of him. She took it and turned it up, swigging the water and letting it run down her neck. Lucky watched as rivulets went into her partially unbuttoned shirt. He hadn’t seen a woman since the last time he went to San Ignacio; he made a quick calculation in his head and figured it had been months. And this was no ordinary woman. The more he observed her the better looking he realized she was.
 
   They sat in chairs under a tree, a breeze making things tolerable.
 
   “I’m Lynne Parker. I’m an anthropologist from UCLA. And what am I doing here? I’m hoping all these people who believe the Maya were on this mountain are correct. I’m looking for evidence of their civilization and chasing rumors of an ancient library of Mayan codices. If it exists I want to be its discoverer.”
 
   Lucky glanced at her. She had bright eyes that sparkled when she talked about her goals. Even though she was dressed in fatigues he could see she had a great figure. Lucky thought this was one sexy package of woman.
 
   “Are you finished with the once-over?” Lynne said with a smile.
 
   Nice smile, Lucky thought. “Oh, sorry,” he said. He found himself stammering again. He usually was in complete control with the ladies but he couldn’t figure out what it was about this one. He guessed he was older than she was by fifteen years although he couldn’t be sure. And she was really, really cute. Long dark blond hair pulled into a ponytail, olive skin, that cleavage…
 
   “Um, I…I was just wondering how a girl like you got up here by yourself.” Lucky had trouble putting words together. He found his mind wandering like it always did when it had been awhile since he had been to town. “I…uh, are you going to be here for a day or two?”
 
   She laughed and it sounded like music to Lucky. “I’d like a bunk for the night, and some provisions to get me on up the mountain. Do you have separate lodging for females?”
 
   Now it was Lucky’s turn to laugh. “We haven’t had a female at Jaguar’s Call in years. But unless someone else shows up today, which isn’t likely, you’ll be the only person in the bunkhouse tonight.”
 
   Lynne spent that one night, began her trek up the mountain the next day and returned a week later, empty-handed. No indigenous population, no evidence of a secret Mayan library, no nothing except an exhausting five thousand foot hike, six nights in a tiny tent and a ravenous appetite for something besides granola bars and water.
 
   She told Lucky she was still convinced that the Maya had once inhabited the mountaintop because of the area’s similarity to other sites she had explored. It made sense that the Maya rulers would have picked this place to build a city. It was on a mountaintop that could have been the site for a temple complex even grander than the majestic ruined cities of Tikal or Chichen Itza. And the stories about an ancient library had been around for hundreds of years. This was the right mountain. Everything was right for it to be the one. Lynne was certain of it.
 
   The night she returned from the top she and Lucky had the last of his beans and rice for dinner. He explained to her that he had to go back to town for provisions soon and didn’t look forward to the journey. The camp was unattended when he was away and it always bothered him that a jaguar or other creature would vandalize the place looking for food.
 
   They sat by the fire pit, logs blazing before them and a canopy of stars in the dark sky overhead. Insects trilled loudly all around and occasionally a grunt or growl or caw reminded them there were plenty of other things besides bugs in the jungle just outside their field of vision.
 
   “Tell you what, Lucky. I have a proposition for you. A quid pro quo if you will. You go to town – what does it take? A week or so all said and done? I’ll stay here and mind the camp. Then when you get back I’ll be your bartender and right hand man. I’ll do whatever you want me to and every few weeks I’ll go up on the mountain and look around. Someday I’m going to find my Mayan library up there. I feel it. So whatta you say, Lucky?”
 
   That was two months ago and since then Lucky felt his life had indeed lived up to his nickname. He brought her back some t-shirts and shorts from Melchor and she appreciated the gesture. They talked every night. He found out she was forty-five years old although she could easily have been ten years younger. She had been married and divorced long ago, had no kids and now considered herself wed to her career. She was an adjunct professor of anthropology at UCLA, on leave for a year and armed with enough grant money to get her to the jungle and home again.
 
   She cooked the meals every day – she could make even the most basic food taste wonderful. When she served the occasional guest Lucky figured the men liked the food mostly because of the scenery. She wore tight-fitting t-shirts that hid none of the curves of her gorgeous body, since a bra was something that wasnt part of Lynne’s wardrobe.
 
   She went up the mountain again a month later and returned empty-handed like before. She said, “I guess at least I’m narrowing down my choices. I’ve reached two dead ends. Something has to work sometime.”
 
   One night she and Lucky were washing dishes from dinner. He had killed a peccary. The meat of the hog-like mammal wasn’t unlike ham and they had feasted on it, along with potatoes grown in a garden Lucky had planted. They even had a bottle of wine – Lucky picked up two or three every time he went into town.
 
   Standing next to each other at the washtub, she washing and he drying, he suddenly felt her move closer to him. “So,” she said in a sultry voice, “what does Lucky want?”
 
   He turned to her. They had not shared so much as a goodnight kiss up to this point. He was intensely attracted to her but had kept his feelings in check. She’s so much younger that even in the jungle – even with nothing else available – she’s not going to be interested in me.
 
   “What does Lucky want?” he repeated back to her. “We agreed to always be honest with each other. So honestly, what the hell do you mean by that?”
 
   “I want to know what Lucky wants. From me. Right now.”
 
   “OK, Lynne. You asked. More than anything else…I want to sleep with you.”
 
   “Wow,” she replied, turning her body into his and lifting her face. Her lips were inches from his. “Wow. That’s what I was thinking you were going to say.” She stood on tiptoe and kissed him deeply.
 
   For Lucky Buncombe that night was unlike any other. The attraction was both completely mutual and absolutely instant. “First, we shower,” Lynne laughed. “We can do it together or separately.”
 
   “If you’re looking for my vote, I say together.”
 
   “Then it’s unanimous.” They walked outside to the crude shower Lucky had built. Clothes came off quickly. Completely naked, she deftly unzipped his jeans and pulled them off. In one swoop his boxers hit the ground within seconds.
 
   The shower was lukewarm because the blister bag that held the water was warmed by sunlight during the day. She took biodegradable soap and washed herself all over, then him. “Looks like you’re ready for some fun,” she laughed as she soaped his body.
 
   “Kind of hard not to be, with you right here!”
 
   They dried and walked through the office to Ralph’s bedroom. She knelt in front of him as he stood by the bed, pale moonlight filtering through the window. Her body was absolutely incredible, he thought. And on her knees when she moved to take him a shudder of excitement shook his body.
 
   Lynne was an experienced lover. She taught Lucky how correct his nickname was that night and sleep came for them both only as the first rays of sunlight were visible. After a short couple of hours of slumber she rolled over, smiled at him and said, “Hey, Lucky. Did you get what you wanted?”
 
   He smiled and moved his body next to hers. “Oh, wow,” she said, grinning. “Feels like you didn’t quite finish getting what you wanted, after all!” And it all began again.
 
   Lynne and Lucky had a talk not long after that night. She told him she was a flop with men in general and had had far more success with short stints than long-term relationships. “I realize we’re both out here in the jungle, but I want to be honest with you. I’m here to find the Maya civilization that I’m looking for. I want to find that Mayan library, Lucky. If someone shows up at your camp with information that can help me get it I’ll do anything, and I mean anything, to find out what he has. Until that man comes along,” she said, smiling and rubbing her hand on his thigh, “I’m all yours, baby.”
 
   Lucky knew exactly where he stood although he hated to admit it. After only a short time he had found out what amazing things Lynne could offer a man and he knew she would use every trick in the book to get what she wanted.
 
   She was insatiable, Lucky learned, willing to try absolutely anything that sounded interesting. She was loving and intimate beyond imagination. The nights in bed totally surrounded by her were passionate, incredible experiences. Her sexual knowledge and willingness to please him made him feel lucky indeed. Her body was flawless – from her small, perfect breasts to the wonderful rest of her, he had explored it all in every way imaginable and Lucky was totally hooked. She was like a drug – once you tried it, you could only hope for more and more forever. And when she inevitably pulled back someday he knew he would be like an addict without a fix. But he was willing to stay – to have her in the here and now – until some man showed up who could give her the one thing she really desired. A key to the Mayan civilization. A clue to the ancient library. The gold ring she reached for to seal her successful future.
 
   Lucky could only hope it would be a long time before someone like that came along.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve
 
   The terrain became more and more mountainous as the Land Rover continued on the highway. Beyond a narrow shoulder on each side of the road the jungle was dense and dark. Tomas consulted a map then spoke to the driver. Within five minutes they pulled off onto the shoulder and stopped the Land Rover.
 
   “Ready for some exercise?” Tomas said, opening the car door. “All of you, unload the vehicle.”
 
   “Where?” Sam asked. “There’s hardly room on the side of the road for all that gear.”
 
   “Mr. Adams, you have no faith in my mapping skills.” He pointed to the tree line. “Take a look – there is the beginning of our adventure. Right there in front of you. We will unload our equipment there.”
 
   They walked ten feet to where Tomas had pointed and saw an opening in the trees. The jungle growth let little light filter to the highway below and with reduced visibility none of them had noticed the cut until Tomas showed it to them. A small hand-painted wooden sign was stuck in the ground. It said, Jaguar’s Call. Food and lodging. 1000 meters straight up. And it had an arrow pointing right into the air. Exactly as Arthur Borland had described it.
 
   The men unloaded equipment and carried it into the jungle a hundred feet to a clearing. Tomas issued instructions. “We will hike along this trail for an hour and then stop for the night. All of us are tired after last night with no sleep. We must be rested in the morning for the ascent.” He spoke quickly to the driver of the Land Rover, who soon drove away.
 
   Two hours later they were eating dinner that Alfredo had prepared over a campfire. Using a satellite phone from his pack, Tomas checked in with someone regularly. Brian calculated the calls at approximately every four hours, although the times varied, indicating there was no exact schedule.
 
   Three pup tents were erected. Tomas took one and said, “You can choose among yourselves who gets the other two. It makes me no difference. I want to tell you that I will not be guarding you. Should one or all of you choose to leave our campsite I only have to utter one word to put Nicole Farber into a very big problem. Or fail to make one phone call on time. You must be very careful, gentlemen. You must protect me as closely as you protect yourselves. I am Nicole’s lifeline. Her only lifeline. And her life is in your hands.”
 
   They sat around the fire before turning in. “So who’s your employer?” Brian asked Tomas.
 
   “There is no need for you to know that.”
 
   “Sounds like he must be someone pretty important. And I guess he has money. Rich drug lord?”
 
   He laughed. “That is of no concern to you. My employer knows your reputation for success in the field of ancient artifacts. He has faith that you can find the treasure that eluded Captain Jack Borland. That’s all you need to know.”
 
   Alone in his tent, Brian lay awake for some time. Who was Tomas’ employer, a man who knew Brian at least by reputation? Why was Brian so critical to all this? Why couldn’t Tomas just go himself and look for Jack Borland’s treasure? Brian mulled other thoughts in his mind. He had to get a phone. The logical choice was to take Tomas’ but if they overpowered their captor, a simple task with three against one, his required calls to protect Nicole would end. If Tomas was telling the truth Nicole’s life could end as well. Brian struggled to stay awake and think of a solution but suddenly awoke with a start, rays of sunlight hitting the tent above him. It was morning and he could hear activity outside.
 
   Tomas rummaged through a pack and brought out food, water and coffee. Sam took over the coffee detail while Tomas told Alfredo where plates and cups were. They drank coffee and ate powdered scrambled eggs. Tomas walked away and made a very short call. Brian noted the time on the pad of paper in his shirt pocket.
 
   “Tell me Nicole’s all right,” Brian angrily said. “Tell me.”
 
   “My calls are not progress reports, Brian. My calls are merely to ensure things are well on both her side and mine. If something were wrong I would be told about it. If the calls are short you may rest assured everything is going well. It may not be a five star hotel, but Nicole is relatively safe. If she behaves, that is. And if you behave.”
 
   They cleaned their campsite, loaded up and began to walk on a trail that led upward on a slight incline. Brian knew this was only the start of the serious climb that lay ahead. Tomas took a handgun and holster from his pack and hooked it to his belt. In an odd way it comforted Brian. The jungle could be a forbidding place. A gun might be no match for a huge cat but it could help protect them.
 
   They continued to walk as the incline got steeper. The trail was fairly easy to see but still they stopped occasionally to ensure they were heading in the right direction. Insects buzzed everywhere and it seemed to Brian as though the jungle was like a living thing – moving, undulating, swaying in light breezes. They saw hundreds of birds flying about and dozens of howler monkeys in the trees, each screaming in a screeching yell, trying to fend off these intruders who were moving through their jungle – a place which belonged to the animals, not the humans. In this forbidding place brains didn’t triumph over brawn. Logical thinking took a back seat to stealth, cunning and raw animal ingenuity. Eat or be eaten. Survive or die. The creatures of the forest were in charge, not these puny humans walking along a path.
 
   Brian asked Tomas about the two workers Brian had lined up to help him, the same two who had accompanied Arthur Borland on his trip several months ago. Tomas replied that the two men were in fact still retained and they would be at Jaguar’s Call when Brian arrived. “That is one reason why this trail is fairly easy for us to navigate,” he explained. “Your guides were on this same pathway only a few days ago. They cleared it for us.”
 
   They stopped for a brief lunch. Tomas made another call – Brian wondered if the phone’s signal would work all the way to the top of the mountain. If it didn’t he wondered if Tomas would have some alternative means of checking in.
 
   The humidity increased dramatically as they began a much steeper climb. They passed another Jaguar’s Call sign so they knew they were still on the correct trail. It would have been hard to go anywhere else; the brush was incredibly thick all around them and occasionally Alfredo used a machete that Tomas had provided to clear the pathway ahead of them.
 
   At five pm Tomas said, “We stop here for the night. Tomorrow we will reach the Jaguar’s Call by noon if things go well for us.”
 
   They set up camp, cooked dinner and Tomas assigned a two-hour watch period for each of them. “We don’t want to let our fire die down and be eaten by a hungry jaguar,” he said, handing the pistol to Brian, whose watch was first. “If something comes near, what is your saying in America? Shoot first and ask questions later!” He laughed but no one else did.
 
   The night was uneventful. There was considerable activity in the bushes around the campsite but each man in turn tended the roaring fire and nothing came close enough to generate interest.
 
   Wednesday morning was the third day of their captivity. Tomas stepped away and made his call. This one took longer than usual and Alfredo put a finger to his lips as he listened to Tomas’ side of the conversation. “Something is wrong,” he whispered. “Tomas says his employer will not be happy.”
 
   The call took nearly ten minutes. When it ended Tomas returned to the group and began to break down his tent. “What’s going on?” Brian said loudly. “What took so long? Is something wrong? Is Nicole OK?”
 
   “Nicole is fine. She is a strong-willed woman, as I am certain you know. Apparently she managed to free herself and she killed one of my guards. However everything is under control now and she will be watched far more closely in the future. I fear she will regret the action she chose but we are many miles away so I have no direct control over her. Her decision was dangerous but I trust my men will not harm her. At least those are their orders!”
 
   Brian noticed a significant change in Tomas’ demeanor from then on. No longer did he appear happy, smiling or cocky. His face was grim and he seemed deep in thought.
 
   Something’s up, Brian thought. I guarantee Nicole has done something that really pissed this guy off. Maybe it’s because she killed a guard. Whatever’s going on, he’s definitely not telling me everything.
 
   By midday they reached their destination. Brian had watched Tomas on the climb – he had been uncharacteristically uncommunicative during the ascent and seemed worried. Brian tried not to think what could happen if as her punishment the men were given free rein to use her as they wished.
 
   They were hot and tired as they walked into a broad shaded area surrounded by the crude buildings that made up Lucky Buncombe’s ‘resort.’ A beautiful woman dressed in a tight t-shirt, shorts and a camouflage jungle hat walked toward them. “Welcome to Jaguar’s Call. I’m Lynne Parker.”
 
   Tomas stepped in front of the group. “Good afternoon, Ms. Parker. My name is Tomas Rodriguez. Are there two men here awaiting the arrival of Brian Sadler?”
 
   She pointed to a couple of Belizeans sitting in the shade by a building smoking cigarettes. They waved and Tomas walked over to them, speaking rapidly in Spanish.
 
   A man came out of a building and introduced himself as Lucky Buncombe, the proprietor. “Lynne here is my right hand man,” he said proudly, putting his arm loosely around her shoulders.
 
   Making sure we all know who belongs to whom, Brian thought to himself. He also considered how beautiful this young girl was and what a lucky man the proprietor was if she was indeed his girlfriend.
 
   Tomas returned and shook hands with Lucky. “These five men are going up the mountain the day after tomorrow,” he said. “We will need accommodations for two nights.”
 
   Lynne smiled. “Senor Rodriguez, just let me know what you need from us. Bunkhouse is over there – your two guides have already claimed a couple of beds and you guys are welcome to pick any one you want. In case you’re hungry I was just fixing some stew for lunch and there’s plenty for you guys too. Dinner’s at seven, drinks before, presuming you brought something to drink, that is.” She laughed. “We don’t have much of a stock of beverages here but we sure would join you in a drink if you happened to have anything with you.”
 
   Tomas smiled back. “I do in fact have some rum and you and Mr. Buncombe are welcome to join us. I look forward to getting to know you better, Miss Parker, and to find out what a beautiful woman such as yourself is doing so high up a mountain in the Guatemalan rain forest.”
 
   “Likewise, Senor Rodriguez. I can’t wait to learn what you fellows are looking for up on the mountain.”
 
   “Call me Tomas, I insist.”
 
   “You got it, Tomas. And I’m Lynne.” She turned to the others and got their names, pausing afterwards to point to each and say “Brian, Sam, Alfredo, Tomas,” to ensure she had the right name with the right man. “Wow, we haven’t had this many people at one time since I’ve been here!”
 
   While Brian, Sam and Alfredo unpacked their packs and chose bunks Tomas stood at the edge of the clearing far away from them, talking on his phone. His worry was evident – his face was serious and his jaw set. He looked angry and spoke at length in a voice too quiet for Alfredo to hear.
 
   “It’s obvious something’s gone seriously wrong,” Sam said. “I just hope that Nicole’s…” He stopped. “Sorry, Brian. I don’t want to put negative thoughts in your space. I know she’ll be fine. You’ve told me what a fighter she is in the courtroom and I bet she can handle herself just fine against a bunch of illiterate thugs.”
 
   Brian couldn’t reply. He held back tears as he thought of the ordeal Nicole might be going through this very moment. They could be raping her or they could have killed her for what she did to one of their own. He turned away from Sam and put his gear on the bunk.
 
   Sam patted him on the arm. “She’ll be OK. Let’s be positive about this. It does us no good to think negatively. We have to work on one major thing – we have to get that sat phone away from Tomas long enough to see if we can find out anything about Nicole.”
 
   Through the open holes that served as windows they could see that Tomas had finished his call. Brian left the bunkhouse and walked over to where he stood.
 
   “You said the five of us are going up the mountain. What about you?”
 
   “I’m going back. I never intended to make the trip with you. I have Nicole, therefore I have no fear that you will continue the quest for Jack Borland. When you find what you are seeking I will be happy to assist you in claiming it. You and your two friends need to concentrate on getting your goal accomplished as quickly as possible so your pretty little girlfriend won’t be simply a plaything for my men.”
 
   “Something’s gone wrong, Tomas. Want to tell me what it is or should I just guess? Has Nicole escaped? It’s obvious you’re really worried about something. Has my ‘pretty little girlfriend’ outsmarted your men? Are you in trouble with your boss?”
 
   Tomas snarled, “Everything is under control, Mister Sadler. Don’t let your mind fantasize too much about how you would like things to be. Concentrate instead on finding the treasure Jack was seeking. That way everyone will be happy. Including you and Nicole Farber.” He strode across the clearing to the office and went inside.
 
   For most of the afternoon the two Belizean guides went through all the gear they had brought up plus what Tomas had provided. They laid everything out to determine how best to carry it. A plastic bladder of rum and a liter of Coke were chilling in Lucky’s old icebox in anticipation of happy hour later on. Brian watched Tomas closely – after his long conversation earlier the regular check-ins had stopped. He was no longer calling at periodic intervals. Brian didn’t know what to make of that.
 
   Sam sat in a chair outside the bunkhouse, lost in thought. Brian pulled up another chair and sat next to him.
 
   “Lynne Parker has a cell phone,” Brian said quietly. “After lunch I asked her and she said she did and why didn’t I have one too. I told her we’d lost our phones. It was a pretty lame story, all three of us losing our phones while Tomas still has one, but it was the best I could do on short notice. I don’t think she believed me – she said she wanted to know what we were doing at Jaguar’s Call before she did us any favors. Point is, we have to get her to let us use that phone.”
 
   “You actually think a cell phone will work up here?”
 
   “Lynne says the phone company installed a cell tower twenty miles south of here to boost signals from town to town through the mountains. It’s not perfect and it doesn’t always work but she says it does the job at least half the time.”
 
   “Who’re you going to call?”
 
   “I want you to call Odette. If Nicole can communicate at all she’ll talk to Odette once she realizes she can’t talk to me. I’m going to tell Lynne what’s going on so I can persuade her to let me use the phone. But I have to make sure she doesn’t tell Tomas what I’m doing.”
 
   They discussed how little information they’d have to reveal in order to get her to hand over her phone. The biggest problem would be explaining why they didn’t just use Tomas’ phone.
 
   Suddenly they heard a familiar sound – the ring of his satellite phone.
 
   Tomas walked out of the office with his phone to his ear. He walked away from them but as he passed they heard him say, “No hay problema, el jefe.”
 
   Brian pulled out his pad of paper and wrote something down. “I’m going to ask Alfredo what this means,” he said as he jumped up.
 
   “I know a little Spanish,” Sam said. “What did you hear him say?”
 
   “He said something like ‘No eye problems, el Heffe.’ Does that make any sense?”
 
   “He said, ‘No hay problema, el jefe.’ Is that what you heard?”
 
   “Yes, that’s it. What does that mean?”
 
   Sam looked concerned. “It means, ‘there’s no problem, boss.’ He’s not talking to someone named Jeff. He’s talking to his employer – his jefe, his boss. And obviously there is a problem.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
   Brian walked into the office. Lynne and Lucky sat at a table they both used for a desk. “I need to tell you both something,” he began quietly. “We’re prisoners of that man out there who calls himself Tomas. I know it doesn’t look like we’re his captives but he’s holding my girlfriend hostage until I find a treasure he thinks is on the mountain. You have to help me – I have to use a phone. He took ours…”
 
   Suddenly Tomas walked in. The talk abruptly stopped and they all looked up in surprise like burglars caught in the act.
 
   “My, my, what is going on?” Tomas shouted. “It appears I have walked in on a very private conversation. I apologize. Do go on and don’t worry about me.”
 
   “No problema,” Brian said emphatically, using the words he had heard Tomas say on the phone call. “No hay problema, el jefe.”
 
   Tomas’ face was red as he spat his response. “Mr. Sadler, you know very well it is a problem if you and I don’t see eye to eye on absolutely everything. There’s no need to involve these people in our affairs. Actually it’s better for you two,” he looked at Lynne and Lucky steadily, “if you don’t know much. A little knowledge is a dangerous thing, they say. I will tell you that Mr. Sadler here is in a bit of trouble with the authorities, something about an assault on his girlfriend whom he brought to Belize with him. So although he is on a legitimate quest up this mountain he also is trying to stay out of sight of the local police. I’m sorry to have to tell these nice people your secrets, Brian, but apparently you were saying something to them – undoubtedly not the truth. Our friends must recognize the good people from the bad.”
 
   Tomas smiled at Lynne and continued. “Mr. Sadler will not be a danger to either of you. If I had thought he would be I would never have brought him here. He is on a mission for me; I have incentivized him greatly to be both prompt and diligent in his quest. And I am confident that he will.”
 
   Lynne glanced at Brian, concerned about the conflicting stories she’d been told. She turned to Lucky.
 
   “I…Lucky, are you OK with this crew staying here a couple of nights now that we know all this?”
 
   Lucky leaned back in his chair confidently. “I think we can pretty well take care of ourselves here, Mr. Rodriguez and Mr. Sadler. I get a lot of people here who are searching for something, or running from something, or both. It’s really none of my business so long as nobody gets me involved in his affairs. You boys play nice and keep things between yourselves and I don’t give a rat’s ass what secrets you have. You mess with me and maybe you’ll wish you hadn’t. Know what I mean?”
 
   Tomas smiled and said, “Of course, Lucky. We don’t intend to get you involved with us, do we Brian? Come on, we have work to do.” He ushered Brian out of the building before him.
 
   Outside, Tomas grabbed Brian’s arm roughly and swung him around. “What the hell do you think you’re doing? Do you care so little about Nicole that you will jeopardize her life? You have one mission and one mission only. Find the treasure and I will be out of your life forever. Fail and it will be fatal. For both of you.”
 
   He turned and walked away.
 
   Happy hour was anything but happy. Tomas seemed troubled, deep in thought, saying very little. Lucky made small talk with Sam about how things were in San Ignacio. Lynne sat next to Brian sipping a beer and making small talk.
 
   Everyone’s afraid to ask anything about anything, Brian thought. Tomas has everyone spooked.
 
   Tomas’ phone rang again. As he walked away Lynne put her hand lightly on Brian’s arm, moved closer and said, “So what are you after up there on the mountain?”
 
   She was so close Brian could smell her hair. It was nice but it made him feel as if he were betraying Nicole somehow.
 
   He moved his arm and replied, “Do you remember Arthur Borland, a man who came through here several months ago looking for his father, Captain Jack?”
 
   Lynne looked at Lucky. “I haven’t been here that long but I’ll bet Lucky remembers.”
 
   Lucky nodded. “Everyone knows Captain Jack. And I spent a long time with Arthur when he came through here, both on his way up and his way back down.”
 
   “I’m here at Arthur’s request. I’m looking for Captain Jack but also for the ancient library of the Mayas. Have you heard anything from Jack since Arthur last saw you?”
 
   “Sadly, no. So he’s still missing? That’s a damned shame. I told Arthur he might have gone back down the mountain another way but I haven’t laid eyes on him since he left my camp on his way up. That was months ago. I also told Arthur if anyone could survive it would be Jack. But if there’s been no word, he may not be alive. That would be a tragic loss. Jack Borland is, or was, a remarkable man. That’s for sure.”
 
   Brian glanced at Tomas, who was deep in conversation. He whispered to Lynne, “I have to use your phone tonight. Get with me after everyone goes to sleep.”
 
   “Why sir!” she whispered back, smiling. “Are you inviting me to your boudoir?”
 
   He snapped, “This is no joke. I’m the good guy here and Tomas is a kidnapper. I have to do what he says because he’s holding my girlfriend. I have to see if anyone’s heard from her.”
 
   “OK. You have to tell me what’s going on first. I want to know what you’re looking for. You give me what I want, maybe you get what you want. And in the deal maybe we both get a little extra we both might want. From each other.”
 
   Lucky heard her. What she said both angered and saddened him but his face remained impassive. She wasn’t his property, although losing her would be tough after all this time.
 
   Brian started to respond but saw Tomas striding back and watching the interaction between Brian and Lynne closely.
 
   Brian changed the subject, saying to Lucky, “Arthur has high hopes we can find his father alive.”
 
   Lucky picked right up. “How do you think you can find anything up there? Arthur tried and got nowhere. Jack had to have taken the map with him. Without it, how do you even know where to start?”
 
   Tomas leaned forward, waiting for Brian’s response. “I know which way Arthur went, and I know it was the wrong way. Our two guides also accompanied Arthur. I think they can help figure out where he went wrong. My goal is simply to see what I can learn. Any clue that will ultimately help find Captain Jack will be a success in my books.”
 
   Lucky stared into space for a minute, then spoke. “You know Jack Borland thought there was an ancient city up there. He talked like he was the next Hiram Bingham, walking up the mountain and finding another Machu Picchu lying there undisturbed and waiting. As dense as this jungle is, that’s always possible. Unlikely, but possible. Jack wanted to find that Mayan trove of information – the Ancient Library, he called it – the codices that would unlock the secrets of the Mayan civilization. If he found that he knew he’d be famous. Rich too, I guess, although it might take more than a bunch of old books to make all that happen. Jack figured it would take finding Mayan gold too. He believed that was of the realm of possibility.”
 
   “Enough speculation,” Tomas said, abruptly closing the subject. “When do we eat?”
 
   After dinner Sam, Brian and Tomas sat around the campfire drinking coffee. Alfredo and the Belizean workers talked quietly among themselves as Lucky and Lynne washed dishes in the dining hall.
 
   As they stood at the sink Lynne quietly said, “Lucky, tell me more about Jack Borland. I want the whole story so I can figure out what these guys are doing.”
 
   Lucky told her everything he knew, all the things he had heard both from Captain Jack himself and later from Arthur.
 
   Brian confronted Nicole’s kidnapper. “What’s going on, Tomas? You obviously have a problem. You haven’t been your usual cheery self all day and suddenly you’re receiving phone calls instead of making them. Now you’re talking a long time in private instead of having your one word ‘check-ins’, as you described those little quickie calls. I want to know what’s going on. I’m beginning to think maybe you don’t have Nicole at all. I want proof.”
 
   Tomas snapped back, “You are in no position to make demands. Concentrate on your job and I’ll do mine. Nicole needs you. In fact she can’t survive without you. The day after tomorrow you will continue Jack Borland’s quest and if you’re lucky you will find out what happened to the old man himself. I could personally care less about him but my employer and I want the fruits of your labor – the Mayan gold. Just think of Nicole lying naked out there in the jungle somewhere, tied to a table and watched by some men whose carnal instincts are just beneath the surface. You must be successful in your quest so your girlfriend’s beautiful, totally nude body can get back home to you safe, sound and unblemished.” He smiled maliciously. “And maybe you had better think more of Nicole’s welfare than the charms of this anthropologist you just met. Don’t get too chummy with her. You have enough problems as it is.”
 
   Brian didn’t reply. Lynne was a source to get a phone – nothing more. It would be fruitless to argue with Tomas, even to dignify his comment with an answer, and Brian had other ideas anyway. The rest of the evening was spent double-checking the equipment the men would be taking up the mountain. Alfredo told Sam and Brian that tomorrow he and the workers would go over everything one last time and then load the backpacks. Since Tomas was leaving there would be five men going up.
 
   Everyone turned in at ten o’clock. Brian lay in his bunk watching shadows on the ceiling as the campfire flickered outside. He had to get Lynne’s phone, no matter what. At some point he fell asleep then awoke suddenly, aware that someone was kneeling next to his bed.
 
   “Shh. Don’t say a word.” It was Lynne and her fingers were lightly pressed to his lips. “Come with me.” She tiptoed out of the bunkhouse.
 
   Brian was careful to make as little noise as possible. He was wearing just boxers and he thought how strange he must look as he put on his shoes to go outdoors. Lynne stood near the office twenty yards away. In the moonlight he could see that her tiny t-shirt was frayed – it was so torn it barely covered her breasts. Her bare midriff was taut and solid all the way down to the tiny bikini panties she was wearing. She looked incredible and he found his mind wandering. He focused back on Nicole and his situation.
 
   Once they were in the office she whispered, “I’m taking a huge risk here. I don’t know who to trust but I think Tomas is creepy so I’m going to take a chance. We have to be careful, Brian. If your girlfriend is really his hostage he won’t be happy with either of us if he finds out you’ve used my phone. Before that I want to know everything you’re doing. Lucky told me about Captain Jack’s last adventure and his hope to find the ancient library of the Maya. He also said Jack had information he located in Spain, including a map he took with him. Lucky said he thinks Jack had gold in a box. Mayan gold. What do you know about that?”
 
   “I’ve seen everything but the map. And I authenticated it all. As far as my experts can tell the gold is real. But you’re an anthropologist. Why are you so interested in the gold when your search should be centered on the civilization?”
 
   “I’m way more interested in the ancient library and the possibility of finding Mayan codices than I am the gold. Plus your buddy Tomas may end up taking the gold anyway. Although if there were a little left over it wouldn’t hurt the career and the bank account of a starving anthropologist from UCLA. My job doesn’t pay much. I could stand a little boost of fame and fortune. Now tell me more about the gold. Was it Spanish coins you saw?”
 
   Brian explained that the gold was in small square sheets. He presumed it had been removed from the outside of a building where it had been used for decoration.
 
   “There’s no direct evidence that the Maya had buildings covered in gold,” Lynne remarked. “That sounds more like the Inca. The pictographs on the sheets – they were definitely Mayan, right?”
 
   “Absolutely. They matched some of the pictorials in the Popol Vuh.”
 
   “OK. Just because no one ever heard of the Maya covering buildings in gold doesn’t mean it didn’t happen. Maybe we’ll be the first to find it.”
 
   “We?” Brian said. “What do you mean, we?”
 
   “I’m going with you,” she answered with a grin. “You need an anthropologist. More importantly, you need my phone. You have no choice, my friend. Lynne Parker is suddenly a part of your team.”
 
   “Shit. You can’t do that. In the first place Tomas will never allow it. In the second place from what I hear, that mountain’s no place for a woman.”
 
   “Oh really? And it is the place for a New York Fifth Avenue gallery owner? Get real, Brian. I’ve been to the top twice. Between Arthur Borland’s trip and mine there are three trails that we know aren’t the right ones. That will help narrow things down. I’m also in way better shape than you are and I’m pretty low maintenance. You don’t strike me as a chauvinist, so what is it that bugs you about my going? Are you afraid you’ll want to get in my pants? Is that it?” She smiled mischievously.
 
   Brian answered sternly. “My girlfriend is tied to a table naked in the jungle somewhere. I don’t think getting in your pants is part of my agenda.”
 
   “Sorry. That was insensitive. I’m just trying to loosen you up a little. It sounds like Tomas wants you to find the lost city and it sounds like he’ll keep Nicole alive if you do. I’ll help you. Even with no hanky-panky between us. Unless we decide otherwise, that is.”
 
   She handed him the cell phone. “To use this phone, there’s a magic phrase. The phrase is, ‘Yes, Lynne, you can come along.’ Say it.”
 
   He couldn’t help but smile. “Yes Lynne, you can come along.”
 
   Yesterday Brian got the phone number of the San Ignacio Inn from Sam and memorized it.
 
   “Do you get a good signal up here?”
 
   “Off and on, actually. It’s the Guatemalan phone company so sometimes it’s great, sometimes it’s nada. You have to try and keep trying. Just dial 00 first then the area code and number.”
 
   The phone showed one bar of signal. He typed in the number and heard nothing.
 
   “It isn’t working.”
 
   “Give it a minute.”
 
   In a few seconds he heard a steady hiss then the phone ringing on the other end. The faint sound went in and out and he could barely hear it. Since it was almost midnight he didn’t expect to reach anyone but he would leave a message for Odette.
 
   The call dropped before it was completed. “Dammit.” Brian’s frustration turned to desperation. “I have to try again. Dammit. I have to get through.”
 
   “Let me try,” Lynne said. She took the phone and redialed. Before it connected she glanced at the open doorway behind Brian, a startled look on her face.
 
   Brian whirled around and saw Tomas.
 
   “Are we having a little chat? It looks like someone is trying to make a phone call. How naughty of you both. Lynne, I thought you understood that Mr. Sadler here is not a nice man. He’s a criminal actually, and certainly not worthy of your aid and assistance.”
 
   Lynne kept the phone to her ear. She heard rings and then an answering machine. If Tomas continued talking she could shout a message into the phone. Instead he looked at her and said, “Put down the phone, Lynne. Right now.”
 
   “One sec.”
 
   “NO secs, Lynne.” He grabbed the phone from her. He glanced at the number on the screen and ended the call.
 
   “Who are you calling in Belize, Lynne? Do you have friends and family there? People you like to call in the middle of the night?”
 
   Suddenly Lucky appeared in the bedroom doorway behind Lynne, awakened from the sound of Tomas’ voice.
 
   “What are you guys doing here?” he said angrily. “Lynne, are you OK?”
 
   “She’s fine,” Tomas answered. “She was trying to help Brian make a phone call. I don’t know what that was all about but I’ve told you both Brian isn’t the type of person a nice girl like Lynne should be helping.” He put Lynne’s phone in his pocket and turned to leave.
 
   “Give her phone back to her.” Lucky said.
 
   “Tomorrow morning. For now we need to all get some sleep.”
 
   “Give it to her now.”
 
   Tomas took out the phone, quickly removed the back case and battery and took out the SIM card. He threw the phone on the desk and said, “For now, no calls.”
 
   Lucky started toward him but Lynne held her arm out.
 
   “Not now. Let it go. We’ll settle this later.” Lucky glared at Tomas as he walked out.
 
   “Is there another phone?” Brian asked. “We were so close but I want to call in the daytime when someone will answer. I have to find out if tey’ve heard anything from Nicole.”
 
   “There are no other phones,” Lucky replied. “The two Belizean workmen don’t have one so if you don’t either, that’s it.”
 
   Lynne said, “Be patient, Brian. I’ll help you figure something out soon. Trust me.” Turning to Lucky, she said, “I’m going with them tomorrow. Up the mountain. I may be able to help figure out where Jack Borland’s ancient city is located.”
 
   Late that night Brian lay in the bunkhouse half asleep, the snores of five other men all around him. At one time he dreamed he saw Lynne come through the doorway and go to the back of the room where Tomas slept. He spent the night wondering why she would have done that. Or if she even had.
 
   Most of the next day was spent on logistics. The group calculated how long it would take to reach the summit. Lynne’s recent experiences were helpful – she told them it had taken four days.
 
   Tomas seemed preoccupied all day. He spent most of his time sitting in a chair under a tree, lost in thought. In the afternoon a rain shower briefly cooled things down but fired up the humidity afterwards. At five Alfredo, who had become the de facto boss of the Belizean workmen, declared the party ready to go. They all sat down for a rum and Coke. Lucky joined them but Lynne never appeared.
 
   A half hour later she came out of the office toting a backpack loaded to the gills. She dropped it with all the other packs lined up ready for departure in the morning.
 
   Tomas snarled, “What do you think you’re doing?”
 
   “I’m going with them.”
 
   “No, you absolutely are not.”
 
   Lynne’s pleasant demeanor vanished. She whirled around and replied, “Listen Mr. Rodriguez, or whatever your name is. Get off my back. This is a free country. Maybe not the good old USA, but nobody’s telling me I can’t go where the hell I want to go. I am going with them. Period. End of story.”
 
   “And what possible interest could you have in climbing that mountain another time? I know you’re an anthropologist but you’ve tried twice before and failed.”
 
   “This is none of your business. The mountain doesn’t belong to you. It doesn’t belong to me. You’re leaving tomorrow. So are we. And there you have it.” She turned around, cinched the straps of her backpack then headed to the icebox to fix a drink.
 
   Tomas’ phone rang around eight pm and he talked for twenty minutes. Brian watched Tomas mostly listen. When he did talk, it was in whispers. Once the call ended Tomas walked to the bunkhouse, stripped to his shorts and went to bed. The others followed within fifteen minutes. They needed a rest before the arduous climb tomorrow.
 
   The alarm on Tomas’ watch went off at five am. He roused the men and Alfredo started coffee. The sun was still behind the mountain but the darkness was quickly transforming into a half-light of dawn.
 
   The men shaved and used the very basic outdoor shower. It was nothing more than a low partition wall to stand behind and a large plastic bag of water tied to a tree limb overhead. A hose attached to the bag could be turned on and off by the user. As crude as it was, the shower was much appreciated by every visitor to Jaguar’s Call. Lynne appeared around six and waited until the men finished showering. She was amused to see the guys sneaking glances as they prepared the packs. She hung her t-shirt and shorts on the shower wall. The shower had been constructed for men so the modesty panel only reached to one’s navel. There was literally no way to keep a woman’s breasts from showing to anyone who cared to look. Immodest as always, Lynne stood tall, raising her arms high as she washed her upper body. The men enjoyed the view and the beautiful woman showering naked five feet away.
 
   After a light breakfast everyone loaded up. Alfredo and one of the other Belizeans went in front followed by Brian, Sam and Lynne. The other workman was in the rear. Lucky kissed Lynne deeply and said, “Break a leg!”
 
   Lynne laughed. “I sure hope you mean that in the show business connotation. Breaking a leg isn’t something I really want to do up there on the mountain!”
 
   Tomas and Lucky watched them walk into the jungle along the same trail both Jack Borland and his son Arthur had used.
 
   There wasn’t a moment of silence as they walked along the narrow trail. Spider monkeys howled and barked in the trees above them, infinite varieties of birds called their tunes and insects made a high-pitched buzz in an orchestral nightmare of sound. It would have been hard to talk to each other so the group didn’t say much as they climbed. The packs were heavy, the path was frequently overgrown with roots and vines and with the humidity they were quickly drenched in sweat.
 
   They were slowed by having to clear the trail so often. Each time they reached a clearing they had to spend time ascertaining where the trail went next. But they moved upwards all day.
 
   At five Alfredo said they must stop and make camp before daylight faded. As the tents were erected Alfredo and the two workers built a campfire and the guide began cooking. From now on Lynne and the five men would eat MREs, an acronym for “meals ready to eat” which are a variety of packaged foods used by the Army. Although nutritious and filling they aren’t gourmet fare but they serve a purpose because they are lightweight and don’t take up a lot of room.
 
   Brian sat next to Lynne. “Back at camp you said you’d help me later. Got any ideas how we can find out anything about Nicole?”
 
   “Sure I do, Brian. You can use my phone.” She reached in her backpack, pulled out an iPhone and handed it to him.
 
   Brian looked at her, eyes wide with surprise. “You had two phones all along?”
 
   “Yep! Doesn’t every resourceful anthropologist who comes to the jungle? What if one gets dropped in the river or snatched by a spider monkey? Or some jackass disables it by taking out the SIM card? You always need a backup plan. Now whether it’ll work is another thing entirely. I did charge it up but the battery will run down eventually. I’m going to keep it turned off most of the time because it’s the only contact we have with the outside world. My experience last time I climbed was that as you go higher there are patches when it works fine but most places where it’s dead as a doornail. Don’t ask me how my phone can drop calls on Sunset Boulevard in L.A. but yet I can use it in Guatemala on a mountaintop. It’s a mystery of modern technology.”
 
   Brian motioned Sam over and showed him the phone. “Try to call Odette.”
 
   Sam held the phone to his ear. “It’s ringing.” After a minute or so he said, “This is Sam. Put Odette on the phone.” He looked at Brian. “The reception is pretty bad but for now it’s working.”
 
   Brian leaned forward with eager anticipation as Sam said, “Hey, baby. I don’t know how long we’re going to have a signal so let’s talk fast. I’ll call you back every day at five if I can get a signal. First, has anyone heard from Nicole?”
 
   Brian began feeling lightheaded as Sam listened in silence for a long time. “OK, we’ll talk about that again in a minute but let me tell you about us right now.”
 
   He glanced at Brian and said, “She’s OK. She’s there and she’s OK.”
 
   “Thank you, God,” Brian said, slumping. “I just was so afraid she was going to die.” He used his sleeve to wipe his face as he unashamedly wept tears of relief at the good news.
 
   Sam told Odette what had happened to them and where they were. He told her about the man with the pencil mustache who said he was Tomas Rodriguez, his threat to kill the farmer and his wife, the loss of their phones and that Tomas was on his way back down the mountain. Then he listened to Odette talk for another minute or so. At last he said, “This Tomas guy is undoubtedly the person who kidnapped Nicole. So make sure she stays safe. Hide her somewhere outside the hotel. If I know this creep he’ll waste no time trying to find her. He has to be coming there.”
 
   Lynne pointed to her watch, indicating he should watch the usage on the phone. “I need to go to save battery, darling. I’m so glad to talk to you and I love you. Keep safe and see if you can arrange for Nicole to be there tomorrow. If we get through, Brian wants to talk to her.” Sam disconnected.
 
   Brian was excited but apprehensive. “Tell me everything,” he said to his friend.
 
   Sam told him Nicole had been kidnapped, killed a guard, escaped to Melchor, been rescued by the U.S. Embassy and was back at the hotel, desperately worried about Brian. She was upstairs in her room during the call and there was no time for Odette to get her.
 
   Brian was impressed. “My God! I knew she was resourceful, but hell – she sounds like a Green Beret!”
 
   Sam continued. “She’s still in danger, as we know. Odette said she’d tell Nicole right now about the kidnapper likely coming back to San Ignacio. I think Tomas believes he has to take her hostage again to get us to cooperate. Odette also said Nicole’s been in contact with Randall Carter at her office – do you know who he is?”
 
   “I don’t know him personally but I know he’s the senior partner in the firm and one of the wealthiest men in Dallas. He might be able to help her.”
 
   “The plan is we call every day at five and hope we can get through.”
 
   He handed the phone to Lynne with a promise to keep every call very short. Minutes were precious with no phone charger.
 
   That night was the same as the others they’d experienced on the mountain. They set up perimeter security and took turns on watch. Brian, Lynne and Sam slept in pup tents while Alfredo and the other two men lay on pallets on the ground. The noise was everywhere but each night sleep came a little easier. Brian compared it to Boy Scout camp when he was a kid. You had to learn to block out the extraneous noise to fall asleep.
 
   Sometime in the middle of the night everyone woke as one when they heard the watchman utter a loud shout. As they rolled out of their tents they saw a five-foot snake on the ground, its head neatly severed from the body by a blow from the Belizean’s machete.
 
   “Mexican python,” Alfredo told the group. “It’s not poisonous but they can inflict a nasty bite. Usually they eat iguanas or rodents but we’re better safe than sorry.”
 
   The next day was an arduous repeat of the last. They started out early and made good time as they climbed. By noon the heat made it feel as if they were wearing blankets. Every step was a chore. When they stopped for lunch Lynne and Brian sat next to each other, away from the group. She consulted a small journal.
 
   “I made a lot of notes the other times I climbed this mountain so I wouldn’t make the same mistakes again. In about a hundred yards we should come to a tree where I notched my initials and an arrow. From there I have a suggestion on where to go next.”
 
   Brian replied, “We need to find an ancient stone stairway that’s very wide, very tall and leads to a narrow passageway between two cliffs.”
 
   “What?” Lynne shouted. “How the hell do you know that? Dammit, Brian! We’re all on the same team here. Share your information with me. I’ve done this trip twice before. I need to have everything so we can find the ancient city. That and Jack Borland too.”
 
   He laughed and said, “Ease up! How good is your sixteenth century Spanish?”
 
   He pulled the manila envelope from his backpack, removed the copy of Governor Alvarado’s letter and handed it to her. He also had the English translation of the letter but he kept it to himself. He wanted to see if this college professor was as smart as he figured she was.
 
   “My ancient Spanish isn’t as bad as you might think.” She began to read the letter as she munched on trail mix. “Don’t say anything for a minute. Let me see if I can get the gist of this.”
 
   In a few minutes she said, “Holy shit! It’s a damn good thing you showed this to me now. We know exactly what we’re looking for. We have to find that stairway. What else do you have?”
 
   “That’s all for now.”
 
   She lashed out at him. “This may seem like a cakewalk to you buddy, but my life and my career are at stake here. My time on this mountain’s running out and I have to go back to the real world before long. I’m a damned teacher at UCLA and I need something to put me on the map or I’ll be stuck as a second rate professor the rest of my life. I want to be an explorer. I want to discover new things. I’ll never get the funding to do things like that unless I make an impact.”
 
   Calmer, she continued. “The English profs have to publish or perish, you know? They have to write books or get relegated to being someone’s assistant. It works the same way in anthropology except we’re expected to mount expeditions, spend some foundation’s money and come home with the glory. We have to be on the same team, Brian. We’re looking for the same thing for different reasons. We both want to find an ancient civilization. You want to find Jack Borland and maybe some gold. I want to find the Mayan city itself, to know how these people functioned. Help me and I’ll help you. Any way you want. What else do you have to show me?” She put her hand on his leg.
 
   Brian pulled away. “What’re you doing?”
 
   Lowering her voice she said, “Just being the red-blooded American girl I am. I’m not an anthropologist a hundred percent of the time. Are you a stuffy antiquities guy all the time? I don’t think so. I bet you like a little action as much as I do.”
 
   “Lynne, you know that I’m involved with Nicole and she may still be in danger. What kind of guy would I be if I just hopped in the sack with you?”
 
   She pulled back, indignant. “Hey, mister. Did anybody say anything about hopping in the sack? I don’t think so. I’m just interested in playing around a little. What we do after dark isn’t anybody else’s business.”
 
   “I think you’re more interested in doing whatever it takes to get me to tell you everything I know about Captain Jack Borland’s expedition. And like I said earlier, that’s all I’m telling for now.” He stood, stretched and rejoined the others.
 
   “About ready to get moving again?”
 
   They donned packs and started walking. Brian could feel the rarified air – it was harder to breathe at this altitude and the hiking made him wheeze. He saw Sam struggling as well.
 
   “How high are we?” he asked Alfredo.
 
   Looking at his altimeter wristwatch, Alfredo said they were above six thousand feet and therefore had about two thousand more to go.
 
   “We can slow things down so no one gets sick. If anyone wants to rest just say so.”
 
   For half an hour Lynne had been scouring the jungle for the marked tree that would show she had been here before. Finally they came to a fork in the trail, both paths ahead barely visible because of overgrowth.
 
   Lynne yelled for the group to stop, dropped her backpack and pulled brush aside. Notched into a tree were the initials LP and an arrow pointing to the left.
 
   “OK. I went that way and there’s nothing there.” She asked Alfredo to ask the two Belizean guides which way Arthur Borland had gone. The guides agreed they had also gone to the left. They all agreed the left trail wasn’t the correct one. They took the trail on the right.
 
   They hiked for four hours, taking regular breaks for rest and water. It was obvious no one had been on this trail in some time – the workers walked in front of the others removing vegetation, vines and small trees. They lost the path completely now and then only to look further and pick it back up. Lynne walked the edge of the trail, peering into the undergrowth to try to find some sign of an ancient staircase. The sun was setting when she finally saw something.
 
   Directly in front of them the trail took a sharp turn to the left. “Guys, come over here. Look at this. The trail’s been cut with a dogleg to the left right here. Know why the natives did that? Because they couldn’t go straight any longer. Any idea why not?”
 
   Brian threw out a guess. “Because it’s easier to go up a winding trail instead of one that goes straight up a mountain? That’d be some tough climbing – most people would rather take a switchback than go straight uphill, especially at this altitude.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s the answer. I think the natives hit a dead-end. It was too hard to continue to clear undergrowth on the straight path so they turned. This is the first real dogleg we’ve seen on the entire trail. Something’s different here – let’s see what it is.”
 
   She asked the workers to clear some brush and in a few minutes they found three stones perfectly aligned in a row. There was a second row above that set. As Mayan stairs tend to be, these were very tall. Everyone dropped packs and the three guides began hacking in earnest. The straight line of stones continued both to the sides and upwards.
 
   “This is definitely man-made,” Lynne said quietly. “It’s possible we’ve found our stairway. This may be the very place the letter talks about.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
   They set up camp along the trail next to the stairway since it was too late to begin clearing it. Everyone was excited – they had that renewed sense of energy that comes with discovery. Alfredo and the workmen chatted quietly as they smoked pipes. Sam rummaged through his pack and came up with two bottles of warm beer. He brought them out and everyone had celebratory swigs, passing the bottles around like champagne.
 
   Brian said, “Lynne, I need your phone again.”
 
   She took it out, turned it on and handed it to Brian. “You’re not the only one who needs something. Keep that in mind when I ask you to pay me back.”
 
   He looked at her quizzically but she just laughed and walked away.
 
   Sam dialed the number and handed the phone to Brian. “You can talk this time. They know we’re calling now so Nicole should be on the line too.” For once the connection was clear.
 
   Odette answered on the first ring and he asked to talk to Nicole.
 
   “I’m so sorry but she’s gone. She talked to her boss this morning. She told him the kidnapper was most likely coming for her so he insisted she fly home. I took her to the airport in Belmopan at noon and she caught the Tropic Air flight to Belize City. She was booked on the nonstop American flight to Dallas that left a half hour ago.
 
   “She said you’d want to talk and she does too but don’t waste your phone battery. She said she loves you and she’ll call me if there’s anything urgent she needs to talk to you about. She asked you do the same. If either of you has something urgent I’ll relay it or set a time for you to talk.”
 
   Nicole would call Collette Conning at Brian’s gallery and let her know that he was going to be gone longer than he had expected.
 
   “Nicole said if Collette needs anything she’d let me know.”
 
   Unwilling to waste precious minutes, he thanked Odette, handed Sam the phone and told him Nicole had gone home. Lynne perked up when she overheard.
 
   Sam cautioned his wife. “Be careful. That guy Tomas will be angry when he finds out she’s gone. And Odette, he’s been in our hotel. He took some papers from Brian and Nicole’s room. Keep your eyes out for him. Take care of yourself.” He disconnected.
 
   Brian felt responsibility for his old friend. “I’m sorry you guys are in the middle of this. I hope Odette stays safe.”
 
   “Don’t apologize for one minute. Odette’s a scrapper. She’s been independent her whole life and she knows how to handle herself. You’d better worry about Tomas if he decides to take her on!”
 
   Lynne patted Brian’s arm. “I’m glad Nicole’s going back to the States. She’ll be safe and that should make you feel better.” She flashed a smile and walked away.
 
   “What’s up with you two?” Sam muttered. “She’s suddenly your best friend.”
 
   “She knows I have information and I’m not willing to give all of it to her.”
 
   “That might be your intention but from what I see, I’d say she’s willing to give you anything she has to get it.”
 
   “I can handle her, Sam. I’m not interested.”
 
   “You may be able to handle her, buddy, but if you tell me you’re not the least bit interested in a female who looks and acts like Lynne Parker I’d say get your testosterone checked. She’s hot as hell, Brian. And you know what happens in the jungle stays in the jungle,” he smiled. “Know what I mean?”
 
   Brian didn’t smile. “No, Sam, I don’t know what you mean. I presume you’re kidding.” He stopped as Lynne came back over and asked to see the letter written by Governor Alvarado. She read the part about the stairway, confirming it was ten varas wide and thirty long.
 
   “How long is a vara?” Brian asked.
 
   “A vara is a Spanish measurement used in the sixteenth century. It’s roughly three-fourths of a meter or about two and a half feet. Doing the math, the stairway Cortes saw was maybe twenty-five feet wide and at least eighty to a hundred feet high. So what we’re looking for is very tall.”
 
   Around nine they retired to their tents. The man on watch was responsible for keeping the campfire burning; its firelight flickered against the canvas of the tents. The humidity and temperature were still sky-high so Brian lay naked on top of his pallet. His tent flaps were open but the screens were zipped shut. That way he could catch a breeze without getting eaten by bugs.
 
   He thought about the stairway Lynne had found. Tomorrow would be an exciting day – hopefully the start of this trip’s real purpose. And it was all easier now that Nicole was safely home. He could concentrate on his goal. Maybe in a few days they would have the answer to Captain Jack Borland’s disappearance. And maybe a key to the ancient Mayan civilization. He drifted into slumber thinking of a stairway to a city high in the clouds – another Machu Picchu but this one in the rain forests of Guatemala.
 
   He suddenly woke up, aware that he wasn’t alone. The pup tents weren’t big enough for two adults to sleep side by side but they were roomy enough for close company. Startled, he looked up and saw Lynne Parker sitting cross-legged next to him, looking up and down his body approvingly. She was naked just as he was. Her breasts were beautiful in the half-light of the flickering embers, he casually thought.
 
   “What are you doing?” he whispered, trying to cover himself with a flap of his sleeping bag.
 
   “Nice to see you too. Glad someone else sleeps in the nude with all this heat.”
 
   “Lynne. What the hell are you doing?”
 
   “Come on. I thought you were a smart guy. Can’t you tell what I’m doing?” She moved the cover away and put her hand on his penis. It jumped to life immediately but Brian jerked it away.
 
   “Look, I can’t do this.”
 
   “Part of you looks like it can do this.” She put her hand back on him. He grew harder as she held and squeezed it. He took her hand and roughly pushed it away.
 
   “I am not going to do this. This isn’t right.”
 
   “What isn’t right? Are you married? Am I? Are we tied down to one person? Have you and Nicole ever had dates with other people? We’re adults, Brian. I’m not hooking up with you for life. I want some fun. This stuff happens. And I want it to happen with you.” She took his hand and put it on her breast. He pulled it away immediately, feeling guilty with Nicole so far away.
 
   “Lynne, any man on earth would be dying to sleep with you. You’re beautiful and sexy as hell but it isn’t right for me. I can’t do this. I can’t do it to Nicole.”
 
   “OK, Mister Honorable Guy. I didn’t know guys like you still existed. I was just looking for a little fun. Nothing more, nothing less. Don’t read a lot into it. I’m a red-blooded American girl and you’re a red-blooded American guy and we’re both out here in the jungle. I’m attracted to you. That’s all I can say. I was looking for fun. Obviously you’re one of those men I don’t see very often. A loyal, faithful one!”
 
   She crawled out of his tent and walked five feet to hers. It was nearly midnight and the only other person awake was the watchman, one of the Belizean workers. He had seen her walk naked into Brian’s tent. He smiled approvingly as he now watched her return. She glanced at him and smiled back, unconcerned about her nudity.
 
   I bet that was fun for Brian, the watchman thought to himself.
 
   When Brian awoke it was dawn. He pulled on a pair of shorts and crawled out of his tent, smelling coffee brewing on the campfire. He saw Lynne standing nearby, holding a water bottle and with a toothbrush in her mouth. She was dressed in her signature t-shirt and shorts. She gave him a little wave and he nodded back.
 
   Sam popped his head out of his tent. “Morning. Did you sleep OK?”
 
   “Uh, yes.” Brian wondered if Sam had heard them talking last night. “How about you? Ready for the adventure today?”
 
   “Ready, buddy. I’m excited about all this. Alfredo, come over here a minute. I thought about something last night. What requirement do we have to report archaeological discoveries?”
 
   “Same here as back in Belize. As soon as we discover something significant, whatever that means, we have to notify the Department of Archaeology. Work has to stop until they come out and investigate.”
 
   Sam replied, “Yeah, and it might take years for them to come out. I know a guy who found a tomb on his property along the Macal River near San Ignacio. He obeyed the law and called the authorities. They haven’t been out there yet and it’s been two summers. If word gets out about his find, my friend’s afraid looters will show up. Word actually always gets out because the people who work for the Archaeology Department don’t make any money. Passing along a little tip here and there about hidden treasure can supplement your income pretty well. There are so many Mayan things buried in Belize and there’s so little money to properly conserve anything. That’s why nobody ever follows the rules. If you notify them it takes forever.”
 
   Alfredo added, “Here there wouldn’t be much of a problem so long as we didn’t find something really significant. But for instance if we find an ancient city like we’re looking for, then it would be no bueno if we hadn’t reported it as soon as we knew we were on to something big.
 
   “Here’s my suggestion. Until we come across something important, there’s no reason to notify them anyway. Let’s see how things go and if we stumble across the find of the century, we call the authorities and let them take over.”
 
   Lynne overheard the end of the conversation and said, “The Ministry of Culture governs archaeology here in Guatemala. They try to protect looters but it’s impossible in remote places like this. If we found something the country itself would be better off if we kept exploring, properly mapped our finds and brought our treasures to the authorities instead of waiting for them to get around to coming out here. I guarantee you word would get out because our workers would talk. Then looters would come and by the time the government got to the site nothing of value would be left.”
 
   “So do we agree it’s better to ask forgiveness than permission?”
 
   “Absolutely,” Lynne smiled. “Always.”
 
   Alfredo agreed. “Works for me. I need to get packets so the men can eat and get to work on that stairway.” He told everyone to leave their camp intact in case they needed to spend another night here. No one knew how long it would take to clear a path up the staircase or what was next.
 
   Alfredo and the Belizean workers used the three machetes they had, clearing dense vines and small trees that had grown up between the stones of the staircase. Brian tried to see how wide the stairs were but had to give up. He could see about four feet but presumed they continued on deep into the jungle since the letter described them as about twenty-five feet wide. Without a knife he couldn’t clear enough foliage to see how far they went.
 
   For three hours the men worked on the stairway, cutting a swath about two feet wide so the group could ascend. The tedious work stopped mid-morning when clouds built up overhead. Suddenly the daily rainstorm dumped several inches of water on them. Everyone retreated to tents to wait it out without getting soaked. Half an hour later it was over and the men were back at work.
 
   Lynne fixed lunch so Alfredo could keep working. Afterwards she said, “Brian, let’s see how their progress is going.” She walked over to the stairway and looked up. A sort of tunnel had been cut through the thick growth. “Come on! Let’s go up.”
 
   Brian followed her. The heat inside the carved out tunnel of undergrowth was unbelievable. It was like an oven. He counted the steps up the narrow passage. The men had excavated ten very tall rows of steps that extended up nearly twenty feet.
 
   Lynne said, “It obviously goes on and the letter says it’s maybe eighty feet high. If these are the right stairs we have a long way to go.”
 
   “How could these not be the right stairs?”
 
   “Easy. You’ve been to other Mayan sites like Tikal or Palenque. There’s never one stairway – there are dozens. Some go up the sides of tall temples, others lead the way to plazas or ceremonial areas. If this were the only stairway in this area I’d be surprised. I just hope to hell this is the right one.”
 
   Suddenly she turned, her face inches from his. “Did you sleep well last night or were you a little frustrated?”
 
   “I slept OK. I wasn’t frustrated. I just can’t betray Nicole.”
 
   She laughed. “A little fling in the jungle never hurt anyone. Who has to know?” She nudged past him in the narrow tunnel of vines, starting back down. “See you again sometime.”
 
   As they descended another brief downpour came and the humidity rose exponentially. Back at camp Lynne said, “I’m hot as hell and my shirt’s drenched.” She nonchalantly pulled her t-shirt over her head then walked to her pack, knelt down and retrieved a dry one. Sam looked at Brian and raised his eyebrows, smiling appreciatively at the gorgeous woman naked from the waist up who was casually changing clothes in front of everyone. Alfredo glanced at her too but continued gathering rainwater from a plastic bucket to refill their water bottles.
 
   Work continued until four o’clock when Alfredo called a halt. There were twenty-two rows of excavated steps leading up the mountain. The stairway was visible only through the two-foot wide tunnel the workers had cut upwards through the vines. Lynne went up first – Brian held back and let Sam go next. He still wasn’t certain what Lynne’s plan was but he was pretty sure it wasn’t just a fling in the jungle. She looked like a girl who knew what she was after and how to use her numerous attributes to get it. What she was selling, he wasn’t buying.
 
   Promptly at five Lynne dug out her phone and turned it on. Handing it to Sam she said, “You’ve got 83% battery. You might think about making your calls every other day. How about you tell her to stand by every day at five just in case, but not to expect a call except every other day.”
 
   Sam agreed and placed the call. Today it took three tries before he got a connection and even then the signal was faint, fading in and out. Odette answered on the first ring and told him she had spoken with Nicole who said she was fine and so was the gallery. She sent her love to Brian. Odette said things were good in San Ignacio – she hadn’t seen the mustached man around town and had heard nothing from anyone about him.
 
   Odette understood that Sam would call less ften and they were saying their goodbyes when the call abruptly ended. “Signal’s lousy up here,” he said to Lynne. “I could barely hear her.” He looked down at the phone. “I used four percent of the battery on that call – it’s at 79% now – so we can calculate pretty well how much juice a call takes. We have to be careful.”
 
   Later Sam told Brian what Nicole had said – when he mentioned that she sent her love Brian looked down, glad that he had done the right thing about Lynne. He had resisted her even though he had seen her naked more than once on this trip – including in his tent. And he had been aroused. After all this time away and with a woman who looked like her, what man wouldn’t be, he rationalized. He had new resolve – he wouldn’t let things happen with her. Even though he knew she’d try again.
 
   The guides had slaved in the oppressive humidity all day; they were asleep before dark. Guard duty for them was begin at three am and only in one hour shifts so they could get a good night’s sleep first. The others would take two-hour shifts; Sam, Lynne and then Brian.
 
   At one am Brian was sleeping soundly but he sat up abruptly when Lynne tapped him on the leg.
 
   “Better quit sleeping naked,” she laughed. “If a mosquito bites you in the wrong place it could hurt.”
 
   Ignoring her comment, he pulled on his shorts, t-shirt and shoes. “Anything happening out there?”
 
   “Nothing. I’m beat; I’m going to hit the sack.”
 
   She undressed outside her tent. When he saw what she was doing he turned away but then he looked back, watching her take off everything she wore, admiring that perfect body. She turned suddenly, smiled at him and crawled into her tent. He was ashamed for looking but once again he’d become aroused watching her.
 
   Next morning the work began early in an attempt to beat the afternoon heat. The opening was wide enough for only one man to use a machete, so two hacked through brush all along the bottom of the stairway while the third moved up.
 
   Shortly the worker from the top came down and spoke with Alfredo, who told the others, “We have a problem. He has reached the top of the stairs. If the measurements in the Alvarado letter are correct, it’s far too short.”
 
   Within minutes the other worker reached the end of the stairway horizontally. It was time to measure.
 
   Alfredo ran a tape up while Brian held the other end. Finally he called out, “I’m at the top.”
 
   “Fifty-one feet.”
 
   Back on the ground, Alfredo took the tape and they measured lengthwise. “Twelve feet,” Brian said.
 
   Lynne was disappointed. “Shit. This isn’t the right stairway.”
 
   Brian was more positive. “The fact that there’s a stairway at all is a plus. We’re clearly in a city. There may be something else at the top of the stairway. Or this may be the right one, just smaller than the Spanish Governor said. After all, he wrote that letter years after he was actually here. Maybe he didn’t remember – or maybe he exaggerated so the King would be impressed.”
 
   “You’re right. We need to do more work here. We need to see what’s at the top of the stairway. Let’s see if we can find a narrow portal of some type then a plaza with a building in it. I guess we need to think positively. Right, Mr. Sadler?” She smiled.
 
   “Right, Miss Parker.” Surprising even himself, he smiled back.
 
   Sam looked at Brian and raised his eyebrows. “If you two are finished, can we get focused again?”
 
   Fifty feet above the trail at the top of the staircase, there was less foliage so the workers could clear faster. By noon they had cleared what they could now see was a flat surface.
 
   Everyone clambered to the top and saw tall mountains soaring a thousand feet or more everywhere they turned. It was an awe-inspiring sight. The temperature and humidity this high above the jungle floor were noticeably lower too.
 
   Sam asked, “Do you see any evidence of a building or ruins?”
 
   Lynne shook her head. “I’m planning to spend the afternoon up here. I didn’t see anything yet but I want to walk every inch of this platform. Keep your fingers crossed.”
 
   They went down for lunch then everyone climbed back up the narrow passageway. Alfredo and the workers finished clearing brush and low scrub while Brian, Lynne and Sam combed the almost-flat area the men had cleared.
 
   Shortly Alfredo called out, “Come over here, guys.” The men had found a second set of steps leading back down.
 
   Lynne was thrilled. “This pretty well cinches it. We’re on top of a temple, I think. Let’s measure the distance between our two stairways then keep clearing the underbrush. I think this expanse of flat ground we’re standing on is the top of a four-sided temple. If I’m right, there will be a stairway on each side.”
 
   A half-hour of final clearing proved her right. They were standing on a pyramid, the top of which was a twelve-by-twelve foot square.
 
   “Each side is exactly five varas,” Lynne calculated. “That’s exactly what we’d expect from Mayan builders. It doesn’t match at all the description in the letter Jack Borland had, but regardless it’s absolutely incredible. This is an undiscovered temple in a forgotten city. In the middle of this platform there’ll be an altar or a round stone – maybe even the foundation of another building. The Maya always put something on top of their temples.”
 
   The men removed all the growth, their machetes making ringing sounds as they struck stone.
 
   “Mira aqui!” one yelled at last. Look here.
 
   There was a rectangular piece of stone that rested six inches above the surface. It was roughly two feet long and four feet wide. They brushed away dirt with their hands and saw faint carvings.
 
   “My God, this is beautiful,” Lynne said as she moved her index finger slowly over the grooves.
 
   Brian asked what she thought it was.
 
   “It’s Mayan for sure – probably a stela. It’s completely consistent with carvings I’ve seen at Tikal, which isn’t that far from here. We’re definitely standing on top of a Mayan temple. The carvings probably represent a god – I’d have to spend some time on these before I could tell for sure – but that would be my guess. We’re probably the first people to see this in a thousand years.”
 
   She pulled out a camera and took dozens of pictures then she marked the GPS coordinates with her phone.
 
   She told Brian, “If we’re actually in a Mayan city I couldn’t have asked for more. With the jungle covering everything so completely it’s impossible to know how big this place is. We could be in the middle of a temple complex that has dozens of buildings. I hope we can find the building that Cortes found – the one Jack Borland was looking for – but for me, if we found nothing else this one structure is worth it all.
 
   “There’s something that’s been bothering me but I think I understand it now. The stairway in the letter is different. It’s not on the side of a temple like the ones here. It’s a real set of stairs that leads to something – a passage in a cliff, maybe. But we won’t know exactly what it all means unless we find it. Even though the Mayans built some huge cities, most of their settlements were only a square mile or two in size. I think the stairway mentioned in the letter is in this area. We already know they built a building right here and I figure the rest can’t be far away. If this is a lost city, this is huge.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
   Alone in her office, Nicole thought about what she’d been through. She was fortunate to have a boss whose personal involvement in her welfare had brought her safely home. Even more, Randall Carter had arranged temporary security for her. A guard accompanied her twice a day for the five blocks to her home at the Ritz-Carlton. That building was under heightened security as well.
 
   Thank God for Randall Carter.
 
   Two days ago when her plane from Belize arrived in Dallas, an airline representative came on board, instructed the passengers to remain seated for a moment, and ushered Nicole off the plane ahead of the crowd. She was whisked to an unmarked VIP lounge inside the security area. One person was waiting – Randall Carter.
 
   “Mr. Carter, thank you so much for helping me. I had nowhere else to turn when I got away from the kidnappers. Thank God you helped me.”
 
   “No thanks are necessary. I was pleased to be of assistance and I’m so glad you’re safe and back in the USA. I know you’re tired and as soon as the airline rep retrieves your checked luggage we’ll be out of here.”
 
   For a fleeting moment she wondered how Randall Carter had gotten through security without a boarding pass. Since 9/11 it had become virtually impossible to do but she also knew that here in Dallas there was nothing he couldn’t accomplish. Tom Horton, the president of the parent company of American Airlines, was Randall Carter’s neighbor in exclusive Preston Hollow, as was former President George W. Bush. People like Carter had power others could only fantasize about.
 
   “Thank you for coming personally to meet me. That was kind of you but you didn’t need to do that. I could have caught a cab home.”
 
   “Not a chance, Nicole. My goal today is to get one of Carter and Wells’ best legal minds back home and back to work, safe and sound.” He told her to take as much time off as she wanted. He offered a counselor in case she wanted some help getting over the terrible ordeal she had been through.
 
   She thanked him for his concern and took the name of the therapist even though she didn’t expect to visit him.
 
   After only one day off she forced herself to get back into her job, mainly to stop obsessing about Brian. Carter would keep her up to date on the search for her kidnapper. She knew Brian and Sam were OK although with limited battery life she couldn’t talk to him.
 
   This morning she’d prepared the defense of a Dallas oilman who was accused of killing his wife. It was the first murder in five years in the posh community of University Park and there was no doubt the man had actually committed the murder.
 
   The problem was that it was actually the wife who had paid to have her husband killed while she was playing bridge one afternoon. The gunman, not the sharpest pencil in the drawer, got his money up front but unfortunately misunderstood the timing. He used the wife’s alarm code to enter the house, walked into the husband’s study and was holding a gun to his head when the wife came home from her bridge game. The gunman wasn’t supposed to be there – the wife heard a noise in the study, opened the door and her husband used the confusion to grab the gun. A wild shot was fired as the men struggled. The wife collapsed at the study door, fatally wounded. Police responded to the alarm call, the gunman ran, and the husband was left holding the weapon. He was charged with murder. The police thought there was no gunman at all – it was just a husband and his now-dead wife.
 
   The defendant’s money was spread all over Dallas seeking information about the shooter. Finally someone came forward. He told a story about a guy in a bar who bragged that he got twenty grand for a murder he didn’t even have to commit since the intended victim accidentally killed the wife who’d ordered the shooting in the first place. This news didn’t convince the DA’s office so a date was set for the oilman’s murder trial. Nicole was certain the case would be dismissed but she had to prepare on the off chance it wasn’t.
 
   Nicole’s assistant knocked softly on her office door and stuck his head inside. “Miss Farber, Mr. Carter would like you to join him at the Petroleum Club for lunch at 1:30. He has a new client he wants you to meet. You’re free then; may I accept the invitation?”
 
   “That sounds great. Tell him I’ll meet him there. Who’s the client?”
 
   “He didn’t say. Mr. Carter will have a driver pick you up downstairs. Security will take you from here to the garage.”
 
   She smiled. He was still looking after her welfare. She was blessed to work for Randall Carter.
 
   A little after one pm she and a guard took the elevator to the garage where she was handed over to the driver of a black Mercedes sedan.
 
   “Shouldn’t take long at all,” he said. “Traffic’s pretty light even though it’s the lunch hour.”
 
   They went down Pearl Street and turned on Ross. The driver entered an underground parking lo, parked and accompanied her to an express elevator going directly to the fifty-fifth floor of the fourth tallest building in Dallas. When she stepped off the maître d’ welcomed her.
 
   “Good afternoon, Miss Farber. Mr. Carter and his guest are waiting for you in the bar.”
 
   She walked into the expansive lounge and saw Randall Carter wave. As she walked across the room she looked at his guest, a strikingly handsome man maybe in his late sixties. He looks familiar, she thought. He was dressed in a dark pinstripe suit she guessed might be from London’s Savile Row. She knew Randall Carter had his suits custom made there and this man’s taste appeared equally impeccable. He wore a starched white shirt with simple gold cufflinks and a red Hermes tie. As she reached the table both men stood.
 
   “Nicole, I’m glad you could make it. I want you to get to know our new client. He was particularly interested in meeting you.” She smiled at the man and he held out his hand.
 
   “Miss Farber, it’s a pleasure. I think we have a mutual acquaintance.”
 
   “Thank you. Good to meet you too. I’m afraid I didn’t get your name.”
 
   “I’m sorry – my fault. Unfortunately many people know me on sight! It’s refreshing to see you’re not one of them, so forgive my rudeness. I’m John Spedino.”
 
   The shock was evident on Nicole’s face. “Are you all right?” her boss said. “You look as though you’ve seen a ghost. Have you two met before?”
 
   “Please be seated, gentlemen,” Nicole responded, instantly regaining her composure. “No, I haven’t met Mr. Spedino but I think you know my friend Brian Sadler.”
 
   “Yes, Brian and I have met a time or two. I am a big fan and an occasional customer of his gallery. Please send along my regards when you talk with him next. I understand you and he had a distressful trip to Central America recently.”
 
   “How, uh, how do you know that…” Nicole stammered as Randall Carter smiled and raised his hand.
 
   “John’s a good friend. I hope you don’t mind that I shared with him about your misadventure in Guatemala last week. It’s an incredible horror story but one with a good ending, thank God. And Brian’s continuing search for Captain Jack and the lost library of the Maya – that’s a fascinating tale!”
 
   Nicole attempted a half-smile and sat. She had always made a point of separating her personal life from her job. She considered herself a private person and she was uncomfortable here, especially given her employer’s decision to relate her story without asking her in advance.
 
   They ordered lunch and Carter turned the conversation to the matter at hand. “As you may know, Nicole, a couple of years ago John Spedino was convicted of fraud involving a public company called Bellicose Holdings. I think you’re very aware that Warren Taylor and Currant was the investment banking firm here in town that took Bellicose public. You also know it shut down over the negative publicity surrounding the fraud. Your friend Brian was a broker there at the time the Bellicose public offering occurred.”
 
   Nicole listened intently.
 
   “Mr. Spedino’s previous counsel convinced a judge to grant a new trial on the grounds that the president of Bellicose Holdings, Francois Rochefort, perjured himself to avoid jail time. Rochefort’s a convicted criminal – he served ten years in a French prison for fraud. Mr. Spedino has told me he had nothing to do with any of this. The U.S. Attorney has been trumping up charges against John Spedino for years and until this Bellicose matter their success rate was zero. John has never had a conviction for anything and he has assured me he is guilty of nothing now.
 
   “Our firm has been retained to represent him going forward. Our goal is to resoundingly prove to the prosecutors that they have nothing to gain from a new trial. We want to convince them that Mr. Spedino will never go back to prison for anything involving Bellicose or Francois Rochefort because he’s innocent. But if the U.S. Attorney insists on filing new charges we will put on his defense. I want you to be the lead attorney on this one, Nicole. It would be a personal favor to me if you would handle it.”
 
   John Spedino leaned forward in his chair and touched her sleeve lightly. “From what Randall tells me you’re the top criminal lawyer at Carter and Wells. That says a lot, Miss Farber, and I’m pleased that Mr. Carter and I have selected you to handle my case. I’m putting my future in your hands and I’m confident you’re exactly the right person for me.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
   The morning after the group had found the temple they were breaking down their campsite. Lynne was already up on top examining the jungle around the ancient structure. Since the jungle always hid ancient buildings, they often looked like nothing more than tall mounds. She held a compass, turning in each direction as she looked for a structure taller than the one on which she was standing. It should be nearly a hundred feet high and it might or might not have the ruin of a building on top.
 
   By the time she descended the men had finished loading and the backpacks sat in a row, ready to be hoisted and carried.
 
   “Did you see anything?” Brian asked.
 
   “Maybe. It’s hard to tell with so much growth and so many trees but I think there are at least two or three tall structures within a half-mile of here. Let’s keep moving.”
 
   A half hour later Lynne stopped, glanced at her compass and held up her hand. “We’re going the wrong way. We need to be going there.” She pointed into a tangled mess of trees and vines.
 
   The three of them waited on the trail as the workers and Alfredo hacked into the brush. After an hour the men had cleared only fifty feet.
 
   By mid-afternoon thunder boomed ominously. They quickly set up one tent and threw their stuff inside, barely making it as the daily rainstorm came, torrential but brief. Alfredo ran here and there, pulling open the portable shower bag and setting out cook pots to catch the rain. Within ten minutes it was all over and there was plenty of water.
 
   They were all sopping wet and sky-high humidity was like a furnace. They’d been together long enough by now that no one gave nudity a thought. Everyone peeled off soaked clothes and wrung them out. Sam glanced at Lynne; she grinned and said, “Hey, you’ve seen one set, you’ve seen them all. Right?”
 
   “Not necessarily true,” Sam muttered under his breath to no one in particular.
 
   Refreshed and clean, everyone hung wet clothes on branches, dug through their packs and donned dry clothing.
 
   Brian and Sam leaned against a tree, catnapping as the workers cleared the trail. Lynne made notes in her journal. After a couple of hours they heard Alfredo’s muffled voice.
 
   “Hey guys! Come see this!” They walked a hundred feet down the new trail until they reached the workers.
 
   “Esta otra escalera!” one of the men said, pointing forward.
 
   Alfredo translated. “They’ve found another stairway.”
 
   Where the men had cleared Lynne saw three steps. They had worked horizontally instead of going up like last time.
 
   Her voice quivered with anticipation. “Let’s keep clearing and see how wide this baby is.”
 
   As the workers cut and chopped Lynne consulted Captain Jack’s letter, both the original and the English translation.
 
   “Cortes says the stairway is twenty-five to thirty feet wide and seventy-five to ninety feet high. We’re looking for stairs that lead to some kind of narrow passageway or aperture, through which we should find a small flat plaza.”
 
   It didn’t take long to finish. Alfredo said, “We’ve completely cleared the stairway sideways. It’s about eight meters wide.”
 
   Lynne’s head shot up. “Eight meters – twenty-four feet! Let’s measure.”
 
   Sam took one end of a tape and walked to the far end of the rock stairs.
 
   “Ready!”
 
   At the other end she pulled the tape taut and measured. A minute later they heard, “Bingo! It’s twenty-seven feet. Exactly ten varas wide.”
 
   The workers set up camp, showered and rested while Sam worked on dinner. This was the day for a call; Lynne passed over the phone at five.
 
   Sam and Odette spoke very briefly, then he told Brian, “Nicole wants you to call. She says there’s no emergency and it won’t take long but she’ll be standing by every day at this time until she hears from you.”
 
   “OK. I’ll call her now but I’ll make it quick.” The phone’s battery registered 64%, lower than Brian would have expected since two days ago it was nearly eighty. It must have drained from Lynne’s taking so many pictures of the ruins, he thought to himself.
 
   He walked away from the others and dialed her number. The ring tone was faint but she picked up right away.
 
   “Brian, are you OK? I know we have to be brief but just tell me nothing’s wrong. I’ve had a feeling something isn’t right and I just want to hear things are good.”
 
   Even though nothing really happened with Lynne, Brian felt like a liar as he assured Nicole things were just fine. He said they’d found a temple and maybe were in a city, but were still looking for Jack Borland’s staircase.
 
   They talked about Tomas. Brian told her how much the mustached man knew about her.
 
   “He was the one who kidnapped me!” she responded. “He took you and Sam too?”
 
   “Yes, but we’re all safe for now. We can’t spend any more time talking about him. We have to conserve this battery. Just be careful, baby.”
 
   “The firm’s providing security for me. I’m more worried about you – he’s probably still right there in Guatemala.”
 
   She changed the subject. “Brian, here’s why I called. Please be calm. Today Randall Carter introduced me to a new client I’m going to be representing – John Spedino.”
 
   Shock and revulsion coursed through him. “Spedino’s in Dallas? I thought he was in jail for life.”
 
   “He was granted a new trial. He claims Francois Rochefort committed perjury and Spedino himself wasn’t involved at all with Bellicose Holdings. Long story short, I have no way out of this unless I quit the firm. Being the newest and youngest partner ever elected partner, that’s something I’m willing to do. I talked to Mr. Carter – it was his decision to represent Spedino and I can’t question that. I told him I wasn’t comfortable representing a man with whom you’d had an involvement but he told me I’m the best and it would be a personal favor to him. What can I do, Brian? Tell him no, when the man just got me rescued? You know how this works. It doesn’t matter if our clients are guilty or not. Everybody’s entitled to a lawyer – we represent them regardless. You also know my success rate is the best in Texas. It makes sense why Mr. Carter assigned me to this case.”
 
   Brian was furious. “Bullshit! Do you know how dangerous he is? He’s Mafia, Nicole. He’s the godfather. Don’t you get that? They call him Teflon Two – he’s the same kind of guy John Gotti was. You know all this already. There’s nothing this guy won’t do or hasn’t done. Don’t be deceived by how he looks or how he talks. He’s as smooth as silk. What the hell do you think you’re doing…”
 
   She interrupted brusquely. “We don’t have time to go through this now. I appreciate your concern but I’m a big girl. I’m not marrying this guy – he’s my client. I think I can handle it and by now I’d hope you think so too. So you concentrate on your job and I’ll do mine.”
 
   Her curt attitude frustrated him. “This is different. You don’t have any idea what you’re getting yourself into. Or what you may be getting me into.”
 
   “Sorry, Brian. I hate to interrupt just when you’re getting into your ‘fatherly advice’ mode but I’ve had enough. I hope you find what you’re looking for out there in the jungle. If I need you I’ll call Odette and you do the same. I love you.” She disconnected.
 
   Brian glanced at the battery life remaining – 60%. He clicked off the phone and gave it back to Lynne. She reached inside the flap of her pup tent and stuck it on top of her pack.
 
   By dusk everyone had settled into tents for the night. The Belizean workers were exhausted and their snores added to the din of the jungle. Watchmen were assigned to shifts as usual.
 
   Around midnight the person on watch quietly took Lynne’s phone from her tent. A call was made – in whispered Spanish Tomas got a progress report and learned that they may have found Captain Jack’s stairway. Tomas barked instructions and hung up. The entire call took one minute; the phone was quietly placed back into Lynne’s tent as everyone slept soundly.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
   The man with the pencil mustache who called himself Tomas Rodriguez walked briskly through the lobby of the Westin Hotel in Guatemala City past a bar bustling with noisy tourists. He went directly to a bank of telephones in a quiet area behind the concierge desk.
 
   He spoke in rapid Spanish. “I’m calling to give you a report, boss. They’ve found a temple but it’s not the right one. They uncovered another stairway today but it’s too early to tell if they’re on to something. I’ll hear more as things develop although cell phone service is not good up where they are. In the meantime what else should I do?”
 
   Tomas listened for a moment. “I understand.”
 
   He used an international calling card for another call. This time he spoke in English.
 
   “This is taking far longer than you said. Are you in contact with the expedition?” The answer angered him.
 
   “That’s not acceptable. You have a major problem, and you’ve made it my problem. Time is running out, my friend. This had better work – if these people are on a fruitless mission and return empty-handed things will be very bad for you. Do you understand? My people want this matter wrapped up in ten days. Ten days. No more excuses, no more stalling for time.”
 
   Tomas laughed as he left the building. This fool couldn’t control the timing and Tomas knew more about what the expedition was doing than this guy did. Tomas merely wanted to keep him on his toes. A scared man is a submissive man. And this one was scared. That was certain.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   About fifteen hundred miles east of Guatemala City, Arthur Borland’s phone rang. Hands shaking, he reached in his pocket as the man across the table said, “I’m sorry Lord Borland, but you can’t use your phone here. Just step away from the table and I’ll hold your place.”
 
   When that call ended Arthur called Bijan Rarities in New York. Collette Conning answered.
 
   “This is Arthur Borland. I was wondering if I could get an update on Brian. Have you heard anything lately?”
 
   She told him what she knew and he said, “I’m glad to hear things are progressing there and I wish them well. I mentioned to Brian that my mother is ill and I’m afraid things have taken a turn for the worse. My wife and I are at her house, sitting with her day and night. I’ve just stepped out of her room to make this call. I fear her time is short. She’s asking every day for news about my father so if you talk to Brian please let him know time is of the essence. If we can get some answer as to what happened to Captain Jack it will ease my mother’s final days immensely.”
 
   Collette assured him she’d pass along the message.
 
   Far from his mother’s home in England, Arthur strode back across an expansive room, the sounds of bells clanging and coins dropping into metal pans all around him. He took his seat at the table. With a smile the dealer said, “Just in time, Lord Borland. I’ve finished shuffling and we’re starting a new hand.”
 
   A pit boss put a slip of paper in front of him and leaned close. In a whisper he said, “Just sign the marker, my Lord. We’ve worked everything out and increased your credit limit.” The dealer then moved ten thousand dollars in black chips to Arthur’s place at the table and said, “Better luck, sir.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
   When Nicole arrived at the office the next morning Ryan was waiting. “Mr. Carter would like to have a word with you.”
 
   She closed the door and called her boss. He told her he was moving her caseload to other attorneys so she could concentrate on John Spedino’s defense. “This is a very important client and I want both your expertise and your full attention on his case.”
 
   “I can handle more than one case at a time,” she snapped curtly.
 
   “Of course you can, but for now I’m asking for full focus on this one. He’ll be in your office at ten to get started.”
 
   She pushed for more information. “He’s a different sort of client than Carter and Wells typically represents, correct? Hasn’t he been compared time and again to John Gotti? Hasn’t he been called the country’s most notorious, high profile mobster? I know you personally made the decision to accept him as a client and that’s your prerogative, but I just want to be sure we know we’re representing a guy who’s been accused of everything in the book, including murder.”
 
   Carter’s voice was firm. “Accused, yes. Convicted only once and now that’s been overturned. Trust me, Nicole. I know what I’m doing. I don’t treat this firm’s reputation lightly. Every American is entitled to the best attorney he can afford, John Spedino included.”
 
   Afterwards she struggled to understand what was going on. Spedino must be paying the firm an incredible fee because he absolutely wasn’t their kind of client. She didn’t know why Randall Carter was pushing so hard but she owed him a huge debt of gratitude. She also was in no position to question the senior partner in the firm.
 
   Precisely at ten her assistant advised that Spedino was in the waiting area. Ryan ushered him in and she gestured to a couch. “Have a seat and let’s talk.”
 
   As she pulled a chair closer Spedino said, “Why don’t you sit on the couch by me? Sometimes I don’t hear as well as I should and I don’t want to miss anything.” He patted the cushion and she moved over, legal pad and pen in hand.
 
   He continued, “Before we get to business, tell me about your trip and the kidnapping. I think it’s amazing how you escaped and it’s fortunate you were rescued. Randall is a very resourceful man, I understand. It’s good to have friends in high places.”
 
   “It sounds as though you already know my story.”
 
   “Not really. Randall told me bits and pieces but I asked him to leave the details to you. I’d rather hear the story first-hand.”
 
   She spent nearly an hour telling John Spedino what happened, beginning with her kidnapping at the cave entrance. She explained how she was held prisoner in a remote camp in the Maya Mountains of Guatemala and gave a vague description of her escape, omitting the detail about her killing the guard. She told him that Randall Carter had arranged her pickup in Melchor de Mencos just in time to avoid her being taken hostage again by the same man, who apparently had also kidnapped Brian and two others.
 
   “Brian says he calls himself Tomas Rodriguez. Who knows if that’s his real name?”
 
   “I may be able to assist Brian in his problems with this ‘Tomas.’ I too have friends in high places. Please write down every detail you can recall about this man, his mannerisms, dress, appearance, inflection of voice – everything, and I will make an inquiry.”
 
   “I don’t know if that’s what Brian would want me to do. But I do appreciate the offer.”
 
   “Nicole, you are going to be of immense help to me. I can feel it already. I can only hope to repay you in some way other than the enormous fees Randall has prepared me for. Let me do this small favor to help both you and Brian, two people whom I have come to admire.”
 
   She promised to think about it and then shifted the conversation to his earlier conviction for fraud. She took notes and studied his body language to see what kind of witness he would make on the stand in a courtroom. She caught herself wandering. He’s charming, polished, erudite – slim and trim, obviously exercises – but if you believe the stories, I’m sitting next to one of the most dangerous men on earth.
 
   At 12:30 she suggested they take a break. “May I buy your lunch?” he asked.
 
   She declined, saying she needed the hour to catch up on calls. “I’ll see you back here at 1:30.”
 
   Spedino spent the afternoon answering hundreds of questions as quickly as she tossed them out. He explained why the government might think he had an involvement with Bellicose Holdings but assured her that the evidence against him was purely circumstantial. He told her it was Francois Rochefort’s testimony that had convicted him but that Rochefort was himself a convicted felon. As her boss had done, Spedino reminded her that he had often been charged with crimes but until now he had never been convicted of so much as a traffic ticket.
 
   “So if there were another trial do you think the government would use Francois Rochefort as their star witness again?”
 
   “I have no idea,” Spedino replied evenly. “I hear the man has disappeared. Maybe he’s in the Witness Protection Program – I wouldn’t know about that – but if he has chosen to drop out of sight then perhaps he would not be a thorn in my side the next time.” He forced a smile. “Sometimes things work out for the best.”
 
   His answer gave Nicole goosebumps.
 
   She wrapped it up at six. She handed her assistant the pages of notes she’d taken, asking him to log everything into the computer for cross-referencing.
 
   Spedino stood and stretched. “I know your boyfriend is deep in the jungle somewhere. To avoid having both of us spend dinner alone, would you join me? I’d enjoy very much getting to know you better.”
 
   Somewhere in her head alarms went off but she attributed her feelings to Brian’s caution about Spedino. She was just stubborn enough to prove she knew how to handle herself, so she accepted.
 
   “Where are you staying?”
 
   “I’m at the Ritz-Carlton just down the street.”
 
   “What a coincidence. I live in the residences just around the corner.”
 
   He smiled. “I have found in life that there are few coincidences, Nicole. Do you have a car here in the building?”
 
   Few coincidences? Did he stay at the Ritz so he could be near her? Surely that wasn’t what he meant?
 
   Let it go, she told herself. Don’t overanalyze.
 
   She said she was walking and he asked to join her. She agreed with the admonition, “I have to warn you that I’ll have a security guard with me. That’s Mr. Carter’s way of ensuring I don’t get snatched right off McKinney Avenue and whisked back to the jungle!”
 
   She stopped at the hotel entrance and they agreed to meet in the bar an hour from now. Nicole and her escort walked around the corner to the Residences where he dropped her off.
 
   As she walked into the Ritz-Carlton she saw John Spedino sitting on a couch sipping a martini. “Sorry I’m a little ahead of you,” he said as she approached. “I made a couple of calls then decided to come on down. I was excited at the prospect of an evening with a lovely southern lady!”
 
   She grinned self-consciously. My God, I’m acting like a schoolgirl!
 
   “Come sit next to me.” He scooted over and made room.
 
   “I’ll sit over here, Mr. Spedino. I think you can hear conversations just fine. I think you use that line to get close to women.”
 
   He laughed heartily and said, “I’m afraid you’re right. It’s one of my biggest weaknesses, beautiful women!”
 
   When her Cosmopolitan was delivered they toasted, then he said, “I’ve been thinking about our discussion this afternoon. Not about me but about you and Brian. I’m certain I can help convince this ‘Tomas Rodriguez to back off, and perhaps I can also find out for whom he is working. I can make Brian’s problem – and yours – go away.”
 
   “How can you be certain? He’s in Central America.”
 
   “I’ve developed a wide network of associates around the world in many years of business dealings. I’d like to make a few calls tomorrow to see what we can turn up but I want your OK first. I hope you don’t think I’m interfering nor is this is a quid pro quo. It’s enough for me that you will be representing me should the government foolishly decide to press on with this case. To be frank, money means nothing to me – I have been blessed with plenty. So I prefer to return favors by helping than by spending money.
 
   “I would do anything to help a friend. I have always thought highly of Brian and now I think very highly of you as well. How good a friend would I be if I refused to help when I knew I could? And how good a friend would you be not to help Brian? You would do anything to protect him and I certainly understand that. I’m glad that I am able to assist you both.”
 
   “I’ll think about it,” she said at last. “You’re very convincing, Mr. Spedino…”
 
   “Since we’re friends please call me John.”
 
   “John, I’m not sure Brian would want anyone else involved in this. I’ll ask him next time we speak.”
 
   They finished a drink and she excused herself to use the restroom. Spedino ordered another round, moved her drink close to him for a few seconds and passed his hand over it. Then he replaced it on her side of the table.
 
   Returning to the table, she saw the second round. “I’m not much of a drinker, especially two Cosmos. Usually I switch to wine, especially if I skipped lunch like today.” She sipped the drink slowly.
 
   “I’m happy to order you something else if you want but remember that your condo is just around the corner. If worst comes to worst I’ll make sure you get home safely.”
 
   Assuring him she was fine, she lifted her Cosmopolitan and took another drink. “I have a question, John. A couple of years ago when you first went to prison, a man approached Brian and me one day when we were at lunch in London and said you wanted a million dollars for a cheap imitation of the Declaration of Independence. The document was a cheap imitation but the man said David Cardone had sent him on your behalf. What was that all about?”
 
   “I heard about that myself. That was Cardone’s way of trying to harm my reputation with Brian. He took over some of my business interests when I went to prison, as you may have heard. He had been my friend but once I was imprisoned he changed. He took control of many things that were far beyond our agreement and I am still trying to straighten things out. Suffice it to say that David Cardone has harmed me greatly. Paybacks come when one least expects them.
 
   “As I said earlier, I have plenty of money. I had no need to press Brian to give me a million dollars. After all, the Bethlehem Scroll ended up exactly where I wanted it.”
 
   She felt an unusual sense of euphoria as she listened to him. “So Cardone’s not the big bad godfather he thinks he is,” she said, flashing a huge giddy grin.
 
   That was a strange thing to say, she thought hazily.
 
   “No, Nicole. I am.”
 
   Did he just say that? She sipped her drink as her brain struggled to process what he was saying. She was getting mellower by the minute, enthralled by this charming man. She knew she was half his age but decided a man like Spedino probably would have no issues in the sex department.
 
   What? What am I thinking?
 
   He smiled and patted the seat next to him. “It’s time to sit on this side.” She smiled back, came around and sat very close to him – closer than she had intended. She suddenly felt very comfortable in his presence.
 
   He asked, “Do you want a third drink or should we go to dinner?”
 
   She spoke lazily, finding it hard to put her thoughts into words. “I think a third drink would be dangerous at this point. Want to go to my place? I could make us a nice quiet dinner.”
 
   What? What did I just say?
 
   “Oh sorry. I didn’t mean to say that. Where did that come from?” She stumbled with the words but he patted her knee reassuringly. She looked down; his hand was higher on her thigh now but suddenly it wasn’t a problem.
 
   “If you’re not in the mood to spend time in a restaurant then I’d be happy to see you home safely. And if you’d like to eat at home that sounds wonderful to me. Whatever works for you.”
 
   She held his arm tightly as they walked to the residences. The doorman was away from his post so she unsuccessfully tried twice to enter an access code. Finally she told the godfather the number. He entered it, held the door and helped her into the elevator. Her head was in a fog as the car ascended and she fumbled in her purse trying to find her key.
 
   “Wow, those drinks really hit me. I guess I should have gone to lunch with you after all and gotten something on my stomach.”
 
   She handed her purse to him; he pulled out her key and opened the door. Inside, he walked to her expansive windows and said, “What a spectacle. Dallas at night. I think this city has one of the most wonderful skylines of any in America. The architecture is unbelievable.”
 
   Nicole didn’t hear him – he turned and saw she was no longer in the room. He walked to the door of her bedroom and saw her clothes thrown on the floor. In the half-light she lay sprawled on the bed in her bra and panties. He sat on the bed next to her, running his hand up and down her leg, higher and higher.
 
   “Umm, Brian,” she mumbled. “Get undressed and get my panties off.” Her eyes were closed and she had a small smile on her face.
 
   John Spedino took his time. He took a video recorder from his jacket pocket. He hung his jacket and trousers carefully in her closet and removed his shirt, t-shirt and boxers. His socks were last. He walked to her bed, set the small device on her nightstand, turned it on and said, “Nicole, I want to help Brian by finding out everything I can about this Tomas Rodriguez. Tell me that’s fine with you.”
 
   “Yep,” she murmured. “Thass fine with me.”
 
   “Now roll over.”
 
   She obeyed and he unfastened her bra. She rolled back over and said, “Brian, pull down my panties. I want you…inside me.” Her words came slowly and her eyes stayed closed.
 
   “I want you to say my name, Nicole. I want you to tell John Spedino to get inside of you.”
 
   She mumbled, “John Spedino, take off my panties. Get on top. I want you inside of me.” He removed her underwear and sat next to her on the bed, running his hands up and down her flawless body, missing nothing. He filmed her as she lazily moved her hand to his manhood, wrapping her fingers around it.
 
   “Wow, somebody’s BIG!” she murmured, half asleep. She spread her legs wide apart. “Kiss me all over,” she whispered.
 
   An hour later he made sure Nicole was sound asleep, retrieved the recorder, dressed and let himself out of her condo. He took the elevator down and walked around the corner to the hotel. He had a glass of wine in the bar then went upstairs to bed. After he checked the video he turned off the nightstand lamp. He had everything he needed.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
   Nicole awoke with sunlight streaming into the windows of her bedroom. She squinted at the light then winced as she felt what seemed like little hammers beating inside her head. She glanced at the clock. It was 8:25!
 
   My God, I have to be at the office in thirty minutes!
 
   When she stood up she felt dizzy and nauseated. She saw last night’s clothes tossed all over the floor.
 
   What the hell happened?
 
   She remembered going to the bathroom at the hotel, coming back to a second Cosmo and then things began to fade.
 
   How did I get back to my house? What’s going on with me?
 
   She took two aspirins, stood in a hot shower then called the security guard who was to meet her downstairs, telling him she would be a half hour late. She called Ryan and told him to make John Spedino comfortable until she got there. Then she tried to retrace events to figure out what happened last night. She couldn’t show up at the office and ask her client how she got home. That would be ridiculously immature, like the morning after a college frat party.
 
   Part of me wants to think I got drunk because I hadn’t eaten anything. Another part of me is getting really nervous about what else might have happened. Brian warned me about John Spedino. But surely he had nothing to do with this incredible hangover!
 
   An hour earlier, Spedino sat in his room at the Ritz-Carlton and made a brief phone call, initiating a search for information about Tomas Rodriguez. Then he had a light breakfast downstairs and walked to Nicole’s building. Ryan put him in her office and gave him coffee.
 
   Twenty minutes later Nicole and the security guard walked in. Her head throbbed but she tried to ignore it.
 
   “Good morning, John. Sorry I’m late.”
 
   “Good morning. I trust you slept well.”
 
   “Yes, thanks. And thanks for the evening. I’m afraid I may owe you an apology – I know we planned dinner but I don’t think I was very good company.”
 
   “On the contrary. Think nothing of it! I assure you I enjoyed your company immensely. And hopefully you enjoyed mine as well. You seemed to be having a good time.” He smiled broadly and she wondered exactly what he meant.
 
   Drop it, she said to herself. “OK then. Let’s get down to business.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty
 
   As the sun rose in the Guatemalan rain forest six adventurers crawled out of their tents with a heightened sense of enthusiasm. Even the two normally stolid Belizean workers were smiling and talking quietly.
 
   “They’re excited to see what lies up the staircase,” Lynne said.
 
   Brian was surprised. “I didn’t realize you spoke Spanish. I know you translated that ancient Spanish document, but you’re a linguist too? My what talents you have.”
 
   “Why thank you, sir. If you’re going to spend time in Central America it’s good to know Spanish. I’m pretty fluent – I can handle a conversation if I have to.”
 
   Brian looked at Sam. “How about you? How much Spanish have you picked up in all your years in Belize?”
 
   “I’m like Lynne. I know enough to talk to the people who work for me at the hotel and to get by. I can speak and understand it pretty well. Odette can too – it’s just something that comes with spending time down here.”
 
   Since Lynne knew what they were looking for, she asked Alfredo to cut a swath up the stairway. “It might take a few days but the opening has to be big enough for us to easily walk through. Tell them to take their time and don’t push it. It’s hotter than hell in there and we don’t want anyone getting sick from heat prostration.”
 
   The process took two days; the men stopped every couple of hours for a smoke and lots of water. Since there were no extra machetes Lynne and the guys couldn’t help, so they stayed at the campsite killing time while they waited expectantly.
 
   At five Lynne handed the phone to Sam. Brian said, “Can I see that a sec?”
 
   Sam passed the phone to Brian – he saw the battery was at 52%. Only two nights ago it had been at sixty. Furrowing his brow, Brian handed it back.
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   “I don’t know. This is weird. I know you took pictures the other day and I accounted for that. Your phone is losing power faster than it should be assuming it’s turned completely off between the calls we make.”
 
   “It is. Maybe it’s just the iPhone. They’re quirky.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe it is.” He listened as Sam tried the call once, then again.
 
   “No signal. I guess we’re lucky this is the first time that’s happened.”
 
   “It goes in and out,” Lynne reminded him. “Try it again in ten minutes.”
 
   This time it worked. He spoke briefly, disconnected and handed the phone to Brian.
 
   “Collette asked that you call.”
 
   His assistant passed along Arthur’s report that his mother was dying. “He sounded so despondent. Please let me know as soon as you find out anything – you may be his only hope.”
 
   Brian discussed Arthur’s call with the others and decided it would be heartless to get anyone’s hopes up until they had something concrete to report.
 
   Before he handed it back, he glanced at the screen. “Fifty percent battery. Hope our trip ends before the phone dies.”
 
   Immediately after dinner the exhausted workers went to bed. Lynne and the guys took the watch duties to allow the Belizeans a night off.
 
   The next morning Lynne took Alfredo into the jungle down the newly cut trail. She climbed the stairway and they measured.
 
   “Eighty feet,” he called up to her.
 
   Back at camp Lynne gave the workers a pep talk. She figured the top wasn’t far away. “Let’s keep the same steady effort today and maybe we can find what we need.” The men went to work.
 
   Within an hour Alfredo came back with good news. “We are above the trees now. At this height the staircase is covered in grass and low vegetation but you can see upwards because the treetops are below us.”
 
   The three excitedly snaked through the vine-covered tunnel up nearly ninety feet. Toward the top they popped out into bright sunlight and saw the two workmen sitting about ten feet above them on the stairs, smiling broadly.
 
   “Esta es la parte superior,” one said as he patted the ground next to him.
 
   Lynne let out a war whoop. “They’re sitting on the top!”
 
   Like before, the mountains towered majestically around them. The platform where they stood was covered in grass and waist-high vegetation, nothing like the dense growth they’d come through. Below them a mass of green jungle extended for a hundred miles in every direction.
 
   “This is more like it,” Lynne murmured. “Guys, this isn’t a temple. It’s the plaza at the top of a stairway that the Mayans cut into the side of this mountain. So far everything matches the description in the letter.”
 
   Brian pointed to his right. “Look at that!” A hundred feet away a crevice cut into the side of a mountain.
 
   The aperture was wide enough for only one person at a time to pass through and It was full of scrub brush. As the workers cleared it, Lynne complained, “I feel like a kid at Christmas when someone else is getting to open presents and I have to wait. I want to see what’s on the other side!” They all agreed it was hard to be patient even for only fifteen minutes.
 
   When the workers came out they were smiling broadly as though they had a secret. Lynne and the others scrambled through. The passage was only thirty feet long; it opened onto a broad flat expanse of grass ringed by ten thousand foot mountains. They stopped in their tracks and looked at what stood in front of them. There was an ancient stone building with a dark doorway in its middle and statues on either side depicting enormous crouching jaguars.
 
   “Those are the protectors,” Lynne said reverently. “The Mayans put them here. We’ve found it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
   By mid-afternoon Nicole was struggling. Her head nodded occasionally as she vainly tried to make notes of their discussion.
 
   Finally Spedino said, “Let’s stop for today. You seem tired. I was hoping you might join me for dinner this evening and if you feel up to it I would enjoy that very much.”
 
   “I apologize for this afternoon. I guess I didn’t sleep as well last night as I thought. Thanks but no, tonight I’m going to stay in so I’ll be ready for our meeting tomorrow. We only have a couple of days left before you leave, right?”
 
   “Yes. I’m going back to New York on Sunday so we only have tomorrow and Saturday. I don’t mind working on the weekend if you don’t.”
 
   She assured him weekends were part of the routine. After agreeing to start at nine tomorrow, she showed Spedino out, shut the door and collapsed into her chair. She was physically drained and mentally exhausted. And it was only three o’clock. Still clueless about last night, she packed her notes into a briefcase and buzzed Ryan to call the security guard to accompany her home, saying she wasn’t feeling well.
 
   When Spedino arrived at the Ritz-Carlton the message light was blinking on the phone in his room. His life would have been much simpler had he chosen to use cell phones like everyone else did, but John Spedino didn’t trust the technology. He knew it was possible to intercept calls, to see numbers called and received and to record conversations. His calls were sensitive to say the least, and he decided long ago that he’d stick with landline phones.
 
   He listened to the message then pulled a small PDA from his pocket. Every entry in the device was encoded and he quickly scrolled to the information he needed, picked up the hotel phone and placed a call to Guatemala.
 
   “You know who this is. I will be there on Sunday afternoon. I want to talk to Jorge Arocha face to face. Arrange it for someplace quiet – you know what I mean? You never know how this meeting might end.” He listened a moment and replied sharply, “I don’t care what it takes. I don’t care how important he thinks he is. I decide when we meet. And you will make sure he’s there.” He hung up.
 
   He arranged for his Gulfstream G350 to depart Love Field at 9:30 Sunday morning then called his limo driver. Before five he was sipping a dry martini at Al Biernat’s Steakhouse. The unique bar there was one of his favorites when he was in Dallas and Al knew him by name. Never mind that Al had a reputation for knowing everyone by name. It suited Spedino just fine.
 
   By the time Randall Carter arrived John was on his second drink.
 
   “How’d it go?” Carter asked. “Did Nicole grill you until you couldn’t take any more?”
 
   “We stopped early today. I think she had a bug and she wasn’t feeling well. I’m sure tomorrow morning she’ll be back in good form. Let’s get down to business.” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “How’s my mortgage brokerage operation going? Are we still making money?”
 
   “It is indeed,” Carter responded quietly. “The nominee shareholders in Antigua are holding regular board meetings and I’ve attended every one on behalf of the Panama trust which owns the company’s shares. You should have received last month’s financials by now – have you been getting them every month?”
 
   Spedino affirmed that he had.
 
   Carter continued. “The company is really growing, John. In fact I worry about how big it is. I know you wanted it set up as an offshore corporation but I have to advise you again that the avoidance of U.S. taxes is one thing – that’s a good business practice. The evasion of taxes is another thing entirely. This company has U.S. owners. You know it and I know it too. As I told you when we set it up, you need to file a U.S. income tax return.”
 
   Spedino smiled and patted his attorney on the arm. “John, I’ll never presume to tell you how to practice law. You run your business and I’ll run mine.”
 
   The topic of conversation turned to football as the two men were seated at their table for dinner and a fine bottle of Bordeaux wine.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   By the time they wrapped things up on Saturday Nicole felt comfortable that his case was under control. She had probed into his past, knowing there were parts he had chosen to gloss over. There had been others where he frankly admitted strong-arming his way into or out of this deal or that.
 
   “I’ve done things of which I’m not proud,” he said to her at one point. “I’m sure we all have. But I have beaten the Feds over and over. This trumped-up fraud charge is a figment of the imagination of Francois Rochefort, a man whose criminal record is well documented. As usual, the government has cast a wide net and caught the wrong fish. They have no evidence other than a felon’s testimony. With you as my counsel, I’ll be fine.”
 
   She walked him to the elevator and he asked if she’d like company on her walk back to the Ritz-Carlton.
 
   “No thanks. I’m staying a while longer to get my notes ready for Ryan to compile on Monday.”
 
   “I’d appreciate it if you’d ride to the airport with me tomorrow, Nicole. I’m leaving early – I have something to show you and I promise I’ll have the driver drop you back home in plenty of time to have the rest of your Sunday to yourself.”
 
   That was a simple request. Why not?
 
   “Sure. I’ll be happy to do that.”
 
   At eight-thirty Sunday morning the sedan swung into the driveway of Nicole’s building. She slipped into the back seat next to John.
 
   “You look wonderful,” he said, admiring her white sleeveless blouse and shorts. “It’s a short ride. We’re only going to Love Field.”
 
   That was the smaller of the Dallas airport from which mostly short-haul flights departed. She was surprised.
 
   “Since you’re going to New York I figured we were headed to DFW.”
 
   “I am going there but I’m flying private today. I’m leaving from the business jet terminal. And I must confess that I had an ulterior motive for asking you to come along today.”
 
   She looked at him quizzically as he continued. “Your reputation is unmatched and I’ve come to respect your work very much in the few days I’ve been with you. I want to retain you not only to be my primary attorney but also I want to hire you. I want you to be my consigliere, my confidential advisor and counselor from now on in virtually every aspect of what I do. You would continue your blossoming career with Randall Carter’s firm and you would of course represent other clients but my work would be the primary focus of your time. I think you have a brilliant mind and I want you on my team.”
 
   Her skin grew suddenly clammy and cold. Holy shit. What’s this all about?
 
   “John, I’m flattered that a person of your stature and business acumen would even consider me for such a position. But I’m quite happy doing what I do and I’m not qualified to serve as an advisor to a corporate kingpin like you. Although I appreciate your interest in me, I have to pass. I don’t think Randall Carter would allow me to split my time; he’s got big plans for me and so do I, frankly!” She laughed a little more nervously than she would have liked.
 
   “Don’t sell yourself short. I can teach you everything you need to know. I can be a really persuasive man, Nicole. You’ll earn at least half a million dollars a year more than you do now, tax free and well insulated from the U.S. government if you’d like it that way. You’ll see places and do things you have only imagined. And leave Randall Carter to me. I guarantee he will be very satisfied with this arrangement. It will be profitable for him as well as you. That will not be an issue.”
 
   She laughed. “I’m certain any person acting as consigliere to you would experience a world unlike the mundane one the rest of us live in. But really, I’m happy doing what I do. Thank you so much for the offer but I have to decline.”
 
   His voice turned hard and she instinctively leaned away. “You force me to play all my cards. I had hoped to convince you on my own that my offer was something you would enjoy.” He pulled a small black device from his inside jacket pocket, turned it on and handed it to her.
 
   Shivers of fear coursed through her body as she looked at the screen, seeing herself lying on her bed in her underwear. “John Spedino, take off my panties. Get on top. I want you inside of me.” She saw herself doing things to him of which she had absolutely no recollection – things only she and Brian had ever done together.
 
   She screamed, “You damned bastard! You drugged me! My God, I should have listened to Brian. You’re totally evil. Are you crazy? You can’t get away with this!”
 
   “Please don’t be naïve. Please don’t tell me you’ve never had a fling before – a one-night stand. It meant nothing. To anyone but Brian, that is. And I don’t intend for another soul to ever see this recording. It was just my way of creating a lasting memory of a beautiful girl who was willing to perform for me.
 
   “Now I’m going to ask you once again to reconsider my proposal. This tape is one thing if it’s just between you and me. To the outside world, on the other hand, it shows a woman who lacks good judgment, one who can be compromised. In short, it could suddenly and completely end the career of one of the top legal minds in Dallas. That would be both unfortunate and unnecessary.”
 
   “What…what do you want?” she said in a small voice. “Why do you want to hurt me?”
 
   “I have no desire to hurt you. In fact I want you and Brian to continue to be the two closest lovebirds in the world. Frankly, his career is more interesting to me than yours because of what I want. You see, I want everything. The harder something is to have, the more I seem to want it. It’s a personality flaw, I suppose.” He laughed the cruel laugh she’d heard before.
 
   “Remember the Bethlehem Scroll? That was the most important artifact in the entire world. I had to have it. And then I wanted you. Look how well that worked out. From now on, you’ll do whatever I ask. Anything. You’ll do whatever I want. Won’t you?”
 
   The driver lowered the partition between the front and back seats as the car slowed. “We’re at the hangar, Mr. Spedino.”
 
   “Fine. Pull inside and park until I’m ready. Now raise the partition. Miss Farber and I have a little last minute work to do.” He looked at her. “Your first job, consigliere, is to handle a little problem I have, right here. As he began to unbuckle his belt a tear trickled down her cheek.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   The $30 million jet streaked through the morning skies. Instead of flying north toward New York the pilot followed the flight plan he had filed yesterday. Heading south at nearly 550 miles per hour, the plane was over the Gulf of Mexico in thirty minutes and would land at La Aurora Airport in Guatemala City in just over two hours.
 
   Shoes kicked off, Spedino was comfortably settled in his seat reading the Sunday New York Times and sipping a cup of coffee. Although the jet could seat sixteen this one had been configured with only six passenger seats, a galley and seating area for a hostess, a restroom and an aft bedroom and master bath complete with shower. John Spedino could go anywhere he wanted, anytime he chose.
 
   The attendant who sat in the galley read a book until she saw a small light come on. She walked to her sole passenger and said, “May I get you something, Mr. Spedino?”
 
   “What do we have for breakfast?”
 
   “We have cereal and fruit or I can whip up an omelet with ham, sir. Which would you like?”
 
   He chose the fruit and settled back. Life was good and it was soon going to get even better. He needed to find out exactly what was going on with Jorge Arocha and why he chose the course of action he did. Spedino would leave Guatemala with the information he wanted. He always got what he was after.
 
   Half an hour out the co-pilot stepped into the cabin and told his passenger they would be landing soon. They taxied to Athos Charters and the pilot disembarked. Soon a customs man walked with the pilot to the aircraft, glanced inside and said, “Mr. Spedino, welcome to Guatemala. You’re cleared to disembark, sir.”
 
   The pilot escorted him to an armored SUV nearby. Within thirty minutes the vehicle pulled into an industrial area in central Guatemala City. “I was told to drop you here,” the driver said in broken English. In flawless Spanish Spedino replied, “Wait here until I return. I don’t know how long it will be.”
 
   He walked through a metal door in a large building. A dark, empty warehouse loomed before him, half a city block long and equally as wide. Standing just inside was a swarthy man who said, “Buenos tardes, Senor Spedino.”
 
   “Rafael. Good to see you again.” They walked to an office on the far side of the building, its lights blazing through an open doorway. Sitting behind a desk was a swarthy man dressed in fatigues flanked by a pair of bodyguards.
 
   The man behind the desk stood and extended his hand. “John, welcome to my country. To what do I owe the great honor of your visit?”
 
   Spedino ignored the outstretched hand. “Jorge, I would enjoy the pleasantries of a conversation with you but my time is very valuable and I know yours is as well. So let’s get to business. A few months ago I did you a favor. You called me and told me you had a man who owed you money – a great deal of money. His only means of payment was to find some gold sheets that the Maya had hidden hundreds of years ago. It was a crazy story, you must admit.”
 
   “Of course, but when people become enamored with the products I sell they often end up in big trouble. The crazy tales sometimes are true. I checked out Arthur Borland meticulously. You know me. I do nothing halfway. His father was lost while searching in this country for the very gold that may save Arthur from becoming lost as well. Even now as we speak Arthur is making things worse and worse for himself. He is a sick man.” Jorge Arocha grinned maliciously.
 
   “Sick because of the drugs your people sold him.”
 
   “No one forced him. You used to dabble in that business as well. Forgive me if I retain my peasant background and rely on the coca leaves for my income. I know you have become much more civilized. Look at you. A big businessman.” His lips curled into a mocking smile.
 
   Spedino’s jaw tightened but his voice remained completely calm. “When you called me I gave you the name of a man – Brian Sadler – whom I thought might be able to help Arthur Borland find his gold. I was doing you a favor, Jorge. Brian Sadler is important to me. He is an antiquities dealer from New York and he is on an expedition at this very moment. But he has encountered many problems since I gave you his name. A man impersonating him in New York attacked a worker at his gallery. Then his lady friend was kidnapped and held prisoner in the jungle. Finally a man called Tomas Rodriguez took Brian and his party hostage. I’m here to find out what this is all about. Tell me right now exactly what you think you’re doing.”
 
   “Ah John, you Americans are so adept at skipping the formalities which are important in another country and so eager to impose your abrupt behavior on everyone else.” The man again smiled broadly but without feeling. “You should always be polite. Would you care for a cup of coffee?”
 
   John Spedino looked him in the eyes. “I didn’t come here for a lesson in etiquette. I asked you a question. Answer me. Now.”
 
   The Guatemalan’s eyes turned hard and steely. “Oh, you want an answer, do you, Mr. Important Man. Well here is your answer. I have no idea what you’re talking about, cabron. Get out of here. Who the hell do you think you are speaking to me in that tone of voice?”
 
   “You call me a cabron? A bastard? You have one minute to live unless you start talking.” Spedino gave a brief nod to Rafael, the man who had met him inside the building, and a .45 automatic appeared in the man’s hand. The guards behind Arocha reached inside their coats but Spedino said in Spanish, “No, gentlemen.” The men withdrew their hands and held their arms at their sides.
 
   “John, John,” Jorge Arocha said confidently, “I hope you aren’t offended. I became upset with your harsh behavior because I am accustomed to our Latin way of doing things. Forgive me if I’ve misspoken.” His cold eyes belied his kind words.
 
   “I want answers. Who is this man Tomas Rodriguez?”
 
   “I don’t know that name.”
 
   “What name do you know him by? I have much at stake in this situation. I won’t tolerate you much longer.”
 
   Unaccustomed to being spoken to in such a manner, the Guatemalan drug lord became livid. He stood and raised his voice. “You think you can scare me, John? You think YOU are the godfather here? No. You are in my country. I call the shot.”
 
   Spedino said calmly, “Although it is too late for you to learn, I am going to give you a lesson anyway. I am the godfather here. I am the godfather everywhere. And you knew that until you decided you were smarter than I am. But you must be wary. You must trust no one. You should always respect your superiors for they can wield unbelievable power over you in seconds. Now, men.” Spedino nodded to the goons standing on either side of Arocha and they grabbed his arms, pushing him down into his chair.
 
   “Your men work for me, Jorge. They always have. You are nothing, you son of a farmer. You stupid man – you’re no better and no smarter than a cocaine addict standing on a street corner in Harlem. And you want to challenge me? Now you will talk. You will tell me everything I ask you or I will kill you myself. Do you understand?” John Spedino stood two feet from Jorge’s face, seething with fury.
 
   For the first time today, fear overwhelmed the Guatemalan. “Yes. I understand,” he said, his voice meek now.
 
   “Why did you have Brian Sadler’s associate beaten at his gallery?”
 
   “Arthur Borland promised to give us two gold sheets as partial payment for the drug and gambling debts he owed. Instead he handed them over to Brian Sadler. We anticipated the possibility of a problem so I had hired a man who bore a striking resemblance to Sadler. I had Sadler followed from his club but everything happened too quickly. Sadler’s double arrived after the associate had locked the gold into a vault. She wouldn’t open the safe so he beat her but still she refused.”
 
   “Why didn’t you just take Borland himself?”
 
   “Because Borland was the key to finding the rest of the gold that his father had searched for in Guatemala many times before. This time it appeared the stories might really be true. He had tried and failed once. I checked out Brian Sadler myself. For a novice he has had great success and is a well-known personality. He had the means and the brains to find it if anyone could. I thought if I kidnapped Arthur Borland then Brian wouldn’t go into the jungle. He needed to believe everything was fine.”
 
   “And why on earth, Jorge, did you kidnap Nicole Farber?”
 
   He shouted, “I didn’t kidnap her! You must believe me. I used an associate of mine, Enrique Costa. I told him to do whatever he needed to motivate Sadler to find the gold quickly. I gave him free rein and that is what he chose to do.”
 
   “So Enrique Costa is Tomas Rodriguez – the kidnapper of both Nicole and Brian.”
 
   “Yes, yes. That’s him. And by the way you may think you know that woman, but she’s crazy. Did you know she killed one of my men during her escape?”
 
   Spedino laughed harshly. “I’m not surprised. She’s a spunky woman. And yes, I know that woman. I know her very well.” His face turned hard again. “Tell me the rest.”
 
   “Enrique has worked for me for many years. He is one of my top people in Guatemala. He took Brian, a Belizean guide and Brian’s friend, the hotel owner from San Ignacio, to a remote camp in the mountains and sent them off to find the lost city of the Mayas. They say there are books there, codices of the Maya, John. It could be a discovery worth millions without even taking into account the gold that is also supposed to be hidden there. Brian will do whatever Enrique says – he thinks Nicole is still held captive. And Enrique gets regular reports from one of the people on the expedition. The latest news is that they may have discovered the Temple of the Sanctuary, the one Captain Jack was searching for.”
 
   “You are an incredible fool if you underestimate Brian Sadler. I am certain he knows by now that Nicole is no longer a hostage. Where is Arthur Borland now?”
 
   “He’s at the Cardinale Casino on the island of Bonaire. A friend of mine manages the place and I’ve instructed him to give Borland everything it takes for him to remain quiet and happy. So far he has purchased a lot of cocaine and lost nearly $200,000. But his credit remains good so long as I guarantee it.”
 
   “Now I am going to give you your reward for being honest with me.” Spedino looked at the others in the room. “Rafael, take these two men outside and wait until I come out. Senor Arocha and I are going to have a little talk.”
 
   Shortly Spedino came out and said to Rafael, “I’m finished with him. Take care of it.”
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Tomas Rodriguez, whose real name was Enrique Costa, stood under the portico outside the Westin Hotel in Guatemala City. He was following instructions texted earlier by his boss, Jorge Arocha. His eyes searched arriving vehicles until he spotted the armored SUV he was looking for. The driver hopped out and opened the back door for Costa. It was dark and hard to see as he climbed inside. He said, “Godfather Jorge, what’s this all about?”
 
   “It’s not Jorge,” John Spedino said tersely. “Close the door.”
 
   Enrique was afraid. He had never been in the presence of John Spedino before but knew exactly who the man was. There was also another man riding in the passenger seat up front, a man he didn’t recognize.
 
   “Ah, Godfather,” Costa said, his eyes showing his fear. He bowed his head. “What a pleasant surprise.”
 
   Spedino turned to the driver and said, “Go.” Then he raised a privacy partition between him and the driver.
 
   “First things first. Jorge Arocha is not the godfather. Why do you use that title to address him?”
 
   “Because he insists upon it, Godfather. He is my boss – my jefe. I must respect him.”
 
   Spedino’s voice rose. “You know who is the Godfather. Say it!”
 
   “You are the Godfather, Senor Spedino.” He lowered his eyes.
 
   “Your boss left on a trip today. A very long trip. You will see him again before long, I’m sure. When you arrive in hell.”
 
   Costa shuddered and put his head in his hands. “I am your servant, Godfather. I will do everything you ask.”
 
   “That is correct. You will do everything I ask. Tell me what you know about Brian Sadler and Nicole Farber. I want to hear everything. I want to know exactly what you were told to do with each of them and why.”
 
   “Jorge told me to hold Nicole secure so that Senor Sadler would do his bidding. I suppose you know that the English lord is the one who’s behind this all. He owes Jorge a lot of money and Jorge was determined to get it back any way he could.”
 
   Costa told Spedino that he and an associate captured Nicole and later Sadler and his friends. Spedino asked the name of Costa’s associate. Committing it to memory, he continued his questions.
 
   “So Jorge told you to kidnap Nicole, strip her naked, tie her to a table in the jungle and leave some illiterate fools to guard her from whatever could have befallen her?”
 
   “Ah, sir, not exactly. He said that I should do whatever I thought best. I was trying to ensure her cooperation and that of Senor Sadler as well.”
 
   “But it didn’t work, did it? Despite all that effort she got away and killed one of Jorge’s men when she escaped. Then you tried to capture her again at the border. Is that correct?”
 
   “Yes, Senor, but she had…”
 
   “Enough excuses!” Spedino shouted. “You sent Brian Sadler and five other people to the top of a mountain and you didn’t even have enough common sense to go with them. Instead you left and came back to the comforts of city life. Are you an idiot? Any one of those people on the expedition, even the workmen from Belize, is smarter than you are, ‘Tomas Rodriguez’.”
 
   “But Godfather, I am receiving regular reports by phone from one of the expedition members.”
 
   “And who is that?”
 
   Costa told him.
 
   “And why do you believe any information you learn will be correct?”
 
   “Because I have promised that my source will reap rich rewards if the group finds Jack Borland’s Ancient Library and the gold sheets.”
 
   John Spedino asked questions for ten more minutes and Costa answered every one. He told Spedino everything he knew about the expedition, its members and about Arthur Borland.
 
   Spedino lowered the partition and told the driver to stop the SUV. He barked instructions to Rafael, who’d been riding in the passenger seat. Rafael frisked Enrique, finding a handgun and a cell phone in his jacket pocket. Spedino took both and told Rafael to wait outside the vehicle. Spedino raised the privacy barrier and said, “I wanted us to be able to talk alone, without Rafael hearing our conversation. Now that we’ve covered all the serious talk, I want to know something. Tell me more about this girl – this Nicole Farber. What does she look like? I hear she’s really beautiful.”
 
   “Oh, Godfather, she is a beauty, a rarity in fact. Blonde, blue eyes, an ideal American woman.”
 
   “You saw her naked in the jungle, I presume. Is her body beautiful as well? Does she have perfect breasts?”
 
   Enrique relaxed. This was going well. The old man just wanted to be titillated by stories of the naked girl.
 
   “Yes, Godfather. I saw her naked every day. I saw every inch of her body. She is perfect, that is certain. And her breasts, they are like melons – round and ripe. She is very tan, even on her breasts. I think she must tan naked as rich American ladies sometimes do. I wanted to touch her but you know, I decided against that. But that woman – she could arouse any man for sure.”
 
   “You included?”
 
   “Of course. I am just a man, after all! I wanted to do far more than touch her, if you know what I mean. But I restrained myself!” He grinned. “I can do more than tell you, Godfather. See for yourself!”
 
   Tomas pointed to his phone. The Godfather handed it over and the man thumbed through to the picture of Nicole tied naked to the table. He grinned as he passed the phone back to Spedino.
 
   The old man will really like this!
 
   He looked at the picture impassively. “Did your men get a good look also? Did they get to see her spread out like this? And did you let them touch her?”
 
   “Oh yes. And I gave strict instructions that they could look all they wanted but not to touch!”
 
   “And when you left each evening how did you ensure that order was obeyed, Senor Costa?” The godfather smiled at him.
 
   “I could only hope they could restrain themselves as I had done,” Costa laughed, even more confident as the Godfather became engrossed in the story.
 
   Spedino suddenly snarled, “You are a fool, Enrique. Do you know who Nicole Farber is? She is my consigliere. Do you know what that means?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” he stammered. “Yes…she is your second-in-command, your confidante, your advisor. I didn’t know she was your consigliere, Godfather. You must believe me.”
 
   “Of course I believe you, ‘Tomas Rodriguez.’ I named Nicole Farber my consigliere only a day ago. If she had been my consigliere before you kidnapped her I doubt you and I would be having this conversation. Do you know what I mean?”
 
   “Yes…yes, Godfather. I apologize if I offended you, sir.”
 
   “You didn’t offend me, Enrique. You shamed one of my friends. You cast your lecherous eyes on the body of Nicole Farber. You allowed yourself to lust after her. Now first I want you to tell me how you and your contact on the expedition communicate by phone. Do you call or does that person? How exactly does it work?”
 
   John Spedino learned everything he needed to know. They drove silently back to the airport. Spedino got out and told Rafael what to do next. Rafael’s eyes widened slightly as he heard what was planned for Enrique Costa but he averted them. The Godfather didn’t need to see his alarm. Twenty minutes later his bound prisoner was in the cargo area of the SUV and Rafael himself was driving away from Guatemala City.
 
   Within six hours the mining camp in the Montanas Mayas was active once again. Since Nicole Farber’s escape it had been deserted but now there was a new prisoner.
 
   Enrique Costa, the man who called himself Tomas Rodriguez, was stripped naked and tied firmly to the four corners of the metal table, the very place where Nicole herself had been spread-eagled by Enrique. Rafael carefully repaired the corner post that Nicole had broken, affixing it to the table with wire. It was very secure. He was certain that there would be no escaping this table a second time.
 
   Taking his time, Rafael removed the netting that still hung over the table. It had protected Nicole from animals or bugs that might fall through the roof hole or the open windows. There was no need for that protection any more.
 
   Rafael put no grease on the legs. That precaution had been taken to ensure small insects or even snakes couldn’t make their way up to the tabletop and get to the prisoner. The Godfather had told Rafael to skip that step.
 
   “Well, Enrique,” Rafael said at last, “it is time for me to go. It will be dark soon. I trust you will have a good evening. I will not be back and no one will come to let you loose, so if you can free yourself it would probably be a good thing to do quickly. Oh yes, there’s one more thing I was told to do before I left.”
 
   Rafael walked to the doorway where he had dropped a sack on the way in. He opened it and set a bottle on the table next to Enrique.
 
   Enrique began to moan. “Oh God, no! You can’t do this. For the love of God, Rafael. No!”
 
   “You must have really made Mr. Spedino angry, Enrique. That was not smart of you.” He unscrewed the lid of a jar of honey and poured the thick liquid liberally over Enrique’s genitals. “This is for your lust. Now you had better close your eyes. This will be sticky.” He took his finger, dipped it in the honey and smeared the gooey substance over Costa’s closed eyelids. “That is for watching the girl. Goodbye, Enrique. I hope a jaguar happens to come by and kill you. That would be better, I think, than the insects eating you alive.” He turned and left the room. The prisoner lay on the table fighting mightily against the tight ropes that bound his hands and feet. Nothing worked. He prayed for a merciful quick death. That would also not happen.
 
   By late afternoon the Gulfstream was winging its way eastward. John Spedino had a light lunch then retired to the bedroom. It was a three-hour flight and he wanted to be in top form when he arrived so he decided to take a short nap. He hung his clothes neatly in the closet and lay on the bed in his shorts and t-shirt. Before he slept he looked at Enrique Costa’s phone. He saw a text message that had been sent from Lynne Parker’s phone the night before. It said, “We found the temple. Captain Jack’s wife is dying.”
 
   He put off his nap for another twenty minutes. There was a call he needed to make; once that was done he drifted into the slumber of a man with few cares.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   The excitement was palpable as the group moved through the crouching jaguar statues into the first room of the Temple of the Sanctuary. Every wall of the room was lined with shelves reaching about eight feet from floor to ceiling. Every shelf was empty – a layer of dust several inches thick lay both on the shelves and on the floor in front of them. “Sadly, that dust is the remains of codices that have disintegrated in this humidity,” Lynne observed. “It’s sad to see but I really didn’t expect to find even one book in decent condition. In five hundred years it’s obvious nothing survived.”
 
   Brian walked into the second room, then a third. Each was the same as the first, containing a window on each side wall. The rooms had remains of wooden furniture lying in a heap in the center. He commented, “All this history, all the combined knowledge of the Mayan people, either burned by Bishop Landa five hundred years ago or crumbled to dust right here in this building. It’s just tragic.”
 
   A final room led to the rear of the building. This time not only was a pile of wood on the floor denoting where the table had been but a human skull also lay in the pile, grinning up at the explorers. “This has to be the guide who brought Cortes here,” Lynne said quietly. “And then Cortes executed him.”
 
   “And here,” Sam said with a flourish, gesturing toward the back wall of the room, “is the thing you’ve all been waiting for. What’s behind door number three?”
 
   A door about three feet wide and six feet high was clearly outlined in the wall. It appeared that mud had been used to seal it on all sides. Dozens of glyphs had been drawn into the mud while it was still wet – most were clearly visible although a few had begun to flake off.
 
   Brian strode to the door, reaching out his hand. “Don’t touch it!” Lynne screamed, his fingers millimeters away from the dried mud.
 
   Brian jerked his hand back. “What the hell?” he yelled.
 
   “That stuff will slough off in a second if you touch it, Brian. Don’t even get close enough for your breath to hit it.”
 
   Duly restrained, Brian said, “According to the letter Alvarado thought Cortes might have returned and taken the gold. Do you think this seal is intact? It looks broken to me.”
 
   Lynne stood a foot from the Mayan pictographs and looked at them closely. “It’s been opened, I think. See the thin line down the middle of the seal that outlines the door? I think it’s been opened but we can only hope Cortes didn’t come back and take everything that was inside.
 
   “This is as far as we can go for today. We have a lot of work ahead and we must do our duty as discoverers. I have to thoroughly document this door and its markings before we open it and go into the room beyond. This is unprecedented. I’m not aware that anything like this has ever been seen before. We’re the Howard Carters of the Mayan world,” Lynne said, referring to the man who discovered the tomb of King Tutankhamen in Egypt in 1922.
 
   “Remember what Howard Carter said when Lord Carnarvon asked him what he saw in the next room?” Sam laughed. “‘Wonderful things,’ he replied. I hope we can say the same thing when we open that door.”
 
   Brian said, “Alfredo, how about you guys set up camp? We shouldn’t stay inside this structure; there’s no reason for us to damage anything we don’t have to. Lynne, are you going to start now on your documentation?”
 
   “Yep. I’ll need you two to help me.” From her pack she took out her camera and two stainless steel plates. “These will function as mirrors. It’s better to use natural light than a flash or strobe so you guys position yourselves. Sam, stand next to the window and direct the sunlight to Brian’s mirror. Brian, pick up where he directs and shine it over here on the glyphs, one by one as I direct you. I’ll photograph them first and then I’ll draw each one.”
 
   Sam complained, “My God, Lynne. There must be a hundred. How long’s that going to take?”
 
   “We have to be patient. We’re on the verge of something enormous. I can feel it. Even if there’s nothing in the room beyond this door these glyphs are priceless artifacts, incredibly rare. We have to do this right.”
 
   “Agreed,” Brian said. “As much as we want to finish this we have to ensure we document it properly. We would be no better than the Spanish conquistadors if we contributed to the destruction of the heritage of this civilization.”
 
   They focused mirrors and watched Lynne work until the sun dropped behind the mountains. The Belizean men had set up camp, begun preparing dinner and at Sam’s direction they pulled out the last of the rum to celebrate. She had managed to photograph and draw about thirty glyphs comprising all of one side of the door by the time they had to stop because of the failing light.
 
   “I can read most of the glyphs,” Lynne advised the group. “They honor a Mayan ruler – Jasaw Chan K’awill. He reigned in the late ninth century and died around 890 A.D. I figure he must have been the one who was ruler of this city.”
 
   “Are there any curses?” Sam laughed. “I heard King Tut’s curse killed most of the people who were there when Tut’s tomb was found.”
 
   “I really don’t believe in curses,” she replied. “There actually is one though. In the upper right corner where the horizontal glyphs on the lintel stop and begin moving vertically down the right side of the door there’s a curse that roughly says, ‘Death awaits those who enter here.’”
 
   Brian laughed. “In reality death awaits all of us – not just the ones who go through that door.”
 
   They talked more about the glyphs then Sam asked Lynne to check the signal on her phone. “Check the battery too,” Brian said. “Where does it stand?”
 
   She turned the phone on. “Looks like 44% and one bar.”
 
   “Why’s the phone losing power so fast? No one’s using the phone that we don’t know about – right? I’m asking everyone – has anyone else used this phone?” He got negative responses from everyone, workmen included.
 
   Lynne said, “You know, it could be losing power because of heat and humidity or just how long since we’ve charged it. Who knows? IPhones are strange, as anyone who has one knows! I don’t think there’s a mysterious conspiracy going on. I think it’s just a natural phenomenon.”
 
   Sam took the phone. “I’m going to try to call.” He attempted to get the call to go through several times to no avail. “OK, maybe tomorrow.”
 
   “Hey guys, if no one minds, can I guard the phone for tonight?” Brian asked.
 
   Lynne shrugged and handed it to him. “Here, Sherlock Holmes. Let me know when you’ve solved The Mystery of the Dying Phone Battery.” Brian laughed and put the phone just inside his tent flap.
 
   The rum was warm but the celebration was no less happy as a result. Everyone felt a sense of euphoria – they were on the verge of a major discovery and each person went to bed wondering what might lie behind the ancient door.
 
   At midnight a hand reached through Brian’s tent flap and felt around until its fingers wrapped around the cell phone. No call was made – after a phone number was entered two sentences of text were written. “We found the temple. Captain Jack’s wife is dying.” A whooshing sound confirmed the text had been sent. Then the text was deleted.
 
   The hand quietly replaced the phone inside Brian’s tent. As it withdrew Brian grabbed the wrist tightly, threw back the tent flap and looked directly into the face of the person who had put it there.
 
   “We need to talk,” he said grimly to Lynne Parker.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   Arrangements had been made for John Spedino’s arrival at Flamingo Airport on the sleepy island of Bonaire in the Dutch Caribbean. Customs was a cursory document check and the godfather was soon seated in the back of a black Audi that the Cardinale Casino had sent to the airport.
 
   Upon his arrival the casino manager, an impeccably dressed man in his thirties, came to the car, opened the door and said in English with a distinct Dutch accent, “Welcome, Mr. Spedino. It’s been too long since we last saw you. Thank you for advising us you were coming. I have your suite ready.”
 
   “I’m glad it was available on such short notice.”
 
   “Ah, sir, it is always available. We never rent your suite to others. It is always ready should you choose to visit us. After all, if you decide on a whim to come check on your investments in Bonaire we should be ready for you, am I not right?”
 
   “I’m not sure what you mean about my investments. I just know I enjoy this beautiful island resort from time to time.” Spedino made a mental note that this man talked too much. And whoever had told him that John Spedino had investments in Bonaire had spoken out of turn, to put it mildly. That would be corrected later.
 
   An hour later John Spedino was sitting in the living room of his suite. The doorbell rang and he answered it. “You must be Arthur Borland. Come in.”
 
   Borland entered the room and sat where Spedino gestured. “I know you’re wondering why I called you here. First, do you know who I am?”
 
   “I’ve heard your name.”
 
   “You’ve heard my name? I am the Godfather. Do you know that?” he roared.
 
   Borland averted his eyes from Spedino’s face and nodded.
 
   “Good. I can be your friend or I can be your worst enemy. That’s your choice. Now to business. It seems we have some mutual acquaintances – do you know Tomas Rodriguez or Enrique Costa?”
 
   “Those names don’t ring a bell, I’m sorry. May I ask what this is about?”
 
   “Patience, Lord Borland. Indulge an old man. You’ll soon learn the purpose of my wanting to see you.”
 
   The godfather continued. “A few days ago you received a phone call from a man who gave you a deadline – ten days to finish looking for the Ancient Library. Do you know the name of the man who called you?”
 
   “No. I presume he works for Jorge Arocha.”
 
   “Ah, there’s another name. So you know Mr. Arocha?”
 
   “I don’t know him well. He and I are in a couple of business transactions together. That’s all. With all due respect Mr. Spedino, I’m not going to talk further until you tell me what’s going on.”
 
   Spedino was unaccustomed to receiving orders; he was far better at giving them. In this case he merely smiled and said, “Jorge is your partner in the funding of your drug and gambling addictions – is that what you mean?”
 
   Lord Borland blanched. He swallowed hard and stammered, “I…I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   Picking up a piece of paper from the end table next to his chair, Spedino said, “Twenty minutes ago my people whisked you from your chair at the blackjack table to come see me. At that time you were in debt to the Cardinale Casino $213,000. Additionally, you buy your cocaine by the quarter pound – you must have quite a craving. You’ve bought $15,000 in cocaine just since you came to Bonaire, not to mention over $100,000 you owe to your dealers in New York and London. And if you owe dealers in New York and London, you owe me, Lord Borland. You owe the Godfather. You’re in a bit of a fix, I’d say.”
 
   “Please. Everything will work out. Jorge Arocha is my friend. I told him I’m good for everything. Once my luck turns around I’ll pay everything I owe. He knows I’ll pay. Plus I have another deal working that will make everyone rich.”
 
   “I’m sad to report that your friend Jorge has departed this earth. He had a misfortune in Guatemala earlier today. I uttered a single word, one command, Arthur, and Jorge Arocha got a bullet to the head.”
 
   Borland looked down at the floor, terrified. “I…uh…what do you want with me, sir?”
 
   “I know what you owe for drugs because Jorge told me. I know what you owe this casino because I own it. This place belongs to me, Arthur. You’re dealing with me. Your ‘other deal’ that’s working – I presume you are referring to the expedition on which Brian Sadler is looking for your father, but also for gold.
 
   “Speaking of family, I’m so sorry to hear your mother is dying. You are many thousands of miles from her bedside – this seems like a strange place to wait out her last days. Is she anxious to learn what happened to her husband, your father Jack Borland?”
 
   “Yes…yes, my wife is caring for Mother now. I just wanted to be closer to the search for Captain Jack.”
 
   “You wanted to be closer to the search for your father and so you came to a casino on an island? You just made a big mistake, my Lord. You’re an idiot. Don’t ever lie to me again. I have no time to suffer fools like you and I do not have time for lies. Your mother isn’t dying, Lord Borland. She’s over seventy years old and fit as a horse. She lives in a retirement center near Oxford. Half an hour ago she finished a good dinner and was preparing to play a game of bridge. She doesn’t know anything about Jack Borland because they were divorced thirty years ago. The staff at the center doesn’t recall her ever mentioning his name.”
 
   “All right,” Borland said quietly. “What do you want?”
 
   “I am in charge of your life from this moment forward. You will do anything I say, exactly when I want it done. Right now I want you to go to your room, pack your bags and come with me.”
 
   “And if I refuse?”
 
   John Spedino laughed heartily. “If you refuse? I just told you more about your mother than you knew yourself. I know all about your wife too. What’s precious to you, Lord Borland? Your family? Your good name and reputation? Your ability to gamble on other people’s money whenever you wish? Let’s just say this. In life I have learned that the best leverage is in knowing your opponent’s weaknesses. And you have so many – I just named a few of them. You won’t refuse. You have far too much to lose.”
 
   “What do I do about my place at the blackjack table? They’re expecting me back.”
 
   “Actually they’re not. They have already cashed in the tiny stash of chips you had left and applied it against your markers. No one will challenge your leaving and you don’t even have to check out. I’m taking care of you, Lord Borland. You’re mine in every sense of the word from now on.”
 
   “What’s in this for you?”
 
   Spedino laughed. “Now it wouldn’t be fair if I told you everything, would it?”
 
   They flew without incident to Guatemala City and went directly to the Rosales Hotel and Casino on the fashionable Avenida Reforma. John Spedino was shown to a two-bedroom suite. “This is your room,” he pointed to a door on one side of the expansive living room. “Here’s ten thousand dollars. Don’t spend it all, my addicted friend. I may not be so generous next time. You may snort your cocaine; you may gamble in the hotel. But you may not leave the premises for any reason. If you attempt to do so my people will detain you. For once in your miserable life, be smart about this. Do as I say.”
 
   “If I may ask, what are we doing here in Guatemala City?”
 
   “We’re waiting.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   Lynne and Brian sat by the dying fire. The Belizean man on watch sat ten feet away from them, smoking.
 
   “What do you think you’re doing? Who the hell are you communicating with?” He whispered furious words.
 
   Lynne responded quietly. “Calm down. I have one motive, one goal. My goal is to make a name for myself. Lynne Parker is going down in history for finding a previously unknown Mayan city. I learned a long time ago that no one was going to do anything for me. I had to use every angle to further my own agenda. And I’m tired of being an associate professor with no tenure, no recognition, nothing except approving glances at my physique. How about my brain? How about what I can contribute to the knowledge of the Mayan civilization? So I communicate with Tomas. So what? He’s not even here – he can’t hurt us.”
 
   “Tomas? That’s who you’re texting? My God, Lynne. Are you nuts? Do you think he can’t hurt us? Is that what you really believe? Since he knows we’ve found the temple he now assumes there’s gold. What if we get finished and head down to find that Tomas has killed your friend Lucky at Jaguar’s Call? Then he kills all of us too, except you of course. To further your ‘own agenda’ you have to stay alive so you can lead him back up the mountain to the gold he intends to take for himself and his boss, whoever that is. And after we’re all dead I’m sure Tomas will send you off with a nice pat on the back and a wish for luck. Really, Lynne? Do you think Tomas will cut you in on anything? You won’t be alive long enough to take credit for finding the Ancient Library. He tied my girlfriend naked to a table and left her in the jungle. Do you think a man like that isn’t furthering his own agenda?”
 
   For nearly twenty minutes they talked. Brian told her how dangerous this whole situation was including his fear that once they came back down the mountain they might be captured by Tomas once again. “We have to all be on the same side, Lynne. If I can’t trust you I have to cut you loose regardless of how valuable your training is to this expedition.”
 
   She hung her head. “What you say makes sense. I was just trying to make sure I had every angle covered. If things went one way I had you. If they went the other I had him.”
 
   He was furious. “What the hell were you thinking? You don’t have me. And unless you’re totally nuts you have to know you don’t have him either. He isn’t afraid to kidnap people, to torture and lie to them. I can’t believe you of all people are working with Tomas, the man who not only kidnapped Nicole, but Sam, Alfredo and me too. For God’s sake, do we mean nothing to you?”
 
   Tears streamed down Lynne’s cheeks. “I understand. I was wrong – so wrong. Please believe me. What I did was stupid and selfish. I’ve worked so hard for so many years and gotten nowhere in academia. I just decided this was my last chance for fame. Fortune too, I guess. But fame for sure. I’m done with Tomas. I promise. Keep the phone with you from now on and Brian, I have a gun in my pack, a .38 pistol Lucky told me to bring along. I’m going to give it to you so you have it if anything happens.” She walked to her tent and returned quickly, handing him the revolver.
 
   Brian made a quick decision. “I’m taking a chance. I’m going to believe you but I swear we’re going to watch you like a hawk. If you betray me again you’ll be a prisoner yourself – my prisoner until we can get you back down the mountain. And if that happens you can kiss your career goodbye. Treachery and double-dealing aren’t how you get ahead in life. Keep this up and you’ll be banned from every academic job in America, if I have anything to say about it. End all this now and we’ll put it behind us.”
 
   “You can trust me, Brian, I swear it. From this moment forward I’m on your team. One hundred percent. Please forgive me.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   Lynne spent all of the next day photographing and cataloging the glyphs in her notebook. Brian and Sam held mirrors while Alfredo and the workers lounged around the camp. In the afternoon one of the men carved a long stick with a very sharp point and ventured into the forest. There was a commotion and a high-pitched shriek. “Estas bien, Fernando?” Alfredo called out. Are you OK?
 
   “Si.” The man came out dragging a twenty-pound animal three feet long behind him.
 
   “Que es un tapir!” he cried.
 
   “What is it?” Brian asked.
 
   “It’s a tapir. Its meat is prized and is incredibly delicious. You’ll think it’s pork. Are we having fresh meat for dinner tonight?” he called to Alfredo.
 
   “Yes we are. I’ll prepare it myself.”
 
   The prospect of eating something besides packaged meals meant everyone was starving by sunset. They lounged by the campfire as Alfredo cooked the meat on a spit. It smelled delicious.
 
   “I’ve finished the cataloging,” Lynne said. “Tomorrow we open the door.”
 
   At five Sam tried to call Odette but the call dropped. He tried a second time with no success. “Third time’s the charm,” he said. The call went through.
 
   Odette answered on the first ring. They talked briefly for five minutes then he disconnected. Walking over to Brian Sam said, “Nicole emailed Odette. Said to tell you she loves you very much and things are all fine in Dallas. Nicole also checked with Collette and everything is under control at the New York and London galleries. So just finish up here and have a good time. That was her message to you.”
 
   “Did you tell Odette what we’ve found?”
 
   “Yes. She was really excited. I have to tell you, I am too. I can hardly wait to see what’s behind that door. I’ve been in Belize for decades; I’ve found a few things on the ground when I was walking around like pottery and stuff, but I’ve never been a part of what could be something really big.”
 
   Sam continued. “I also told her to contact Collette so she can reach Lord Borland and tell him we’re at the site but have nothing to report yet.”
 
   “That was a good idea. He needs to know where we stand. I know he’s worried about his mother so maybe this news will cheer him up.”
 
   The roasted tapir dinner was wonderful. They all ate until they were stuffed. Alfredo cleaned up the area and put all the trash into a baggie in his backpack. Brian pulled out a cigar and offered one to Lynne and Sam. “I’ll give it a shot,” she said.
 
   Brian enjoyed the smoke and had to laugh as Lynne inhaled a big puff, resulting in an extended coughing spell.
 
   “I’d skip the inhaling part,” he suggested. “They’re plenty strong without it.”
 
   “Hell, I’ve never been very good at smoking. I tried cigarettes in college but that didn’t work either. I’ll just let this go out and you can smoke it later.”
 
   In the middle of the night Brian heard the cell phone ding. He reached in his pack and looked at the screen. “Have you found the gold?”
 
   Brian typed back, “Doesn’t look like the right place. More later.” Tomas would think the response was from Lynne and perhaps they could stave off his enthusiasm. Brian didn’t know that Tomas had been left in the jungle to die. Instead, John Spedino read his text. The Godfather might not use modern cell technology but he could adapt when it was required. This was one of those times.
 
   By daybreak everyone was up, each one anxious to get the day started. Lynne took a small chisel and a hammer from her pack. “It’s time to open the door. We can use the chisel if we need to but like you said, it looks like someone already opened the door before we got here.”
 
   “How do we open this massive door?” Sam asked. “It looks like a solid piece of rock and it must weigh a ton. Literally.”
 
   “The Maya knew the science of balance and counterweights,” Lynne replied. “I saw a door in a temple in the Yucatan that swung on crude hinges. The trick here is going to be finding what makes it swing open. There has to be a lock somewhere.”
 
   She instructed everyone to run his hands up and down the walls. “Stay away from the glyphs. I don’t want them damaged any more than we have to.”
 
   They felt every square inch of the wall that contained the doorway. They pushed and prodded but nothing happened. “Let’s take a break while I think about this.” She stood in front of the wall for ten minutes looking it over closely.
 
   “I want to try something,” Lynne said at last. “Look up there in the corner where the glyph with the curse is. That set of pictures says ‘Death to all who enter here.’ It’s the only thing on the entire wall that refers to entering.” Standing on tiptoe she ran her hand lightly across the glyphs themselves. In the seam between two of them was a round rock. She pressed on it and the door slowly began to move inwards.
 
   “Oh my God! Oh my God!” Lynne cried. She stepped back – when the door had opened a few inches the Belizean worker Juan rushed up and shouted, “Yo primero!” Me first!
 
   “No!” Alfredo yelled, trying to stop him as the small man slipped through into the darkness. Suddenly the door swung shut and they heard a bloodcurdling scream.
 
   “Open the door!” Brian shouted. “Hurry!”
 
   Lynne pressed again but the door wouldn’t move. “It may have to reset itself,” she yelled. “I’ll keep pressing but we have to be careful!”
 
   Sam and Alfredo ran outside and brought a large oblong rock into the room and laid it by the door. “We’ll prop it open with this,” Sam said. “Hurry!”
 
   Lynne’s fingers found the round rock again and she pressed hard. The door swung open and Sam moved the rock to wedge the door. There was a two foot opening and darkness beyond. When the door attempted to close again, it was stopped. The wedge held it open.
 
   “Don’t stick your head through the opening until we know what happened to Juan,” Sam warned. They grabbed flashlights and aimed them through the narrow aperture.
 
   There was room for only a couple of people at once so Brian stood back as Lynne and Sam took the first turn. “What do you see?” he asked.
 
   “Hard to tell in the darkness,” Lynne replied. “I see Juan for sure. Looks like a large stone fell on his back. He’s not moving. I…I think he’s dead, guys.”
 
   Lynne spoke more softly. “There’s another person in there too. I can’t see very well but it looks like Juan may have fallen on another body. The room’s pretty big and there’s an intact table in the middle. My eyes are getting adjusted now. I also think there may be…”
 
   “Codices,” Sam finished. “There’s at least one shelf with books or scrolls on it, far as I can tell. Guys, we have to get this door open wider so we can check on Juan.”
 
   They quickly crafted a plan. They found a longer rock that two men could still carry. They made ready as Lynne pressed the mechanism again. The door first attempted to swing shut but then it swung open further as Alfredo and Brian wedged in the second rock. They heard a loud thunk. The door started to shut again but the wedge held fast. The opening was now four feet wide and some light was shining into the room.
 
   Sam said, “Your turn to look, Brian.” Lynne continued to peer into the room as Brian moved over to the door. He turned his light upwards.
 
   “Look Lynne, there’s some kind of primitive mechanism affixed to the ceiling.”
 
   “Yep. It’s a trap. Looks like the little side slot on a pinball machine where the ball goes. There are a bunch of round stones. When the door opens a certain distance one of the balls drops. That was the noise we heard when we wedged the door wider. Another of the balls fell.”
 
   They shined the lights on the large rock balls. They were spherical and looked as though they weighed about fifty or sixty pounds each. “That must have killed him instantly,” Lynne murmured, looking at Juan’s body on the ground two feet away. She grieved inside for her fallen comrade.
 
   “Do we feel it’s safe to go inside?” Brian finally asked.
 
   “Just watch your step. There may be more traps. And one of us has to stay outside all the time. If the door happens to break the wedge and shut again we have to have someone to open it back up.”
 
   “I’ll stay for now,” Alfredo volunteered. “Go, Brian.” In Spanish he turned to the other guide. “You go in too, Fernando.” Recalling that Fernando’s brother had accompanied Captain Jack, they all feared what he would find.
 
   Brian stepped over the two wedged rocks and shone his light carefully on the floor, walls and ceiling. Carefully he put his full weight down on the stone floor. Nothing happened and he was now standing inside the room.
 
   Lynne followed him in. Fernando stood just behind him in the opening. The room they were in was about ten feet wide and twenty long. It had a large stone table in the middle. Lying on the floor just in front of them was Juan’s body, partially covering that of another person. The lower one must have been dead for some time, trapped inside the room with a booby-trapped door.
 
   From outside, Alfredo told them he and Fernando wanted to retrieve Juan’s body. Alfredo crept inside – they lifted Juan carefully off the other corpse and took him into the anteroom where they laid his body carefully on the floor.
 
   “Wonder how long this guy’s been there?” Brian asked. He leaned down and turned the body over. There was a patina that looked like soot or mold covering the face and hands but it was clear to see that the man was fair-skinned. Brian felt the man’s shirt pocket, reached in and pulled out a small notebook and a folded piece of paper.
 
   He opened the first page of the note pad, read it and said, “Well, we’ve solved the mystery of Jack Borland’s disappearance. And I’d bet money what this is.” He unfolded the paper and found the map Arthur Borland had described.
 
   “Hi, Captain Jack,” Brian said softly. “Looks like you died the way you lived, having an adventure. I bet you’d rather have had it this way than sitting in a rest home playing checkers from your rocking chair. And you found your ancient library. You did it. Arthur will be proud of you.”
 
   “So his body’s been here over a year,” Lynne said. “The way this room is sealed, there’s almost no humidity in here. Smell how stale the air is? I doubt you could live in here very long if the door shut and sealed itself. Speaking of that, if those are actually Mayan codices sitting on that shelf on the left they’ll turn to dust in a few hours just like the ones in the other rooms did. Air is the worst enemy for them. And they are codices, I’m sure. We need to make this fast, guys.”
 
   Lynne asked the guys outside to get some smaller rocks, maybe five pounds each. They passed them inside one by one and she told Brian to throw them on the floor, hitting various stones. “I watched enough Indiana Jones movies that I want to see if there’s a booby trap that activates when you step in the wrong place.”
 
   Nothing happened. She ventured three feet further into the room and walked to the left. Finally she stood in front of the shelf filled with codices. Turning back to him at the open entrance she said, “Brian, these are priceless manuscripts. There were only four in existence until now. There must be fifty here. Oh my God…” she suddenly put her hand to her mouth.
 
   “What is it?” Brian shouted. “What’s wrong?”
 
   To Brian’s left the door stood open. From Lynne’s vantage point she could see behind it. “There are three more bodies behind the door, Brian.”
 
   “I figured they were somewhere,” he responded quietly.
 
   “How…how did you figure that?”
 
   “We know that Captain Jack had three Belizean men with him. The party hasn’t been heard from in over a year. We just found the entire expedition. They probably opened the door, everyone rushed in and it all happened in a matter of seconds. The falling stone killed Jack immediately just like Juan a few minutes ago. His three guides were trapped when the door shut and they died either of asphyxiation or starvation. Except for Jack I’m sure it took a long time for everyone to die.”
 
   They stepped out and explained to Alfredo what they had found. He and Fernando went inside and they heard muffled sobs from the man who had at long last found his brother.
 
   Fernando came out of the room and sat on the ground, crossing himself and uttering a prayer in Spanish. Everyone in turn offered condolences and they held hands for a group prayer for the brother who had lost his life. Leaving Fernando to mourn his sibling they continued to work.
 
   Sam and Alfredo went into the sealed room and used the five-pound stones to continue checking the floor for traps. They ended up on the other side of the table. “Holy shit, Brian! There’s a whole lot of the gold sheets stacked neatly in piles over here,” Sam yelled out. “Maybe a couple hundred. Maybe more. They have the same glyphs on them that Arthur’s two sheets have.”
 
   Everyone got a chance to see what was in the room. After fifteen minutes Lynne said, “That’s it. We all need to get out, guys. We must let the door seal back to save the codices. Then we need to formulate a plan.” They pulled away the stones that blocked the door’s closure and it swung tightly shut.
 
   As they ate the rest of the tapir meat for lunch Lynne offered a suggestion. “There’s no way we can carry this stuff down and at this point we’re really required to get the Guatemalan government involved. For a find like this they won’t wait very long to show up, I guarantee it. This is maybe the biggest find in Mayan history. I can’t think of anything to top it.”
 
   Brian responded, “So what do you suggest?”
 
   “My vote would be to seal one of the codices in plastic wrap and take it and two of the gold sheets. This gives us something to show the authorities. We can notify Arthur Borland of the whereabouts of his father and tell the people in San Ignacio where the three guides ended up. At least there’s an ending to the puzzle even if it’s tragic. We would leave everything else and post Fernando to guard the site. We have enough food and water for him to stay a week. If something happened to us and someone doesn’t show up by then he just walks down the mountain to Jaguar’s Call.”
 
   The group agreed. Alfredo said, “We can’t leave Juan’s body out here. An animal will eat him. What should we do?”
 
   After discussion it seemed that the best way to preserve Juan’s body until his family could be notified and make a decision was to place it back into the room where Captain Jack and his three guides lay. The room was almost airtight and it would be a safe resting place.
 
   That afternoon Lynne and Brian reentered the sealed room while Sam and Alfredo moved Juan’s body, reverently placing it on the ground next to Captain Jack.
 
   “Let’s make this as fast as possible,” Lynne said. “I want to keep the air out of here as much as we can.” She went straight to the shelf of codices, looked carefully at them and selected one. She immediately put it into a 2-gallon plastic storage bag, expelled all the air and sealed it tightly.
 
   Brian was behind the table. He picked up the first two gold sheets and put them into a canvas bag. “Ready when you are.” All told, they had been in the room less than three minutes.
 
   “Me too. Let’s go.”
 
   They removed the rock wedges and let the door seal itself tightly shut.
 
   Since it was early afternoon, they decided to break camp and start down. Lynne offered, “We can hike until five then get up tomorrow morning at dawn. If everything goes well we’ll be back at Jaguar’s Call tomorrow afternoon. It took several days to get up here but it will only take maybe a day and a half to get back down. Much easier going and no new trails to blaze.”
 
   They left Fernando at the site armed with the pistol Lucky had given Lynne and almost all the food and water they had left. He pitched a tent and was smoking a cigarette as they started their descent.
 
   That night Brian took Sam aside and told him what Brian had learned. He said that Lynne had regularly called Tomas with updates on their progress including notifying him that they had found the temple. “He replied asking if we found the gold and I told him no but I doubt that’s going to put him off. We need to think of what’s next. Once we leave Jaguar’s Call we have to go down to the main highway. How are we going to get back to Belize from there? I don’t have my passport – do you?”
 
   “As a matter of fact, I do,” Sam replied. “In all this adventure I’d forgotten that I pulled my passport out of the hotel safe when we left for the cave that morning. You never know if you’re in Belize or Guatemala out there in the jungle and I find it’s always good to carry it just in case.”
 
   “Think I should call Nicole and get her boss to help me get out of Guatemala?”
 
   “I have a plan that’s way easier than that, Brian. How about I call Odette when we get to Jaguar’s Call? She can get your passport out of the safe and meet us at the bottom of the mountain. The only thing your passport won’t have is an exit stamp for Belize and an entry stamp for Guatemala. She can call that Embassy guy in Belmopan and enlist his help – the same guy who rescued Nicole.”
 
   “Works for me.”
 
   The trek down the mountain the next morning was as easy as Lynne had predicted. They made good time and walked into Jaguar’s Call at 3:30.
 
   “Anybody home?” Lynne yelled.
 
   “Hey, it’s good to see you,” Lucky came out of the office and hugged her tightly. “How did it go? Where are the other two men?”
 
   An hour later Lucky had been told everything. They showed him the Mayan codex but Lynne wouldn’t let anyone unwrap it. “This has to be opened in a controlled environment to avoid having it turn to dust,” she cautioned.
 
   Lucky held the gold sheets in his hands and gazed at them. “You say there are a lot more of these up there? My God, Lynne. You’ll all be famous. You’ll all be rich. It’s incredible. A lost city – the Ancient Library of the Maya. People have wondered about this for centuries. But you guys found it.”
 
   They discussed how much should be revealed when Sam made his call to Odette. Brian said, “I have to call Arthur tonight. I’m OK with telling Odette what we found and I’d like for her to contact Nicole too – she can then call Collette so everyone’s in the loop. We need to tell them to keep it quiet though. Before we notify the authorities we sure don’t want looters coming around. They’d do anything to get hold of what’s up there. I’m sure the life of our guard would be worth nothing if they came for the gold.”
 
   Lynne’s phone had been on a charger since they arrived. At five Brian turned it on and placed a call to Arthur Borland.
 
   “I have important information for you,” he said in a voicemail. “I’ll call you again tomorrow at this same time.”
 
   Brian handed the phone to Sam who placed a call to the San Ignacio Inn. Odette answered and they talked for nearly fifteen minutes. Sam told her what they had found but asked her to say nothing to anyone except Nicole, who in turn was to call Collette and confidentially advise her. Odette promised to get Brian’s passport and contact the Deputy Ambassador’s office.
 
   “I’m sure they can work everything out,” she said in her usual optimistic tone. “And I’m so happy for your discovery, Sam. This is just incredible!”
 
   As soon as the call ended Odette dutifully called Nicole, passing along the information along with the admonition to keep it under wraps. Nicole promised to call Collette. When they hung up she first dialed Randall Carter’s office.
 
   “Good news, Mr. Carter. After all you’ve done to help me I wanted you to be among the first to know what’s happened in Guatemala. Brian and his party have made a discovery. They’ve found a lost city and they’ve located the Ancient Library of the Maya. Gold, codex books, even Captain Jack Borland’s body. They’ve found it all.” She asked him to keep it totally confidential and he assured her that was no problem.
 
   And he did except for one phone call. “Have you heard the news?”
 
   “No. What news is that?”
 
   Randall Carter related everything he had been told by Nicole in confidence. “Looks like they’re coming back down the mountain the day after tomorrow. I thought you would want to know all of this.”
 
   “Oh yes. This is very important information. Thanks, Randall. I owe you one.”
 
   Randall Carter sat back in his chair, wondering if being owed a favor by this man was worth the price one had to pay. Was he being seduced by the temptation of the fast life, limos and jets, money beyond imagination? Carter already had it all – why did Spedino’s power enthrall him so much? What was it worth to sell your soul?
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   Late the next afternoon Brian, Sam and Alfredo were camped halfway between Jaguar’s Call and the highway at the bottom of the mountain. Lynne came along too so she could retrieve her phone from Brian once they met up with Odette.
 
   Brian called Arthur Borland but his phone again went to voicemail. That’s odd, he thought, leaving another message for Arthur to call him at his earliest convenience.
 
   There was an air of anticipation as the four cooked their last dinner on the mountain. Lucky had replenished their provisions so they had beef jerky and canned potatoes. Coffee followed, and Brian smoked his last cigar. Pumped by excitement, no one slept much that night – they took turns on three-hour watches and each of them was already awake when it was time for the shift to change.
 
   They packed everything for one final morning and started downhill. Around noon they reached the highway. Sam saw his pickup parked on the side of the road and ran to embrace Odette. They introduced her to Lynne then Odette steered everyone to the back of the truck. She opened a cooler and handed each of them an ice-cold Gallo, the local Guatemalan beer. “I’m not sure anything has ever tasted so good in my life,” Brian said.
 
   “How’d Brian’s passport work out?” Sam asked Odette.
 
   “All good. I ran it down to the Embassy in Belmopan yesterday and they stamped some things and issued a letter to Guatemala. This morning when I came through the border station I presented the letter and got it stamped here too. Brian, I’m pleased to say that you’re free to come back to Belize!” She handed him the passport and the stamped paperwork.
 
   The group stood and talked by the side of the two-lane highway as an occasional car sped by. In a few minutes a black four-door sedan approached, slowed and pulled in behind Sam’s truck. They all looked at it as the back door opened and a man got out.
 
   “Who’s that?” Sam asked quietly.
 
   Brian smiled. “That’s Arthur Borland!”
 
   “Arthur! Am I glad to see you! I have news for you. Did you get my messages?” As he thought through it, Brian began to wonder. “How’d you know to come here?”
 
   When he got closer Brian saw that Arthur’s countenance was grim. He was shaking and his eyes darted left and right. “Uh, Brian…” he stammered. “Did you find the gold…uh, and my father, of course? What did you find?”
 
   “What’s going on, Arthur? Why are you so nervous?”
 
   The driver of the sedan got out and walked to the back. He opened the door and a man stepped out. He was impeccably dressed in a grey suit, white shirt and tie, despite the temperature and humidity.
 
   “Hello, Brian. It’s been a long time.”
 
   “What the hell are you doing here?” Brian’s anger overflowed.
 
   Sam came over. “Is something wrong, Brian? Do you need some help?”
 
   “No, Mr. Adams. He doesn’t need any help. Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friends, Brian?” He turned to Sam and said, “I’m John Spedino.”
 
   Sam was shocked when he heard the name. He recognized it immediately. But what was this mob boss doing here in the jungle? And how did he and Brian even know each other?
 
   Spedino asked to talk to Brian alone. They got into the back seat of the car. As much as Sam and Lynne wanted to know what John Spedino’s connection was to Brian they felt they had to tell him about Captain Jack. They said they had found his father’s body along with his three guides. Borland’s head dropped as he heard the news and their explanation of what had likely happened.
 
   “I was afraid it would turn out like this since it had been so long.”
 
   Lynne and Sam offered their condolences.
 
   “Thanks. He was a real adventurer,” Arthur said. “He would have wanted to go this way.”
 
   They discussed the find. “Did you find gold?” Arthur asked.
 
   “Until we find out more about why you and John Spedino are hanging out together, I think we’ll stop talking for now about what we found.”
 
   Arthur fidgeted, his hands never still. “It’s all right. I can’t talk right now but you’ll learn everything shortly.”
 
   In a few minutes John Spedino and Brian Sadler emerged from the sedan.
 
   “Brian’s riding back with me,” Spedino said.
 
   “Right,” Brian replied impassively. “I need to talk to him. We’ll meet you all at the hotel.”
 
   Sam asked, “Brian, are you OK? What’s going on? How do you two know each other?”
 
   Brian looked at his friend. “Trust me, Sam. I’ll tell you everything soon. I’m good for now.”
 
   He handed Lynne her phone. She hugged him and said, “Well done, Mr. Amateur Archaeologist. Quite a discovery we have on our hands. I think you’ve joined the big leagues!”
 
   “Thanks. We couldn’t have done it without you, Lynne. Literally. I’ll be in touch to let you know what’s next.”
 
   “OK, call me and let’s talk about how to handle everything. We have to get our man back down from up there. And the bodies.”
 
   Spedino said, “Brian will be in touch once we have our plans finalized.”
 
   “Our plans?” Sam was shocked. “Brian, what the hell is this guy talking about? What does he have to do with this? And why does he have plans?”
 
   “I suggest you stop now before you say more than you should, Mr. Adams. Brian and I will meet you at the hotel. He can explain everything then. Rest assured my interest in this matter is the same as yours. The outcome will be positive for everyone. Gather your things, Brian. I have a lot to tell you.”
 
   Brian said, “Sam, just trust me. You’ve known me for years. Trust me.”
 
   Arthur climbed in the front seat of Spedino’s sedan as Brian threw his backpack into the trunk after retrieving his passport and the paperwork. He and John Spedino got in the back and the car drove away.
 
   “What the hell was that all about?” Lynne said to Sam.
 
   “I’m not sure. Do you know who that guy John Spedino is?”
 
   “Nope. Is he a movie star or something?”
 
   “Not exactly. He’s called ‘Teflon Two.’ He’s a mobster. He’s head of the Mafia in the U.S.– some people say he may even be the Godfather worldwide.”
 
   “Are you serious?” Lynne was shocked. “So Brian’s in bed with the mob? What’s this going to mean to our discovery?”
 
   “I trust Brian. I have to believe he’s not in bed with this guy. Brian’s a good man. I know that. Something’s going on and I’m not going to jump to conclusions. Obviously he knows this guy but he sure wasn’t happy when he saw Spedino get out of the car. I promise I’ll call you the second I find out anything about what’s going on.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
   The border crossing was uneventful for John Spedino and his passengers. At Melchor de Mencos they were all required to exit the vehicle and go through the Guatemalan exit procedures while the driver pulled the car to an inspection area. Brian and the others walked through a narrow hallway, cleared Guatemalan immigration without a hitch then walked outdoors fifty feet to another building which bore a large sign that said, “Welcome to Belize.” Customs and immigration on that side took five minutes and they were soon reunited with their driver.
 
   On the Belizean side of the border the town became Benque Viejo del Carmen, or just Benque to the locals. At Spedino’s instruction the driver parked at an outdoor café situated along the Mopan River. Spedino said, “We’re going to have a coffee, men, while we finish our conversation and allow Brian’s friends to get back to the hotel before we arrive.”
 
   An hour later the sedan pulled up at the San Ignacio Inn.
 
   Sam had stood in the front window for a half hour watching for Brian. He saw the car pull up and observed Brian as he exited the back seat. His friend’s jaw was set and his face showed his anger. The driver popped the trunk and Brian pulled out his pack. He said something through the car window to whoever was in the back seat then he walked inside as the car pulled away.
 
   Odette welcomed him back. “I can’t tell you how good it is to have you two safely back here!”
 
   He hugged her and said, “I need to talk to Nicole. Where can I use a phone?”
 
   “Oh, you just reminded me!” Odette ran behind the front desk and grabbed a package. “This came from Nicole this morning. I think it’s a new iPhone – she told me she was sending you one by Fedex.”
 
   He tore open the package and was pleased to see a new phone programmed with his number and all the old contact information already transferred. It was ready to go – she had even charged the battery. “Excuse me for a few minutes,” he said as Odette handed him his key. He walked up the stairs to his room, shut the door and dialed the number.
 
   Ryan Coleman answered Nicole’s office line.
 
   “Put Nicole on,” Brian said curtly.
 
   “She’s not in the office. She’s at a deposition downtown but said she’d call you this evening if you’re back in Belize.” Brian affirmed that he would be waiting for her call then stripped off his clothes and spent ten minutes in the hottest shower he could stand.
 
   As Brian walked downstairs he saw Odette and Sam on the patio. She had ordered up snacks from the kitchen. As Brian sat down he saw Leo, the man whom he had dubbed the best bartender in Belize, coming through the lobby with a freshly prepared XO vodka martini in his hand. “Mr. Brian, welcome back. We’re all happy to have you safely in San Ignacio.”
 
   “Leo,” Brian said earnestly, “seeing you walk through the lobby with that martini was one of the best sights I’ve seen in weeks.”
 
   As soon as Leo had left and they were alone Sam Adams jumped right in. “So tell me what’s going on. What’s the deal with John Spedino? Why is he here?”
 
   “Here’s what I can tell you at the moment. I’ll know more when I talk to Nicole – apparently she’s representing him as his attorney at the request of the senior partner in her law firm. She’s very good at criminal law so I’m really not too surprised he would want her on his team. But Spedino told me she is going to be acting on his behalf going forward in some other arrangement. There’s more, Sam. There’s some stuff that I don’t want to talk about right now. There are things I need to hear from her, not from that asshole. I have to talk to her. Hopefully I can tell you more after that.”
 
   Brian explained his prior association with John Spedino and the mobster’s involvement with The Bethlehem Scroll, one of the world’s priceless artifacts. Sam’s felt better once he understood that Brian detested Spedino but was likewise gravely concerned about Nicole’s potential involvement with him.
 
   “Arthur Borland apparently owes the mob a lot of money. Something about a gambling addiction, maybe drugs too. I don’t know about all that but I’m going to try to reach Arthur and talk to him when Spedino’s not around. He has wormed his way into our discovery through Arthur. Spedino wants a cut – not just to settle what Arthur owes him, but a big piece of our deal. He wants fifty percent ownership of the codices and the gold and says the rest of us can do whatever we want. Makes him no difference.”
 
   Brian said that Spedino intended to play a behind-the-scenes role with hidden ownership so no one would know he was involved. “He says that’ll be better for the four of us, but in reality his public ownership of anything would bring up many more questions than it did answers. He’s way too high profile to own something in his own name and he’s used to doing everything in secret anyway. This would be no different.”
 
   “By God, we aren’t going to let this bastard weasel his way into this deal, are we? What would he do with the gold and the books anyway?”
 
   “Whatever he does with the things we found, you can bet they won’t end up benefitting anybody but him. He wants everything brought to the USA any way we can, legally or not. He says he’s going to send a plane to fly the stuff back if we can get the codices properly preserved to make the flight. I told him I wouldn’t be a party to smuggling.”
 
   “What did he say to that?”
 
   “He just laughed and said, ‘Talk to Nicole. She’ll come up with a solution.’”
 
   “What the hell did that mean?”
 
   Brian shrugged, his eyes angry. “I don’t know. I don’t know what he’s done to Nicole or what hold he thinks he has over her but I’ll kill the bastard if he hurts her. I’m going to talk to her this evening. That’s all I can say for now.” He clenched his fists tightly in anger.
 
   Sam said, “The truth of the matter is that Lynne has undoubtedly already contacted the Guatemalan archaeological authorities so the idea of whisking the codices and gold out of the country just won’t happen. It’s probably out of our hands already.”
 
   “That alone gives me some comfort but you have to realize that a guy like John Spedino never plays by the rules. He’ll come into Guatemala and spread money around to buy off some people and next thing you know some or all of the stuff we found will just turn up missing.”
 
   “That really couldn’t happen, could it?” Odette asked.
 
   “In the USA, not so much. In a third world country, absolutely. Payoffs are common in many small countries and I’m afraid he’s going to take control of this stuff either with our help or without it. This is the most important Mayan find in history. We can’t let him do this. But at the moment I don’t have enough information. I have to talk to Nicole.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty
 
   They ate an early dinner. Brian excused himself and was back in his room by seven. Ten minutes later his phone rang.
 
   “Hey there, baby,” Nicole said brightly. “Are you safely back in San Ignacio?”
 
   “Cut the shit, Nicole. I just spent the afternoon with a friend of yours – a really close friend. Do you need three guesses who he is? Anything you need to get off your chest?” His voice was short, abrupt.
 
   She started to cry. “Brian, I promise you I was going to tell you everything before you had to ask me. How did John find you? I didn’t tell him anything about you. I swear Brian, I wouldn’t do anything to hurt you, ever.”
 
   “’John’, as you call him now that you’re on a first-name basis, tells me you’re his new right hand man. He tells me the new relationship he has with you is far more than attorney-client. He says you’re his consigliere, Nicole, and his personal little consigliere too. He showed me the video. He showed me. I saw you. I saw what you did. Tell me the truth – can you still tell the truth now that you’ve literally slept with the devil? What have you done? What the hell have you done?”
 
   She told him everything. She started with the lunch at the Petroleum Club where Randall Carter introduced her to John Spedino. She told of her fear that Carter was enamored with Spedino but she also said how easily that could happen given the charming demeanor of this ruthless mobster. She told Brian how they had met for drinks after a long day of work and she had gone to the restroom, returned and had a second cocktail, remembering nothing after that.
 
   Sobbing, she continued. “Brian, I swear to you I wouldn’t do this. But I did. He drugged me – it had to be some kind of date-rape drug – and he recorded me. I was naked and so was he. We were in my bed. I did things to him, Brian. But I don’t remember, I swear. When I went with him to the airport he showed me the video then he made me perform sex on him in the back seat of the limo. And I did it because I was terrified. I’m so sorry. I’m so incredibly sorry. I know you probably can’t forgive me – I don’t know if I can forgive myself – but he drugged me. I swear to God.”
 
   She continued, telling him that Spedino intended to make her his consigliere, his closest advisor. He would blackmail her and ruin her career if she refused. “But listen to me. I’ve already done something about it. It won’t erase the things that have happened, but it will clear my conscience that I’ve taken every measure I can to stop this monster.” She explained what she meant.
 
   At last she stopped talking. There was no response. “Sweetie, please say something,” she said, tears streaming down her face. “Please don’t cut me off.”
 
   He took a deep breath. “Nicole, I hear your story and I understand your version of what happened. Now that I’ve heard both sides, I want to believe you. I don’t think the truth matters one iota to John Spedino. I want your story to be the true one. I also think what you’re doing now is the proper move to begin to make things right. But you need to understand something. At this point I need some time to think about where we go from here – you and I. Regardless of your motives or your memory this son of a bitch has had sex with my girlfriend, the woman I love, and you’ve done things to him that are the most intimate of all. Things you and I did.”
 
   As he continued all he could hear was sobbing on the other end. “Right now I have to figure out my feelings and see whether they can survive this or not. Are you the same person you were? Am I? I just don’t know. I’ll call you later.” He hung up.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-One
 
   After dropping Brian at the hotel John Spedino and Arthur Borland had headed back to the border. The crossing into Guatemala was again uneventful. The driver steered the car through the vehicle lane while the men walked through Belizean immigration, had their passports stamped then walked to the building that said, “Welcome to Guatemala” in both English and Spanish.
 
   Once inside they stood in a short line. Arthur presented his passport to a sleepy clerk who stamped it and waved him through without a glance. John Spedino laid his passport on the desk and the inspector took it from him. Looking up into his face the inspector said, “Welcome back to Guatemala, Senor Spedino. I hope you have a good trip!” He smiled broadly, stamped the passport and waved him through. As soon as John Spedino had exited the building the inspector picked up the phone next to his desk and said, “He just entered the country.”
 
   Spedino had spoken to his pilot earlier, ordering the Gulfstream to fly to the town of Flores fifty miles from the border. It was a small airport and saved them an hour of driving. The godfather was ready to get in the air and out of Guatemala. Things had gone very well and once he disposed of the sniveling idiot in the car with him he would be very happy indeed.
 
   The men sat in silence as they drove to Flores. The car pulled into the airport and drove toward a hodgepodge of hangars in which small airplanes were parked. The Gulfstream sat prominently in front of one of the buildings and the driver went directly to it.
 
   As he exited the car John Spedino was surprised to see no security people around his plane. That was standard operating procedure and he made a mental note to deal with the pilot about this error once they were back in New York. A uniformed officer strode out of the terminal building and stood at the foot of the stairs while Arthur Borland entered the plane, followed by Spedino. The officer came on board and remained at the back of the cabin while Spedino and Borland sat down.
 
   The door to the cockpit opened and a man in a suit walked out. John Spedino looked at him, a flash of anger on his face. “Who the hell are you? Where’s my pilot?”
 
   “Mr. Spedino, I’m James Ruskin, and I can’t tell you how glad I am to see you.”
 
   “You’re American? What’s going on? Get off my plane.”
 
   “I’m afraid that’s not possible, sir. In fact, there are two of us on here who are going to arm-wrestle later on to figure out which one of us gets this gorgeous jet of yours!”
 
   Spedino angrily looked at the man. “Get out of my plane,” he said curtly. “You have no idea who you’re dealing with.”
 
   The man seemed extraordinarily happy. “Au contraire, Mr. Spedino. I know exactly who you are. That’s why we’re so glad you’re here! I need to dispense with a couple of formalities before I explain everything. As I said, I’m James Ruskin. And yes, I am an American. I’m in charge of the Drug Enforcement Administration’s field operations team in Guatemala. First I want to let you know that you are under arrest for the murder of Jorge Arocha. The gentleman behind you is from the Guatemala City Police Department and he is here to take you into custody.”
 
   Spedino moved to put his hand inside his jacket. “No, Senor,” the man behind him said as he pulled a pistol from his holster. “Raise your hands in the air now.”
 
   Ruskin walked to Spedino, reached inside the godfather’s coat and withdrew a gun.
 
   “Stand up,” the Guatemala policeman said. He frisked him thoroughly then pulled Spedino’s hands behind his back, cuffed him and pushed him back into his seat.
 
   “I’m not quite through, Godfather,” the American said, smiling ear to ear. “That’s what you call yourself, correct? I want to use respectful terminology. Mr. Spedino, you’ve become a worldwide sensation! In addition to your problem here in Guatemala you’re charged with drug trafficking in the United States and other charges are pending in London and the Dutch Netherlands Antilles, specifically the island of Bonaire.”
 
   “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Let me read you your Miranda rights and I’ll explain everything.” He pulled a card from his shirt pocket and began to read. At the end he said, “Do you understand your rights and do you wish an attorney at this time?”
 
   “I understand my rights. I don’t want an attorney at this time,” Spedino replied. “What the hell is this about? You people are making a huge mistake. Enormous. You have nothing on me.”
 
   The American rapped once on the cockpit door, a signal to the pilot. Momentarily over the cabin intercom system Spedino’s cruel voice could clearly be heard. “I’m sad to report that your friend Jorge has departed this earth. He had a misfortune in Guatemala earlier today. I uttered a single word, one command, Arthur, and Jorge Arocha got a bullet to the head.”
 
   “You little prick!” Spedino spat words furiously at Arthur Borland. “You wore a wire. Your life isn’t worth five cents…”
 
   ““Uh oh,” the American officer said, still beaming. “Better not make things worse, Godfather. Let me return to my explanation. Your popularity has created a problem for us, sir. Everyone wants you. They are going to detain you here in Guatemala for murder. I want you extradited to the States for drug trafficking.”
 
   “Drug trafficking?” Spedino snarled. “You have nothing on me.”
 
   “Let’s see, what was it you said to Lord Borland? ‘If you owe dealers in New York or London, you owe me, the Godfather,’” the drug agent recited from memory. “And your airplane – well, my Guatemalan friend here thinks the millions Guatemala can get from selling your plane will supplement the police force’s budget nicely. I of course would like to have the DEA get those funds. But we’ll decide that later – right, Antonio?” The Guatemalan policeman laughed heartily.
 
   “Excuse me for digressing, Godfather. I know your time is valuable. I was explaining that Guatemala wants you, London wants you for drugs, Bonaire for secret money laundering and casino ownership without proper licensing and of course we want you back in the good old U.S. of A. for that little drug trafficking thing you admitted to on the tape.
 
   “The good news is if you agree to be extradited and Guatemala goes along we might get you back into the States within a month or two. If everything goes well here in Guatemala, that is. And as you probably know since you’re a big international businessman, sometimes these little countries are slow to act, sometimes not. I hope for your sake things go fast because you’re going to be sitting in a nasty jail cell in Guatemala City until either they decide to prosecute you or we get you back.”
 
   Spedino sat back and said, “I want an attorney.”
 
   “Of course you do and you need one badly I think,” the American officer said. “We’ll make sure you get to make that phone call just as soon as you’re booked in Guatemala City.”
 
   “I can do it from here on my phone.”
 
   “Sorry, Senor,” the Guatemalan police officer said. “That is not allowed. You will do things my way now. You are the big shot in some places but here it will be different. Here you may find that some of our prisoners are not so partial toward Americans. We will of course do our best to keep you safe and secure.” He laughed again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
 
   The Mansion on Turtle Creek, Dallas
 
   Six months later
 
    
 
   Brian tapped his glass with a spoon. The guests at the long table stopped their conversations and looked expectantly to the head of the table.
 
   “I’d like to start by saying how thrilled I am to have all of you here with Nicole and me in Dallas. I hope you enjoyed the wonderful dinner – I think the Mansion on Turtle Creek and our servers are due some recognition for the fantastic service tonight. Come in, ladies and gentlemen!”
 
   The door at the end of the private dining room opened and the men and women who had attended them paraded inside to enthusiastic applause from the seven people at the table.
 
   Once dishes were cleared he continued. “Thanks to the efforts of the people in this room we made the most fascinating discovery in Mayan history. For years to come scholars will be working on translating the seventy-two codices we found. The work they’ve done so far has already given the world amazing insight into this ancient civilization whose history was shrouded in mystery. And there are many codices left to translate – they’ve barely scratched the surface.”
 
   He reached into an envelope that had been next to his place setting and pulled out one of the gleaming gold sheets the expedition had found in Guatemala. Holding it up for the assemblage to see, he said, “We found three hundred and six gold sheets. The world wonders what the value of this hoard is. In fact, every single one is priceless. Before the Mayan ruler of the lost city ordered them removed, they and many others covered the outside of the building in which we found them. It was part of a golden city shining in the clouds high above the rain forest. Most of the sheets of gold were transported to Hernan Cortes in order to ransom the king of the Mayans. But obviously the ruler hid these particular sheets to keep them safe.
 
   “The gold sheets have given us dramatic insight into the writing and history of the Mayan people from which they came. Like the codices this project will take years to complete. And six months from now we’ll be featured on national TV when Discovery presents its four-hour documentary on our expedition.”
 
   Brian stopped talking and paused to look at each of the guests individually. “I know that everyone here knows everyone else but I want to go around the table and acknowledge the contribution each of you has made.” He turned to his right and looked at Nicole. “You I am saving for last!”
 
   The group laughed as he turned the other direction and said, “Odette Adams. You were our communications link. Your messages were passed to critical people at critical times and it was crucial that we had your help. And you gave moral support to Sam. I know he thought of you often as he trudged up that mountain with us. Thank you.” Applause.
 
   “Sam Adams, I’ve known you since I was five years old. We grew up together and remained friends even when you moved far, far away and became a charter boat captain and hotel owner in paradise!” Laughter. “I thank you for being my friend and for being the person I could lean on in our expedition when I needed support. I thank you for going every step of the way with me. Many people thank you for the work you and Lucky did to retrieve the bodies of the people who died in the ancient city – Jack Borland, his three men and our comrade Juan. You and Lucky gave your time, selflessly leading a group of men back up to the top to bring the fallen down to their families for a proper burial. You’re the best and I will never forget it.” Applause.
 
   “Lynne Parker. Lynne Parker. The vixen of the jungle who will do anything to further her goals. What can I say?” Laughter, not terribly sincere from Nicole. “We had a few ups and downs but what counts is that we made it. We found what you knew in your heart was up there. You’ve come a long way in the six months since we found the Ancient Library. You’re now a full tenured professor at UCLA with a major discovery under your belt. And it was your discovery. Your knowledge kept us on track and your perseverance brought us to the previously unknown Maya city we found. It truly wouldn’t have happened without you even though you were on the wrong track for awhile. Now you’re going to be a TV personality as the narrator of the upcoming documentary. I salute you, Professor Parker!” Applause.
 
   There was an empty seat next to Lynne with a place setting in front of it. Gesturing to the chair, Brian said, “Ralph ‘Lucky’ Buncombe. Proprietor of the Jaguar’s Call on a remote mountain in Guatemala. I wish you were here tonight, Lucky, but you’re here in spirit. Thanks to you we found out what Jack Borland knew, we had food and water…a little rum and a little warm beer…” Laughter. “…and from your jumping off spot we made it five thousand more feet to the top. To a lost city. Thank you, Lucky, for being there for Lynne and for us.” Applause.
 
   He continued around the table. “Alfredo Rivera. The man who wanted nothing more than to show me a new cave he had found!” Laughter. “The man who never came back to rescue me, allowing me to learn that I was man enough to climb out of that damned hole by myself!” More laughter. “Alfredo, you were the strength on our expedition. You were the man who kept our workers on track and who toiled alongside them every step of the way. You were the man who had to leave one of your countrymen in a ruined building on a Mayan mountain. You are a man among men. Thank you for everything you did to make our expedition a success.” Applause.
 
   “Arthur Borland, stand up please.” Lord Borland pushed his chair back and stood, holding his hands in the air as if to ask why he was being singled out. “This man had perhaps the hardest role of all. A British Lord, a member of the aristocracy who took on another personality entirely to bring to justice one of the most dangerous men in the world. Without regard to the reputation and safety of himself or his family, Arthur created the fiction and assumed the character of a drug and gambling addict. I hope I don’t embarrass you – everyone who knows you has seen your chronic nervous condition – your shaking hands. But in your role as an addict that manifestation was a big help. You made a great addict but I’m really glad it was all an act.” Applause. “I’m not quite finished with Arthur but you may be seated, my Lord. After all, you’re considerably older than I am.” Laughter.
 
   “Your father Captain Jack Borland never wavered from his belief that there was a treasure to be found. He spent his life and his fortune seeking it and I choose to believe before he died he laid his eyes on what he sought – the codices of the ancient Maya. Jack Borland is an inspiration to us all. There’s a little bit of Captain Jack – a tiny bit of adventurer – in every human being. And he will be prominently featured in our television documentary – the ancient city is as much his discovery as it is ours. Tonight I salute your father, Captain Jack Borland, along with you.” A toast and applause.
 
   “Finally Lord Borland, thanks to your courage and your foresight in knowing exactly what might trap John Spedino, you singlehandedly brought him to justice. And for any of you who might have been lost in the jungle the last couple of months and missed the news, I’m pleased to say that the godfather was sentenced to life in prison not here in America, but in Guatemala. We’re optimistic that his money won’t buy him happiness there and the United States Government has promised to help keep an eye on his incarceration. If things begin to get too cushy they’ll attempt to seek extradition to bring him back here for more justice. Arthur, my sincerest gratitude goes to you. There is absolutely no telling where this would have gone without your courage and selfless service.” Loud applause.
 
   Two more empty chairs were next. “Those chairs represent Juan and Fernando, our two Belizean workers and our friends. Juan gave his life on our expedition and Fernando found his brother, a member of Captain Jack’s team who died with Jack. Fernando remained alone to guard our site until the authorities and Lynne could get back to work on cataloging everything. These two men were tireless workers and an integral part of our team. Juan will be missed by his family and by all of us as well. Fernando, although you are not here tonight we salute you and your brother!” A toast followed by applause.
 
   “Saving the best for last, as they say. Now I want to say a few words about Nicole Farber. Here’s a person who signed up for a little bit and ended up with a whole lot. Like Alfredo, she was along for the ride – a visit to an unexplored cave on the third day of our trip to Belize. She wasn’t going into the jungle with me. She was going to hang around at the hotel and have a little vacation then jet back here to Dallas to wait for my return. My prompt return.” Laughter.
 
   “And what happened instead? She was kidnapped, treated cruelly and inhumanely by a crazed man driven by the desire for gold. She escaped by herself…” enthusiastic applause. “…made it across the border with no papers and no passport, got back to Dallas and found herself in the clutches of the Godfather himself. Sadly, that was my fault. If Nicole had never met me she would never have met John Spedino.
 
   “So the Godfather threatens to blackmail her after drugging her. He appoints her his right-hand person, his consigliere, and what does Nicole do? She courageously goes straight to the FBI and volunteers to bring him down. Risking her stellar career at Carter and Wells, she talks to the senior partner at the firm and tells him everything. It turns out Spedino’s cast his web of crime around Randall Carter too. Impressed by Nicole’s action in the face of danger, he chooses the high road as well. Her boss goes to the IRS and provides proof that John Spedino is the secret owner of one of the largest mortgage brokers in the southwest, funneling millions of dollars a year in profits through a series of foreign corporations to avoid taxation. So now John Spedino has also been charged with income tax evasion but he can’t defend himself. He’s off enjoying the Federal penitentiary in Guatemala City! So that charge will have to wait until Spedino gets to come home, if that ever happens.
 
   “Nicole, my partner and my best friend, I salute you for your help. You may have done our country the greatest service it’s seen in awhile – the ridding of a festering maggot named John Spedino.” Everyone stood, applauding wildly.
 
   “In conclusion I thank you all for making the trip here…”
 
   Nicole stood. “One moment, Brian. We’ve omitted one person from the honors tonight.”
 
   “Really, sweetie? Who’s that?” Brian looked at her, genuinely puzzled.
 
   “You! Now sit down.” As he sat Nicole did too, gesturing to Odette.
 
   One by one the people at the table stood, paying their respects to a man who had faced danger, handled adversity admirably, fought for what was right and survived an ordeal most people would hope to never face. Each of them told what Brian Sadler meant to them personally until at last it came back to Nicole.
 
   She stood and turned to face him. “Brian, you’ve stood by me personally through all this. You’ve proven your love for me in a way I hope I can prove to you over many more years together. In addition you’ve been part of an expedition that gave Central America and the world a new treasure, a previously lost city and the only collection of Maya codices in existence. The millions of dollars of value in gold pales in significance to the historic value of the books your group found.
 
   “To recognize your contribution, Randall Carter and I have pledged one million dollars each to build a new museum at Tikal, Guatemala’s most well known and most visited archaeological site. We have received approval from the government to house the codices there. A complete laboratory will be created to study and catalog the manuscripts and we’ll have an exhibition room displaying them, much as the Dead Sea Scrolls have been exhibited in the United States and Israel. Hundreds of the gold sheets you found will be displayed too and the government is considering an auction of others in the future to benefit archaeological efforts in Guatemala.
 
   “Lord Borland, I’m pleased to announce that the part of the building dedicated to the ancient city they discovered will be known as the Captain Jack Borland Hall. It will be a lasting tribute to him.” She turned back to Brian. “Brian, it’s my honor to name our new structure the Sadler Museum of the Maya.”
 
   Thunderous applause and a standing ovation. And for once, a speechless Brian Sadler.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
   Pavon Prison
 
   Fraijanes, Guatemala
 
    
 
   John Spedino sat in the room where he had lived for six months. As is the case in many third world jails, money could buy something close to happiness at Pavon Prison. Word and dollars traveled fast in the small town of Fraijanes near Guatemala City. It had taken less than six hours after his arrival for the godfather to be housed in a room that wasn’t created to be a cell at all but instead had been a guard station for one of the cellblocks. It was quite large by prison standards, almost eleven feet square, and Spedino’s money had bought a regular bed with mattress and box springs, a table and chair. He even had a lock on the door, this one on the inside where he was in control of it instead of the guards.
 
   The godfather had finally joined the technology of the twenty-first century. He had bought a cell phone rather than standing in line to use the pay telephone which worked only sporadically anyway. Rafael, the man who had served Spedino well in Guatemala, visited him every third day unless the godfather summoned him sooner for something specific. Rafael was such a regular by now that he was admitted with a wave and skipped the usual pat-down and frisking for contraband. After all, with the godfather’s money there was really no such thing as contraband while he was incarcerated at Pavon Prison.
 
   The United States Embassy kept a close eye on Spedino’s incarceration. They knew his dollars had bought him comfort but the officials were determined not to let him go free. Guatemala had insisted on keeping Spedino for itself. It was a major coup for a small country to have a high-ranking U.S. Mafia chieftain – the highest, in fact – and the Guatemalan government created a media heyday with the story.
 
   Thanks to the U.S. Embassy, extradition papers had been placed on file with the courts in the capital, to be activated in the event anything resulted in a potential release of the godfather. The United States Ambassador himself had had a quiet conversation with the Attorney General of Guatemala, stating in no uncertain terms that it would be considered a direct insult to the American government if Guatemala failed to keep this man imprisoned.
 
   The Attorney General stopped by Pavon Prison one morning on an unscheduled visit as he did from time to time when he had business in the area. Over coffee in the warden’s office he mentioned that he would like to see John Spedino so that he could report back to the United States Embassy that things were going well.
 
   The men passed through several checkpoints and lockdown facilities before they reached the area where Spedino was incarcerated. The warden walked to Spedino’s room and knocked on the door. There was no answer and when the Attorney General tried the knob he found the door was locked. A guard was called and the warden learned that no second key to this room existed. The guard took a few minutes to jimmy the lock with a small pick and the door was finally opened.
 
   John Spedino’s room was neat and tidy. The bed was made but there was no sign of the godfather.
 
   “Where is he?” the warden angrily asked the guard, who shrugged his shoulders. This was embarrassing, in front of the nation’s highest legal official.
 
   “You know that we do not control his movements within the prison,” the guard responded.
 
   The penitentiary was placed on lockdown. As the warden and the Attorney General waited in the administration area, the guards did a headcount. They were off by more than twenty inmates – a situation that apparently wasn’t that rare in this third-world prison environment. One of the men who was missing was the godfather, John Spedino. Upon being questioned none of the guards could recall having seen him for at least two weeks.
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Dedication
 
   I want to mention three people who’ve accompanied me on trips to strange and unusual places.
 
   First there are my two sons, Jeff and Ryan Thompson. With them I have seen wonderful things – the Nazca lines, Sacsayhuaman and Machu Picchu in Peru and the marvels of Egypt.
 
   My good friend David Crocker was with us in Peru. Later I made another trip to Egypt and also to Petra with him and his family.
 
   And it was David who was with me the first time I saw the Temple of the Inscriptions at Palenque, the subject of The Strangest Thing.
 
   To these three companions in adventure
 
   I dedicate this book.
 
   


 
   
  
 



“Have no fear of them
 
   for nothing is covered that will not be revealed,
 
   or hidden that will not be known.”
 
   Matthew 10:26
 
   
  
 



Historical Prelude
 
   Palenque and the Tomb of King Pakal
 
   The ancient Mayan city of Palenque lies in a heavily forested area in the state of Chiapas, Mexico, close to the Guatemalan border. Fifteen hundred years ago the great Maya civilization stretched from east central Mexico southwards through what is now Guatemala, Belize and Honduras. Today the area around Palenque – in fact the entire state of Chiapas – has a certain wild-west flair. The state previously was part of Guatemala and seems so different from the rest of Mexico that many residents believe Chiapas should be that way again. Rebels wearing ski masks and toting automatic rifles are visible evidence of the support of these people for secession from Mexico. They run crude checkpoints along the highways of Chiapas, blocking the road with vehicles and even tanks they have “appropriated” from the Government. Although fearsome in appearance they pose no real threat to the tourists who make their ways to the old Mayan city.
 
   There is no Maya site about which more is known than Palenque. It was on the radar of explorers, raiders and archaeologists two hundred years ago. It is the archetypical lost city – hidden in the dense forest for a millennium before being located by pioneer exploration teams who marveled at its skyscraper temples. Never mind that these men thought Palenque had been built by Egyptians. Its grandeur and sheer size gave them little reason to believe the truth: it was built by the Mayan people. How an unsophisticated band of people in the jungles of Central America learned architecture, symmetry, the raising of multi-ton stones a hundred feet high – construction techniques that are difficult even today – has always been puzzling. They emerged from farming and warring to building hundreds of massive structures. These buildings were built over a thousand-mile area in what are now Honduras, Guatemala, Belize and Mexico. And they went from being farmers to becoming master architects in less than three generations.
 
   How did they do this? Were they taught? If so, by whom? How and where did they get the knowledge to build these massive structures all over Central America?
 
   Even in today’s partially excavated state, the city of Palenque is reminiscent of the power and authority of its rulers. Significant inscriptions have been discovered that have aided scholars in understanding the Maya civilization. And the site itself is breathtaking – ancient skyscraper temples reach toward the heavens while tall mounds nearby promise more to come once funds and time to excavate become available. As university archaeological expeditions open buildings heretofore covered in trees and dirt, they find exciting new things. In the 1990s, for instance, the South Group of buildings was excavated, resulting in some impressive and spectacular discoveries including rare examples of Mayan writing.
 
   Mostly restored, the so-called Temple of the Inscriptions is considered one of the finest examples of Mayan architecture and Palenque’s most striking structure. It was built during the reign of King K’inich Janaab Pakal (Pakal the Great) who lived from 603 to 683 AD.
 
   In 1952 Alberto Ruz, the director of research at Mexico’s National Institute of Anthropology and History, discovered the answer to a question that had long puzzled archaeologists about the Temple of the Inscriptions. There were several holes drilled through a stone that lay in the middle of the temple’s top floor, many stories above the verdant jungle below. No one knew why the holes were there until Ruz and a team of men dug far below the floor and shined a light through a small hole his men had cut into the limestone below. He looked upon a room he described as a “vision from a fairy tale…a magic grotto…an abandoned chapel.” When he gazed downwards, he saw something that had not been seen by human eyes in over a thousand years – the magnificent carved lid of the sarcophagus of a person who had to have been a very important ruler. In fact, the immense Temple of the Inscriptions had been built over and around the tomb.
 
   Today travelers to Palenque are offered the opportunity to see the room where the ruler still rests. It lies deep within the pyramid; to get there one must start from the very top of the pyramid, snake his way down a stone staircase in a narrow passage that winds down seventy-five feet through the middle of the temple. It is no place for those suffering from claustrophobia – the air quickly becomes stale and close. Maneuvering the passage is like crawling through a small opening in a cave. It’s not for the faint of heart.
 
   At last the passageway opens into a crypt constructed below the base of the temple at the time the pyramid was built. Inside the room is the intact resting place of a man ultimately identified as King Pakal, ruler of Palenque at the height of its power and prestige and the builder of the Temple of the Inscriptions.
 
   The elaborate lid of Pakal’s sarcophagus is an enigma. It is covered with ornate and very peculiar drawings and is one of the great mysteries of modern times. Many archaeologists believe it shows the King dying like the setting sun, journeying into the underworld of death and emerging as the rising sun. But ancient astronaut theorists and many others claim it clearly shows the king in some type of space vehicle, his hand on a lever and his body lying back as if preparing to be launched in a rocket. If you look at the drawings on the lid with an open mind you can see how the latter viewpoint arose.
 
   In every Mayan city archaeologists have found that temples and pyramids were constructed on top of and/or surrounding earlier structures. Many rulers chose to enhance, beautify and expand existing buildings rather than starting from scratch.
 
   Although there is no historical evidence that this was the case at the monument called the Temple of the Inscriptions where King Pakal was buried, this book offers the premise that this particular temple at Palenque, like countless other buildings in ancient Mayan cities, was itself constructed around and atop something far, far older than the Maya civilization – perhaps even older than civilization itself.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter One
 
   Tuesday
 
   Two days before the disappearance
 
    
 
   President John Chapman was stretched out on a couch in front of a roaring fire in the Oval Office of the White House. He had kicked off his shoes and grabbed a rare half hour of solitude between meetings. In his hand was the latest issue of Archaeology Magazine. He was deeply engrossed in an article about a recent find – a hidden city in Peru, one that could rival Machu Picchu in size and grandeur once it was excavated.
 
   Chapman had a passion for archaeological adventure. He loved the reports of new discoveries and enjoyed reading about expeditions to remote areas in virtually impenetrable jungles. As the most powerful man on earth, he was privy to the newest and latest things people were finding worldwide. He fueled his hobby by making sure his contacts around the world kept him informed of interesting developments in their countries.
 
   The President was a scion of one of America’s wealthiest families. Other men of vast wealth had been elected President, most recently John F. Kennedy, whose net worth in today’s dollars was estimated at over $1 billion. George Washington, the father of our country, was second on the most-wealthy list at around $500 million. Chapman didn’t hold a candle to those two but he was worth well over $250 million personally.
 
   Men such as John Chapman instantly got what they wanted and needed. Chapman had never done the things others take for granted, like waiting in line or being put on hold for three minutes or being denied the best table at a restaurant. At this lofty level of power some people tend to be curt and impatient with others. John Chapman was one of those. He could be the friendliest guy in the world at a baby-kissing political fund-raiser. Touring a factory, you’d think he empathized totally with the people pushing brooms or installing widgets.
 
   But he didn’t. People who have the influence and money of John Chapman’s family think differently than the rest of us. They were different, of course, with all that power. But a few of them, like President Chapman’s parents, instilled in their children the notion that they were better than other people – that the have-nots were there to serve the ones with money. Families like this would have been happy in eighteenth century England where the wealthy owned the land and cast the votes while the uneducated poor were their indentured servants.
 
   Interestingly, many of these people were never satisfied with what they had. They wanted more. More power. More money. More excitement. More first-hand looks at the rarest, strangest and newest discoveries in the world.
 
    
 
   President Chapman had forty-eight hours left.
 
   A quiet ding across the room took him away from the Andes Mountains and back to reality. He went to his desk, glanced quickly at his computer screen to see whose call had been sent through, then picked up the phone and spoke to the Vice President, William Henry Harrison IV.
 
   The President skipped the pleasantries. “Harry, the Senate has to pass that pipeline bill. It’s been held up in committee for weeks and I’m surprised your constituents in Oklahoma aren’t yelling their heads off. The pipeline from Canada to south Texas benefits everyone. My Nebraska friends certainly want to see it happen and I know your people do too. So get in there and twist a few arms. Get this bill out of committee and on the floor. Then get it passed!” Chapman listened a moment then abruptly hung up. He got Harry Harrison’s word that the bill would be brought out and successfully dealt with. Harry had never let John Chapman down. And Chapman knew he wouldn’t do it now. People who let him down usually lived to regret it.
 
   Another ding alerted him to look at the monitor on the credenza behind his desk. His personal secretary, one of three at his disposal, advised him the U.S. Ambassador to Mexico was on the phone. Few calls received Chapman’s immediate attention – those from a select group were the exception. It was possible this was a business call but Chapman hoped it wasn’t. His adrenalin always began flowing when he anticipated the possibility that someone was calling to give him inside news about his passionate hobby.
 
   Picking up the receiver, President Chapman said, “Good morning, Mr. Ambassador. I hope things are well with you down in Mexico City.” The President glanced at his computer screen. “How’s Elizabeth and how are Paul and Kevin?”
 
   Each time John Chapman’s private secretary sent through a call she accompanied it with an instant message providing information about the person who was on the line. These notes always included names of spouses and children, including their ages. If Chapman had been with the caller in the past year, that notation was included as well so he could easily and simply refer to their last meeting as though it were fresh on his mind. That was a big help for President Chapman since his lack of concern for other people was well known inside the White House but a secret to most outsiders.
 
   “My family and I are fine, Mr. President. Thank you for asking. I know your time is valuable so let me get right to the purpose of my call. The last time you and I were together you spoke of your passion for archaeology and ancient enigmas. I took the liberty of letting a couple of friends know of your interest. They run the archaeological side of things at the National Institute here in Mexico City. I told them I’d consider it a personal favor if I could be among the first to know if anything new and unusual turned up. And this one involves Palenque – a place you already know about.
 
   “Remember the phone call you made a couple of months ago to smooth the process for Sussex University to get its dig permits at Palenque? That allowed their team to get started much faster than usual. They’ve been working there awhile. No one knew if anything else might be found buried there along with King Pakal’s body. But sir, they’ve really come across something unique. I think you’re going to want to see it.”
 
   John Chapman felt excitement growing inside as he listened to the Ambassador describe an incredible, almost unbelievable discovery at Palenque in the southernmost Mexican state of Chiapas. The Ambassador stated that the find had so far not been disclosed to the public. Chapman knew that was true – if this information were available to anyone on earth he would have known already.
 
   “In case you wanted to see what they’ve found, sir,” the Ambassador said, “I’ve arranged to have everything put on hold for a couple of days. It took some doing – I called in a favor. A team of archaeological students from Sussex University has been excavating in the area for over a year. It doesn’t hurt that Sussex is my alma mater – in fact the current president of the university and I were fraternity brothers there. I don’t know if your schedule permits a quick trip but I thought you would want to know regardless.”
 
   The President had to see this for himself. “I’m really glad you called me, Mr. Ambassador. I’m truly fascinated by what I’ve heard from you today. I took a look at my calendar while we were talking – I can be there day after tomorrow. How do you suggest we arrange things logistically?”
 
   “I was thinking that through, sir. If you don’t mind flying under the radar, so to speak, I think it would be better to avoid publicity and questions both here and in the USA. If you can fly to Palenque I’ll meet you and escort you by private car to the ruins; it’ll take less than a half hour to get there. Then we can visit the discovery site itself. Will you spend the night?”
 
   “I’ll be there early on Thursday morning and I’ll need to do it all in one day. It’s a lot easier that way anyway. I’ll have my assistant call with all the details in the morning and we’ll bring the Gulfstream if the Palenque airport’s big enough.”
 
   “Given your circumstances I certainly understand that it’s easier to go back instead of staying, Mr. President. And the airport can accommodate a Gulfstream. I’ll wait for the call tomorrow and I’ll be at the airport in Palenque Thursday when you arrive. There’s not much at the airport so don’t be surprised at how basic things are.” The conversation was ended.
 
   John Chapman sat back in his chair, hands entwined behind his head. He reflected on the good fortune he had in being who he was. He could be first at anything he wanted and this time he was going to be one of the first to see what undoubtedly would be the most extraordinary discovery he had ever come across. He pressed a button; within seconds a door opened and his appointments secretary came into the room.
 
   “Sit down, Nancy. I need to change my plans for the day after tomorrow.”
 
   She glanced at an iPad in her lap. “But sir, the Prime Minister of Israel is set…”
 
   His response was curt. “I don’t care. Cancel everything and book what I tell you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two
 
   Two hours later John Chapman’s appointments secretary had completed the change in plans the President had outlined and she had passed details about the upcoming trip both to his personal secretary and the head of security. Her part was over – a Gulfstream G650 jet would be standing by to take Chapman and two Secret Service agents to Palenque. Everyone knew times and places, enough for the pilot to file a flight plan. It wasn’t the large plane Chapman normally used; this one was small and unobtrusive – exactly what was needed for this particular trip.
 
   His calendar, previously full of appointments on Thursday, now only showed the words “personal time” to anyone who was high enough in the organization to access it. And his public calendar, the one that was posted online for the world to see, still showed a full, normal day, with one Senator, school group or awards ceremony after another parading through the President’s office and taking up his time. Only a handful, those who knew Chapman’s real plans, was aware these meetings were all fictitious.
 
   Personal secretary Bridget Malone looked at the itinerary the appointments secretary had emailed. In large letters at the top were the words “TOP SECRET.” She read through it and shook her head. He’s off on another of his wild goose chases, she thought. As busy as he is, why he makes time for this stuff is beyond me. But she also had known Chapman for a long time – she had been part of his staff for nearly twenty years and if she knew anything about him, she knew how passionate he was about ancient things. He had been on expeditions to a remote area of Turkey to view a ruined city perhaps ten thousand years old; he had crawled headfirst down a very narrow passage in a Bolivian pyramid to see a previously undiscovered tomb; he had sat atop a temple in a Guatemalan jungle at midnight to experience the solitude.
 
   John Chapman had a burning desire for adventure. He had little time to read for pleasure anymore but when he did he invariably picked up books asking who built the Sphinx or why the Nazca lines were created thousands of years ago, visible only from the air. He thrived on enigmas. He read about ancient aliens. He devoured books about how old mankind might actually be. And all of his reading material was in hard copy format – he eschewed Kindles, preferring a book you could hold in your hands.
 
   Bridget knew what he read because his account at Amazon.com was in her name with shipments delivered to a post office box a few miles from the White House. Once his orders cleared the White House mailroom and were scanned by the Secret Service they were brought unopened to her. It was best that way. People might find it unusual that the United States President was interested in strange, weird subjects. The books never stayed in Chapman’s office where others might see them. They went straight to his bedroom bookcase. And so around the office it was a poorly kept secret that John Chapman was an adventurer, a man who probably should have been born as an explorer a hundred years earlier, a man who would drop even the most important appointment to travel two thousand miles to see a discovery. She had no idea this adventure would be different. Less than forty-eight hours remained for what was up to now John Chapman’s normal existence.
 
   Looking over his itinerary she saw that Chapman had instructed only two of his Secret Service bodyguards accompany him. Normally there would be at least one more, especially with his heading to an unsettled place like rural Mexico, but his orders would be followed. After all, it was a one-day trip and the way it was being handled less than twenty people would ever know he had been away from the office. Even though they always existed, the chances for problems on this brief excursion were pretty remote.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   At four a.m. on Thursday, the day he would disappear, John Chapman heard a light knock on his bedroom door. The President acknowledged he was awake, turned on the light and headed to the bathroom. There was no need to worry about waking Marianne. They hadn’t slept in the same bed for over five years, ever since another of John Chapman’s dalliances with a young staffer had made the news. This one had been the latest in a string of girls, promises never to do it again, half-hearted pleas for forgiveness.
 
   But this one had been different. This was John Chapman’s first affair while President, and this time he didn’t plead or promise. He had looked at his wife coldly and said, “If you don’t like it, get out. File for divorce. Leave me and this life you have. You’re nobody, Marianne. You’re a little girl from Omaha and you’re nothing without me. You know it and I know it. And we both know you aren’t going anywhere. So get over it.” He had walked out of the room and slammed the door.
 
   She had drowned her sorrow in several Bourbon and waters that evening after moving her things to a bedroom next door to his. Marianne Chapman hated herself because her husband was right. She stayed for exactly the reasons he had said she’d stay. She craved the attention that came with being First Lady and she didn’t want to go back to her old life. But from that day on there was no love, no passion, no hand-holding – except in public, of course. Their marriage of convenience was a well-kept secret. Only the staff of the personal residence within the White House knew they slept in separate rooms, and most of them thought it was because of Chapman’s propensity to read books until the wee hours. The First Couple weren’t particularly lovey to each other in front of the staff, but they never fought either. They just seemed like an old married couple that had slipped into a bit of complacency.
 
   President Chapman left the White House at 5:15 a.m. He read the morning paper in the rear seat of a black sedan, one bodyguard in the front seat and the other riding in an identical sedan in front of Chapman’s car. SUVs flanked the front and rear of the motorcade. The President was dressed in jeans and a golf shirt and wore a light jacket and a Panama hat. His driver had never seen Chapman dress so casually before. With light early morning traffic the sedan pulled up at Andrews Air Force Base just before six o’clock.
 
    
 
   “Good morning, sir,” a businesslike flight attendant said as Chapman and his two Secret Service agents boarded the Gulfstream G650, newest in the Government’s fleet of planes used to shuttle the President around. Considered the world’s fastest private aircraft, the plane could fly over six hundred miles per hour and go nonstop from New York to mainland China. Although the standard G650 could seat up to eighteen people, this one had been dramatically modified to carry a maximum of eight passengers while ensuring the comfort and safety of just one – the President of the United States. The aircraft was equipped with a full kitchen and bar and included a stateroom and private bath at the rear of the plane. A flat screen TV mounted on the wall at the front of the cabin was tuned to CNN. The morning news quietly droned in the background. There were no breaking stories of interest to Chapman. That was a good thing since he was heading to the boondocks for the day.
 
   Ordinarily whatever aircraft carried the President automatically used the call sign “Air Force One.” Due to the secrecy of this trip Chapman had requested the Gulfstream use its normal tail number instead. Otherwise anyone with the interest and technological savvy could have immediately determined that President Chapman was flying to Palenque.
 
   There were two pilots – the one flying left seat came out of the cockpit and gave John Chapman a briefing. The flight would take a little less than four hours and the trip was scheduled to be smooth and easy. With the time change they should arrive by 9:30 a.m. local time. As the plane taxied to the runway and streaked into the morning sky Chapman settled into his plush seat and opened a black briefcase that had been set at his feet by one of the bodyguards. He retrieved a series of folders and began to peruse their contents one by one. Making notes here and there he found it difficult to concentrate on the work of the nation he governed. His mind continually wandered to the mystery and adventure awaiting him in Palenque, Mexico.
 
   For President John Chapman the real mystery would begin in just a matter of hours.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
   Thursday
 
   The day of the disappearance
 
    
 
   As the Gulfstream landed a small band of dirty, barefoot children ran across a dusty road to the airstrip to look at the gleaming white airplane. When it came to a stop in front of a shack that was the operations center for the tiny Palenque airport, the kids crowded around the door. Steps were lowered and the two Secret Service agents disembarked. John Chapman stayed inside until a black Lincoln Navigator drew close to the plane. The SUV looked new and had diplomatic license plates, two giveaways that this vehicle wasn’t the usual mode of transportation in the sleepy Mexican town.
 
   One of the security people stuck his head back into the cabin and said, “We can go now, sir.” Chapman came down the stairs as the bodyguards pushed the children back. No one noticed a raggedy boy reach into his pocket and pull out a cellphone. He pressed a single number, hit “send” and turned the phone off. His job was done and he had earned twenty pesos, about a dollar and fifty cents.
 
   Ignoring the waving children, Chapman strode to the SUV as the front passenger door opened and the U.S. Ambassador to Mexico stepped out. “Good morning, sir!” he said jubilantly to the President. “Are you ready for some adventure?”
 
   “I’ve thought of virtually nothing else since I spoke with you. Have you heard anything more about the discovery?”
 
   “Nobody’s saying anything at this point, which means they’re following my request. I’m really happy to report I’ve heard nothing. Of course there have been guards posted at the site since the discovery was made and the Temple of the Inscriptions has been closed to the public for the last couple of days.”
 
   One of Chapman’s bodyguards climbed into the front seat of the Navigator while Chapman and the Ambassador sat in the middle row. The other Secret Service agent was in the rear third row. The driver was a young Army captain who turned and said, “I’m pleased to meet you, Mr. President, and pleased to be assisting you today.” He pulled away, left the airport and traveled down a two-lane asphalt road.
 
   Chapman ignored the driver, turned to the Ambassador and said, “What are the archaeologists telling the public is the reason the temple’s closed?”
 
   “They put out a story that there’s a flaw in the structural integrity of the passageway leading to King Pakal’s tomb. They promised it’d be reopened once repairs are made. Everything’s on hold until your visit is over and a decision is made on how to announce the discovery. Sussex University and the patron who funded the exploration of the tomb are involved in all the decisions in tandem with the Mexican archaeological authorities. Even if they reopen the temple, I’m sure they’ll continue to keep the descending stairway and Pakal’s tomb closed for the time being, given the highly unusual nature of what’s been found.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four
 
   As the President landed in Palenque Thomas Newton Torrance enjoyed the view from his desk. Through floor to ceiling panels of glass TNT, as the press had scathingly dubbed him, surveyed the skyscrapers of Manhattan while speaking on the phone, a noontime glass of wine close at hand. Torrance’s New York apartment served as his headquarters while he was in the States. The rent on the two thousand square foot flat on East 61st Street was more than at his London home, but neither cost mattered to TNT. One or more of the various companies he controlled paid the rents. Sometimes when things got a little dicey TNT had to move for a time but at the moment things were going fine.
 
   The forty-year-old Torrance had been born in east London. Growing up was tough. The death of his father when the boy was four caused his mother to have to work two jobs and there was never enough of anything. It turned out he had an entrepreneurial flair – at age twelve he organized a few friends and started an exterior housecleaning service that happened to be the right thing at the right time. Within a couple of years it attracted the attention of the local media. Thomas Torrance’s business skyrocketed because of the publicity about this teenager’s flair for entrepreneurship.
 
   He sold that company for nearly a million dollars when he was only sixteen. He caught the attention of a wealthy businessman who offered him a job scouting venture capital deals in London. The man wanted to locate small companies to buy on the cheap, build up and sell. But Thomas Newton Torrance had a better idea. Why not buy small companies that are publicly traded, he thought. In the days before computer programs would have saved untold time, he spent day after day poring through public documents filed by small companies, looking not for good earnings or good prospects, but for cash reserves.
 
   The first company he found was a business that sold wholesale pool chemicals in Leeds. Its customers were the stores that homeowners visited to buy chlorine and supplies. The firm was a fifty-year-old business and the chairman was nearly seventy. Most important to Torrance was nearly £10 million in cash that the company had accumulated over the years.
 
   Torrance took the deal to his mentor who recognized the boy’s talent for deals and was willing to help him become a success. Thomas Torrance had calculated that anyone owning 45% of the company would have effective control – no other single shareholder owned more than 9% and there were so many that it was almost incomprehensible that 51% of them would ever vote together as a block. Thomas’ mentor used £2 million of his money to purchase the 45% stake, then gave a half interest in it to Thomas in exchange for a promissory note to repay it in twelve months. Thomas asked his mentor what would happen if he couldn’t repay the money that quickly. The man smiled and assured Thomas there would be no problems. They both knew exactly what the game plan was going to be and where the money was coming from to repay his loan and no one need have worried a bit. Except the company’s existing shareholders, of course.
 
   Within a month the block of stock had been purchased, the old board of directors removed and five men very close to – and financially rewarded by – the mentor were the new policymakers at the company. Torrance himself couldn’t be an officer or director – he wasn’t yet eighteen years old – but he guided the movement of the company’s cash from its bank account to those of Torrance and his mentor. Through management fees, expensive equipment leases from the mentor’s company and other shenanigans, virtually all the cash was gone within a year.
 
   The Financial Services Authority – the British equivalent to the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission – took notice of the transactions only after small shareholders began to complain that the company was now worth far less than it had been before Torrance and his mentor took over. And they were right, but despite being unfortunate for them, it was perfectly legal. Thomas Newton Torrance and his mentor sold their stake at a small loss eighteen months after they had purchased it. Obviously the shares weren’t worth as much as when Torrance had bought them – the company itself was worth less since it had been efficiently and effectively drained of about $16 million in cash. So the small loss in the share price didn’t matter to Torrance and his boss – they had taken out a lot of money and were ready to move on.
 
   Thomas Torrance repaid the £1 million loan his mentor had extended, leaving him with well over $6 million – not bad for an eighteen-year-old’s first big deal. Over a celebratory dinner at Wilton’s in London, Torrance announced his intention to try another acquisition, this time in the United States. He had been looking at public document filings and had come across another company that was remarkably similar to the one they’d just raided.
 
   “What business is it in?” his mentor asked.
 
   “They manufacture oil field equipment.”
 
   “No disrespect, Thomas, but what do you know about the oil field equipment business?”
 
   That got a chuckle from Torrance. “Nothing, of course. But what does it matter? They have $8 million in cash. I know plenty about that!”
 
   And he did. He formed a corporation and put the millions of pounds sterling from his last deal into it. Through that company he leased an apartment in New York – he was too young to sign legal documents on his own – then used more of his cash to purchase controlling interest in the oil field supply firm. Within twelve months Torrance had moved all the cash from this once-healthy company to his own coffers, leaving it with enough money to pay its bills but unable to grow its business in the future because of lack of capital.
 
   The other shareholders ranted and screamed. The Wall Street Journal ran a story about Thomas Newton Torrance, applying the abbreviation “TNT” for the first time. “He’s like dynamite to the companies he buys – the cash just implodes. Watch out for Thomas Newton Torrance – the TNT of the stock market!”
 
   The article was less than flattering but with over $14 million in the bank, TNT was a success regardless. Although his activities raised regulatory eyebrows on both sides of the pond, everything he did was legal, even if it was unfair to the small shareholders and ethically reprehensible.
 
   Three years passed and TNT was twenty-two. He had made six deals, successfully fended off four civil lawsuits by shareholders and two regulatory investigations (one each in London and New York) and he had accumulated a net worth of nearly $30 million.
 
   Torrance discovered an interesting phenomenon that accompanied his success. Though he was certainly not handsome by any standard, he suddenly found it amazingly easy to attract beautiful women. They simply loved being with him. But then who wouldn’t? TNT was in the society section of newspapers regularly – his corporation donated generously to political candidates, the arts and a dozen humanitarian causes. His motives were less than noble; the more he hobnobbed with the rich and famous, the easier it was to garner favors when the securities regulators came calling with a list of violations. The added bonus was the invitations that poured in almost weekly – a gallery opening here, a party at the Mayor’s house there – and it wouldn’t do to show up without a beautiful girl on your arm.
 
   The society editors hadn’t known exactly what to make of him. Everyone knew of his occasional run-ins with the regulators but he was likeable, outgoing and generous with the money he’d taken from the labors of others. TNT was like a firecracker to the society crowd in New York and London – shiny and sparkly but with a little touch of the dangerous thrown in.
 
   There was one thing that was unusual about Thomas Newton Torrance. In every way that could be seen, he was a very religious man. He was an ordained minister in fact, thanks to a donation to an obscure school of religion in Mississippi. And TNT made sure his religious ways could be seen. As a successful entrepreneur Torrance counted as friends some of the highest leaders of the Protestant faith both in America and the United Kingdom. Once he became seriously wealthy he generously donated to causes connected with a variety of denominations. The common thread in his work for the Lord was that Thomas Newton Torrance cultivated friends in very high places, just as he did in his secular activities. When he attended a church service it wasn’t a small congregation around the corner. It always was the most prominent church in New York or London or Los Angeles. He called ahead to make sure the senior pastor was aware he was coming and typically ended up with him at lunch or dinner after the service.
 
   TNT carefully cultivated these connections. He inserted himself and his religiosity into the churches, lavishly spent money on projects suggested by the most influential people in the church and he curried favor from all. Sometimes when his business dealings were questioned he threw around names that helped legitimize him. If you can toss out the name of the nation’s best-known television evangelist, or casually mention that the Archbishop of Canterbury was your guest for lunch last week, it sometimes made people question their own concerns. Maybe Thomas Newton Torrance wasn’t an evil pillager of corporations after all. Maybe he was a real businessman – his connections with the church seemed to support that idea.
 
   Now age forty, Thomas Newton Torrance was having a ball. Forbes Magazine ranked his worth near a billion dollars. His acquisitions grew larger and larger, his raids of corporate bank accounts more subtle and sophisticated but the results were always the same – TNT ended up with a lot of cash and the companies he briefly owned and controlled were the contributors of that bounty. With larger deals came more intense scrutiny and louder screams from his fellow shareholders who felt raped and pillaged after Torrance breezed through the bank accounts. Although he was forced to answer inquiries and subpoenas now and then, he continued to stay ahead of the game and had never been charged with a crime. The frequent publicity was negative but somehow never damaging enough to cause Torrance a major problem.
 
   In 2012 Thomas Newton Torrance attended a party at the American Museum of Natural History on the Upper West Side in New York City. His date for the evening was a beautiful thirty-year-old who was a morning talk show host on NBC. The affair was a tribute to Sussex University’s archaeology department and the contribution its teams of people had made. Over the past few decades it seemed people from Sussex were participating in practically every major dig in the world. The results had been very positive – the university and its professors were recognized regularly for their accomplishments and discoveries. It didn’t hurt that the Indiana Jones and National Treasure movies had caused everyone to have a heightened interest in archaeology. Most digs were boring – they weren’t looking for the Ark of the Covenant or the Holy Grail but more often finding out details about a civilization like the Inca or the Hittites. But the average guy on the street didn’t know that. He thought Indy was fighting off tarantulas in the jungle to get the statue of solid gold. Archaeology had become exciting.
 
   Archaeological programs take money and lots of it. Officials from Sussex threw the Natural History Museum party to educate wealthy potential donors about their programs and encourage them to invest. Senior professors from the archaeology and anthropology departments mingled with the guests, offering up interesting stories of hidden things in the jungles and under the desert sands of places far, far away. Thomas Torrance listened to one of those stories and became enthralled at what he heard.
 
   At the end of the evening TNT looked up Dr. Martin Harvey, the vice president of the university and the senior person present at the event, and handed him a business card. “This is my mobile number,” Torrance said. “Do you have time for a quick breakfast in the morning? I know you’re busy – if you need to get back to the university early that’s fine. I had a few questions and some thoughts for you.”
 
   Dr. Harvey had planned to catch the first train to Philadelphia, where he had left his car the previous morning. But the chance to meet with an interested party and potential donor whose net worth was in the hundreds of millions was too great an opportunity to pass up. He moved his Amtrak reservation to noon and at 7:30 a.m. was seated across from Thomas Torrance having breakfast at the Peninsula Hotel on Fifth Avenue. What he expected to be a quick meal turned into a lengthy question and answer session for both parties as they became acquainted. As the vice president listened he began to understand the particular interest Thomas Newton Torrance had and the one very specific, highly unusual project he wanted to fund.
 
   The vice president of Sussex University could hardly contain his excitement on the trip home. He had received a commitment from Torrance for $10 million to fund a project in Palenque, Mexico that had languished for years. This particular dig had proven more difficult than most for attracting donors – it had a very unusual purpose.
 
   In 1952 the tomb of King Pakal was discovered far beneath the Temple of the Inscriptions at Palenque. This discovery rekindled ancient stories – tales of strange things hidden even deeper in the ground. Present day Mayans recalled accounts passed down by the ancients. Speaking in whispers and only among themselves – never with the Spanish conquerors or other white men – the elders kept alive a fascinating tale of an ancient chamber discovered during Pakal’s reign. The room was said to be far, far older than the Mayan civilization and to contain a puzzling object. The king’s advisors couldn’t explain the artifact and considered it sacred. According to the legend, Pakal ordered it left alone where it lay on a stone altar. Then he ordered his own tomb to be built atop the ancient chamber. Finally, Pakal constructed the massive Temple of the Inscriptions above his tomb – an edifice that today rose above the trees in the jungle and was considered one of the most beautiful ancient Mayan structures.
 
   Sussex archaeologists had wanted to send a team to Palenque to explore the chamber housing Pakal’s sarcophagus. Was there a far older secret than the Maya themselves? No one knew what was supposed to be there – only that the rumors had persisted for hundreds of years and that many Mayans even today believed something was there – something unbelievably ancient.
 
   It would be a difficult project because of the historic significance of Pakal’s tomb and sarcophagus. Obtaining a permit to move the King’s body or his coffin would be impossible. Even with the prestigious Sussex University leading the project it was unlikely the Mexican authorities would be convinced of the value of any intrusion into this important site. So the dig went unfunded for several years, relegated to the back burner while the university continued its work at major sites around the globe.
 
   Now however the university vice president had a funding commitment. The breakfast with the man they called TNT had been an interesting one. Dr. Harvey had handed Torrance a substantial packet of information about Sussex and its extensive archaeological department and programs, but TNT hadn’t even given it a glance. In fact, the vice president noted, Torrance left it sitting on the table when they departed the hotel. From the very beginning of the conversation TNT had wanted to know only about the Palenque project, the one that had sat for years with no permits and no funding. This was the sole endeavor he was interested in.
 
   As the train sped west through Pennsylvania Dr. Harvey made notes. There was a lot of work ahead before this project could begin. Torrance had insisted it start with the summer digging season – only a few months away. But the academician had cautioned him that the permit process would be long and difficult. His expectations for a summer dig were unrealistic.
 
   Thomas Newton Torrance’s response had surprised Dr. Harvey. He had laughed. “I’ve found that greasing the wheels makes the machine move faster. I’d be pleased to be involved in the initial discussions Sussex has with the archaeological authorities in Mexico City. I’m certain I can be of assistance in getting things moving.”
 
   From experience Dr. Harvey felt TNT was overly optimistic. He’s like most of the wealthy patrons I’ve seen, the man thought to himself. He thinks throwing money at a problem will solve it. I don’t think that’s going to work this time.
 
   But he was certainly willing to give it a try. Ten million dollars didn’t come along every day and this project would give the university major publicity if it came to fruition. And if there really were secrets under the temple…well, that could be exponentially more valuable for Sussex.
 
   As things turned out Thomas Newton Torrance was both right and wrong. Things happened, but not because of his ability to grease wheels in the Mexican government. In fact Torrance had no involvement at all in getting the permits Sussex needed. The wheels were greased all right, but in an entirely different way and by a totally different person than TNT – a man with even more power and influence than the outgoing, slightly shady near-billionaire Englishman.
 
   When Dr. Martin Harvey arrived back on the campus of Sussex University he went straight to the office of the college president and broke the news of a $10 million commitment to begin the long-delayed exploration at Palenque. He told his boss he thought the permit process would be a lengthy and difficult one – impossible, perhaps.
 
   “The body of King Pakal still lies in its sarcophagus eighty feet down inside the temple,” he said. “I can’t imagine the Mexican archaeological authorities allowing us to dig right next to it, but we would have to because the room is so small. I’m excited about Mr. Torrance’s commitment to the project but I have to confess I doubt we will see it happen for years, if at all.”
 
   The university president seemed both thrilled at the news and unconcerned at Dr. Harvey’s pessimism about how long things might take.
 
   “I have a secret weapon. I don’t know if it’ll work or not but I think Sussex has a better chance to make this happen than any other institution.”
 
   Dr. Martin Harvey didn’t know what his boss meant by that. But he soon found out as things began to happen incredibly quickly.
 
   The first call the university president made was to his old Sussex fraternity brother and current United States Ambassador to Mexico. After the Ambassador heard the news, the two old friends talked about John Chapman, the President of the United States. Archaeology was Chapman’s passion. Since he took office the President had spent hundreds of thousands of dollars of his own money funding projects he found interesting. Both men thought the President would love this one. It had mystery and adventure written all over it.
 
   The Ambassador made just one call, President Chapman just one more, and the deal was done. It was just that simple. Sussex University got its permits. A team would be digging at the Temple of the Inscriptions in the summer to see if there was anything to the Mayan legend of an ancient artifact hidden deep within the earth.
 
   Dr. Harvey had called Thomas Newton Torrance the moment the permits were approved. After offering congratulations TNT said, “I’d like to request that one of your graduate students be the supervisor of the dig at Palenque. Although I don’t know him personally I’ve followed the work of Cory Spencer. I’d consider it a personal favor if he oversaw the project, reporting of course to the university but keeping me informed as well.”
 
   And as easily as that the wealthy entrepreneur got the man he wanted installed as supervisor. Cory Spencer would lead the search for an artifact TNT believed would shake the world’s foundations.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five
 
   A national security briefing document was slipped under the President’s bedroom door early every morning along with the Washington Post. When he awoke, Chapman retrieved them both and returned to bed, where he liked to watch TV and have his first cup of coffee. Chapman had one additional document delivered each day – privately he considered this one far more interesting than the top-secret daily briefing. The night staff used Google to search for keywords and generated a paper, sometimes only a couple of pages long but sometimes more than twenty and often filled with pictures. This document kept President Chapman on top of things happening in the adventure and intrigue of archaeological excavations around the world.
 
   In one recent document President Chapman had seen Thomas Newton Torrance’s name. He had heard of Torrance before – the financier’s escapades made the financial press regularly – but his dealings weren’t significant or interesting enough to capture the President’s attention. This time Chapman saw Torrance’s name in an article about the new dig at Palenque. The archaeological publication chose to paint a very flattering picture of the entrepreneur, ignoring the activities that others termed corporate raiding or outright banditry. It called Torrance an entrepreneur and a generous man, eager to fund his passionate interest in archaeology – an interesting comment given that no one had ever linked TNT with the field prior to this one large donation. For a fleeting moment as he read the article, the President wondered what the real motive was for this British entrepreneur’s decision to spend a huge sum on what could be a complete wild goose chase.
 
   The President breezed through today’s two briefing papers as the Gulfstream flew toward the Gulf of Mexico on the twenty-five hundred mile, four hour trip. Chapman had brought along an old dog-eared guidebook to the Mayan ruins at Palenque. It had accompanied his first two trips to the site years ago and he wanted to refresh himself about the Temple of the Inscriptions before seeing it again this morning.
 
   In his call two days ago the Ambassador to Mexico had told President Chapman some details of the discovery. The permit to excavate which the Mexican government had issued to Sussex University’s team had contained very strong restrictions. These were designed to ensure there would be no danger to the tomb of King Pakal, especially to the sarcophagus and its lid, which contained priceless carvings including some of the most detailed and exquisite Mayan glyphs ever discovered.
 
   Deep inside the Temple of the Inscriptions the university’s dig supervisor, Cory Spencer, and a team of students had worked while a motor droned far above, pumping fresh air into the claustrophobic chamber. The room was hot and stuffy and so crowded that only two or three team members could work at a time. They were not allowed to place any of their equipment on the sarcophagus itself. That meant even less room to work was available between the stone coffin and the walls of its crypt – only a few feet on each side of the sarcophagus.
 
   A representative of the National Institute of Archaeology and History was assigned to monitor the dig site while excavations were underway. The team tried non-invasive ways to discover openings or rooms around or below the tomb chamber including sonar that couldn’t penetrate the massive stones. Spencer, the team leader, secured the representative’s approval for a minimally invasive plan. The diggers ran long narrow steel rods through the seams between the rocks in the floor and walls of Pakal’s tomb chamber. If a cavity were behind the rocks they hoped the rods would slide through the dirt, allowing the crew to snake a camera inside to see what was there.
 
   The diggers performed this exercise almost fifty times, inching their way along the walls and floor, and found nothing but solid dirt. After hours one of the female students was still trying, pushing the rod slowly through a crack between two floor stones. She felt the rod move through unyielding dirt but suddenly become easy to push. She had reached open space under the stone!
 
   She scampered up the ancient stairway seventy-five feet to the top of the temple and told the dig’s leader what she had found. Cory grabbed a flexible hose with a camera mounted to its tip and went back down into the tomb with her. They bent down to the floor and inserted the hose through the hole where the steel rod had penetrated. The rock was about two feet in height so it took only a moment for the camera hose to clear the rock and hang freely in midair. Cory turned on the camera and looked at a handheld TV screen to which the hose was connected. It was difficult to discern what the camera showed because the area below was dim and the light from the tiny camera faint.
 
   He was encouraged. “This indicates there’s likely a room beneath this floor. The camera’s so small that it can’t see very far and I detect nothing solid like walls – hopefully that means there’s a considerable open space below us.”
 
   The team went to their bunks that night excited at the possibilities. Spencer and the governmental archaeology representative on site discussed plans and the latter made a call to Mexico City. He spoke with Dr. Armando Ortiz, the director – el jefe – of the National Institute of Archaeology and History. He was the person in charge of all archaeological digs in the country – the nation’s lead archaeologist. Ortiz personally arrived at Palenque the next afternoon, a clear sign of how significant he considered this news.
 
   It took a week for the university team and the archaeology representatives to reach an agreement. It was decided that the diggers would remove a two-foot square stone – the one the girl had worked on when she found the hole. They would feed hooks on lines down all four sides of the stone then winch it up, all without touching the sarcophagus of King Pakal only inches away. The slightest error could damage one of the most important relics of the Maya period – the lid of Pakal’s tomb.
 
   After they removed that single stone a larger light could be lowered into the cavity to see how much area they were working with and what the room, if that’s what it was, contained. With that information they could decide what to do next.
 
   The team fashioned a pulley system that would be hung from a platform over the stone they were removing. The platform would stand above and to the right of Pakal’s sarcophagus on wooden legs and it would be braced with struts to keep it away from the stone coffin and lid. They submitted their plans to the governmental representative who sent them on to Dr. Ortiz in Mexico City. Approval came surprisingly quickly and nearly three weeks after the discovery they were at last ready to lift the stone.
 
   On the appointed day three people stood in the cramped space around Pakal’s crypt – Ortiz, Cory Spencer and the girl who had found the space. Three others were on the stone stairway, their hands on the apparatus that would allow the pulley to raise the rock from the floor. The sarcophagus, next to which the pulley system had been constructed, was wrapped in blankets and foam more than a foot thick to protect the ornate lid from any accidents.
 
   Given the signal from the leader the men began to turn a wheel and tighten the wires that ran from the pulley down below the rock on four sides. The wooden structure groaned and creaked as the wires grew more and more taut. Everyone could hear the strain being put on the wires as they tightened around several hundred pounds of rock. Cory Spencer cast a worried glance at the archaeology representative. If this whole thing collapsed it could be disaster for the sarcophagus lid.
 
   Everyone in the room held a collective breath as the rock moved upwards about a half inch. “Easy, easy,” Cory said in a whisper as he watched the progress.
 
   The men who operated the winch moved the rock very, very slowly. It took nearly two hours before it was completely out of its resting place. As Cory and the girl carefully moved the rock to the right the winch operators lowered it to the floor. Now there was a twenty-four inch hole in the ground with only blackness inside the opening. Spencer picked up a powerful light, switched it on and directed it into the chamber they had unearthed. The others heard him gasp. “Oh my God,” he whispered. “Oh my God.”
 
   Dr. Ortiz stood next to Cory Spencer. He leaned forward and caught a glimpse just as Spencer shut off the light and stood up.
 
   “What is it?” he asked Cory.
 
   “You know what’s next, sir. Let’s go to the top. I have to make a call.”
 
   Immediately the others spoke up. The girl who found the hole said, “Can’t we show the rest of the team what’s down there? It’s only fair…”
 
   Talking over her, Dr. Ortiz yelled, “I want to see it!”
 
   Spencer responded with an attitude they hadn’t heard from him before. It was abrupt, harsh, and curt. His face was serious. He looked at Ortiz. “You know about this. You know what has to happen next. I don’t think you want to override my instructions.”
 
   To the others he said, “Get out of the tomb, all of you. Now. I report to people just like you do. I have to make a call.”
 
   The student diggers were amazed to see Dr. Ortiz, the highest archaeological authority in the country, acquiesce to Cory Spencer. They all climbed the stairs and emerged on top of the Temple of the Inscriptions, just as Spencer had ordered them to do.
 
   Cory called the U.S. Ambassador and told him what had been found. The diplomat assumed his was the first call Cory made after the discovery. But it was actually Cory’s second call.
 
   After Spencer had ushered everyone out of the temple the team from Sussex University didn’t know what to think. In the plaza outside they talked among themselves about their leader’s possible motive in shutting them out of the discovery one of them had made. Within an hour after the men had opened the hole, Cory had ordered his team completely off the site with instructions not to return until further notice. Likewise, Dr. Ortiz commanded the Temple of the Inscriptions closed to the public. He then drove back to Mexico City.
 
   That left no one at the site for two days except Cory Spencer and the person to whom he had first called to report the discovery. During that time Spencer showed the man what had been found. Strings had been pulled in Mexico City that allowed these two people unrestricted access with no governmental oversight.
 
   Thomas Newton Torrance was accustomed to pulling strings. In fact he was a master at it.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six
 
   Thursday
 
   The day of the disappearance
 
    
 
   President Chapman’s excitement mounted as the SUV arrived at the ancient site of Palenque. The driver pulled into a gravel lot. As usual the Secret Service agents exited the vehicle, scanned the area then allowed the President out.
 
   Dr. Ortiz had learned about the upcoming visit in a call from the President of Mexico the previous morning. He drove back to Palenque to welcome the party. A heavy man, he was dressed in a wrinkled suit that had seen better days. His open collar shirt was stained with sweat and he sported a scuffed pith helmet. The heat of the jungle was oppressive but Ortiz had worn his finest clothes. It wasn’t every day that an American President made a secret trip to Mexico, and then to a ruin under the supervision of Dr. Ortiz! He wasn’t going to miss an opportunity to show off the famous site and perhaps even get his picture taken with el Presidente Chapman.
 
   Ortiz introduced the President to Thomas Newton Torrance, explaining that Torrance was the British financier who had funded the project at Palenque. TNT was dressed impeccably in a white linen suit. He looked like the star from the old TV show Fantasy Island. The President thought he seemed totally out of place here in the jungle.
 
   “It’s a pleasure to have you at the site, Mr. President.”
 
   “Thanks, Mr. Torrance. I recently read of your involvement here but I didn’t know you had an interest in the Maya.”
 
   Chapman and Torrance chatted as Ortiz led them down a wooded path that opened into a broad courtyard. There were several ancient structures around a much larger one. “The Palace,” Ortiz announced to the group as he gestured proudly toward the massive building. “And here, next to it, The Temple of the Inscriptions.”
 
   Sunlight broke through the high trees surrounding the courtyard and illuminated the top of the Temple. The President looked up and saw a view he’d marveled at before – on top of the temple nearly eighty feet above the jungle floor sat a small building with five dark open doorways. It was through one of those doors that the President would find the stairway leading down deep inside the building, to the tomb of King Pakal.
 
   Chapman’s excitement grew as the men climbed seven stories, their knees straining as they navigated the very tall rock stairs the Mayans typically used in their architecture. No one knew why the builders created steps too tall to scale in a normal gait. Since it was only priests and royalty who ascended to the top, some scholars figured the difficult stairway was a sign from the priests that the common people shouldn’t attempt to navigate their ways to the top. Maybe the holy men were sending a message that the road was too tough for anyone but the anointed. But no one knew for sure.
 
   At the top they entered the doorway leading to Pakal’s tomb. A hole in the floor of that room was the place where Alberto Ruz had discovered the hidden staircase in 1952. Now it was open and ready for descent but by only one person at a time.
 
   “Are the lights on all the way down?” the President asked Dr. Ortiz.
 
   “Yes, el Presidente. I will lead the way for you.”
 
   Chapman turned to Ortiz. “I’ve been here before. I’ll do it alone. I want to experience what you’ve found by myself.”
 
   “Ah, of course.” The director’s disappointment shone clearly on his face. “No hay problema, el Presidente. Here is my strong torch for you to take through the opening into the new chamber. The Sussex University crew has removed the rock in the floor. The hole is still tight but you will fit fine. I put a ladder down into the room below for you. Other than the archaeological team and me, you will be the first to see the thing the diggers discovered.”
 
   One of the Secret Service agents tapped the President’s arm lightly. “May I have a word with you, sir?”
 
   “No, you may not,” the President said curtly. “I want to see this, to stand alone and take in whatever they’ve found. I’ve heard enough to know it’s astounding at least. I’ll be fine. I know with all this rock you won’t be able to communicate with me. But I’m only seventy-five feet away – straight down this stairway. There’s only one way in and one way out. Give me fifteen minutes. If I’m not standing right back up here with you by then, come find me. I may have been overcome with the wonder of whatever it is!” He laughed and started down the stone staircase. At the halfway point it took a turn and the party above lost sight of him.
 
   As they awaited John Chapman’s return, Torrance asked Dr. Ortiz where Cory Spencer was. “Since he’s the chief man on the dig, I thought he would be here in case the President had questions. Did you send him off somewhere?”
 
   “No,” Ortiz responded. “I haven’t seen him at all this morning. It’s unusual, actually. He’s always here early.”
 
   Torrance thought about that, pulled out his phone and sent a text to Cory Spencer. He heard nothing – that was rare since Spencer was under strict orders to answer him immediately.
 
   The President’s self-imposed quarter-hour deadline passed. He didn’t return.
 
   Fifteen minutes on the dot after the President had left, an alarm buzzed on the Secret Service agent’s watch. “Let’s go,” he said to his partner.
 
   “We’ll all go,” Dr. Ortiz said nervously, louder than he intended. Things were not going well on his watch, at his temple.
 
   The agent responded firmly. “No. No time to talk. The two of us go. You’ll stay here.” They started quickly down the stairs. As they descended Torrance and Ortiz watched them unstrap the safety buckles that secured the revolver each carried on his belt.
 
   Within a couple of minutes they were in Pakal’s tomb. The sarcophagus lid was still covered in protective layers and to one side sat a large stone. The top of a ladder stuck out of a hole in the floor where the rock had been. One of the agents retrieved a flashlight, shone it into the area below and yelled, “Mr. President. Are you there?”
 
   There was no response. The agents scrambled down the ladder into a room with solid rock walls, very similar to Pakal’s tomb chamber just above it. The room was a ten-foot cube. There was some type of rock altar in the middle. Lying on it was what appeared to be a crumpled piece of metal about eight feet long and three feet wide. It was clearly something manufactured. The object was roughly a long triangle with holes in it that might have served to increase its tensile strength. One of the agents thought it looked like a very large version of the fins that form the base of rockets people shoot on the Fourth of July.
 
   The agents gave the object a brief glance. Their eyes swept the room searching for President Chapman. He was not there. They did a quick check of the walls and floor to see if anything appeared out of place. There had to be another way out of this chamber but the men couldn’t see it. Every rock, every seam in walls, floor and ceiling looked as though they had been untouched for hundreds of years.
 
   Back at the top one of the agents asked Dr. Ortiz if there was any other entrance or exit from the stairway, Pakal’s tomb chamber or the newly discovered room below it. Ortiz responded that since the discovery the diggers had searched every square inch. They were convinced there was no other way in or out.
 
   The other agent was on his cellphone, his hands shaking as he said words he had never hoped to utter. “Eagle is missing. Repeat, Eagle is missing.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven
 
   Sunday
 
   Three days after the disappearance
 
    
 
   President John Chapman disappeared on a Thursday. By Sunday the entire country anxiously waited for the other shoe to drop. Someone had to know where he was – someone had taken him. Unless, that is, he had fallen through a secret hole into a deep well. Or been abducted by aliens. Or decided to disappear for reasons known only to him.
 
   Theories ranged from reasonable to wacky and the authorities attempted to deal with them logically. Both the FBI and the Secret Service struggled to be productive. On the day the President disappeared the Secret Service agents worked for hours in tandem with the Mexican Federal Police, combing every square inch of Pakal’s tomb and the newly discovered chamber below it. They stopped their efforts at dusk after finding absolutely nothing. At the top of the staircase Dr. Ortiz, the national archaeological director, closed and locked the heavy iron gate that covered the stairs. He posted a guard in the plaza at the base of the temple and the FBI assigned two men there as well. The search for President Chapman would resume in the morning.
 
   In his role as director of the National Institute, Dr. Ortiz walked a fine line between sympathy for the situation and the need to ensure the preservation of King Pakal’s sarcophagus. Try as everyone might to find an answer, there were no leads and no clues by Sunday.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   First Lady Marianne Chapman’s grief was tangible. Gut-wrenching sobs wracked her body. The rare times she left the personal residence during those first few days people saw a woman whose eyes were bloodshot and puffy from tears. Her staff felt genuinely sorry for her and pondered what it must be like to have your husband just disappear.
 
   The First Lady’s torment and tears were real. She grieved inconsolably. Not for her husband, of course. Her love for him had been gone so long she hardly remembered if it ever actually had existed. She cried because there were no children to stand beside her. Thanks to her husband and his selfish desires to further his career, he had emphatically insisted there was no time or place for children. As a young bride she accepted it, certain his mind would change later. But that one statement by an aspiring young politician turned out to be the first of many which turned his new wife against him, creating a decades-long loveless marriage.
 
   No, Marianne Chapman’s tears were for herself. She knew if her husband didn’t come back all the things she loved would end abruptly. She would be packed up and shipped out of the White House the instant Harry Harrison was inaugurated President.
 
   She loved the attention she got as the President’s wife. She craved it, thrived on it. The First Lady had thrown away her own life to be the wife of a powerful man. She had lost the chance for a family, the love of a husband and a truly meaningful life. And now, thanks to the son of a bitch who had gotten lost somewhere, she stood to lose the only thing she cared about any more – the love and attention of millions of people, the cover pictures on magazines, the fawning, pawing pushes as people tried to shake her hand in a crowd. No matter that it wasn’t real. No matter than people didn’t really love her – in fact they didn’t even know her. She was about to lose it all. She was about to be a has-been – a former First Lady.
 
   Marianne Chapman had been the first person in the USA questioned by the FBI. Asked by an agent if her husband had appeared worried or atypically concerned the morning he flew to Palenque, she responded, “I don’t know. I didn’t see him that morning. He, uh, he left really early and I had decided to sleep in another bedroom that night so he wouldn’t wake me.” All that was true – she never slept with her husband.
 
   Every news broadcast led with the story of the American leader’s disappearance. The daily banner on CNN read “The Missing President.” The countdown of days since Chapman disappeared had started on day two, Saturday. But soon the reports became briefer and briefer – there was no update, nothing new to report and camera footage was always the same – shots from outside the Temple of the Inscriptions showing a plethora of police and governmental vehicles from both the USA and Mexico parked randomly in the grassy areas between the ancient buildings. News teams could film at the base of the temple but were not allowed to climb the structure. Trucks with satellite dishes sat in the main parking lot of the temple complex, cables running down the same path the President had walked only days before.
 
   The first news helicopters had arrived on Friday, hoping to hover a hundred feet off the ground and shoot footage inside the building atop the temple, where the stairway led down to the tomb that John Chapman had entered. As the first blades whirred noisily at the top of the Temple of the Inscriptions, blowing dirt and trees around down below, the Archaeological Director screamed at the chopper from the ground, shaking his fist. “Get away! Get away! You’ll harm the structure!”
 
   Within twenty minutes Dr. Ortiz had a governmental order closing the airspace over the Mayan city of Palenque. The news crews were grounded. Literally.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Back in Washington, something had to be done about succession. There was no precedent for this situation. Within twenty-four hours of Chapman’s disappearance the Vice President had been briefed on all the critical situations in the nation and the world. But without the authority to act Harry Harrison was powerless. He couldn’t order policy changes, send troops into battle or move to stabilize the economy. He had only the specific powers of his own office, not those of the missing Commander-in-Chief.
 
   Most of Washington considered it a foregone conclusion that the Vice President would be sworn in to succeed John Chapman. The country had to have a leader and it had to be done quickly. But the events of the past week were unprecedented in America’s nearly two hundred and fifty years of existence. Never before had there been the question of removing a President from office simply because he was missing. No one knew exactly how things could be done to make succession a reality. In a rare moment of unity, the leaders of both houses turned to the Supreme Court.
 
   Everyone close to the situation walked on eggshells – no one wanted his or her thoughts or words to upset First Lady Marianne Chapman, underplay the life of her husband or make it appear as though the Vice President were eager to assume the Presidency. After all, no one knew if President Chapman was still alive. Despite the largest and most intensive manhunt in history, not a single clue had emerged as to the President’s whereabouts. No one had heard a word. No demands. No video of a bound and gagged prisoner. No ransom letter. Nothing at all.
 
   Marianne Chapman made a phone call to the only Justice her husband had named to the Supreme Court. She pleaded with him through sobs of anguish to hold off on naming the Vice President as her husband’s successor. “They’ll find John, I’m sure. He’s just lost. Don’t let the Court do this.” To the Justice Mrs. Chapman sounded like the grief-stricken wife he would have expected her to be, tormented by the disappearance of her husband and distraught at the lack of any news whatsoever. He promised the First Lady he would consider her request. He quietly reminded her, however, that the Court had to do what was best for the country as a whole.
 
   The First Lady hung up knowing she had little time left in the life she loved, the one to which she had become so accustomed. From her bedroom that afternoon her screams of grief could be heard all over the residence on the second floor of the White House. The staff went about their duties in silence, heads hung low, each of them incorrectly believing her anguish was over the disappearance of her husband.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight
 
   Thursday
 
   Seven days after the disappearance
 
    
 
   The day of the Supreme Court’s decision on succession was a frenzied one in the White House. Now at least everyone knew what would come next. Now everyone had direction for the future of the nation.
 
   The Oval Office had been eerily quiet for seven days. No one sat in the President’s chair. No meetings were held in this historic chamber. Doors were kept closed and the room was dark – the office was unoccupied, awaiting the high court’s ruling on whether John Chapman would officially be a past President or remain the Commander-in-Chief in absentia.
 
   During the past week Vice President Harry Harrison had conducted a dozen meetings with his Chief of Staff, Bob Parker, and other key members of his team as everyone waited for the Supreme Court to hand down a decision. What would in normal circumstances be called the VP’s transition team was instead vaguely termed his “summit group.” They had had a couple of meetings with President Chapman’s top people but once again everyone refrained from too much assumption. Tempers were short on the Chapman side – none of his staff was willing to turn over the reins when the President’s whereabouts remained unknown. They wanted to keep their jobs. For the Vice President, understatement was paramount. No one wanted to appear presumptuous or anticipatory – most of all the Vice President himself. He had to patiently wait for guidance.
 
   At nine a.m. on the seventh day after President John Chapman went missing the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court phoned Vice President Harrison. It was a courtesy call with advance notice about the decision that would be made public a half hour later. As soon as the call ended, Harry Harrison walked over to his office door, opened it and yelled across the room to his Chief of Staff, “Bob! Get the team in here now!” Glancing at his appointments secretary, he said, “Cancel everything for today,” then strode back to his desk.
 
   When his team was assembled, Harry Harrison told them about the call he had received. “I’m going to be sworn in as President this afternoon at three p.m.,” he said. “It’ll be low key. The Chief Justice asked me where I wanted the ceremony and I chose the Oval Office. Now folks, let’s spend the next hour going over everyone’s tasks and responsibilities going forward.”
 
   One after another his people reported on task lists that had been theoretical but were now ready to implement. The Chief of Staff had assigned projects to ten staffers who made up the team. They had run two scenarios – one with Harry Harrison remaining Vice President but being appointed “interim President” with expanded powers in the President’s absence. The other was in preparation for exactly what was going to happen – their boss becoming the next President.
 
   “What happens if Chapman shows back up in a week or two?” one staffer asked.
 
   “The Chief Justice told me they had unanimously agreed this had to be a permanent transition of power. It’s too complicated otherwise. It could potentially create a major problem with allies and enemies alike. We can’t be seen as weak and leaderless. He said for the good of the country and the American people I would assume the presidency for the remainder of President Chapman’s term. That’s what I agreed to do.”
 
   As much as anyone could be a friend of the irascible John Chapman, he and Vice President Harrison had been amiable colleagues before the campaign and remained so afterwards. They had served together in the Senate and worked closely on major legislation. Chapman had involved his second-in-command in strategic decisions much more than previous Presidents had done. Harrison had even had input into the selection of the President’s cabinet. All that would be helpful as Harry Harrison assumed the highest office in the nation.
 
   The team’s immediate focus was on the swearing-in ceremony to be held in less than six hours. They sought the Vice President’s guidance on who would attend and whether there would be any sort of gathering of friends and family afterwards. Harrison’s first address to the nation was also critical. It had to happen immediately after he assumed the presidency – one staffer left the meeting after getting feedback on what Harry Harrison wanted. He had work to do, quickly. He was the man who would draft the new President’s acceptance speech.
 
   At three p.m. on the seventh day after the disappearance of John Chapman, he was officially removed from office and replaced by President William Henry Harrison IV of Oklahoma. The Chief Justice administered the oath of office before a small group of people including former First Lady Marianne Chapman, Harrison’s wife and two children, the leaders of both houses of Congress, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and all members of the Cabinet. It was a somber occasion – there was no jovial backslapping. The congratulatory handshakes were muted and subdued. It was not a happy time. It was a time when the American people didn’t know if they should mourn or be hopeful. Was the President dead? No one knew, but life had to go on. Especially at the summit of the greatest and most powerful nation on earth.
 
   Harry Harrison sat in the Oval Office at five p.m., having just finished his first speech as President of the United States. It had gone well – mostly it was an assurance to the people that things would continue as they had been – the programs of the government, its commitments to allies and negotiations with those who stood against it – these would proceed without major change. The new President had expressed regret that his Presidency came as part of such a horrifying event and had offered a prayer for John Chapman and his wife.
 
   The entire oration was crafted in an attempt to calm the nation. There was a growing faction of people who was incensed that President Chapman was being “dethroned” through no fault of his own. Many people were outraged at the President’s removal from office despite the country’s need for a leader and the uncertainty of Chapman’s situation. Some of those people had demonstrated their anger in dangerous ways. In the past few days there had been bomb threats, men with handguns arrested near the White House fence, intelligence chatter from terrorist groups who believed it was time to strike the wicked and leaderless America while it was floundering.
 
   From the minute Chapman disappeared security in the nation’s capital had been increased dramatically. Everyone was on heightened alert and the President expected things would continue this way until there was an answer about John Chapman’s disappearance. He just hoped that answer would come soon.
 
   The hardest thing for the FBI to imagine was that someone had planned the leader’s kidnapping with no desire to extract anything from America because of it. But the total lack of communication was puzzling. The new President and the FBI director discussed “what-if’s” – what if Chapman had been locked away in a hidden location, perhaps even buried in a box underground, then the kidnapper had somehow died? What if no one alive knew the President’s whereabouts? Why had no one heard a word? Could it be possible this wasn’t a kidnapping at all, but the President had instead fallen somewhere inside a passage in the ruin and become trapped? The country could go years – perhaps forever – without an answer if one of these things had happened.
 
   The frustration of the United States Ambassador to Mexico was growing by the hour. The staff of the Embassy in Mexico City had been issued specific orders by the Ambassador himself. They were instructed to obtain permission to probe the depths of the temple. John Chapman had gone in and never come out. There was something else there and the United States was going to use every means in its power to find out what.
 
   So far nothing had worked. While sympathetic to the situation, the Mexican authorities refused to be pushed into allowing the FBI or American archaeologists to invasively explore the ancient rooms below the Temple of the Inscriptions. Two calls from the Vice President had done nothing to change the mind of the Mexican government.
 
   Now that he was inaugurated Harrison had the full power of the highest office in the nation. He spoke with the U.S. Ambassador then called the President of Mexico. In the harshest words imaginable Harrison stated his case. It had been seven days since President Chapman disappeared from one of two chambers, both of which appeared impregnable. The FBI had been allowed to scour the walls, ceilings and floors and to use non-invasive devices to attempt to see what lay behind the stones, but the Mexican government would not grant permission to destroy walls or floors in order to ascertain where the President might have gone.
 
   Harry Harrison listened as the President of Mexico responded. The government’s position had not changed, the President said. The tomb and the chamber with the artifact were too archaeologically significant, ancient and fragile to allow tampering, even for something as important as this.
 
   “Realistically, President Harrison,” the leader of Mexico said, “there is no way President Chapman is still inside the tomb. It just defies logic. Somehow he made his way out or was taken away. I assure you that our officials are presently looking into every possibility and checking all means of entering or leaving the structure. But for now that is all I can give you. We will keep trying but we will not allow alteration or destruction of our monument for any reason. Period.”
 
   And there was nothing the United States could do about it.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine
 
   Friday
 
   Eight days after the disappearance
 
    
 
   Brian Sadler walked the twenty or so blocks from his Upper West Side apartment to Bijan Rarities, the antiquities gallery he owned on Fifth Avenue. This morning the weather was unseasonably cool for early June but the forecast was for a warm afternoon. Brian enjoyed cutting through Central Park; you avoided a lot of pedestrians on the sidewalks and he found the park peaceful and beautiful as the trees sported new leaves for summer.
 
   He exited the park and walked four blocks south on Fifth Avenue. The buzz and excitement of Manhattan still got to him even though he’d been a resident for several years. He would always be a Texan at heart – they say you can’t take the country out of a boy – but he had adapted very well to life in the Big Apple. He felt fortunate that he had the resources to enjoy everything the city had to offer.
 
   It was almost 8:30 a.m. when Brian unlocked the front door and disarmed the gallery’s elaborate security system. He walked to a massive vault door and entered a series of numbers that would begin the sequence of disarming the time delay lock.
 
   Brian’s second-in-command, Collette Conning, would be coming in around 9:45 – unless he had an early meeting Brian always timed his arrival an hour or so ahead of her. It was his quiet time to read a couple of papers and catch up on email. Most people in their thirties had long since stopped reading the newspaper in hard copy – everyone seemed to get his news online these days – but there was something comforting to Brian about sitting at his desk, reading page after page of the Times and the Wall Street Journal, marking things he would later ask Collette to clip, file or research for him.
 
   Bijan Rarities had expanded dramatically since the days when the gallery’s founder Darius Nazir and Brian had teamed up. Nazir’s untimely death and a generous bequest had given Brian the chance to strike out on his own, leaving the highflying world of stocks and becoming a major player in the rarities markets around the globe. Brian had obtained the Bethlehem Scroll, one of the most significant objects ever discovered. He had engaged his passion for archaeology by visiting remote sites in the Middle East and South America. He and his girlfriend Nicole Farber had gone to Belize and Guatemala to find Mayan artifacts in an ancient city high in the clouds. Things had gotten out of hand quickly – Brian was trapped hundreds of feet below the surface in a Mayan cave and his and Nicole’s subsequent kidnappings could have cost them their lives.
 
   Adventure intrigued Brian. His harrowing experiences only made him yearn for more. Dallas and New York, the cities Nicole and Brian respectively called home, were exciting and fun for him but he frequently found himself thinking how he could get to the places he considered really exciting. Back to the jungle – back to ancient things and the thrill of being on yet another search for antiquities.
 
   He fixed a cup of coffee and sat at his desk. The headlines of both papers spoke of Vice President Harry Harrison’s ascension to the Presidency. Brian read the stories closely because of his personal interest in Harrison. The pictures showed a somber group of attendees, a stoic Harrison raising his right hand as he recited the oath of office and excerpts from the speech he had given to the nation afterwards. Brian had listened to every word of that speech; since it had been given during a busy workday for Brian, he had recorded and watched it in bed last night.
 
   For yet another day, there was no news about the whereabouts of former President John Chapman. It was as though he had dropped off the face of the earth. Several times Brian had been to Palenque and the Temple of the Inscriptions, the place from which Chapman disappeared. Brian had read the stories telling about the strange chamber found below the tomb of King Pakal and the artifact that had been discovered there fascinated him.
 
   But where was President Chapman? He had gone into the temple, descended into its bowels and never returned. The news reporters said the FBI had tried searches with ground-penetrating radar to determine if more chambers existed beside or beneath the one recently discovered. The technology had proven useless because of the building’s solid rock walls.
 
   There had to be another way out. The President hadn’t just vaporized into thin air, so if he went in but didn’t come back up the same stairway, he had to have gone somewhere else. But there was no place else. So far, eight days after his disappearance, no one had discovered what or where that place was.
 
   Hearing five beeps, Brian walked to the vault door, entered a code and unlocked it. He swung it open, revealing a jail-like wall of bars with a gate. Inside the vault were shelves and pedestals with Bijan’s most precious pieces. When Collette arrived, some of these would be moved to the showroom floor for display to the public.
 
   Brian’s office phone quietly rang. He went to his desk and saw a blinking light indicating it was his private line, a number that very few people had. He glanced at his watch – it was just after nine – and picked up the phone.
 
   “Good morning, Mr. Sadler,” a pleasant female voice said. “This is the White House with a call from President Harrison. May I put the call through, sir?”
 
   Brian smiled. “Of course,” he said. She put him on hold.
 
   After less than a minute he heard, “Well hello, Brian. I guess you’ve heard about my promotion.”
 
   “Mr. President, I want to offer congratulations, even though I know it’s a tough way for you to become the Chief Executive.”
 
   “Absolutely. And Brian, when it’s just us we can drop the ‘Mr. President’ stuff? I appreciate your respect for the office but you and I go too far back. And we’ll never hurt each other, will we?”
 
   That made Brian laugh. Since they were roommates at the University of Oklahoma they had joked that each of them had “the pictures” and neither of them could afford to hurt the other. The “pictures” didn’t exist but there were a lot of crazy, stupid escapades the two college friends had done together that the general public didn’t need to know about. And wouldn’t.
 
   “No, Harry. We’ll never hurt each other. But I know you’re a busy man – in fact I guess yesterday afternoon you became the busiest man in the world. What do you need from your old roommate? I don’t think there’s much I have that you could use at this point.”
 
   “You’re wrong about that, Brian. The night I became Vice President you asked me not to forget you. And I haven’t. You have something I need. You have to help me find John Chapman.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten
 
   When Brian Sadler graduated from high school in Longview, Texas and went to Oklahoma University, he had thought about majoring in the subject he found most fascinating – archaeological studies. His father, editor of the local newspaper, had wisely advised him that a major in archaeology might be satisfying and fun but it probably wouldn’t pay the bills. Becoming a university instructor would be the likely result of an archaeology degree. Although he would have liked to be another Indiana Jones, more realistically Brian probably would have struggled to find the time and money to get out of the classroom and into the jungle while trying to keep up with the “publish or perish” demands placed on university professors. So he had majored in finance, a subject that ultimately helped him decide to become a stockbroker.
 
   In June before his freshman year at OU the university sent him paperwork asking if he wished to choose his roommate or be randomly matched. Brian had a couple of friends from high school who were also heading north to Norman, Oklahoma, but he decided he wanted to expand his horizons. He didn’t want to be around his home-town people and the same old routine. He wanted to make new friends and have new experiences. So he opted for a random match. Within two weeks he received the name of his roommate in a letter from the university. And his father was impressed by the name he read: William Henry Harrison IV from Oklahoma City, Oklahoma.
 
   “Do you know who William Henry Harrison III is?” Brian’s father asked him after reading the letter.
 
   “I’ve heard of him. Isn’t he a Senator or something?”
 
   “He is in fact the senior Senator from the state of Oklahoma. He’s a great-grandson several times removed of William Henry Harrison, the ninth president and the first to die in office, and also of Benjamin Harrison, our twenty-third president.”
 
   Brian’s dad was a history buff and he knew his presidents. He went on to point out that Brian’s roommate was undoubtedly the Senator’s son. At his mother’s suggestion, Brian sent Harrison a brief note telling him about himself and saying they’d meet at OU in a few weeks. He got a short note back in an almost illegible script. It said, “Call me Harry. See you soon. Boomer Sooner!”
 
   When Brian and his parents arrived at the university on move-in day they found a tall skinny boy standing in Brian’s assigned dorm room at Adams Hall, the tower reserved for freshmen. The boy’s parents were there too – Brian recognized his roommate’s father from pictures Brian’s dad had shown him.
 
   “Senator,” he said, sticking out his hand, “I’m Brian Sadler. And you must be Harry.” Brian and Harry shook hands vigorously.
 
   The boys’ mothers introduced themselves and sat on one of the twin beds, talking about how to arrange the tiny room and then making it happen. The ladies had spoken by phone a couple of weeks earlier and had picked sheets and towels that were the same for both boys. This sort of thing mattered more to girls but the moms wanted the guys to at least have some small sense of order in what would otherwise be the chaos of an all-male dormitory.
 
   Senator Harrison and Brian’s father went downstairs to the parking lot and helped their sons offload boxes and suitcases. They carried them up three flights of stairs rather than waiting on two banks of elevators that were never available due to the crush of eight hundred boys moving in at the same time.
 
   Harry opened a box packed to the brim with CDs. Brian immediately stopped what he was doing and began looking through the titles.
 
   “I brought a lot too,” he told Harry, “but from what I can see we don’t have that many duplicates.” They talked about their favorite singers and songs. They learned they had both been at the Michael Jackson concert in Dallas six months ago, along with twenty thousand others.
 
   After two hours of unpacking, arranging, and rearranging the mothers declared the project basically finished. “Let’s go grab a bite to eat,” Senator Harrison said. Brian’s parents didn’t know Norman at all so they deferred to the legislator’s suggestion, a place called Legend’s that he said was the best in town. As they waited to be seated several patrons who were leaving spoke to Senator Harrison. He had been an Oklahoma politician for over thirty years, serving first as state Senator, then Governor and now in Washington. He was well known and highly respected by many people in this conservative state.
 
   By midafternoon the boys were dropped back at the dorm. Senator Harrison had to catch a flight to D.C. that evening and Brian’s father wanted to get on the road back to Longview. They all expressed enjoyment at meeting and the boys seemed ready for some time to get to know each other away from their parents.
 
   Freshman year went very well for the boys. Although Brian was settled on finance as a major and Harry was interested in political science, their first year was mostly basic courses, pretty much the same for everyone regardless of his ultimate major.
 
   By the time summer came around the boys were fast friends, had joined the same fraternity and committed to room together the next year in the frat house. Brian spent that summer working outdoors at an operating cattle ranch in east Texas his grandfather owned and Harry Harrison was in Washington interning for a Congressman from Arizona who was a good friend of his father’s. Harry and Brian spent their sophomore and senior years as roommates and best friends. The only break in their collegiate time together was when Harry was selected as a Rhodes scholar and spent his junior year in England. Even then he and Brian corresponded weekly, giving each other the latest information in their lives.
 
   After graduation Harry was accepted at Harvard Law School while Brian landed a job as a stockbroker at Merrill Lynch in Dallas. They stayed in close touch as Harry’s career moved up. Harry graduated with honors from law school and returned to Oklahoma City where he was elected a U.S. Representative, the youngest in Oklahoma history. His father retired from the Senate and Harry ran for his seat, winning by a landslide over the Democratic opponent.
 
   While in law school Harry had met a girl named Jennifer Todd who worked for the Department of the Treasury. It was only natural that Brian Sadler served as his best man at the wedding and as godfather to their first child. They had two girls and often kidded Brian about when he was going to settle down and marry Nicole Farber, the Dallas lawyer who wass Brian’s girlfriend.
 
   Not long thereafter John Chapman became the Republican candidate for President and picked Senator William Henry Harrison IV as his running mate. The election was decided by less than a hundred thousand votes and not until well after midnight. Brian Sadler was in Washington for the watch party at the Willard Hotel. By 3 a.m. only two people remained – Brian and Harry shared a celebratory snifter of brandy in Harry’s suite, Secret Service agents standing guard in the hallway and his wife sound asleep in the bedroom next door.
 
   Likewise, Brian was invited to the inauguration and Nicole accompanied him. After a night of dinner and dancing they went back to Harry’s home in Georgetown. Soon Harry would move into Number One Observatory Circle, a beautiful place on the grounds of the U.S. Naval Observatory that had served since the 1970s as the residence of the Vice President of the United States. But that move wouldn’t happen for about a week so the morning after the inauguration party Brian and Nicole, Harry and Jennifer sat in the den of the Georgetown home having breakfast. They laughed about how close the two men had always been and Brian had said, “You’re not going to forget me, are you?”
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Brian listened closely as Harry Harrison gave him the few details about President Chapman’s disappearance that were not known to the public. “I need you to come down here to Washington tomorrow,” the President said, “get fully briefed on everything then go to Palenque and see what you can find.”
 
   “Why me, Harry? I’m not a detective. I’m not even an archaeologist. I’m just a guy who dabbles in all that stuff.”
 
   “Don’t sell yourself short. You’re more than a dabbler, Brian. You have a burning interest in Mayan sites like Palenque and you’ve got a good, intuitive thought process. Most importantly, I trust you implicitly. That last part is more crucial than anything right now. You wouldn’t believe some of the strange stories that are circulating around this town. The kooks come out of the woodwork when there’s a mystery. The FBI’s gotten tips ranging from an ancient curse to Al Qaida to someone thinking he’s fallen into a cenote in the jungle. I need to get your input and fast. Every hour that goes by throws this country deeper into confusion. He’s somewhere, Brian. I need to know where. The people need to know where.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven
 
   Saturday
 
   Nine days after the disappearance
 
    
 
   Brian sat in the First Class lounge at Penn Station at 6:15 a.m., ready to catch Amtrak’s Acela Express to Union Station in D.C. He’d be in the capital by 9:30 and Harry’s appointments secretary had told Brian to watch for FBI agents who would meet him.
 
   The train pulled in to the massive Washington railway station on time. Brian saw two men in black suits approach as he stepped off the train car. “Mr. Sadler, I’m Special Agent Foster,” one said. “And this is Special Agent Farmer.” They both produced IDs that Brian gave a glance.
 
   “How did you recognize me?”
 
   “Sir, that’s our job. We have a sedan waiting just outside so please follow us.”
 
   They left the station and eventually turned onto the broad expanse of Pennsylvania Avenue. Brian had been to the Visitor’s Entrance of the White House several times since Harry became Vice President. This time things were different – the car passed the familiar guardhouse where he had expected to enter and pulled into a driveway further down. Past a security guard and fence there was nothing but what looked like a heavily fortified garage door, which was closed. The agent who was driving showed his credentials to the guard as another with a dog circled the car and looked under it with a mirror. The garage door opened at the same time as the gate – inside Brian could see a ramp heading down.
 
   The car pulled through the gate and down the ramp into an underground parking garage. There were only a dozen cars there, including the armored limousine that the President used. It appeared they were in the Chief Executive’s private garage. The sedan pulled forward and stopped where a man in a suit was standing. He opened the rear door and said, “Good morning, Mr. Sadler. I’m Bob Parker, the President’s Chief of Staff. Thanks for coming on such short notice.” He led Brian through automatic glass doors to a small elevator. They rode up one floor and exited into a narrow hallway. Turning right, they stepped into the President’s secretary’s office. She introduced herself, wrote a message on her computer and said, “Please go in. The President is waiting for you.”
 
   Brian was surprised to see that it appeared to be business as usual even though it was a weekend. I guess things don’t stop just because it’s Saturday. Especially when you’re running the United States of America.
 
   Bob Parker ushered Brian through a door into the Oval Office. It was Brian’s first time to see the famous room and he found himself a little lightheaded at the experience. “Brian,” President Harrison’s voice boomed from across the room. “You’re a sight for sore eyes!” He came from around his desk and gave Brian a bear hug. “God, I’m glad you came.”
 
   Harry Harrison glanced at his Chief of Staff. “Bob, we’ll be fine now. Ask Marcia to have some coffee sent in, please.”
 
   When they were alone, Brian said, “Uh, Mr. President…”
 
   “Dammit, I told you on the phone to knock that off, Brian. I may be ‘Mr. President’ to everyone else but when it’s just us let’s try to keep some sense of the normal in our relationship if we can.”
 
   “That’s a challenge, Harry. I’m not just sitting here shooting the bull with my old fraternity brother from OU. I’m in the Oval Office talking with the President of the United States. I doubt you could ever understand, but it’s a very unusual feeling. You’re the top dog of the whole world and I’m the guy who knows you wore red panties under your tuxedo to the Christmas Dance at the frat house, just because I bet you twenty bucks you wouldn’t do it. This is kind of hard to process in my brain.”
 
   “Well, get over it. We’ll invite you and Nicole back to D.C. on a lighter occasion sometime soon, I promise. Today we have a lot to talk about and only a few hours to do it. I promised I’d have you on the six o’clock train to Manhattan and I’m trying to keep us on schedule. I’m going to bring some people in to brief you about the situation with President Chapman so you can get a better handle on what we know…which sadly is very, very little. Then we’re going to strategize on how we can find out more. You’re going to hear a lot today, some of it top secret. I’ve gotten you temporary clearance for this one project.”
 
   Except for a half hour break at one p.m. for lunch in a dining room two doors down from the Oval Office, the men worked nonstop until five. The Directors of the National Security Agency, CIA and FBI joined Brian and the President at various times during the afternoon. Much of what Brian learned was public information because, as Harry Harrison had pointed out, there wasn’t much else they knew.
 
   Once he and Brian were alone again, Harry turned the conversation to Sussex University and its permit to dig at Palenque. “One important reason I asked you to help, Brian, is that you know Cory Spencer. That connection should help you gather information.”
 
   “I didn’t know he was involved but I’m not surprised. I’ve followed his work since he left my gallery. From what I gather he’s making a good archaeologist. I presume he’s part of the dig there?”
 
   “Spencer’s led several Sussex teams recently and he was handpicked by Thomas Newton Torrance to supervise this one. Speaking of which, what do you know about this character they call TNT?” the President asked.
 
   “I’ve never met him but I’ve heard of him like everyone else who reads the news. He seems to make his money robbing from companies to enrich himself but so far he hasn’t been convicted of anything. At least as far as I’ve heard. And about his putting up ten million bucks to back this project – that’s commitment.”
 
   “You’re right. The FBI checked his background, just as we’re doing for anyone who’s even remotely connected to this story. Torrance has managed to stay clean even though he’s a frequent visitor to court and deposition rooms on both sides of the pond. His tactics are questionable for sure but so far no one has proven they’re illegal. Had you ever heard before now that he was interested in ancient sites?”
 
   Brian shook his head. “I’ve never seen his name associated with anything in this field – no sites, no artifacts, nothing. Wonder why he suddenly became so interested in this one particular project that he was willing to fund it for millions? Have your guys talked to him yet?”
 
   “Yes and no. The FBI contacted him and asked for an interview to see if he could give them any clues to President Chapman’s disappearance. TNT politely said he was a busy man, had no knowledge of anything he felt would help them and barring a subpoena he wouldn’t agree to meet with them. Since the FBI director doesn’t have anything he could use to get a subpoena that’s pretty much it unless something else turns up.”
 
   “Do you think he’s trying to hide something?”
 
   “The FBI doesn’t see anything worth pursuing, and believe me, they usually think everyone is trying to hide something. There’s just nothing linking TNT and the former President at all. They’ve never met, Chapman’s records don’t show they’ve ever spoken by phone, and there just doesn’t appear to be a connection. So I don’t think they’ll pursue their attempt to interview him.”
 
   “Speaking of that, so you all have records of every phone call the President makes or receives? That might be helpful.”
 
   “Not really. We have logs that are supposed to include every call, but there are ways around it. Only calls made through the White House switchboard are logged. And every President in recent history, including me, has a cell phone. Obviously only a handful of people know the number, but we use it to make calls that are private or sensitive. The guys hired to protect us hate it because they don’t know what we’re up to, but it serves a purpose. For instance, John Chapman used his when he was having an affair. More than one affair, actually.”
 
   “I think I read something about that,” Brian said. “I guess his wife was aware of his indiscretions.”
 
   “I personally have no idea but I figure she must have been. Apparently he’s had several affairs; the last one I know about was a few years ago. At least publicly the Chapmans appeared to have moved on so everybody else did too. Not like other presidents haven’t stepped out of bounds now and then.”
 
   “Any way that latest girlfriend could be involved?”
 
   “The FBI talked with her. Trust me, they’re leaving no stone unturned. They say she’s not. She went on with her life and is out in California somewhere working in the film industry.”
 
   President Harrison changed the subject. “Enough background. I want to get to the real reason I asked you to come today.
 
   “We have all the experts we can handle on this case. The best of the best. Mexico has allowed us to send agents from every damned agency we can think of and no one’s found a thing. You know those puzzle things you read about when you’re a kid – where a person is in a locked room and dies of a gunshot wound or something, but there’s no gun? And you have to figure out the mystery? That’s what this reminds me of. It looks like there was no place for John Chapman to go, but he’s not there any more. So where is he?
 
   “John Chapman has a dark side, Brian. I’ve seen him tear subordinates to pieces, figuratively speaking of course, in front of a roomful of people when they said or did something he didn’t like. He’s got a horrible temper. Rumors are that he and Marianne’s marriage is a sham but I don’t know that for sure. I do know that she sleeps in a different bedroom. Not occasionally, but every night. He’s not a nice guy. That’s it in a nutshell. He’s a cruel, cold, ruthless man who has the money to push his way into anything he wants.”
 
   The President continued. “What does all this have to do with Palenque? I have no idea. But in you I have someone I trust implicitly, who’s got a brain and knows how to use it, who will travel with the full authority of the President of the United States to ask questions and get answers and who knows enough about archaeology to decide what to look into. I can’t figure out what’s up, Brian, but we’ve done everything we can through official channels. I decided to see if you could find out the answer. Maybe you can, maybe you can’t. Please go try.”
 
   Before ten that evening Brian was back at his apartment in New York. Even on Saturday the train had been packed. Some of the travelers had been working in Washington just like Brian. Others were families, tourists too probably.
 
   On the crowded train he had tried to reach Nicole. Her cellphone went straight to voicemail without ringing; he figured she was at dinner and had turned off her phone. He left a message that he had been in Washington all day but would call her when he was back in Manhattan.
 
   Arriving home exhausted mentally and physically from the long day, he tried Nicole again with the same result. It was an hour earlier in Dallas so he left a message for her to call if she got home soon. He told her, “I met with Harry today. I’m going to Mexico day after tomorrow as part of the search for President Chapman. I’ll fill you in when we talk.”
 
   Two days later Brian was in Mexico standing on top of a Mayan ruin, alone. He could see jungle for miles around him. Behind him he heard a noise. He turned and saw President John Chapman ten feet away, wearing the clothes of a priest – a robe and a feathered hat – and holding a scepter. He looked at Brian.
 
   “You have no idea what you’re getting into,” he said evenly in the ancient Mayan dialect. Brian knew it was Mayan but somehow he understood it clearly.
 
   “Mr. President,” Brian said, surprised that his words were also in the Mayan tongue.
 
   “No longer. I am K’inich Janaab Pakal. I am the ruler of Palenque.”
 
   As Brian watched, the President’s face changed from the one so familiar to every American. It metamorphosed into another face Brian recognized – the one depicted on the lid of King Pakal’s coffin. President Chapman was the ancient king.
 
   “Bow to me!” Pakal screamed as a bell began to ding quietly. Brian fell to his knees, his face on the stone floor. He heard the bell ring again and again. Brian looked up and suddenly saw his bedroom ceiling. His cellphone was ringing.
 
   “Uh, Nicole,” he stuttered into the phone, confused by the dream from which he had abruptly awoken. Glancing at the clock beside his bed he saw that it was nearly midnight. He was on top of the covers, his naked body sweating profusely. Suddenly freezing, he dived under the covers and pulled the sheet up to his neck.
 
   “Babe. Sorry I missed your call earlier. Big dinner with a big client. You know how it goes.”
 
   Brian didn’t respond. He was trying to exorcise the dream and focus on reality.
 
   “Hey Brian. Are you ok?”
 
   “Yeah…give me a minute. I was asleep. I was dreaming about President Chapman and a Mayan ruin.”
 
   “Of course you were, Brian. It would have surprised me a lot more if you were dreaming about me!” She laughed.
 
   “I dream about you all the time. Did you have a good dinner?” His questions were cautious, careful.
 
   “It was good. Mr. Carter had cocktails and dinner with Richard Stewart – have you heard of him? Randall asked me to come along since I had no plans for the evening, as usual. We ate at Sevy’s on Preston Road.”
 
   “That’s one of my favorite restaurants, as you well know. Richard Stewart. The name sounds familiar. Should I know him?”
 
   “He’s a patent troll. Or a ‘patent assertion entity’ if you want to be nice about what he does.” She explained that Stewart, an attorney from Las Vegas, started a company and bought up several obscure patents in the technology field from small companies that had no use for them. One of the patents was for a small semiconductor device that was a minor part of the avionics package used by private airplanes.
 
   “Asserting his patent rights, he threatened to sue the suppliers of the avionics, the manufacturers like Beechcraft and Cessna plus the people who bought the planes. Almost all these companies would rather settle than go to court, even if the suit is groundless. Why spend years and millions of dollars fighting when you can pay a hundred thousand now and get a full release?”
 
   Brian responded, trying to shake off sleep and keep up with Nicole’s story. He wanted her evening to have been the way she was telling it. “Yeah, I’ve read about these guys in the Wall Street Journal. They make their money by threatening and settling. They hardly ever end up in court. Everybody hates them – right?”
 
   “Pretty much. Since Rich is an attorney himself he doesn’t have to spend any money on outside lawyers, which would otherwise be his biggest expense. Instead he handles everything with a small staff. Brian, he’s made over a million bucks in the past twelve months alone. You kind of gotta hate him but gotta love him at the same time. What a racket. And all legal.”
 
   “Yeah, but scum of the earth stuff to most people, from what I’ve read. Nicole, if it’s OK can we talk about all this later? I’m going in to work really early tomorrow since I’m going to be gone for a few days.”
 
   “Oh sure, baby. I’m sorry. I’m just still pumped up from our dinner but I wanted to talk to you tonight if I could. What’s Harry got you doing?”
 
   He told her about the conversation with President Harrison. “He said to tell you we’re invited to the White House soon and sent his regards.” Brian said he would be catching a government jet from Teterboro Airport in New Jersey. “I don’t know why he thinks I can help but he wants me to go to Palenque and nose around. You know how much I love going to the jungle. I hope I can help Harry but I’m also glad to be going back to Mexico.”
 
   “I’m certain of that, Brian. I’m a little surprised though – I thought you were really busy at work. You know I wanted you to fly down here to Dallas last weekend but you said you had too much going on at the gallery…”
 
   “Nicole,” he said with a sinking feeling in his heart. “I want to see you every chance I can. But I hope you understand this involves a request from the President of the United States…”
 
   “No need to explain, sweetie,” she replied breezily. “Hey, look at the time. I’ll let you get back to sleep – I’ll be nodding off myself shortly. Talk to you soon – call me often while you’re gone, baby, and let me know you’re ok.”
 
   “Wait a sec. Are you ok with all this? And was dinner tonight like you just told me it was? With Randall Carter and that client?” Damn. He regretted blurting that last sentence. It wasn’t part of their agreement.
 
   “I’m fine, Brian. I know you’d cancel a lunch with the Pope to go exploring in the jungle. I know where everything fits in. And no, I didn’t lie to you although you shouldn’t ask. It was just another business dinner. Nothing more. No problem here! ‘Night, sweetie.”
 
   “I love you, Nicole. Good night.”
 
   Brian lay in bed, wide-awake. He thought about Nicole and her frequent dinners with her divorced boss, Randall Carter, and the firm’s clients. He felt more than a twinge of jealousy. She was a beautiful woman and over a thousand miles away from him. She seemed to enjoy the social part of business more and more lately. Why had she hung up without responding to his “I love you?” She hadn’t said anything at all. What did that mean? He forced his mind to stop racing to these crazy conclusions.
 
   Nicole was the youngest partner in Dallas’ premier law firm. She specialized in white-collar criminal defense work and that was how she and Brian Sadler had met. When he was a stockbroker for Warren Taylor and Currant, an investment bank that played close to the edge on matters of ethics and integrity, he found himself embroiled in a case the FBI was investigating. Nicole acted first as his attorney but the business relationship had quickly turned into a personal one. Once Brian assumed control of Bijan Rarities and moved to Manhattan he knew they were destined to be apart. Her career was in Texas while his was with his gallery in New York and his new location in London.
 
   Although separated by fifteen hundred miles and diverging career paths, Brian and Nicole saw each other as often as one of them could break away. Marriage had never been seriously discussed – a long distance marriage was the only thing either of them could think of that was worse than a long distance relationship.
 
   He really wished it could be different. They met as often as they could – a weekend here, an overseas trip there – but with the situation they couldn’t live in the same place. Originally they had agreed to exclusively see each other but recently Nicole had broached a subject that had been in the backs of their minds.
 
   The last time they were together had been in Dallas. Lying in bed in her condominium at the Ritz-Carlton Residences Nicole had said, “This is mentally and physically draining, Brian.” She was referring to their long-distance relationship and asked Brian if there were anyone he would consider dating if he were free.
 
   “Not at all,” he responded curtly. “You?”
 
   “Nope, and that’s why now’s a good time to talk. I’m not suggesting we do a single thing differently about each other. I love you, Brian, but I can’t move. You can’t move either. So we’re long-distance significant others, stealing time when we can, until something changes. I’m not looking for anyone else, even a man to date casually, but I’m a red-blooded American just like you are. Sometime, somewhere a situation may come up where I’d like to have a drink with a guy, maybe even a dinner, and not feel like I’m cheating on you. I think we should see other people if we choose to. When we can figure out how to be together then that’ll be the best of all. For now, it sucks.”
 
   Although her suggestion deeply disturbed Brian he hid his feelings. He said he agreed. “I doubt I’ll be doing that myself,” he had said, “but if something comes up then I’ll let you know.”
 
   “Actually, I think it’s better we don’t do that. Telling me you’re going out is like salt in the wound, don’t you think? What we don’t know won’t make us sad or jealous or wistful. So I don’t think we should quiz each other. Let’s just work hard to be together as much as possible.”
 
   “That’s all just great,” Brian had responded, his voice shaking. “You’ve just got this all figured out, don’t you? It’s kind of sad how easily this entire discussion went down for you. But I’m sure you were prepared for this little talk. Just like you always are in the courtroom. Never ask a question you don’t know the answer to. Right, Nicole? Isn’t that your strategy? Isn’t that what makes you a great lawyer?”
 
   The rest of Brian’s trip to Dallas had been a strain on them. Since they began dating Nicole’s schedule had been rigorous and included long hours both in the office and with clients and lawyers away from work. It was part of her job and rising stars at Carter and Wells were expected to donate their personal time to corporate affairs. It was always frustrating when Brian was at home in New York and couldn’t reach Nicole but she explained that she muted her phone during business dinners. She had told him if there ever were something urgent to send her a text twice in one minute and she’d respond as soon as possible.
 
   Now every time Brian couldn’t contact Nicole for hours after she’d left the office he had a nagging thought that her proposed plan had started. His mind played tricks – he saw her sitting in a bar in Highland Park Village having a drink with a new friend, or at a steakhouse in Addison sharing wine and dinner with someone who could eventually take Brian’s place in her bed…or her heart.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve
 
   Sunday
 
   Ten days after the disappearance
 
    
 
   The question of the fate of the missing American president went unanswered as days passed with absolutely no word. But another mystery could be kept under wraps no longer.
 
   The Secretary of State sat in the Oval Office with President Harrison and Chief of Staff Bob Parker. The Secretary had received a call from his counterpart in Mexico, the Foreign Secretary. The three men listened to the recorded conversation.
 
   “Mr. Secretary, I want to advise that we intend to release the story of the discovery at Palenque today. We regret that your President’s whereabouts are still unknown but our government feels after ten days it is deceptive if we continue to ignore the questions people are asking.”
 
   Two days before the FBI had reluctantly concluded its search of the rooms deep inside the temple. Lacking permission from the Mexican authorities for an invasive search of the chambers’ walls and floors there was nothing more to be done. Once they left the Mexican government sent a team of archaeologists and scientists to examine the mysterious artifact that lay in the newly discovered room below King Pakal’s tomb. As more people saw the object it became impossible to keep it a secret. The Mexican government risked being accused of a cover-up if a press release wasn’t forthcoming quickly.
 
   President Harrison thought for a moment about what the Secretary had told him. “Frankly I’m surprised they haven’t broken the story before now. I have no idea what that thing is down there – from the pictures I’ve seen it looks like some kind of strut to support something – but it definitely is in a place it shouldn’t be. Who would have buried what looks like a modern piece of metal deep inside a temple over five hundred years ago? And what the hell is it?”
 
   “Sir, my understanding is the archaeologists intend to bring the artifact out of the temple and examine it in a laboratory environment. Up to this point, no one has been allowed to touch or move it. From the pictures it looks like it’s just sitting on the stone altar so theoretically it’d be no problem to bring it to the surface.”
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   On the other side of the Atlantic Ocean Thomas Newton Torrance was having a late lunch in the restaurant of the Ritz Hotel on Piccadilly in the heart of London. He loved the ambiance of what many called the most beautiful dining experience in the world. And he enjoyed the service. As a very frequent guest and an extravagant tipper, TNT garnered the admiration and envy of staff and diners alike. His table by the window was always available for him. On the frequent occasion when the restaurant was full for lunch TNT’s venue was still held until last in the event he showed up without a reservation. One day he had strolled in when the restaurant was packed solid. Without batting an eyelash the maître d’ ushered TNT into the adjoining bar for a quick complimentary champagne while a party of four was summarily uprooted from TNT’s spot. A hastily erected table became the foursome’s new lunch venue. Although it was inconvenient the diners, who turned out to be American tourists, were thrilled once they heard whose table they had occupied. Everyone knew the name Thomas Newton Torrance, the bad boy billionaire. He was as well known as Donald Trump and the tourists had a great story for friends and family back home…plus a free three hundred dollar lunch compliments of the Ritz.
 
   Torrance read The Evening Standard newspaper as he sipped a glass of his current favorite wine, Domaine Leflaive Puligny-Montrachet. At around $700 a bottle, each glass drained nearly $200 from Torrance’s net worth. But his various investments and corporate activities added far more than that every minute so things were fine for Thomas Newton Torrance and his penchant for the best of everything.
 
   He felt a vibration in the inside pocket of his suit jacket and glanced surreptitiously at the screen without removing the phone. Cell phones were absolutely forbidden in the dining room. Even a guest of his caliber would be admonished for texting or even looking at the screen. A ringing phone would get you quickly ushered to the door, regardless of your status. It just wasn’t done.
 
   He pushed his chair back and a waiter rushed over to assist. “I’ll be right back,” he said, heading to the lobby. The waiter brought a clean napkin and carefully folded it to await TNT’s return.
 
   In the lobby outside the restaurant TNT looked at his phone. Two words had been texted – call me. He hit a number in his contacts list and soon heard the international ring tone. When the call connected, TNT listened to Cory Spencer for five minutes.
 
   Torrance’s voice trembled. “That complicates matters. Say nothing to anyone about this – do you understand? I’ll be there as quickly as I can.” Torrance’s hands were visibly shaking as he ended the call. His heart was racing and he felt lightheaded. A porter in the hallway walked toward him to see if he was all right. TNT waved him off and paused to regain his composure.
 
   Before returning to the restaurant he called his travel agent who as always dropped everything for her most important client. The commission on his first class tickets bought the agent a lavish lifestyle. Torrance booked a British Airways flight for the next day from London’s Heathrow Airport to Mexico City. He’d be there by late afternoon tomorrow.
 
   As he finished lunch, Torrance reflected for a moment on the good old days when he could have caught the afternoon Concorde from London to New York, arriving in just over three hours instead of the usual six or seven, then connected anywhere he wished that same evening. He could have been in Mexico City tonight, but those times were gone so he was forced to fly the slower way – albeit in first class. He could fly private, of course. He did that a lot but not for transatlantic flights. He had weighed the cost and convenience and even with money to burn he decided to burn it somewhere other than on jet fuel.
 
   As he finished lunch, TNT made notes on a small pad he took from his pocket. The call from Cory Spencer in Palenque had given him three important pieces of information. The first was that the artifact was coming to the surface for examination – it was news Torrance was waiting to hear and it meant he had to get to Palenque as quickly as possible. Immediately.
 
   The second bit of information was amazing – it made his heart race. Cory told Torrance there was more to see than just the artifact in its chamber. He had found something else. It was something that for years TNT had remotely considered might be possible but now perhaps it was true. The thought was so mind-boggling he could scarcely imagine how significant it could be to the entire world.
 
   Cory had told him one last thing, something that had happened. The news was devastating. It could undermine everything Torrance had spent ten million dollars to accomplish. This news was so monumental that for once the brilliant Thomas Newton Torrance didn’t have any idea what to do. He hadn’t considered this possibility. He forced himself to put it aside for now. The time to deal with this was when he arrived in Mexico; there was nothing he could do from here and there were other things to handle first.
 
   He needed to call Dr. Armando Ortiz at the Archaeological Institute in Mexico City, the man who was directing the plan to bring the artifact out of its chamber for examination. When that happened Torrance was going be present. He had paid ten million dollars to fund the Palenque project and the object had been found thanks to his donation. He had also personally ensured his new friend Dr. Ortiz had access to even more money both for his personal endeavors and for future digs – something Mexico desperately wanted.
 
   In return for the financial assistance from Torrance, Dr. Ortiz had so far been extremely responsive to the entrepreneur’s requests. And this time would be no exception. TNT would be there to observe the artifact’s examination. Period.
 
   The same way he had been in the chamber just after the artifact was discovered.
 
   Thomas Newton Torrance was certain he would have access to everything the archaeologists knew. He just didn’t know yet how he would see what Cory Spencer had found – the strangest thing.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
   Monday
 
   Eleven days after the disappearance
 
    
 
   Thomas Newton Torrance jotted notes as he reclined in his first class seat. The British Airways flight would arrive in Mexico City in a little under four hours. From there he had arranged a twin Cessna turboprop to fly him to Palenque airport.
 
   From the moment he heard Cory’s news Torrance had struggled with the information the dig supervisor had given him. With difficulty Torrance had maintained his composure and stifled first excitement then terror as he stood in the lobby of the Ritz listening to Cory’s revelations. The archaeologist had told him both a monumental secret and the single most amazing thing TNT had ever heard. It was also so far-fetched that Torrance had only dreamt it might be the answer to many mysteries. Now it seemed it was true!
 
   But Cory’s bombshell changed all that. As he listened to Cory’s third revelation on the phone yesterday, TNT’s exhilaration had changed to fear, then hatred for the archaeologist, all in a matter of moments. Torrance forced himself to rationally think through the implications of Cory’s final disclosure. Why had the archaeologist waited ten days to explain to Torrance what happened the day the President disappeared? Torrance had been certain Cory knew something that day. Not only had President Chapman gone missing, Cory Spencer himself had been mysteriously absent for the entire day.
 
   Why is this happening? My greatest triumph. Undoubtedly the most significant thing man has ever discovered on earth. Why is it all in jeopardy now? Torrance forced the negative thoughts out of his mind. He was experienced in the art of focusing on what was important – what he could control – and putting the rest aside.
 
   The first thing TNT had to do was figure out how to get down into the chamber alone with Cory Spencer. Dr. Ortiz would be reticent but it would happen. Once he saw for himself what the dig leader had found Torrance could decide the next move. As long as Cory could be kept quiet the secret would remain hidden for as long as Torrance wanted. Unless someone else discovered the secret he’d come across. Or if Cory decided to break confidence. That would be unwise, Torrance thought idly. He wasn’t stupid enough to risk everything for such a move. I’ll kill him myself if this gets screwed up. That wouldn’t happen, of course. Thomas Newton Torrance never did his own dirty work. There were other people for those kinds of chores.
 
   The entrepreneur sipped a glass of Bollinger champagne – not his favorite but not bad for an airline choice either. Why had Cory picked yesterday to tell Torrance what he knew? Had he just found all this out himself? Or had he known it for days? TNT had questions that needed answering – he would deal with this archaeologist face-to-face very soon.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
   Tuesday
 
   Twelve days after the disappearance
 
    
 
   In Palenque preparations were underway to bring the ancient artifact to the surface. With nothing to report about the missing leader for almost two weeks, the world had begun to lose interest. As dramatic as his disappearance had been, in an era of instant news people had started to move on to other things. If he were found then interest would revive. For now the subject had become yesterday’s news.
 
   Now there was something interesting going on. Permission to televise the artifact’s removal had been granted to only two sources: Aguascalientes TV, the Mexican government’s network, and the US-based Fox News. Both had set up satellite trucks in the parking lot several hundred yards away. Commentators stood in the plaza between the Palace and the Temple of the Inscriptions.
 
   This was a very exciting day for the world. Up to this point the government had allowed a drawing of the artifact to be released to the news agencies but no one had seen a real picture of it. Speculation abounded as to what it was. Everyone seemed to have a different opinion and a lot of people were anxious to see what it really looked like.
 
   Thomas Newton Torrance had arrived in Palenque yesterday afternoon. He arranged for a driver to take him to the hotel his travel agent had recommended. Although he preferred the amenities of a luxury hotel chain, this place had pleasantly surprised him. The tiny boutique property was a refreshing change. It was situated in the jungle on the road to the ruins, had a decent wine list and tolerable food. He was satisfied with La Casa Hermosa.
 
   Torrance had unsuccessfully tried to get in touch with Cory Spencer. The archaeologist didn’t answer his cellphone and wasn’t at the crew barracks, a structure that the government maintained not far from the archaeological grounds for the use of visiting dig teams. Angry at Spencer’s obvious avoidance, TNT decided to bide his time. Cory would turn up eventually.
 
   And he did. In the room at the summit of the Temple of the Inscriptions three men stood while the news team waited for permission to scale the temple steps and join them. Dr. Ortiz, director of the National Institute of Archaeology and History, talked quietly with Cory. Standing next to them reading a message on his cell phone was Thomas Newton Torrance. Despite the jungle heat and humidity, Torrance was dressed in a tan three-piece linen suit and Hermes tie.
 
   Torrance had first seen Cory when the entrepreneur arrived at the temple that morning. He pulled Spencer aside, roughly taking his arm. Cory jerked away.
 
   “Where have you been?” TNT whispered angrily.
 
   “Mr. Torrance, I didn’t know exactly when you were coming. I’ve been attending to several things. I hope you don’t think I was purposely avoiding you. Why would I do that? After all, if I hadn’t called, you wouldn’t be here right now.”
 
   The archaeologist’s blasé attitude made Torrance furious. “Listen to me, you little…” His voice rose slightly and Dr. Ortiz glanced over.
 
   “Is everything all right, senores?”
 
   “Of course,” Torrance replied. “We were just discussing the exciting things happening this morning.” He looked at Cory and whispered through clenched teeth, “I’ll deal with you later.”
 
   Ortiz said, “All right, then. I think it’s time to start the program.”
 
   The plan was for the Aguascalientes newscaster to go down the stone staircase to Pakal’s cramped tomb and shoot camera footage into the chamber below. Viewers everywhere would watch as two archaeologists wrapped the artifact and lifted it up to be carried to the top of the stairway. Fox would simultaneously pick up that camera footage from its vantage point outside the temple.
 
   Everything began just fine. At exactly ten a.m. the team descended the stairway and the broadcast began. People around the world tuned in to the show. They followed the camera down the stone stairs until the sarcophagus of King Pakal came into view. All the protective covering had been removed so the viewers could see the remarkable coffin lid in its splendor. The strange drawing of the king lying on his back, hands on what some people thought looked like aircraft controls, added to the mystery of what lay below.
 
   The newscasters spoke in Spanish and English as the camera recorded the archaeologists descending the ladder into the newly discovered chamber below Pakal’s tomb. They focused on the object itself. Its dented, mangled surface shone with a dull gleam as millions of people saw the eight-foot-long artifact for the first time. The reporters explained that although it had been underground for at least hundreds of years, the object appeared to be something modern. It was crumpled and damaged but looked like it could be a part from some current machine.
 
   The two archaeologists stood on either side of the artifact and prepared to lift it for the first time. Cameras rolling, they put their gloved hands beneath the object and attempted to raise it up. Nothing happened. The object didn’t budge. It was as though it was bolted to the rock slab on which it lay. After ten minutes of trying they gave up.
 
   With no story to report, the news networks quickly shifted back to their studios and to plan B. Archaeologists showed a detailed cross-section of the Temple of the Inscriptions. The structure was nearly eighty feet high – from a room at the top the stone staircase descended all the way to ground level, where Pakal’s tomb was. They explained that the room containing the sarcophagus had been built first and the massive temple had been constructed afterwards. There was no debate about that.
 
   What was subject to debate was the next thing the archaeologists revealed. From the cross-section they showed, they peeled away a paper that covered the area below Pakal’s tomb. This revealed the new chamber that had been found underneath the room where King Pakal’s body lay. This was the place where the artifact lay on its stone altar.
 
   A diverse panel had been put together. It ran the gamut from scientists to ancient astronaut theorists and there was heated debate on the object and its purpose. They speculated whether it was ancient or modern – the scientists lost that discussion because there was no reasonable explanation how the artifact could have been placed where it was in recent times. Nobody won the discussions on what it was, where it came from or how long it had been there. Nobody had any idea.
 
   No one on the panel could dispute that the room was at least the same age as King Pakal’s tomb, over fifteen hundred years old. Most assumed that it had to be much older. Perhaps the inhabitants of Palenque had found it and Pakal had decided to build his own tomb on top as a symbol of reverence to the unknown gods who may have put the artifact there.
 
   The rest of the broadcast offered background into the Mayan civilization and the settlement at Palenque. It’s a good thing the people at least got to see the artifact, Dr. Ortiz thought to himself as the camera crews on site at the temple dismantled their equipment. The National Institute director had been as disappointed as the rest to learn that the two men couldn’t move the object. Turned out it wasn’t affixed to the stone slab at all – it was just incredibly heavy. For the time being the artifact would remain in place. Examining it in situ was going to be a challenge because of the limited space in the chamber. Ortiz figured that no more than three people could easily work in the room at a time due both to space constraints and because fresh air had to be pumped into the chamber continually. He would have to develop a plan about what to do next.
 
   Once the news people had left Thomas Newton Torrance pulled Dr. Ortiz aside and said he wanted to see the artifact. He looked at Cory Spencer and said, “Come with me.”
 
   Ortiz prepared to join them but Torrance said, “Doctor, we all know I’m a layman. I know nothing about archaeology and you’re the expert, but if you’ll indulge me I’d like to see the artifact quietly. I’ll take Cory because I know you archaeologists don’t trust me down there alone with it. He can make sure I don’t touch anything I shouldn’t!”
 
   Torrance laughed and Ortiz gave a nervous chuckle. He felt he should go with TNT but had been caught off guard, unable to assert himself. It was a function of Torrance’s vast wealth – he felt subservient to the British millionaire even though Ortiz had final say over the entire operation at Palenque. Then there was the personal aspect – Ortiz had seen for himself how TNT rewarded those who were on his side. The director’s salary was not large. Torrance had already made sure the archaeological director had some extra American dollars – quite a few, truth be told. So Dr. Ortiz let them go alone. He nervously paced the room atop the temple as he awaited their return.
 
   This actually was the second time TNT had gone inside the newly discovered chamber – but only he and Cory Spencer knew that.
 
   As they descended the staircase Cory appeared nervous. He said, “Mr. Torrance, do you want to see the secret passage now…”
 
   “Shut up!” TNT whispered. “Voices carry very well up and down this stairway. We’ll talk in the chamber.” They skirted Pakal’s sarcophagus and crawled down the ladder into the newly discovered room where the artifact lay.
 
   By now Cory was visibly shaking. “Mr. Torrance, we need to talk about the passage I found. You told me not to talk about it but I need some help here. I told you about this because I’m going to be famous – my career will skyrocket. We have to plan how to disclose the discovery. This could be the most important thing ever found, maybe. And I’ll be famous…you too, of course,” he added almost as an afterthought. “But we have to figure out what to do about…you know. The other thing.”
 
   Torrance abruptly changed the subject. “Where were you on the day the President disappeared? I called and texted you a dozen times. No response. What were you doing that afternoon?”
 
   “I had some thinking to do.”
 
   “Really? What thinking did you have to do, Cory, right here in Palenque on the very afternoon the world went crazy trying to figure out where the President was? That just doesn’t make sense. Unless you were involved. Were you involved, Cory?”
 
   “Involved with what? With what happened to the President? No way. It was an…I mean, there was nothing I could have done…” His eyes darted around the room as he responded.
 
   Torrance’s voice was hard. “Cory, you owe me some explanations. I know plenty about you and you will do what I say. Now’s not the time but I want an answer about where you were that afternoon. As far as the passage you found, and the President, that has to wait for now. Until I say it’s time. Understand? I’m going to ask you this one more time. Who else knows about this? Only the two of us?” He looked Cory Spencer in the eyes. “Or have you told someone else? Now’s the time to tell the truth, Cory. If I find out you lied your life will be…Well,” the entrepreneur smiled cruelly. “Let’s just say your life won’t be worth much if you haven’t told me everything.”
 
   “No, sir. I promise. I swear to you I told no one else but you. But I could…uh, I could lose my job over this. And a lot more, if we don’t plan this right.” He averted his eyes as his body gave an involuntary shudder.
 
   “Lose your job? Yes, Cory, you could lose your job and a great deal more. How about your freedom? Or your life? You need me, Cory. Far more than I need you. Keep that in mind.”
 
   Torrance noticed the change in the man’s demeanor. Spencer was scared. He had to handle the archaeologist carefully. Cory knew a lot – until Torrance became privy to it he couldn’t alienate him. He decided to move to another subject. They had very little time to talk and he needed answers to several things.
 
   “How long have you known about the passage and the President?”
 
   “Uh, well only a couple of days, Mr. Torrance. I discovered it right before I called you…”
 
   TNT figured Cory was lying about the timing. But he had to be careful.
 
   “I want to see the passageway when the time is right, not when people are all around us. No one can know about it until I see where it leads and what else is there. I can afford to wait, Cory. This could be the most important thing ever discovered. You will wait until we have a safe time to open the passage. We’ll see it together. We’ll be the first to learn what secrets this place holds. Until then you will not go back into the passageway yourself and you will not discuss it. I will not tell you this again – do you understand?”
 
   Cory stammered an affirmation. “But what about the President…”
 
   “Cory, you’ve created a world of problems for yourself. All this on top of the other problem you already had. The one you’ve always had. I’m the only person on earth who can keep you out of trouble. My resources are limitless. I can make virtually anything happen. Good or bad. You and I are going to work together. As a team. The matter of the President is mine to handle. And for now we’re going to leave it alone.”
 
   Torrance was good with words. Even if they meant nothing, as was the case now. He would use Cory Spencer as long as he needed him. Then the archaeologist would meet with an unfortunate accident and be out of Torrance’s life.
 
   Once he knew they weren’t going into the hidden hallway Cory’s countenance changed and he seemed to relax. Torrance noticed relief on the archaeologist’s face. Cory’s bought himself some time, Torrance thought to himself. Not much, but I’ll give him a little time.
 
   The archaeologist had taken a calculated risk revealing what he had discovered. Once he knew the artifact was going to be brought to the surface he figured it was only a matter of time until someone else found the hidden passageway. The method to open the corridor was so obscure, so challenging that it was unlikely someone would stumble upon it. But I did, Cory thought. And I want the glory for this one. I wanted it from the very second I saw what’s in there. Thomas Newton Torrance isn’t taking this away from me. I can deal with him if I have to. I fixed things once before in my life and I can do it again.
 
   He shuddered at that last statement. He wasn’t like that and he had spent a lifetime running away from his past. But he knew it was still in there somewhere. So TNT had better watch his step with me.
 
   “Finished daydreaming?” Torrance looked him in the eyes. “You told me the truth about the hidden passage, right? You didn’t go all the way to the other end yourself, did you? What are you not telling me?”
 
   “No, sir. I told you the truth. I found out how to open it then…then, well, you know…the thing with the President, so I closed it and told you about it. I haven’t done another thing. I swear, Mr. Torrance. I’ve told you everything.”
 
   Sweat poured off Cory’s brow as he attempted to keep his body from shaking. Lying didn’t come easily but now he had a problem. He had to find a way out of this. He’d figure out something, with or without this pompous asshole Englishman’s help.
 
   “Cory, for your sake I had better never find out you lied to me. I’ll protect you as long as I trust you. But if you lied…”
 
   Spencer struggled to show a calm, confident face. “I’m telling the truth, Mr. Torrance. I saw there was a room at the end of the passageway but I swear I didn’t go there.”
 
   “I trust you, Cory.” Torrance had to keep him dangling at the moment. It was too dangerous to open the passageway now while Dr. Ortiz was only seventy feet above. At any time he could descend the stone steps and find them. He and Cory would have to come back when they could be alone. That would be hard to arrange but TNT would figure it out.
 
   “I hope you feel I’ve compensated you well for all you’ve done so far. Finding the secret passage was good work and look at the bonus you got just for that one thing. A year ago you didn’t even know numbered bank accounts existed. Now as of yesterday you have one. There’s much more to be learned here. Concentrate on your job. You’re my man on the scene. You need to keep passing information to me and me only – no one else. This will all work out. I’ll deal with everything when the time is right. You just think about this – you’re going to be very wealthy, Cory, if this artifact in front of us is what I believe it is.”
 
   Cory agreed with Torrance on this one. He knew what the artifact was, and it was in fact going to make him very wealthy. And famous.
 
   TNT touched the mangled, dirty metallic object. It was ice cold even though the humid room was a stuffy eighty degrees Fahrenheit.
 
   “So what do you think it is?” Cory changed the subject.
 
   Torrance glared at him. “I’m not one to engage in idle speculation about what this is. You shouldn’t either. Mind your own business, Cory. You’re your own worst enemy. If you do something to screw this up things will go bad in a hurry for you. Worse in fact than you can possibly imagine.”
 
   A flash of anger crossed Cory Spencer’s face then quickly vanished. Deferentially he said, “Yes sir, you’ve already told me that. I know how important this is. You can count on me. And I won’t breathe a word about anything.” Trying again to change the subject he said, “Have your people figured out what it’s made of?”
 
   Torrance sighed. He didn’t want to deal with this idiot but he had to have the archaeologist in order to accomplish his own goals. “You know how hard this metal was when we tried to flake off a sample the last time we were here. All I had to work with was the pictures I took with my phone. The chemist I consulted is convinced it’s iridium but it’ll take a sample to be certain.”
 
   “Iridium? I’ve never heard of it.”
 
   “I hadn’t either,” TNT replied, leaving it at that. He had no intention of telling Cory Spencer what he knew.
 
   Torrance’s scientific team in England had told him a lot about iridium. It is the densest element on earth and one of the rarest. It occurs in very small quantities on our planet but much, much higher in meteors and asteroids. Many in the scientific community therefore believe iridium is not natural to earth. The scientists had told TNT that very high levels of iridium were found in one particular layer below the surface in eastern Mexico. Many believed the element was deposited there when an asteroid hit the Yucatan peninsula 65 million years ago, a catastrophic event which likely caused the sudden extermination of the dinosaurs from the earth.
 
   The possibility that this metallic object was made of iridium raised two intriguing questions: just how ancient might it be and where did it come from. In his mind TNT had played with the thought that the artifact could be older than the dinosaurs and may not have originated on this planet. If that were true, this would be the rarest object ever found. And it would be priceless.
 
   From his jacket pocket TNT pulled out a small instrument that looked like the remote control for a television. He turned it on and ran it over the surface of the artifact. The machine began to buzz as a needle on a screen moved all the way from left to right.
 
   “It’s definitely radioactive,” Torrance commented as he turned off the Geiger counter and stuck it in his pocket. “My consultants suggested checking it for radioactivity. Iridium is radioactive for only a very short time. This artifact has been lying on this altar for centuries. That’s a fact that’s indisputable given where it’s situated below Pakal’s tomb. If this object is still radioactive and if it’s also made of iridium then it’s a variation of the element scientists haven’t seen before. At least on earth.”
 
   “At least on earth? Are you suggesting…” Cory knew exactly what he was suggesting and he knew how close to the truth the entrepreneur likely was.
 
   “I’m not suggesting anything.”
 
   “Sorry, Mr. Torrance. I’m just wondering…”
 
   Torrance’s words were clipped, uttered through clenched teeth. He was furious. “Shut up, Cory, for God’s sake. You talk too much. But I know you’ll never tell anything about the things you’ve found here. Isn’t that right, Cory, or should I say Paul? If I ever find out you’ve breathed a word about this discovery things will go very, very badly for you. You and I both know if your past is revealed you’ll lose everything. You’ll never work again, except maybe making furniture in a prison workshop. There’s no statute of limitations for a person who does what you did.”
 
   Cory angrily stared at him, teeth clenched. He forced himself to be quiet. I’ll kill this bastard.
 
   TNT smiled cruelly. He hates me as much as I hate him.
 
   “All right then, Cory. Your secrets are safe with me. And because I hold your fate in my hands, my secrets are safe with you. Keep it that way and you’ll be fine. No one will know what you really are. Or what you’ve hidden.”
 
   Torrance turned and started up the stairs. Cory walked behind him with an attitude of subservience. They joined the others in the room at the top of the Temple of the Inscriptions.
 
   “Is everything good?” Dr. Ortiz asked anxiously as Torrance emerged from the stairway. “Did you learn anything new?”
 
   “No. I didn’t even touch the artifact – right, Cory?” He smiled at the archaeologist who nodded his head. “I just wanted some time to take it all in. To be there with the object, observe it, wonder about it. I appreciate your allowing that, Dr. Ortiz.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
   The man called Cory Spencer was a twenty-six year old graduate student pursuing an advanced degree in archaeological studies at the prestigious Sussex University in Pennsylvania. Born Paul Emerson and raised in El Paso, Texas, the boy had had a tragic past.
 
   He hadn’t started out wanting to be an archaeologist. To be honest, Paul hadn’t started out as much of anything. He struggled in school and barely managed to pass even the early grades. At home his father, frustrated at never being sober enough to hold a job for long, exploded in a drunken rage almost every night. His mother and sister took the brunt of the punishing abuse – verbal, physical and emotional – that his father inflicted upon them.
 
   The boy usually managed to duck and swerve, avoiding most of the swings his father dealt with fists and furniture. Sadly, his eight-year-old sister wasn’t agile. She had been born with a clubfoot, putting her father into a violent outburst from the moment she arrived. He constantly spewed venom, calling her a useless cripple, his cruel words causing the child to whimper and cry. “Stand up and take it,” the man would yell, kicking her as she lay curled up on the floor.
 
   Paul Emerson was eleven years old and in the sixth grade on the day it all ended. He had been in a fight at school that afternoon just like so many other times, and he ended up being on suspension for five days. Suspension didn’t help anything. Paul couldn’t learn anyway. He was very bright but his mind was filled with hatred, confusion and fear. Counselors and teachers had given up on him. His parents never came to teacher conferences. No one cared so Paul fell through the cracks.
 
   On the last horrible night they were at the dinner table. Paul’s father suddenly screamed at his mother about the meal she had fixed. He threw his plate and hit her in the face, hot gravy scalding her skin as the plate shattered into a thousand pieces on the floor. Something snapped in Paul Emerson’s head. He didn’t remember the dinner knife he had in his hand as he came around the table. He never replayed in his head what happened, so he never recalled exactly how he managed to overpower his father with nothing but the knife. The coroner said it likely started with the old man’s eyes. Paul had gone for them first to incapacitate him. Then he had stabbed and stabbed, hundreds of times, until the man died on the kitchen floor.
 
   Paul lay next to his father’s body, exhausted but relieved that the ordeal was over for his mother. Then he watched as she fell on her husband’s body, sobbing and holding him. Paul stared, amazed at her grief. Was she sorry this monster had finally been stopped? His mother looked at him and screamed, “Why? Why? You’ll die in prison for this. They’ll kill you. You murdered your own father. How are we going to live? Get out! Get out! I never want to see you again. Get out of here!”
 
   And eleven-year-old Paul Emerson did exactly that.
 
   Paul had several things going for him. He was smart and crafty, could work well with his hands, and was a surprisingly good communicator. He was also tall, lean and handsome. The best thing was that he looked much older than he was. Nobody who saw him had a clue this boy wasn’t even a teenager.
 
   He hitchhiked or walked, spending the nights in barns and under bridges as he made his way north. He didn’t have a plan and had no idea where he was going. All he knew was he couldn’t stay in Texas. He didn’t know if the authorities would arrest an eleven-year-old for murder. He didn’t know if they would put him on death row and execute him once he turned eighteen. He also didn’t care. He was glad he had done what he did.
 
   The first thing Paul Emerson did was to shed the name his father and mother had given him. He picked Cory Spencer – there was nothing special about it. He just wanted a new name and that one sounded ok.
 
   He made his way northeast to Dallas then Tulsa and onwards, doing odd jobs and taking his pay in cash. He didn’t have a Social Security number or a bank account so the employment options were few. He washed dishes, joined a roofing crew, helped serve at a Salvation Army soup kitchen – whatever there was to do, he did it.
 
   When he finally ended up on the streets of New York, Cory discovered another way to make money. There he figured out that women – and men too, for that matter – would buy his youthful body for an hour of pleasure. It was easy money. All he had to do was perform well and he could make two or three hundred dollars quickly. It wasn’t what he preferred but it bought a place to stay and food to eat. That beat sleeping under a bridge like he had done at first.
 
   One of his patrons was quite wealthy, thirty-something and divorced. Caroline Tipton met Cory as he delivered pizza to her Upper East Side home one evening. Playing out a fantasy she had done many times before, Caroline had answered the door in a see-through negligee. She invited him in and they spent the night together. That started a long relationship. As they got more comfortable with each other, she began to peel away the secrets and learn about Cory’s past. Not about Paul Emerson – that person no longer existed. Cory Spencer had his own story and she bought it hook, line and sinker.
 
   He was fifteen years old when he met Caroline Tipton but his appearance allowed him to tell her he was nineteen. He said his mother and father had been killed in a car accident in California and he was sent to live with an aunt who didn’t want him, so he took off. He had missed several years of school and had lived on his own, doing whatever he could.
 
   Caroline’s interest in the boy went further than the sexual escapades they shared. She saw his potential and she had the money to help him. Cory couldn’t have hoped for a luckier break than meeting Caroline Tipton. She set him up in an efficiency apartment in Chelsea and paid a small fortune to create a birth certificate for him. That allowed Cory Spencer to get a Social Security card and a driver’s license.
 
   Caroline put him in an academy with both a remedial and an accelerated learning program. The curriculum was designed to bring along those who were behind and allow those who could push ahead to do so. It was perfect. He learned so quickly that he advanced two grades in less than nine months.
 
   By this time Cory was becoming less interesting to Caroline Tipton as a sex toy – she thrived on new things and she found one boy after another to satisfy her desires. But there was something different about Cory Spencer. She felt something for him she didn’t know existed in her psyche. Maybe it was love. Or maybe compassion. She was surprised to discover a new feeling – she actually cared for the boy she had rescued. So Caroline Tipton stuck with Cory. She paid his exorbitant tuition and his rent and helped him every way she could.
 
   Cory graduated with a high school diploma and Caroline got him a job with an acquaintance of hers. She had made several expensive purchases from a Fifth Avenue antiquities gallery called Bijan Rarities over the past few years and became friends with its owner, Brian Sadler. Sadler needed a general backroom guy. He was pleased to fill the position and accommodate a good client at the same time.
 
   Because the gallery had millions of dollars in rarities in house, potential employees were subjected to a background check including a fingerprint search through the New York Police Department’s database. Cory held his breath for ten days – this would be the most likely chance in his life that the truth about his past would be revealed.
 
   He relaxed when Collette Conning, Brian Sadler’s assistant, called at last to confirm the job was his. He had successfully transformed himself from Paul Emerson into Cory Spencer. His future was now secure.
 
   Cory worked at Bijan Rarities for four years while he pursued a bachelor’s degree at NYU. He was a fast learner and soon had risen from glorified janitor to a valuable post. He was put in charge of cataloging items the gallery received on consignment. He had a particular interest in the ancient pieces from Egypt, Mesopotamia and the Americas. Because of his work at Bijan, Cory chose archaeology as his major and graduated with honors.
 
   Brian Sadler was sorry to lose Cory when he was accepted at Sussex University in Pennsylvania as a graduate student in archaeological studies. Cory had been a good employee and Brian was certain he had a great future ahead of him given the young man’s intense interest in antiquities.
 
   Cory Spencer had totally buried Paul Emerson, the juvenile who had murdered his own father. Like a phoenix rising from the ashes, a new person had emerged in the killer’s stead. He no longer had to live with the underlying fear he would be found out and imprisoned. And no one was the wiser.
 
   Almost no one.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
   Several years ago, Thomas Newton Torrance, already a successful corporate raider, had heard the rumors of what might lie deep inside the Temple of the Inscriptions at Palenque. For decades people had speculated on King Pakal’s mysterious sarcophagus lid with the strange drawings that looked to many like the Mayan monarch was piloting a spacecraft.
 
   Once he had the money and the power to make things happen TNT could afford to indulge his curiosity and his interests. He wanted to know more about the legends of Palenque. First he researched which universities were pursuing archaeological efforts in the state of Chiapas and at Palenque itself. The results of that research yielded only one name – Sussex University in Pennsylvania.
 
   Sussex’s archaeological department was on the forefront of exploration in Central and South America. Over the past ten years the school had been granted more licenses to carry out digs in that area than any other institution. Their teams had achieved notable success more than once, making important discoveries that advanced knowledge of the Maya, Aztec and Olmec peoples.
 
   Having found the institution he needed to approach, Torrance went to step two. He used a tactic he normally reserved for his hostile takeovers in the corporate world. He made a call to the major New York law firm that handled millions of dollars a year in legal work for him and requested a background check.
 
   TNT discovered long ago that knowledge was the ultimate power. If he knew things others didn’t, he could prevail against an opponent. Before he publicly disclosed his interest in buying a corporation’s stock, before the takeover began, Torrance hired his lawyers to gather every piece of information they could unearth about the people he would be up against. He wanted to know secrets. The darker the better. Knowledge was power.
 
   He did things a little differently with the Sussex investigation. He narrowed the scope of the background check to encompass just those people and things that were germane to the university’s archaeological work at Palenque. It took only an hour for Torrance to scan news reports and magazine articles and create a list of names. These were the people he wanted to know about – the Sussex-sponsored archaeological teams that were working in the state of Chiapas.
 
   The university’s archaeologists had just completed two small projects at Palenque that consisted of opening previously unexcavated buildings. Nothing of importance was found in either but Torrance noted the names of the students who were part of the team. The dig supervisor on both projects was the same graduate student – Cory Spencer.
 
   Ten days after he requested the background check his attorney called. “As you know, sometimes when you order these reports our people find bits and pieces. Other times they don’t find anything. Mr. Torrance, this time we hit the jackpot.”
 
   The attorney explained that Cory Spencer, the graduate student at Sussex, was actually Paul Emerson of El Paso, Texas. When he was only eleven, the lawyer said, Emerson had savagely murdered his father and then disappeared. For the past fifteen years his whereabouts had been unknown.
 
   The lawyer said that the discovery had been made by fingerprint comparison. The boy’s fingerprints were at the crime scene. Years later when Bijan Rarities did a background check on Cory Spencer he had been fingerprinted. Bijan’s check had been limited to New York Police Department records. The match linking Cory Spencer to a youthful murderer from El Paso wasn’t made. But those same fingerprints, matched this time to a national database, revealed the answer to where Paul Emerson had gone.
 
   “Mr. Torrance, ordinarily we’re obligated to notify the authorities…”
 
   Torrance cut him off with a polite, “Of course, of course, but it’s been a long time and this man was just a boy when it happened. It is critical to a project I’m working on that this information remains confidential. And I appreciate that you’ll do that as a personal favor. Thank you so much for everything your firm does for me and my companies.”
 
   And that was that. Torrance had a secret on someone who was an archaeologist with Sussex University. And what a secret. This was even better than he could have hoped for.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
   Tuesday
 
   Twelve days after the disappearance
 
    
 
   It took less than an hour for President Harry Harrison to find out that Thomas Newton Torrance and Cory Spencer had been alone with the artifact for nearly thirty minutes. It infuriated him that these two might be destroying clues and evidence that might have given information as to Chapman’s whereabouts. But he was powerless to act since they were in Mexico.
 
   Brian Sadler had been sequestered in his office all morning. There were a lot of loose ends to tie up before he could be away in Palenque for three or four days. Since he planned to leave tomorrow there was very little time to get things done. He had instructed his assistant to hold his calls and was irritated when a quiet ring interrupted his work.
 
   There was one call he wanted – from Nicole Farber. Brian had awakened missing her even more than usual. He had called her cellphone early this morning but it went straight to voicemail. He glanced up, saw his private line blinking and touched the speaker button. His heart pounded at the anticipation of hearing her voice.
 
   “Hi, babe.”
 
   The same professional female voice he’d heard once before said, “Mr. Sadler, this is the White House. May I transfer a call from the President?”
 
   “Certainly.” Brian’s disappointment was mixed with a tinge of exhilaration. I’m on a call with the President of the United States. No other person on earth can make that statement right now. Even if it’s old Harry Harrison it still makes you a little tingly.
 
   After a pause he heard Harry’s voice. “Good morning, Brian. Where are you?”
 
   “Good morning, Mr. Pres…er, Harry. I’m at the gallery in New York wrapping things up before the trip tomorrow.”
 
   “OK. Brian, I just have a minute but I have some news for you. We talked about Thomas Newton Torrance when you were in my office. Turns out he gets around. You know they tried to bring up the artifact yesterday. TNT flew from London and was at the temple in Palenque for the aborted attempt. Then he took your old employee Cory Spencer down into the chamber with him. For some reason Dr. Ortiz, the government’s archaeological director, granted Torrance and Cory permission to go alone – without any of the government people along. They were down inside the temple for about thirty minutes.
 
   “Ortiz sent people down the minute those guys got out of the tomb and nothing seemed out of place, at least as far as we’ve heard. I’d like you to meet up with this Thomas Torrance. Find out what he’s up to. There’s something going on with him. I want to know what he’s doing and if he had anything to do with John Chapman’s disappearance.”
 
   Harry Harrison promised that the FBI agent at the Palenque airport would hand Brian a briefing file. It would be a current synopsis of everything they knew about Torrance’s activities in Chiapas state, his mode of travel and anything else that might be helpful to Brian. It would also contain letters of introduction that might help smooth the way for Brian to get things done. He might not need them but then again they might come in handy.
 
   “The Foreign Secretary of Mexico and our Ambassador know you’re coming at my request,” the President said. “There was no way to keep your visit quiet – you’re flying on a government jet with a flight plan filed to Palenque. But I asked the Ambassador to let you work unhindered unless you request assistance. His contact information will be in the briefing sheet you’ll get. Use it if you get in a jam or need something urgently.”
 
   After the call ended Brian stared at the phone, thinking. He picked up the receiver and entered a number. He was disappointed as a voice answered, “Miss Farber’s office. This is Ryan Coleman. How may I help you?”
 
   “Ryan, this is Brian. Is she around?”
 
   “She is, Mr. Sadler, but she’s in one of the conference rooms taking a deposition. I don’t expect her back for a couple of hours. May I ask her to call you?”
 
   “Tell her it’s nothing urgent but please call me when she has a few minutes. Tell her everything’s OK. I just felt like we didn’t finish things last night…” He immediately regretted having said so much to Nicole’s assistant. “Never mind, Ryan. Just ask her to call if she gets a chance sometime.”
 
   He looked at the pile of paperwork on his desk awaiting his attention. But all he could think about was Nicole. He felt as though his personal life was falling apart right in front of him. All because of a girl. All because of Nicole damned Farber.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
   Wednesday
 
   Thirteen days after the disappearance
 
    
 
   The same sleek Gulfstream G650 that had transported President John Chapman to Mexico nearly two weeks ago now sat at Teterboro Airport in New Jersey, not far from Manhattan. The plane was fueled, the pilots and crew were standing by, awaiting the arrival of Brian Sadler. He would be delivered to the tiny Palenque airport, just as the President had been. He would be met by a representative of the United States government, just as Chapman had. But Brian’s escort to the ruins would be the FBI, not the Ambassador. Brian had awakened several times last night hoping that’s where the similarity ended since Chapman’s fate was still unknown.
 
   Brian had been picked up at his apartment and now was in another of the government’s black Ford sedans, this one equipped with flashing lights and a siren. They moved quickly through traffic down 9th Avenue toward the Lincoln Tunnel. The trip was only fifteen miles but New York driving was measured in time, not in distance. At this time of morning the driver had estimated about half an hour not counting any potential traffic delays.
 
   The entire workday yesterday had passed without a word from Nicole. He had reached for the phone a dozen times, almost calling her number, almost making the first move. But it was her turn. He had left a message and she hadn’t responded. His heart ached like he was sixteen again.
 
   At seven p.m. Brian called it a day, packed the stuff he wanted to take on his trip and left the gallery. As he walked to his apartment he had heard a ding on his phone. Excitedly grabbing it he saw a text from Nicole.
 
   “Hey there. Sorry about the crazy day today and not getting to talk to you. Off to a late dinner tonight – no hanky panky, all business! I know you leave tomorrow so I’ll call when I can. Love you baby.”
 
   Brian hadn’t slept much the rest of the night.
 
   I feel like shit, Brian thought as he sat in the back seat of the government sedan rubbing his eyes. He had lain in bed awake, struggling over his relationship with her for hours. He wasn’t interested in seeing other women. He just wanted to see a lot more of her. Was he wrong for not making that happen? It seemed even when he did make the effort to go to Dallas she was usually so busy she had to almost fit him into her calendar. He felt like he needed an appointment to be with the girl he loved. Why was she so damned good at her job? Why couldn’t she live where he lived, in New York? Or London? Was he more to blame than she for the sorry state of things? And so it went all night long. When his alarm went off at six a.m. he had groggily forced himself out of bed and into the shower.
 
   Soon the sedan was through the tunnel and on Route 3 heading northeast towards Teterboro Airport while Brian thought about Nicole and idly watched the industrial scenery along the route. He had packed light – he had his iPad, a Kindle and some material from the gallery to work on during the trip. A duffel held some clothes; the President had asked Brian to stay two or three days, long enough to interview everyone at the site. Harrison had also authorized the Gulfstream to take him to Mexico City if Brian thought it necessary to meet with governmental officials there.
 
   Because of the heat in southern Mexico, especially in the rain forest where the ruins of Palenque were situated, Brian had brought his jungle shirts and pants, rain-resistant boots and plenty of insect repellent.
 
   He forced himself to stop thinking about Nicole. This hadn’t been the best time to leave the gallery with things so busy but Brian had to admit he was excited about the trip. He missed the ruins and any opportunity to get back, especially flying free on a government Gulfstream, was fine with him.
 
   A large sign indicated the exit for Teterboro, one of the nation’s largest private airports. The car left the highway and pulled up to a secure chain-link fence with a rolling gate. Most people taking a flight from this airport parked outside a small terminal building and walked through a metal detector, then out to one of the private planes nearby. Not so Brian Sadler – credentials were presented to a guard at the gate and the FBI car was waved through. They drove directly to the gleaming white aircraft and Brian was soon in the air following the same flight plan that had taken President John Chapman to Mexico two weeks earlier.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
   Thomas Newton Torrance was finishing breakfast on the terrace of La Casa Hermosa. Dr. Ortiz sat across from him, drinking a latte. He had just told TNT that the President of the United States was sending a personal representative to Palenque. In fact, the plane carrying that emissary would be landing at the local airport shortly. “I’ll need to leave in ten minutes or so. I presume the man, Senor Brian Sadler, is going straight to the ruins. I will need to be there to meet him as the official representative of the archaeological expedition.”
 
   TNT jerked his head up and looked at the archaeologist, astonished. “Brian Sadler? He’s the emissary from President Harrison?”
 
   Ortiz noticed Torrance’s surprise. “That’s what I’m told. The Ambassador said the man is an old friend of the President’s. He’s also a wealthy antiquities dealer from New York. I presume you know him?”
 
   TNT didn’t answer immediately. His face blanched as he thought through the implication of this. It was unbelievable! Could the President possibly know the connection between Sadler and Cory Spencer? Torrance didn’t believe in coincidences. Of course the President had to be aware that Spencer previously worked for Brian Sadler. There was no other answer. So for what reason did President Harrison send Sadler here?
 
   This could seriously complicate things.
 
   “Are you all right, Mr. Torrance?” Dr. Ortiz asked, noting the concern on his face.
 
   He quickly regained his composure. “Yes, yes. Sorry. I was just trying to recall where I’d heard Brian Sadler’s name. I don’t actually think I know him – do you?” As he talked Torrance reached inside his suit coat, pulled out a thick envelope and casually laid it on the table between them. Dr. Ortiz lit a cigarette and ignored the envelope. He enjoyed giving information to Mr. Torrance. The rewards were excellent.
 
   “I’ve never met Senor Sadler although I have of course heard of him. He is highly respected as a dealer in very rare objects and has a famous gallery in New York City. He also apparently fancies himself an amateur archaeologist. I’m not sure what his credentials are or why the President is sending him. I suppose it’s just to gather facts; I am not aware if Senor Sadler has any education in archaeology or detective work. In fact I know of nothing that would particularly qualify him to be involved. But this matter is not in my hands and is really of no concern to me. El Presidente of our country has given the approval for Senor Sadler to make inquiries on behalf of el Presidente Harrison. And I must live with that. You must as well, Mr. Torrance. I for one will welcome him on behalf of my country!”
 
   Torrance looked impassively at Dr. Ortiz. What an idiot. He’s treating this whole thing like it’s a social visit. He has no idea the danger we may all be in as a result of this man’s imminent arrival.
 
   “We will all welcome him,” the entrepreneur replied cordially, his voice belying his seething anger. Why must I tolerate these stupid people?
 
   Torrance continued. “I’ll see you in the morning back at the site. I want to talk to Brian Sadler so let me know as soon as you find out what his plans are.”
 
   Dr. Ortiz nodded as he nonchalantly picked up the bulky envelope from the table. He stood, shook hands with TNT and left the hotel.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty
 
   The Gulfstream carrying Brian Sadler landed smoothly at Palenque Airport and the ragtag bunch of children swarmed it again, just as when President Chapman had arrived a fortnight earlier. The same little boy retrieved the same cellphone from his pocket, pressed one button and turned it off. He hoped the gringos would continue to come to Mexico. He was happy making twenty pesos every time someone arrived.
 
   As he finished breakfast at the hotel Thomas Newton Torrance’s iPhone dinged and he glanced at it briefly. There was no message but he knew that Brian Sadler had landed in Palenque. As he placed the phone back in his jacket pocket it dinged again. This was a text message from Dr. Ortiz.
 
   Torrance read the text then sat back in his chair, concerned even more. Interesting. Brian Sadler will be staying at this very hotel. I’m not a bit surprised and actually it makes it easier to keep an eye on him.
 
   Although La Casa Hermosa was the nicest in the area it was only one of several hotels the U.S. government could have chosen for Brian’s stay. TNT ticked off various reasons as to why they might want Sadler at Torrance’s hotel. Which they obviously did.
 
   Brian Sadler rode in a Nissan Pathfinder that belonged to the Embassy. The driver introduced himself and showed Brian his FBI badge and identification. “This is for you, sir,” he said, handing Brian a thick folder. “I’ll take you to your hotel first, then to the ruins. It’ll only take about twenty minutes for this first leg.”
 
   Brian’s phone vibrated – he saw a text from a foreign number he didn’t recognize. The message read, “This is the Cultural Affairs office of the United States Embassy in Mexico City. The White House has advised that your hotel arrangements have been changed to allow you to stay in the same hotel as Mr. Torrance.” Interesting. That might be helpful in trying to arrange a meeting with him.
 
   The file the driver had given him contained around fifty pages of material. There was a report, several photographs, an aerial shot of the Palenque ruin site and copies of several web pages. He glanced at the report, which was basically a briefing document with headers and subcategories. The document covered a variety of subjects including the discovery of the artifact, information about Torrance and the disappearance of the President. I’ll read this tonight, Brian said to himself. He wanted to go to the ruins as soon as possible so there wasn’t time to go over this material now.
 
   Shortly they turned off the highway onto a narrow road leading into the jungle. The driver parked in front of a building that had been constructed to resemble a Mayan temple. A small sign in front read “Hotel La Casa Hermosa”. The driver parked and Brian got out to the sound of birds noisily cawing in the high trees surrounding the hotel grounds. It was an idyllic setting. Brian thought how much Nicole would love this place.
 
   The FBI agent spoke briefly in Spanish with the desk clerk who handed him a key card. He said, “Mr. Sadler, if you’d like to drop your bags in your room I’ll handle the check-in process.” They agreed to meet back in the lobby in twenty minutes.
 
   Brian walked down a path from the reception area. He glanced to the left as he passed the terrace of an outdoor restaurant. At this time of day only one guest lingered over breakfast. He was dressed in a coat and tie, unusual for the jungle, Brian mused as he continued walking. The hotel was in a beautiful setting in the forest; it consisted of eight detached rooms down a short pathway from the main building. He reached his cabana, unpacked his suitcase and walked out onto a small back patio that overlooked the jungle. It had a low fence to keep out the crawling things that might slither in from the forest just a few feet away.
 
   As he paused a moment to take in the scenery something clicked in his mind. Torrance. That’s the guy in the restaurant. Suddenly his cellphone rang. He glanced at the screen. Nicole. “Hey, sweetie.”
 
   “Hey, sweetie yourself! Sorry I missed your call earlier. I was in a deposition. Now we’re on a quick break so I thought I’d see if I could catch you. Did you get there OK?”
 
   “Yes, I’m at the hotel in Palenque and we’re heading over to the ruins in a few minutes. I wanted to talk to you about last night, Nicole…”
 
   “Brian, we need to talk when we both have time. You have stuff to do right now and so do I. Let’s talk this evening – I should be at home by seven. Want to give me a call or should I call you?”
 
   “Just call me,” Brian responded, disappointed at yet another wait. “I’m sure I’ll have less going on tonight than you do. I don’t know my schedule for today but I’ll try to be available at seven. If I don’t answer then I’ll call you back when I can.”
 
   “Seven on the dot, baby. One thing before I go. Everything’s OK, Brian. Don’t overanalyze things. I love you and I want to be with you whenever I can, just like you told me the other night that you do too. Don’t worry about me. I’ll talk to you tonight.”
 
   Brian stuck his phone in his pocket, put the briefing folder in a dresser drawer and walked toward the main building. He had to put Nicole out of his mind right now and concentrate on why he was here. He needed to figure out what happened to President Chapman.
 
   The sun’s harsh glare made it difficult for Brian’s eyes to adjust to the shaded dining area where the man had sat at breakfast. He looked around the terrace – the only person there was a waiter cleaning up the table where the man had been.
 
   Brian was looking so intently at the patio to his left that he failed to see Torrance come around the corner.
 
   “Excuse me, Mr. Sadler!” Torrance stepped quickly to one side, narrowly avoiding a collision.
 
   “Oh, sorry. I was…” He looked up, at a loss for words. “Uh, have we…have we met?”
 
   “No, but I know you by reputation. My name is Thomas Newton Torrance. Call me Thomas, please. May I call you Brian?”
 
   “Of course. Are you staying here?”
 
   TNT smiled broadly. “Please, Brian. I’m certain the United States government, as good as they are at gathering information, has already told you I was here. But I’m more interested in you – what in the world brings you to Chiapas state? Which of the Palenque mysteries are you here to investigate?”
 
   The FBI agent strode briskly down the path toward the men, glancing at his watch. He was obviously coming to check on Brian’s whereabouts. He saw them talking, then stopped.
 
   “I’ll only be a moment,” Brian said to him. The agent turned and went back to the lobby.
 
   “Is that your keeper?” Torrance smiled. “We all have one at times, I’m afraid. Right now I suppose mine is Dr. Ortiz from the National Institute. Have you met him?”
 
   “I haven’t. Maybe you can introduce us later. I’m sorry, Thomas, but I have to go. I’m on a fairly tight schedule this afternoon. If things work out we could meet up for a drink later this evening.”
 
   “That would be good. I’ll be happy to share with you what I know about the Palenque expedition so far. Unfortunately I don’t think it’ll be of any help in finding President Chapman, which I presume is what you’re here for.”
 
   Brian avoided the statement. “See you later this evening,” he responded, shaking hands with Torrance. He turned, walked to the lobby and met the FBI agent.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Thursday
 
   The day of the disappearance
 
    
 
   President John Chapman descended the stone staircase inside the Temple of the Inscriptions. One of the Secret Service agents had set his watch to mark the fifteen minutes alone that the boss had demanded. If he didn’t return on time they would come after him.
 
   At the bottom of the stairs the President stepped into King Pakal’s tomb chamber. He had visited this place twice before but this time it was different. He glanced at the heavily covered sarcophagus then skirted around it to the newly opened hole in the floor. A ladder was sticking out. As eager as a schoolboy, Chapman climbed down into the chamber below and flipped on the flashlight Dr. Ortiz had given him.
 
   “What the hell?” he said out loud as he looked at the metallic object lying on a stone altar in front of him. “What is this thing?” Chapman thought it looked like a piece of a very large model airplane.
 
   As he reached out his hand to touch the artifact a voice behind him said, “Mr. President, I really wouldn’t do that if I were you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Wednesday
 
   Thirteen days after the disappearance
 
    
 
   The government SUV pulled into the parking area at the Palenque ruins. Brian Sadler saw a rotund man in jungle attire and a pith helmet, sweating profusely as he approached the vehicle.
 
   “Buenas tardes, buenas tardes, Senor Sadler! I am Dr. Armando Ortiz,” the man said enthusiastically as Brian got out of the back seat with his backpack. “On behalf of the government of Mexico may I welcome you to my site here at Palenque!”
 
   Brian shook Ortiz’s hand and thanked him for his personal involvement in Brian’s visit. “I know how busy you must be and I appreciate your coming here today.”
 
   “Oh yes, I am a very busy man but I am also at your service, Senor Sadler, for the time you are here. And how long will that be?” he asked casually.
 
   “I’m not certain, Dr. Ortiz. It may be several days, depending on how things turn out.”
 
   “I was wondering, Senor Sadler, what you would be most interested in seeing while you are at the site? Those of us here are not certain of the purpose of your visit.”
 
   Brian chose his words carefully. “It’s just a fact-finding mission, you might say. President Harrison asked me to be an extra set of eyes and ears for him. I know everything possible has been done to solve the mystery of President Chapman’s disappearance. I’m sure I’ll just be confirming what your government and ours already know, which unfortunately isn’t much.” He smiled at Ortiz. “Is the Sussex University dig supervisor here?”
 
   Ortiz looked surprised. “Cory Spencer? No, Senor Sadler. Do you wish to interview him? I think he is at the barracks where the team is living here at Palenque. Shall I call him to come over?”
 
   “Please.”
 
   The three of them, Ortiz, Sadler and the FBI agent, walked on the trail through tall trees toward the Temple of the Inscriptions as Ortiz texted on his phone. “Senor Spencer will be at the temple shortly,” he reported to the group.
 
   Standing in the plaza between the Palace and the Temple, Brian Sadler stopped for a moment to take in the beautiful setting. He loved this place. He had last been here a few years back and was captivated by the tranquility of this majestic city. High trees cast shadows on the ancient buildings built long ago by a mysterious civilization that had somehow mastered complex architecture eerily similar to the Egyptians on the other side of the world. The Mayans had placed hundred-ton stones eighty feet in the air atop a massive temple complex. How had these simple people, living in a primitive jungle environment, accomplished it? Who taught them how to create massive buildings that would require heavy machinery if they were erected today?
 
   Every time Brian saw the incredible edifices these people had built the same questions came into his mind. And every time he wondered what the answers really were. Hundreds of books had been written postulating every theory imaginable. On the surface some were incredibly farfetched but then again, were they really? Brian had often thought about the ancient alien theory – the idea that an advanced extraterrestrial civilization brought science, architecture, construction techniques and much more to primitive societies around the world. Was that really crazier than the conclusion “normal” people believed? Did these Indians, living in hundreds of square miles of forest a thousand years ago, just somehow build these massive cities all over the place? Buildings that stretch to the heavens today, all built with hand tools? Hundred-ton stones carved and laid so perfectly in a wall eighty feet above the ground that you can’t put a piece of paper in the seams between them?
 
   Lost in reverie, he jumped when he heard, “Brian! Wow! Good to see you!”
 
   Cory Spencer ran toward Brian and hugged him. “I haven’t seen you in a couple of years! What are you doing here?”
 
   Dr. Ortiz moved closer, surprised at the friendship these two men obviously shared. He watched them intently.
 
   “It’s OK.” Brian slapped Cory on the shoulder. “I’m from the government and I’m here to help you!” They both laughed.
 
   “You’re the emissary from President Harrison? I, uh, I thought maybe he would send someone with…”
 
   Brian interrupted, grinning. “You dare to doubt my credentials as an archaeologist and a sleuth? I don’t blame you. Don’t ask me why the President chose me to come down. But he asked and I accepted and here I am. So I’ll do my best. Listen, I want to catch up with you but we can’t keep Dr. Ortiz waiting while we rehash your wonderful days at Bijan Rarities. Let’s meet for breakfast in the morning. Say eight a.m.? Dr. Ortiz, am I free at eight tomorrow?”
 
   “Whatever you wish, Senor Sadler,” the archaeologist said more tersely than he intended. Covering himself, he smiled. “Your schedule is in your hands. I am merely your facilitator.” He watched and listened as the men chatted.
 
   “Great. Then I’ll see you at eight, Cory. I’m at La Casa Hermosa.”
 
   Cory’s concern showed in his eyes for a second. “You are? Uh, I think our backer Thomas Newton Torrance is staying there too. Do you know him?”
 
   “We met less than an hour ago. I’ll be seeing him later this evening.”
 
   Spencer’s entire demeanor changed. He was no longer the jovial guy he had been and a cloud came over his face. He was suddenly serious and his voice broke slightly. “OK, Brian. I’m glad you’re here. Really glad. I…I need to talk to you and…you know, catch up like you said.” He stammered as though he had said too much.
 
   Dr. Ortiz watched him closely then took Brian’s arm and steered him to the base of the Temple of the Inscriptions.
 
   Ortiz turned to Spencer and dismissively said, “Cory, I won’t need you for this part so you’re free to leave now. Senor Sadler, shall we climb the edifice?”
 
   Cory walked back to the team’s barracks. Who would have imagined Brian Sadler would drop into his life? And now, finally, I have a way out of this mess.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   Cory Spencer’s cellphone rang less than twenty minutes after he left Brian Sadler. A pang of anxiety shot through his mind as he saw Thomas Newton Torrance’s number on the screen. He had to be careful. Very careful. But he was confident too. Now he had a plan – he knew how he was going to handle all of this.
 
   “Hi, Mr. Torrance.”
 
   The financier’s voice was steely. “Cory, I hear you met an old friend.”
 
   Word gets around fast. “Yes sir, I did. My old boss, Brian Sadler. But I hear you already met him yourself. And I’m sure you know we used to work together. Did Dr. Ortiz call you about my meeting Brian?”
 
   “I know everything about you, Cory. For instance, I know you’re going to keep secrets to yourself when you have your little meeting with Sadler tomorrow morning. Aren’t you? It would be very dangerous for you and your career if you accidentally, or even on purpose, told things that I don’t want you to tell.”
 
   Cory was cautious. “We’re just having a casual breakfast, sir. We’re just catching up on old times.”
 
   “Of course you are. I’ll be listening. You can count on that. Watching too. I want you to find out something tomorrow. Find out why Brian Sadler is here, why the President picked him to come to the temple. Don’t arouse his suspicions or cause him to question your interest.
 
   “Cory, you’re far, far out of your league here. You have such a minor role it’s hardly worth mentioning. But you’re going to help me. Why? Because you’ll find yourself with a bigger problem than you ever imagined possible if you tell what’s happening here at Palenque. You hold your future, perhaps your life, in your hands.” Torrance hung up.
 
   Cory shook uncontrollably as he stared at the phone. As quickly as he had worked out a solution he felt mired in his problems again. Torrance was dangerous. Cory had already figured that out. He didn’t get where he is by being Mr. Friendly.
 
   My life is in my hands? And he’ll be watching and listening? Does he already know about the cavern at the end of the passageway? Is that what he’s talking about? Is that what he wants me to keep secret?
 
   He dropped the phone on his bunk as tears began to flow. What the hell is going on here? What have I gotten myself into? Who can I trust? Should I trust Brian? If I don’t, how can I ever get out of this?
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   At 5:30 Brian, Dr. Ortiz and the FBI agent left the chambers, climbed the staircase inside the Temple of the Inscriptions and emerged in the stone building high atop the edifice. They had spent nearly three hours in the two rooms deep inside the temple and the sun was almost down. Dr. Ortiz passed out headlamps from his backpack and the three men walked down the outside of the temple to the broad plaza below. In the growing darkness they walked down the jungle path to the parking lot where the SUV sat.
 
   Brian had offered to let the agent have the afternoon off but he respectfully declined. “Given that President Chapman disappeared from this very place, Mr. Sadler, I don’t think President Harrison would take too kindly if I let you out of my sight.” The agent had helped them scour the walls, ceilings and floors of King Pakal’s tomb and the new chamber below it, the one containing the metal artifact. They had no idea what they were looking for, if anything. All they knew was the President couldn’t have vanished from the face of the earth. He had to have gone somewhere, and it wasn’t back up the stairway. So there must be something here that they couldn’t see.
 
   Brian’s excitement was at its peak when they descended for the first time and entered Pakal’s burial chamber. His anticipation at seeing the mysterious sarcophagus lid depicting Pakal in what looked like a spaceship was as high this time as when he had first laid eyes on it several years ago. He was disappointed when he saw the lid covered in protective layers of foam and cloth. Then his enthusiasm peaked again – before him lay the hole in the floor leading to the hidden room below.
 
   He was absolutely stunned when he saw the metal strut lying on its stone altar in the chamber below Pakal’s sarcophagus. He stood transfixed as he thought about how King Pakal himself must have ordered the construction of his tomb right on top of this artifact that looked as though it were created only a couple of years ago, then involved in a major wreck. What was it? How did it get here? Did it have something to do with Pakal’s tomb lid – was this the reason the king ordered his people to depict him lying prone with his hands on levers, preparing to ascend in some type of craft? Was this piece of metal actually a strut from that ship? That thought was too vast, too difficult to comprehend. If it was a strut the entire realm of knowledge of the Mayan people was subject to rethinking. Dramatically. Maybe these weren’t just simple natives with no tools. The Spanish conquistadors had burned literally all but five of the Mayan people’s written records. Maybe some of those lost books – the codices – had contained records of the Mayan people and their contact with…whatever. It was just mind-boggling.
 
   After shooting a dozen pictures from every angle with his phone Brian had forced himself to stop staring at the metal strut and join the others to search for another way out of either room. They hadn’t found anything today. Hopefully tomorrow would be different.
 
   The men were standing by the government SUV when Dr. Ortiz’s cellphone dinged. He took it out, looked at the screen and said to Brian, “Mr. Torrance is at the hotel and would like to have a drink with you, Senor Sadler. Assuming that is good, he asks when you will return.”
 
   “That’s fine,” Brian responded, remembering his promise to talk to Nicole. “I have a conference call at seven so maybe we could meet shortly. If we’re leaving now, I could be on the patio at six.”
 
   Ortiz sent a response. “All right then, I will see you men tomorrow. Is nine a.m. satisfactory, Senor Sadler? If so I will see you right here.”
 
   Brian confirmed the time then Ortiz walked to his own vehicle, an old Willys Jeep. He started it, screeched gears noisily and drove off.
 
   A half-hour later Brian and Thomas Newton Torrance sat on the patio of the hotel. There was only one other table occupied – they appeared to be tourists – a man, woman and two children, all speaking German.
 
   They both ordered vodka with tonic and settled back in their chairs. Torrance began the conversation lightly. “I hope you had a productive afternoon, Brian.”
 
   “Seeing the artifact was one of the most amazing things of my life. My mind’s racing about what it could be. But really nothing else came of our efforts today.”
 
   “What exactly are you looking for?”
 
   Brian was cautious. He wanted to know more about Torrance and his reasons for financing this project without divulging much himself. And that wasn’t hard because Brian didn’t know much at all; neither did the President.
 
   “I really don’t know where to start. President Harrison is willing to commit any resource to finding President Chapman, but it’s hard to do that when no one has a clue where he is. Or if he’s even alive. He disappeared two weeks ago tomorrow. Could he be trapped somewhere? Maybe. We have to hold out hope. What ideas do you have, Thomas?”
 
   The two men had a largely superficial conversation about the missing President. Torrance advised he had nothing of value to contribute to Brian’s efforts so the conversation moved to the site itself. They discussed the discovery of the artifact and its chamber and Torrance’s interest in archaeology in general. Brian would learn nothing from this conversation except that the man knew a lot more than he was saying. There had to be another, more productive discussion. Brian had to figure out how.
 
   Brian glanced at his watch. It was 6:45 p.m. He excused himself, saying he had to be on a call shortly.
 
   “Say hello to President Harrison,” Torrance laughed. Brian didn’t respond – the call was no one’s business, certainly not the affair of this man he had just met.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   At 7:30 Brian laid on the bed in his room, glancing frequently at his phone to be sure he hadn’t somehow missed her. For the third time, or maybe the fourth, he checked the mute button to confirm the phone would ring when Nicole finally called. He tested the ring tone to be sure something wasn’t wrong with it. Seven on the dot, she had said. That was thirty minutes ago. Brian was hungry but didn’t want to walk up to the dining room until he spoke with her. He grabbed a Corona – his third of the evening – from a fridge in the bathroom. Dusk had settled into the jungle and the animal noises began in earnest. Brian opened the French doors wide, allowing a breeze and the night sounds in from the patio. When he was out in the wild he loved this time of day. He found the cacophony interesting, soothing. He lay back on his bed and sipped the cool beer.
 
   Ten minutes later he was about to give up and go eat. His phone rang. He jumped when he heard the sound he’d been waiting for and tried to keep his voice from sounding anticipatory. He counted to five before he answered, hoping to keep Nicole from knowing how much he’d been waiting for her call.
 
   “Hi there.”
 
   “Hi, baby. Sorry I’m late. I guess I say that all the time, don’t I? Hope I didn’t keep you waiting too long.”
 
   “No problem.” Brian sounded as casual as he could. “I didn’t even notice what time it was. Where have you…oh, never mind. Busy day?”
 
   “Yeah, another crazy one. After work I had to meet a guy who wants to buy my Mercedes. That took longer than I thought.”
 
   She’s selling her convertible? Brian wanted to ask why but didn’t. Conversations with Nicole felt strange to him lately. He wanted to scream out the questions. Who is this guy? How’d you know he wanted to buy your car? Where did you meet him? Did you all have a drink? All those questions that jealous boyfriends want to ask their beautiful sexy corporate lawyer millionaire girlfriends when they’re sitting in a jungle and she’s in Dallas, Texas “meeting a guy.” But he held himself in check. He would give every ounce of effort to appear nonchalant. Nonchalant like Nicole appeared to be lately. Not like before.
 
   “So Brian, I have a proposition for you. You’re in Palenque. I looked that up on a map and you’re not that far from Cancun. I’ll clear my calendar for three days the end of this week and meet you there when you’re done with your trip. You can have the President’s plane drop you there then fly back with me to Dallas and on to New York.”
 
   “Cancun?” You could hear the disappointment in his voice. “Why Cancun? I thought both of us said we’d never go there again. I thought we agreed we hated that place. It’s too touristy, too ‘all inclusive’, too college-student spring break, too tacky for us. We always go for upscale.”
 
   “Hey, hey. Slow down a sec and give me a chance to show you something. I bet I can change your mind about Cancun. Got your iPad handy?”
 
   Brian retrieved it from the desk across the room and came back to the bed. “Ready,” he said.
 
   “Google Manana Beach Resort on the Riviera Maya.”
 
   Brian did, and up popped a website showing a beautiful hotel with luxurious accommodations, white sand beaches, pools and intimate restaurants and bars, some nestled by the ocean.
 
   “It looks good,” he admitted, thinking they all look good on their websites. “Where did you find it?”
 
   “I researched it. For us. Click on ‘gallery’ and let me know what you think about the pictures.”
 
   As Brian looked, he saw what made Manana Beach different. None of the guests in the photo gallery had a stitch of clothing on. Every person was naked, everywhere at the resort. In the bars, the restaurant, the pool, even playing volleyball with other guests.
 
   “It’s clothing optional?”
 
   “Nope, Brian. Better than that. It’s ‘no clothing allowed.’ You aren’t just nude. You’re nude everywhere, every minute. It’s the rule!”
 
   This is more like it! “No shit! And you’d go to a place like that? Where everybody could see every square inch of you?”
 
   “Damn right I would. You know me. I’m usually up for about anything. I did some in-depth checking on this place. They’re very discreet, have an excellent reputation and have never had an incident. I think it sounds like a fun few days together. And your point about everybody seeing me au naturel – well, I guess I could have a little fun seeing every square inch of them too! And so could you! We’d have to watch out around those twenty-something girls. You might have to stay in the pool all day!”
 
   As she talked, Brian felt himself growing as he thought about Nicole’s beautiful naked body. Her perfect breasts, her neatly trimmed hair, her long legs stretching all the way up to…and she continued talking.
 
   “We could really get a suntan at Manana Beach, seems to me. And you could probably get other things you want, like, coffee, tea or…me.” She laughed throatily. He could tell this was turning her on too.
 
   “Damn, Nicole. I’m going to have to take a cold shower after talking to you. I have to give Harry an update tomorrow on the progress, or lack thereof, unfortunately. I’ll find out when he wants me to wrap up here. I’ll call you and let’s book it. There are parts of you I’d see at a nude resort that I haven’t seen in awhile. And I’ve missed. In fact, there’s one part of me that misses you a lot right this very minute.”
 
   She laughed again. “Me too, Brian. In fact I just had to take off my shorts I’m getting so hot. I don’t know how much time you have right now but how about a little phone sex? If you’re in, let’s get naked and do it!”
 
   And so they did. They’d never done this before. It wasn’t the same as being there but it was satisfying in another way. Brian lay back on top of the sheets, his manhood in his hand, phone cradled to his ear as they exchanged words and thoughts and fantasies. He dreamily listened as she graphically described what she was doing to herself at exactly the same time he was here in this room, similarly engaged. His eyes opened lazily as he stroked…
 
   He let out a yell and jumped off the bed, searching for something to cover himself with. The phone hit the floor with a thud. On the patio where Brian had left the doors wide open, someone was standing in the shadows.
 
   “Brian! Er, sorry Brian!” Cory Spencer was in the patio doorway, his eyes darting around the room, unsuccessfully trying to ignore Brian’s nakedness and what he had obviously been up to. Brian grabbed his shorts and pulled them on.
 
   “One sec, Cory,” he muttered as he retrieved his phone from the floor. He put it to his ear and heard Nicole yelling.
 
   “Brian. Brian, answer me! Are you hurt?”
 
   “Hey babe. Sorry about that. Someone just came in my room…”
 
   Her concern turned to anger. “Someone came in your room? While you were doing what you were doing? Who the hell’s there, Brian. Who is she?”
 
   “Nicole, calm down.” He looked at Cory and said, “Could you give me a minute?” Instead of walking back out on the patio the archaeologist went to Brian’s bathroom, closed the door and turned on the water in the shower so he wouldn’t hear Brian’s conversation. He didn’t turn on the light. That’s strange, Brian thought.
 
   “Nicole, Cory Spencer’s here, the guy who used to work for Bijan. He’s the university’s head archaeologist on this dig and I guess he wants to talk to me about something confidential. I had no idea he was coming and he must have scaled the railing on my patio. I had my doors propped open for the breeze – I glanced up and saw him standing there – it startled me and I dropped the phone.”
 
   “Well I hope you’re as frustrated as I am. I’m lying here stark naked with a buzzing vibrator and a half-finished mission. You go talk to Cory and I’ll see if I can get back to where I left off.” Her voice softened and he could almost see the smile as she said, “Hey. Maybe it’s better to save up for that nude resort we’re going to. So maybe I’ll quit for tonight! But probably not! Talk to you later, sweetie. I love you.” She disconnected.
 
   Brian struggled for a second to come up with a reason why he was masturbating naked while on a phone call but then decided Cory had been the intruder here. It was Cory who had the explaining to do.
 
   He opened the bathroom door. Cory was sitting on the toilet seat in the dark. “What are you doing here?” Brian shut off the shower jet. “And hey. Sorry about that. A little thing my girlfriend and I do when I’m away. You know…”
 
   Cory walked around Brian’s room turning off all the lights. He shut the French doors and pulled the drapes closed tightly. In the dark he sat in a chair, held his head in his hands and quietly spoke. “We have to talk. I’m in deep trouble and I need your help. I’m in real danger, Brian. Once I tell you what I know you may be in danger too. But I’m afraid of what may happen and I have to let someone else know.
 
   “You have to agree to help me, Brian. And you have to promise me you’ll help even before I tell you what I know. This is crazy stuff. This is unbelievable stuff. I’ll show you what President Harrison sent you here to find. I’ve also found the answer to theories people have questioned for thousands of years. The way the Egyptians and the Mayans built their huge buildings. How they knew all the complicated science and mathematics they knew. I’ve found the strangest thing you will ever see in your life.”
 
   “Cory, calm down. Of course I’ll help you if I can. Are you in trouble? Have you done something wrong? Something illegal? I have to know more before I can figure out how to help. And Cory, all that you just said about how the Mayans and Egyptians built pyramids – that’s all great. But you also said you’d show me what the President sent me here to find. What do you mean by that? What do you think he sent me here to find?”
 
   “Here’s the deal, Brian. Yeah, I’ve done something illegal. Yeah, I’m in big trouble. But you have to help me. You will help me. I know you will because I can tell you where President Chapman is. That’s what you’re here to find. There’s one thing you have to promise me. I have to be involved in the decision when to tell President Harrison what happened here. I won’t make you wait long but you and I have to have a plan before you involve the government. I’ve got to make sure I’m covered here.”
 
   “I can’t do that. I can’t make a promise like that. You don’t know what you’re asking…”
 
   “I do know what I’m asking, Brian. Nobody has ever dealt with this before. Either part of this. No one has ever seen what I found. And nobody has ever dealt with a missing President. Just work out a plan with me. If you promise me that, I’ll tell you everything. If you can’t promise that I’ll leave and figure things out alone. But you can’t renege if you make that promise. My life hangs in the balance here. Literally.”
 
   “It’s a deal,” Brian said at last, “but forty-eight hours is all you get.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   Cory Spencer told Brian everything that happened on the day President John Chapman disappeared. Brian listened to the entire story without saying a word.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   “Mr. President, I really wouldn’t do that if I were you.”
 
   Startled, President John Chapman jerked his hand back from the metal artifact lying in front of him. He thought he was by himself in the chamber, his agents waiting for him at the top of the temple. He thought he had fifteen minutes to look at this amazing discovery alone.
 
   Chapman’s immediate reaction was anger, not fear. “Who the hell are you and how’d you get in here?”
 
   “There’s a passageway, Mr. President. I came out of it. There’s a hidden passage and you need to see what’s beyond it. I’m Cory Spencer, sir.” He held out his hand to shake the President’s. “I’m the lead archaeologist from Sussex University.”
 
   John Chapman visibly relaxed once he heard the name. He now recalled seeing Spencer’s picture in an archaeology magazine and knew he was telling the truth about who he was. “You surprised the hell out of me,” he snapped. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mr. President. I figured I might startle you but I’d never have been able to get in here with you if I’d done things the proper way. You need to see this. And sir, don’t touch the artifact. It’s highly radioactive.”
 
   “I want to know why you decided to show this to me. The problem is, I only have about ten minutes before the storm troopers come crashing down that stairway. Let’s see what you’ve found that’s so important then we’ll talk back upstairs.”
 
   “I’ll tell you everything, sir, once I show you what I’ve found.”
 
   Cory walked to the far end of the room, stood between the stone altar and the wall. He extended his arms sideways. His fingers searched and found what he wanted.
 
   “I’ll be damned.” The President watched as a large stone moved silently back into the darkness, revealing a passageway beyond. “How’d you figure that out?”
 
   “No time now, sir.” The archaeologist flipped on his flashlight and led the way. Once they were inside the corridor he pressed an almost-invisible indentation on the wall and the stone swung shut behind them.
 
   “Hang on a second,” President Chapman shouted, alarmed. “Open that back up right now…”
 
   “Mr. President, I’m willing to show you something so incredible you absolutely won’t believe it. But you have to let me do it my way. I’m not ready to let anyone else know about this. You’re completely safe but I’m not going to leave it open. I promise you it’ll open back up when we’re done.”
 
   The President wasn’t accustomed to people ignoring his demands. “OK, Cory. This better be good or you’re in a deep pile of shit, buddy. You know that?”
 
   Cory ignored the question and led John Chapman down the corridor several feet. His flashlight cast ghostly shadows on the walls and floor. As the men moved past two glyphs carved into the hallway Cory pointed them out to the President. “What are they?” he said, taking time to briefly stare at each one.
 
   “The first one’ll become obvious in a moment, sir. The other one will too once you think about what I’m going to show you. We don’t have time to look at these closely, Mr. President. I just want you to see what’s in the cavern ahead of us.”
 
   The passageway ended and they stepped into an enormous room a hundred feet or more long, its ceiling towering above them. Thirty feet in front of them, roughly in the middle of the room, there was some debris. Cory shined the light on it. “Right here, sir.”
 
   There were two mangled pieces of metal lying on the ground. They were like the two oval pieces of a plastic Easter egg – at one time they undoubtedly had fit together but now they were lying side by side as though they had been wrenched apart in an accident.
 
   The pieces were roughly twenty feet long and eight feet wide. One, obviously the top, had rows of a glasslike material that appeared to be windows. As Cory held the light the President looked at it then turned his gaze upon the other section.
 
   The other oval object, the bottom part, was more heavily damaged. On its undersurface were three struts. A fourth was missing, ripped off in what appeared to have been a disastrous calamity of some sort. All four would have kept the object upright; with only three it lay tilted.
 
   “That thing, that metal strut back there in the chamber you discovered, it belongs right here, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Yes sir, it does. It’s identical to the other three that are still attached.”
 
   Chapman peered closely at the interior of the oval object.
 
   “What are those…oh dear God. Are those…This looks just like the glyph back there…”
 
   “You’re absolutely right, sir. Those small white capsules are the same things depicted on the first glyph back in the passageway. There are fifteen of them – I counted them. I think…well sir, just between you and me I think they’re some sort of beings. I know that sounds crazy…”
 
   The President was stunned. He didn’t move for several seconds. When he spoke his voice was a whisper. “Yeah, Cory, I have to agree with you. I think those things were in this craft when it crashed. It may be crazy but I can’t think of anything better.”
 
   Chapman looked at the archaeologist, thinking out loud. “Who drew the glyphs on the corridor wall? They don’t look Mayan.”
 
   “No way to tell for sure, Mr. President, but I figure somehow these things did. And look at this.” Cory pointed to the outside of the “lid” of the oval metal egg. Etched into the metal was an exact duplicate of the second glyph – a lot of circles in various positions around two large ones.
 
   “Do you think…Cory, is it possible this depicts the place they came from? Do these circles represent planets revolving around…”
 
   Suddenly Chapman stepped backwards. “Shit!” he yelled, raising his left leg into the air.
 
   Cory turned the light on the President. Through his left pant leg a four-foot snake had embedded its fangs into Chapman’s thigh. The archaeologist recognized it immediately – a fer-de-lance. Aggressive and almost always lethal. Chapman had obviously disturbed it – probably he had stepped on it – and the snake had attacked.
 
   The President of the United States of America fell to the ground next to Cory Spencer. The archaeologist panicked. He withdrew a knife from his pocket and stabbed the snake in its head, careful to stay clear of its mouth when the viper released its hold. Once he made sure the snake was dead Cory shook the President’s body, pumped his chest and attempted to give him CPR. He knew from experience that these attempts were useless but he had to try.
 
   Once before Cory had seen a fer-de-lance strike a human. It was at an archaeological site in Guatemala and one of the workmen had been bitten after sticking his hand under a rock in a cave. He had died almost instantly. Having seen that, Cory knew there was absolutely nothing he could do for Chapman but he worked for ten fruitless minutes. It was over – the President had died less than sixty seconds after he was bitten.
 
   Cory stopped and sat on the ground next to Chapman’s body. He shook uncontrollably and tears flowed. “Shit. What am I going to do about this? What will they think about why I took the President in here? How much trouble will this be for me? I just made the most amazing discovery in the history of the earth and now it’s all going down the drain.” Think. Think, man. You have to think. Figure something out.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   “Brian, I just didn’t know what to do. I still don’t. Until you got here I didn’t think I had a chance even to live. I’m scared to death of Thomas Newton Torrance. I absolutely believe he’s going to kill me after he gets what he wants and I show him what I’ve found.”
 
   “Who else knows about this, Cory? You know this thing can’t be kept secret.”
 
   “Mr. Torrance knows I found a passageway and about the glyphs. He doesn’t know about the craft or the white capsules. I also told him I found the President’s body – he doesn’t know I was there when it happened. As soon as I found out they were going to televise the raising of the artifact I notified TNT – I owed him that as our backer. When they got into the chamber and began working to hoist up the artifact I figured there was a big chance that someone else might discover the passageway. I decided to tell him about the glyphs and the President but I didn’t give him any information as to how it happened. I made it sound like I never walked to the end of the passageway. He thinks the President’s body is right at the front of the passage and he has no idea there’s some kind of craft in the cavern.”
 
   “And he hasn’t asked to see it?”
 
   “Oh sure he has, but there hasn’t been a chance. We went down to the chamber and talked on the day they tried to raise the artifact but he was unwilling to have me open the passage with people nearby. He’s pushing now for a time to see it. I’ll have to get in there at night. That’s the only way. Brian, can you help me? I thought everything would be OK here. I had a great plan to “rediscover” the passageway and find the President dead from a snakebite. But I made a mistake telling Mr. Torrance. I think he’ll do anything to get this for himself. He won’t let anyone stand in his way. I think he’d kill me, Brian. I really do.”
 
   “OK. Let me ask you a few more questions. What did you do after the President died?”
 
   “I completely went to pieces, like I told you. I sat there maybe an hour, maybe more. I tried to think what to do but I couldn’t come up with anything. So I went back to the front of the passageway to go out and heard faint voices, shouts, through the stone wall. I suddenly realized what had to be going on. The President had said he only had about ten minutes in the chamber alone. His security people must have come looking for him. And they wouldn’t leave. They’d be there all day, maybe even all night, trying to find him. I hoped they wouldn’t find the way in, but in the meantime I couldn’t leave.”
 
   “How’d you finally get out?”
 
   “I waited all day. I kept turning my flashlight off to conserve batteries. At around nine o’clock I couldn’t hear any sounds through the wall so I made the decision to open the passageway door. If I had gotten caught then it would be all over. But I didn’t. The chamber and Pakal’s tomb were empty. I climbed the stairway and unlocked the gate from the inside. I quietly raised it up, locked it back and looked outside. I saw some people down below me in the plaza. They were guards – one was smoking a cigarette and I saw its glow. So I sneaked down the side of the pyramid. It was tough but I kept quiet, made it down and back to the barracks.”
 
   “What happened then?”
 
   “First thing I did when I got back was to look at my phone. Mr. Torrance had called maybe ten times and texted at least that many. He got more and more insistent in his voicemails and texts that I get in touch with him.”
 
   Cory showed Brian some of the texts. Insistent isn’t exactly the right word for these, Brian thought. They were demanding, threatening.
 
   “Cory, you need to leave this with me for now. I need to think about this and we’ll figure out a solution. If everything happened the way you say, there’s nothing to be afraid of. I promise you I won’t desert you or let you get into trouble over this. The President has enormous power. You just have to let me take charge of this for now. OK?”
 
   “OK, Brian.”
 
   “Meet me tomorrow at 8 a.m. at the temple. I’ll talk to Dr. Ortiz and get permission for us to go in there by ourselves.”
 
   “Thanks. Like I said if you hadn’t come I don’t know what I would have done. Now at least I have hope.”
 
   They exchanged cellphone numbers to keep in touch. The archaeologist left Brian’s room through the patio door, just as he had entered. They had talked for over an hour.
 
   Sitting in his cabana less than five hundred feet from Brian’s, Thomas Newton Torrance removed the headset once he heard the two men finish their conversation.
 
   He waited three hours. Around midnight he made a phone call.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   Thursday
 
   Two weeks after the disappearance
 
    
 
   A little after midnight two men were making their ways through the jungle. The shrieks of howler monkeys high in the trees above them were shrill and unearthly. The dense forest was alive with sound, a choir of animal voices coming from all directions.
 
   Thomas Newton Torrance was more accustomed to limousines in London than trekking through the Mexican undergrowth in the middle of the night but this was a critical trip. Now that he knew exactly what Cory Spencer had found he had to see it himself, deal with Cory and implement the plan he had developed. Since Brian Sadler knew about it too, time was quickly running out. Cory’s clandestine meeting with Sadler earlier this evening had changed everything.
 
   Immediately following the aborted attempt to bring up the metal artifact, Torrance and Cory Spencer had visited the chamber. That time TNT had resisted seeing what Cory had discovered – it wasn’t safe with Dr. Ortiz standing by at the top of the temple. Thomas Newton Torrance had patiently waited for an opportunity to see for himself what Cory Spencer had found – the hidden passageway with an amazing secret.
 
   The fact that President Chapman’s body lay in the cavern was a minor issue in the scheme of things. Torrance would deal with that. He had been formulating a plan that would solve everything and give him sole control of the rarest single thing ever discovered on planet Earth. And that wouldn’t change now. It just had to be implemented immediately.
 
   After leaving Brian’s cabana Cory had walked quietly back to his room in the barracks. Most of the student diggers had been sent back to Sussex University – there was nothing left for them to do. Only a few of the team remained – they were playing cards at a table in the bunkhouse and barely acknowledged his entry. By ten p.m. he had fallen into a light sleep – the restless kind when there’s a lot on your mind. After telling Brian everything he had felt much better; at least someone else knew what was going on. Cory felt certain he could delay showing Torrance the secret passageway and cavern now that Brian was helping him. It was all going to work out.
 
   Cory’s phone had rung at midnight. “Meet me outside your barracks at 3 a.m. Bring a flashlight and the key,” Torrance had said. Then he hung up. Spencer lay in his bunk, suddenly drenched in sweat.
 
   What was going on? Why did Torrance want to see him? Could he know about Cory’s meeting tonight with Brian? There was no way; Cory had been extremely careful and knew he hadn’t been seen coming or going.
 
   I have to talk to Brian about this. He got dressed, grabbed a light and his keys and stepped outside the bunkhouse to call Brian. Everyone else was asleep. Good.
 
   Cory was careful not to let the screen door bang shut behind him. He saw no one but in a few seconds he heard a low voice. “Hello, Cory. You’re up a little early for our 3 a.m. meeting, aren’t you?” Torrance stood in the trees wearing a headlamp that was turned off.
 
   “What are you doing here? I was just going to check on something…”
 
   “Enough, Cory. Enough lies. We’re going to see the passage.”
 
   “Now? Uh, I don’t think…”
 
   “No, you don’t think, Cory. That’s the problem. We’re going to see the passage. Now. Take us through the jungle. I want to avoid the pathways and the night watchman’s station. Do you have the key to unlock the gate?”
 
   It was impossible to miss the steely hardness in Torrance’s voice. An involuntary shudder of fear engulfed the archaeologist.
 
   “The key’s in my pocket.”
 
   “Go in front,” Torrance said. “Now.”
 
   The two men carefully walked through the dense jungle. Cory Spencer stayed ahead of Torrance and used his flashlight. TNT had one too. Spencer heard the noisy screeches and howls but ignored them; he was on guard for things that made no sounds. He scanned trees and ground, watching for one of many jungle dwellers whose poison could paralyze a man in thirty seconds. The snakes could kill a man quickly, as Cory well knew from what had happened to President Chapman. Out here in the jungle there were other silent predators, such as the big cats, that pounced and tore their prey into pieces while it was still alive. The rain forest at night was not a place for men. It belonged to those who lived and died here, sometimes the hunter, sometimes the prey.
 
   “How much further?” TNT quietly asked. It would have taken less than ten minutes if they’d stayed on the cleared pathways from the archaeological barracks to the ruins. By going through the jungle it added at least a half hour and a lot more effort.
 
   “Maybe five minutes,” Cory responded, his voice quivering. “Keep your light pointed in front of you and look side to side as we brush through this undergrowth. We don’t need anything biting us.”
 
   TNT was seriously afraid of snakes although he hadn’t revealed that to the people here in Mexico. During the walk through the jungle he had occasionally gotten so far behind Cory that he almost lost sight of him. That was because Torrance was being overly cautious and watching his every step. Each time he realized he was too far back he quickly caught up. It was better to be close behind the guy who was forging the trail, TNT thought. Safety in numbers and all that. He had a fleeting thought that a jaguar could kill them both before either had time to react.
 
   Finally they broke out of the dense undergrowth. Still in the forest, the trees now were spaced far apart and the underbrush had been cleared. TNT relaxed.
 
   “We’re in the northeastern sector of the Archaeological Zone now,” Cory whispered. Similar to a national park in the States, this was the large area that had been designated a historic preserve. “We don’t have far to go.”
 
   Cory checked his compass and altered his direction slightly. In a moment they came to the open plaza by the huge structure called The Palace. Behind it was the beautiful Temple of the Inscriptions, almost ghostly in the moonlight.
 
   In the eerie brightness of the moon they scaled the temple without flashlights. Far above the ground they entered the gaping doorway that led to the stone stairway and Pakal’s tomb. The iron gate over the top of the stairs was securely padlocked.
 
   The archaeologist fished the key out of his pocket, unlocked the gate and lifted it up. It was fortunate for TNT that Dr. Ortiz had provided the lead archaeologist with a key. TNT would have far preferred being alone tonight. What he now knew he would see was so incredible he wanted it all for himself. But he needed the Cory, especially now that the archaeologist had involved Brian Sadler in the secret of the temple. Cory had sealed his own fate when he made that decision, TNT mused. But it’s of no importance to me. It was his decision so he’ll live with the consequences. Or die, actually. Torrance smiled at the pun.
 
   The two men descended the stairway inside the Temple of the Inscriptions and reached the tomb of King Pakal. They were both using headlamps. The protective covering over the king’s tomb had been removed and the drawings on the sarcophagus lid took on a frightening aspect as the light played over them. King Pakal’s countenance glared upwards towards the Mayan god sitting atop the mysterious craft Pakal seemed to be riding in.
 
   “Ready to go down?” Cory asked. He was resigned to the fact that tonight Thomas Newton Torrance would learn the truth. And he struggled to think how he would work all this out. This man wouldn’t bully him any longer. As soon as he got out he’d tell Brian that Torrance had seen the secret passageway and the cavern. Since TNT now would know what happened to President Chapman, this would change Brian’s planning. But Cory had faith that his old boss would figure something out.
 
   Cory started down the ladder and Torrance descended after him. The archaeologist walked to the wall directly behind the stone altar where the metallic artifact lay.
 
   “Here’s how it works,” he said. “It was purely by chance I noticed this small recess in one stone of the altar under the artifact. I put my hand there to steady myself while I looked at the metal strut, and I felt it. It’s like a little depression, so small you’d never see it. I only found it because I felt it.” He pointed to a round indentation that was impossible to see. It looked exactly like the rest of the rock. In all the searches neither the FBI, the Mexican authorities nor Brian Sadler had located it.
 
   “I stuck my finger in it but nothing happened. I thought about it all night and wondered if there might be a second indentation somewhere close by. The next day I was closing up the site – I had sent everyone else out – and I looked closely at the wall opposite the first button I found.”
 
   In the same end of the chamber where Cory had found the first small indentation there was a second depression, this time in the wall. About shoulder high, it blended perfectly with the rock. It was something a person would never have noticed unless he had found the first one and knew to look for another. It was about three feet from the first “button,” the one in the altar itself. By sheer luck Cory had stumbled upon both depressions. You could look forever, Torrance thought, and never see either one.
 
   “I worked for fifteen minutes trying to figure out how it might operate. I pressed one, then the other. I had almost given up when I pressed them both at the same time.”
 
   Positioning his left hand over the small round indentation under the artifact, he reached his right hand over to the identical depression in the wall. Hands outstretched, he pressed both at the same time. A rock about the size of a refrigerator swung noiselessly backwards into the wall, revealing a dark stone passageway about three feet wide and five to six feet high.
 
   “Will the stone door stay open?” TNT asked.
 
   “I don’t know. All I know is that these two buttons will both open and close it. When I found it I immediately closed it back so I could show it to you. I haven’t checked it out since because I was afraid I might get trapped inside. This is the first time I’ve opened it since then.” Cory didn’t mention the other thing he had discovered – that the massive stone door could be operated from inside the passage as well as from the chamber outside.
 
   Torrance walked inside the corridor. Already knowing the answer he said, “Where’s the President’s body? I thought you said it was right here.”
 
   Cory’s voice quivered as he spoke. Torrance watched his face then spoke harshly. “You said the President’s body was here at the beginning of the corridor. You said there were two glyphs etched into the passageway further down but that you never went to the end of the hallway. Is all of that true? If so, where pray tell is the President’s body, Cory?”
 
   “I didn’t tell you everything earlier about what’s in here.”
 
   “Tonight when you told Brian Sadler, was that the truth? Was I the only one you lied to?” Torrance pulled a small pistol from his pocket and aimed it at Cory Spencer.
 
   “How…er, why do you think I said anything to Brian?” Cory moved to the wall, propping himself up with his arm – he looked as though he were about to faint.
 
   TNT shook his head, smiling.
 
   “I told you I could hear and see everything you were doing. And you, you idiot, didn’t believe I had the capability to do that. But I really do, Cory. I heard the entire story – every word you told Brian Sadler this evening.”
 
   Torrance had listened to the conversation courtesy of devices he had ordered Dr. Ortiz to install. The audio pods were all over the patio dining area and Brian’s room. There was nothing anyone could say in either place that would go unheard.
 
   “Walk ahead of me down the passage,” Torrance ordered, waving the gun to indicate he should start moving.
 
   As Cory pushed away from the wall the huge stone door behind him suddenly closed with no sound but a click. He had pressed the button as he leaned against the rocks.
 
   Snakes weren’t the only things that made Thomas Newton Torrance afraid. He wasn’t too wild about dark narrow enclosures deep beneath the ground either.
 
   “Very clever, Cory. I see you discovered a way to control the door from inside the passageway. Now open it.”
 
   “Give me the gun and I’ll open the door.”
 
   “You give me such little credit. Do you truly think you can outsmart me? I’ll figure out the door later, with your help or without it. Now walk down the passageway ahead of me.” He gestured ahead with the gun and Cory began to walk, shining his flashlight on the wall to his left.
 
   About five feet down the corridor Cory stopped and directed his flashlight beam at the first glyph. Careful to keep an eye on him, Torrance stood in front of the hieroglyph carved into the wall. He marveled at its beauty and gasped as he appreciated what it represented.
 
   It was roughly four feet by two, intricately detailed and beautifully painted – the most astounding glyph he had ever seen. It was here among the Maya, in a temple in fact, but it was dramatically different from those usually associated with this culture. Struggling for a word to describe it, Torrance thought of “modern.” Most Maya glyphs were beautiful and intricate but they were clearly drawings made a long time ago by a people who somewhat crudely drew gods, animals and humans.
 
   This glyph was undoubtedly ancient. It had to be – here it sat, carved into the wall of a hidden passageway beneath a fifteen hundred year old tomb. But it looked like a rock drawing of something modern. TNT thought it looked abstract – a lot of little capsules that resembled the pills doctors prescribe, only larger, lying in some kind of oval nest. It was detailed enough that he could make out that each seemed to be wearing some kind of hat with earflaps like you’d wear in cold weather. Four tiny appendages stuck out from each capsule – the hands and feet, if that’s what they were, ended in round circles instead of fingers and toes. Many of them were grouped in threes on top of each other like the circular parts of little snowmen. He counted them – there were fifteen in all. Fifteen little capsules in a large oval bowl. That’s exactly what they looked like.
 
   “Go on,” he said at last, reluctant to leave this wonder but equally interested in what he knew was ahead.
 
   Cory walked a few feet further then shone his light on the second glyph. This one was another abstract drawing of some kind but it was totally different from the nest of capsules in the first glyph. This one showed fifteen circles in various positions around two large ones in the middle. Like the other, this glyph was painted in vivid colors of green, blue and red. The large middle circles were yellow, like the sun.
 
   “You know what this means…” Torrance muttered to himself.
 
   “I know what it means, Mr. Torrance. So will you when you see what’s in the cavern.”
 
   As Cory walked on Torrance saw the tunnel end about ten feet ahead. It was pitch black except for the beam of their lights so it was impossible to see what was coming up. Keeping his head down to avoid bumping the low ceiling he followed the archaeologist as they both stepped out of the passage and into a room.
 
   They stood in the cavern President Chapman had marveled at. Torrance shone his light around – what he saw in the middle of the massive room literally took his breath away. Even after having heard Cory tell Brian Sadler about it Torrance still was astonished. He wasn’t totally surprised; for thousands of years people had pondered certain mysteries and TNT had long thought what the answer to those questions might be. But he was amazed – lightheaded. He was seeing something so unbelievable it was almost incomprehensible. He never expected it to be like this. And he had never expected to see it himself.
 
   Thomas Newton Torrance walked forward to the pile of metal lying roughly in the center of the cavern. Forgetting about Cory Spencer, TNT stood transfixed in front of the most amazing thing on earth. Or anywhere else, for that matter.
 
   Cory took a step toward him.
 
   Jolted back into reality, Torrance raised his gun hand back up. “Stay where you are.”
 
   Satisfied that Spencer couldn’t rush him from that distance, Torrance looked back at the egg-shaped metal object. He wanted to touch one of the capsule-like things that lay before him. He counted fifteen – they looked old and dusty, having lain for well over a thousand years locked in this hidden cavern. Wonder how long they really have been here? Torrance thought. He reached out his hand over the capsule things but paused. The strut had been radioactive. These could be the same, so touching them was unwise. Reflexively he pulled back his hand quickly and stepped backward.
 
   As he did so Torrance tripped and fell to the ground, his gun skittering one way on the sandy floor as his flashlight rolled another. He had fallen over something – he reached out in the semi-darkness and felt it, realizing he had momentarily forgotten about the body of John Chapman. As he started to get up he saw Cory’s light find the gun. The archaeologist quickly picked it up and aimed it at Torrance.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   “This is the end of your controlling me, Mr. Torrance. You’re not running the show any more. From here on I am. You can’t get out unless I show you how. You’ll never find the way.”
 
   Surprised at Cory’s sudden bravado, TNT snapped, “Cory, you’ll do what I say. If you don’t…”
 
   The archaeologist interrupted. “I’m tired of all the things you’re going to do if I don’t obey you. I’ve done some bad things in my life – so have you, I bet – and I can’t go on wondering when you’re going to drop the bomb on my entire existence. But now I’m calling the shots. Here’s what I want from you – here’s what you’re going to do. You’re going to promise me you’ll never reveal my past. You’re going to give me full credit for this discovery and you and your money are going to back me as an archaeologist from now on. Take it or leave it. With you or without you this will work for me.”
 
   Torrance didn’t answer for almost a minute. He stood defiantly looking at Cory. Finally he responded in a quiet steady voice.
 
   “Have you ever heard anyone say that a person knows so little he doesn’t even know what he doesn’t know?”
 
   “What does that have to do with me…”
 
   “It has everything to do with you.” Torrance smiled grimly. “Can I pick up my flashlight? I want to show you something.”
 
   Cory answered affirmatively. TNT retrieved the light and stepped back over to the middle of the cavern where the oval egg lay with fifteen small capsules inside it. Torrance pointed at it.
 
   “This discovery is so important, so crucial that it will literally change everything and you have such a miniscule part in the entire thing that it’s almost laughable. You have the delusion that finding an alien spacecraft in a Mayan tomb is going to advance your career. But it won’t. Even if these things are what you think they are. If the announcement of this discovery refers to these things as extraterrestrials you’ll be ridiculed, laughed off the stage at scientific meetings, the butt of every joke at every university in the world. From now on. For the rest of your life. Because you have no way to prove that these things are alien.
 
   “Academics don’t take lightly to having their worlds turned upside-down, Cory. Far from being an instant success, you’re going to be an instant buffoon. I promise you that.
 
   “But none of that matters. This is the single most important discovery in the history of our planet. Disclosed to the world properly, this is proof of the thing so many people have believed – that others came before us – that the Mayans, the Egyptians, people in far-flung regions of the remote corners of our world had guidance in building their cities and advancing their civilizations. I can make this happen, Cory, because I have power, influence, money. I have everything you don’t have – you’re a graduate student in archaeology. I, on the other hand, can ensure this discovery is given the attention it needs. I can get credible people in the scientific community to agree with me. I can make this happen for both of us, whereas you can’t make it happen even just for yourself.”
 
   Cory hated Thomas Newton Torrance. He hated the condescending attitude Torrance always took with him, and he hated that even now, when Cory was holding a gun, the man still was belittling him. The worst part was Cory knew TNT was right.
 
   The entrepreneur continued. “Any intelligent person can only conclude that primitive Indian tribes who lived in the jungle didn’t put a two hundred thousand pound rock sixty feet in the air on top of a building using nothing but stone hand tools. It’s ludicrous to think they could. But these things here in this pod – these things knew how to do it. And for whatever reason, they taught these primitive civilizations all these marvelous things we can only wonder about today. I think they taught them architecture, mathematics, science. This discovery can explain some of the most puzzling enigmas of our lives.
 
   “Think of what we can learn from this thing. These people came from another solar system. That’s undoubtedly what the second glyph shows. Fifteen planets around two suns. They drew that to let others know where they came from. What knowledge lies inside this egg? This craft flew through space. What advancements in technology can we make by studying it?
 
   “You wonder why I want this. Because I want it all, Cory. I have the ability to buy anyone and anything I want. But this is a challenge – the biggest one in the world. The challenge here is to control something absolutely unique. And I’m going to come out the winner in this challenge. I’m going to own the most incredible thing ever found on Earth. You have the gun, Cory. Sadly, that’s all you have. You need me. You can’t do this without me. So give me the gun and let’s figure out how we’re going to make this work.”
 
   Thomas Newton Torrance stood next to the egg-shaped metal craft and spoke passionately. Cory couldn’t help but be caught up in what he was saying. It made sense. Dammit, it made sense. Hanging his head, he handed over the pistol. Torrance took it but instead of putting it in his pocket, he aimed it at the archaeologist.
 
   “Cory, your involvement here is over. You don’t have a future with this discovery. Only I do. I don’t need you any more and frankly I’m not putting up with you any more. You can show me how to open the stone door and you can walk out of here alive, or I promise you I’ll kill you right now and figure it out myself. You can walk away, leave this site tonight and start a new life as a different person, just like Paul Emerson did a long time ago. But this time you’ll have enough money to do it right. Ten million dollars. Wired to your account tomorrow morning. I don’t want to have to kill you but I want you out of my life forever. You’ve given me what I want. You’ve shown me what you found and now it’s mine. Not ours, Cory. Mine. What’ll it be?”
 
   Cory’s response took Torrance completely by surprise. Instead of retreating he took three steps forward, now standing close enough to touch the entrepreneur. TNT stepped back but could go nowhere – he was up against the side of the egg-shaped pod, his back against it. He involuntary raised his free hand to steady himself, the other still aiming the pistol at Cory.
 
   “You’re wrong, Mr. Torrance. I do have a future with this discovery. I’ve lived under your thumb ever since we started this dig. I’ve been afraid to do anything to cross you for fear you’ll tell about my past. But you know what? I’m done with all this. I’ll tell you how to open the door and we can share the glory. You’ve got all the money and all the power. God knows you’ve told me that enough times. You can figure out how to explain about the President and I guess we’ll both get what we want. I want recognition – a career built on discovery – and if this all turns out to be what you think it is, that’s exactly what I’ll get. You can own whatever this is. If that floats your boat, go for it. I just want credit for finding it.
 
   “You can kill me, Mr. Torrance, but you’ll have a much bigger problem than you have now. Brian Sadler will figure out how to open the door. I told him enough that he’d eventually find the way. And you’ll be sitting right here with both the President of the United States and me dead on the floor. Like I said, I don’t care. Do you want to share the glory or not?”
 
   Torrance raised the gun to chest level and smiled. “I never was that good at sharing.”
 
   Cory reached out and grabbed TNT’s gun hand, attempting to wrench it sideways. Torrance was stronger than Cory had thought; he maintained the gun roughly aimed at the archaeologist. As they struggled Cory pushed Torrance back. The entrepreneur leaned backwards over the metal half-egg and used his free hand to steady himself. His fingers grazed the tops of several of the small capsules lying inside the oval craft. Cory saw something out of the corner of his eye. He opened his mouth to warn Torrance as a shot rang out.
 
   Cory Spencer sprawled on the sand floor of the cavern, a few feet from the body of President John Chapman.
 
   Thomas Newton Torrance fell backwards into the egg-shaped object. He lay immobile on top of the fifteen small capsule-like objects. As soon as his hand had come into contact with them, each began to emit a tiny spark. Now they were glowing brightly all around his body.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
   At 5:30 a.m. Brian got out of bed. He had tossed and turned all night, thinking about the implications of what Cory Spencer had disclosed. He had made a promise to a man who believed his life was in imminent danger. Should he honor that commitment or tell the President what he had learned?
 
   Where should my loyalty lie? Brian thought. Brian considered himself an honorable man, one who could be trusted. And he wanted to uphold the promise he made to a desperate Cory Spencer. He also had to find the secret to opening the passageway. For both reasons, Brian decided to hold off. If the President were dead anyway another few hours wouldn’t matter. I meet Cory at eight. Once I see what’s in the cavern I’ll decide when to call Harry.
 
   He texted Dr. Ortiz. Meet me at the temple at 8 a.m.
 
   As he lay in bed he called Nicole’s cellphone. After three rings he was thinking up a clever voicemail when she answered.
 
   “Good morning, sweetie. How’d your secret conversation with the archaeologist go? Or was it really some sultry jungle girl instead?”
 
   “I could only wish,” he laughed. “There are some major developments here as a result of what I learned from him, Nicole. Really big. Enormous. I can’t discuss anything now – I hope you understand – but I promise once I talk to Harry and the story breaks you’ll see it on the news.”
 
   “Wow. Good stuff, I hope.”
 
   “I have to confirm this for myself but it appears there’s something incredible and a closure we all need. That’s really all I can say.”
 
   “OK. Well, can I plan our trip to Cancun in three days? I’ll pack light…since I won’t need any clothes. Maybe just a gallon of suntan lotion!”
 
   “I’d say book it. Three days should be enough to finish my part of what’s going on here.”
 
   “See you soon. One hundred percent of you!” She hung up as he smiled.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   When Brian went through the packet of information the U.S. Embassy had earlier provided he found ten copies of a letter styled To Whom it May Concern. Written on the Ambassador’s letterhead, it was a request for cooperation from anyone to whom Brian presented the missive. It stated that Brian had the full backing and support of the President of the United States in any assistance he required.
 
   He pulled one copy of the letter from the envelope, folded it and stuck it in his pocket. He figured he’d have to pull rank on Dr. Ortiz to get into the temple without him. He texted his “keeper,” the FBI agent, to advise he wanted to go to the ruins at Palenque at 7:45.
 
   At seven Brian walked over to the dining area. Thomas Newton Torrance wasn’t at breakfast but Dr. Ortiz sat on the patio smoking a cigarette and drinking a latte. Brian hadn’t expected to see him this early.
 
   “Senor Sadler, come join me.” He patted the armchair next to him. “I saw your text a few minutes ago. What news do you have that prompted the eight a.m. invitation to join you at the temple?”
 
   Brian wasn’t prepared for a discussion with Ortiz. He’d hoped to have breakfast and coffee, plan his strategy then meet with the archaeologist at the temple. Seeing no easy way to decline the invitation, Brian sat down. The waiter came and took Brian’s order.
 
   “Nothing new, really, except that I want to go with Cory Spencer down into the artifact chamber this morning.”
 
   “Certainly. It was my understanding that was what we planned to do today.”
 
   “Alone, Dr. Ortiz. Just Cory and me.”
 
   Ortiz waved his hand dismissively. “Certainly, senor. No hay probleme.” He sipped his coffee.
 
   That was easier than I expected. Too easy, really.
 
   “Dr. Ortiz, what brings you to the hotel so early? Are you meeting Thomas?”
 
   “As a matter of fact I am. He wanted to go over some ideas with me regarding the tests we hope to perform on the metal artifact.” Ortiz glanced at his watch. “In fact, he’s a little late. That’s not like him. He’s a very punctual man! I think I’ll knock at his door to be sure he’s awake.”
 
   Dr. Ortiz left the table and walked down the path toward the cabanas. He didn’t care if Brian Sadler wanted to go alone into the chamber. At this point Torrance was in charge of decisions and Torrance had instructed the archaeologist to give Brian whatever he wanted. There was no use challenging him – it would only create suspicion.
 
   In a few minutes Ortiz walked back through the dining area. Brian glanced at him and Ortiz held up a finger – back in a minute – as he strode to the reception lobby.
 
   Ortiz returned to the table and took a seat. “It’s puzzling but Mr. Torrance doesn’t answer his door. I’ve asked the clerk to send someone over to check on him. I want to make certain everything is all right.”
 
   In less than five minutes the desk clerk walked across the dining patio and told Ortiz that Mr. Torrance’s room was empty. Ortiz looked concerned but said nothing.
 
   Something’s going on, Brian thought. He attempted to finish his breakfast as nonchalantly as possible. Both men made small talk, each unwilling to discuss the issue that was foremost in his mind.
 
   At 7:45 the FBI agent approached Brian’s table. Brian excused himself and left Ortiz finishing coffee. The agent drove directly to the ruins and they walked to the temple. Cory was not in the plaza at the base of the edifice. The men climbed to the rooms at the top. He wasn’t there either.
 
   At 8:15 Brian called Dr. Ortiz.
 
   “When do you plan to be at the temple?”
 
   “Do you need me there? I can come now if you wish.”
 
   “I need you to unlock the gate to the stairway leading to Pakal’s tomb.”
 
   “Isn’t Cory Spencer there? He usually unlocks it in the morning.”
 
   “I don’t know where he is. He isn’t here.”
 
   Ortiz paused. “How strange. I wonder if he and Senor Torrance could be somewhere together. I’ll be right over, Senor Sadler.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty
 
   While Brian Sadler was atop the temple at Palenque, President William Henry Harrison IV signed routine correspondence at his desk in the Oval Office. Around nine a.m. a light on his desk blinked red and Harrison picked up the phone next to it.
 
   “Mr. Sadler’s on the line, sir,” his personal secretary said. “May I put him through?”
 
   Harry smiled. “Hi, Brian. I hope you have good news for me.”
 
   As soon as he heard Brian’s voice the President knew something was seriously wrong.
 
   “Harry, something’s happened. Thomas Newton Torrance and Cory Spencer are both unaccounted for at the moment. And…”
 
   The President interrupted. “Unaccounted for? They’re missing?”
 
   “I didn’t want to use that word. So far both of them have missed appointments and neither usually does that. But I have something else to tell you too, Harry. About a discovery Cory made here. This is going to blow your mind – it’s huge – amazing, Harry. Don’t think I’ve been off smoking the peyote. Everything I’m going to tell you is exactly as I heard it from Cory Spencer last night. And he was scared, Harry. He was terrified of what Torrance might do to take over the discovery that Cory made. He thinks TNT is going to kill him.”
 
   “Stop, Brian. Where are you? Are you on a secure line?”
 
   “I’m away from the others, at the temple on my cellphone.”
 
   “OK, listen. Tell your FBI agent to take you to a secure place and then use the agent’s phone to call me back. I’ll be waiting to hear from you.”
 
   In ten minutes the men were speaking again. In the Palenque ruins parking lot Brian sat in the embassy’s SUV while the agent stood guard outside the vehicle. Brian told President Harrison the entire story he had heard from Cory Spencer.
 
   For the nearly twenty minutes that Brian talked, Harry Harrison said nothing. When the story was finished, the President responded, “So Cory found this hidden passageway around the same time they found the artifact chamber? Is that right? And he kept it secret until he decided to show it to President Chapman?”
 
   “Apparently so. I don’t think anybody else knows about it except Torrance. I’m wondering now if he and Torrance went down into the chamber, opened the passage and got trapped inside somehow. If they did, Cory had to have taken Torrance there after he and I talked last night. As scared as he was, I don’t believe he would voluntarily take TNT to see the cavern. I wonder if Torrance forced him to go there.”
 
   “Have you tried figure out how to open the door to the passageway?”
 
   “Yes. This morning when Cory didn’t show up I called Dr. Ortiz, the government archaeologist who’s running this project, and got him to open the temple stairway. We went down and looked around the artifact chamber but didn’t see anything. I tried for a few minutes to figure out where Cory’s two “buttons” were that he pressed to open the door. But Harry, if they’re there – if Cory’s story is real – they really are just about impossible to find. So far I’m striking out.”
 
   “Where was Ortiz while you were trying to find the buttons?”
 
   “He was there with me. The FBI agent won’t let me go into the temple alone, and we couldn’t force Ortiz to stay at the top, so we all three went down. He asked me why I was pushing around all over the stones at the end of the chamber and I told him I was trying to find something. At that point he let it go but I figure he’ll be demanding answers before long.”
 
   “Brian, give me an hour or so and I’ll call you back on this same phone. I need to get my team together so I can give you direction. Meanwhile, you and the agent go back to the temple. I know you can’t keep Dr. Ortiz out of there. But don’t let anyone, Ortiz included, go down into that artifact chamber unless you or the FBI agent is with him. If President Chapman’s body’s there, this is a national security matter, beginning this very minute.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-One
 
   A million thoughts ran through President Harrison’s head. He asked his personal assistant to assemble the national security team in the conference room next door. Then he asked her to get Marianne Chapman on the phone. Nothing was final but he thought as a courtesy he should talk with her himself as soon as possible. This news would travel fast once others found out about it. Leaks were inevitable – it would be bad if the former First Lady heard about this from someone else. When his secretary advised that John Chapman’s wife was on the line Harry picked up his phone.
 
   “Marianne, I just wanted to call and give you some information. I don’t know yet if this is real or not but we’re handling it as though it is.”
 
   She interrupted him. “Well hello, Mister President,” she said, her voice bitter with sarcasm. “I hope you’re having a good time sitting in the chair behind the desk where my husband should be.” She stifled a sob.
 
   “Marianne, I know this is hard but I need to tell you something…”
 
   Her words were slurred. “Oh you know it’s hard? How exactly do you know that, Harry? It’s not too hard for you, is it? You run the show now. Your wife is the First Lady now. You people should never have rushed to remove John from office. But you were in such a hurry to take the reins yourself.” She started crying uncontrollably.
 
   She’s drunk, Harry Harrison thought to himself. He glanced at his watch – 10:30 a.m. Well, she has every right to be with what she’s going through.
 
   She stopped talking as Harry told her only a small part of what he had heard from Brian Sadler. He prefaced his remarks with caution – none of this was confirmed yet. Harry Harrison said that he had been told Chapman’s body was in a hidden cavern deep inside the temple he went to Mexico to see. The bite of a poisonous snake was reputed be the cause of death, presuming her husband was in fact deceased. Harrison said nothing about the ancient things that Cory Spencer had allegedly found in the same room.
 
   “I’m sorry we don’t know any more than this but at least it may be something tangible for the first time since John disappeared.”
 
   “That’s just great, Harry. Thanks a lot for dropping that news on me. I don’t believe a word of what you just said. You can think whatever you wish. I choose to believe he’s alive. He’s too big an asshole to just die on me. He has to make it harder than that.” She sobbed then took a breath.
 
   “I’m sure they’re going to find him sitting on a desert island somewhere, bring him back here and you’re going to step down and let him have his rightful place back. And I’ll have mine too. Is that what you’re going to do, Harry? No. Of course it isn’t.”
 
   She hung up on the President of the United States.
 
   An hour later Harrison’s national security team had developed a plan. There were no FBI agents in central Mexico so two CIA operatives from the Embassy in Mexico City were being dispatched to Palenque by private jet. They would arrive this afternoon to assist in the operation.
 
   The Secretary of State placed a call to the Foreign Secretary of Mexico, gave him brief details on what Brian had told them about President Chapman and received permission to do a thorough but again non-invasive search. At this point that was all Harrison wanted – they didn’t need to move stones or damage anything. If Cory Spencer’s story were true, they just needed to find two buttons that opened the stone door.
 
   Just before noon Eastern Time the President called Brian back on the FBI agent’s phone. The agent answered the call and immediately handed it to Brian, motioning him to step outside on the landing at the top of the Temple of the Inscriptions. Cell service was excellent up this high and Brian needed privacy for this call.
 
   Harrison asked, since they previously spoke, if anyone had attempted to go down the stone staircase into Pakal’s tomb. Brian answered negatively. “I’ve been here the whole time. Dr. Ortiz and the agent have too. We’re all at the top. Nobody’s gone down the stairs.”
 
   “Here’s what I need you to do now,” he told his old roommate. “Help’s on the way, but you and the agent are all we’ve got for right now. Get down there and figure out how to open that door. I’m sending CIA reinforcements in a couple of hours. I’m hoping you can figure this out fast – before they even get there. I really don’t care where Spencer and Torrance are at this point. I just want to know if John Chapman’s in there.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
 
   “The agent and I are going back down into the artifact chamber,” Brian told Dr. Ortiz after hanging up from the President’s call.
 
   “What are you doing, Senor Sadler? Things appear to be getting a little strange. Secret calls. Guarding my temple stairway to keep people out. Feeling the walls and the stone altar in the artifact chamber. What’s happening? What are you looking for?”
 
   “Dr. Ortiz, I’m not sure. I’m following orders from the President of the United States and he gave me instructions as to what to do next. I’m not at liberty to tell you what or why. I can’t keep you from coming but I could use your help staying up here to make sure no one else comes down. And if you happen to see Cory Spencer or Thomas Newton Torrance I need to know that also.”
 
   “I will do as you request for now, Senor Sadler. But let us not forget, I am in charge of this temple and this project. And I will be calling my superiors in Mexico City. You are in our country. Please do not forget that. Our government will tell you what to do, not your presidente.
 
   Brian and the agent walked briskly down the stone steps. Ortiz had to throw that power thing in. Has to make sure we know who’s in charge. Actually I wish I knew what I was doing right now. I have to find these damned indentations.
 
   The FBI agent with him was accustomed to dealing with information on a need-to-know basis. He kept his mouth shut – at the bottom he said, “If you want me to do anything, Mr. Sadler, all you have to do is ask.” Brian asked the agent to remain on the stairs to intercept anyone who might come down. Brian walked around Pakal’s sarcophagus and went down the ladder into the room below.
 
   He walked to the far end of the artifact chamber and stood with his right hand on the stone altar. The mangled metal strut lay a foot away from his fingers as they worked their way methodically along the stone. Several times Brian thought he felt a depression – something that might have been Cory’s “button” – so he kept a finger on it while he fruitlessly ran his other hand over the wall nearly three feet away. He kept it up for half an hour without success.
 
   It’s amazing that Cory ever found this at all, Brian thought as he took a break. His arms ached from holding them outstretched.
 
   Back at work, Brian tried combinations of “buttons” time after time to no avail. Since he wasn’t sure exactly what he was looking for or what the depressions felt like, this was a daunting task. And there were dozens of natural indentations in the rock wall and the stone altar. The exact two buttons could take weeks to find. Or never be found at all.
 
   Around two p.m. Brian heard noise from the stairway. Someone was coming down. He heard the FBI agent yell, “Halt, I have a weapon!”
 
   Brian climbed the ladder and poked his head into Pakal’s tomb chamber. Two men had just reached the bottom of the stone staircase and were standing with their hands up. The agent had his service revolver trained on them. “Whoa!” one shouted. “CIA! Easy, buddy.”
 
   “Show me ID,” the agent said. “Do it slowly.”
 
   The men produced government IDs and the agent holstered his weapon. Brian climbed into the tomb chamber and said, “It’s too crowded in here for four people. Let’s go upstairs and talk. I’ve got to get some fresh air and something to drink.”
 
   Upstairs, the CIA men introduced themselves and said, “We’re to take our instructions from you, Mr. Sadler. It’s my understanding the President has given this the highest priority of national security…”
 
   “National security?” Dr. Ortiz asked. “Senor Sadler, I must insist now that you stop whatever you’re doing until I can call Mexico City. And you must now tell me what’s going on.”
 
   Brian started to answer when one of the CIA agents interrupted. He looked at Ortiz coldly. “Sir, you may call whomever you wish. With all respect, we know we are in your country. But we have orders to follow so until someone far, far higher in the pecking order than you tells us differently, Brian can’t tell you anything about what’s going on here. And he will continue to work in the chamber below. Those are our orders, sir.”
 
   “The pecking order? No entiendo. I don’t understand.”
 
   “Dr. Ortiz, you have to give us a little freedom to work right now.” Brian sought to assuage his concern. “For now, we have approval through your Foreign Secretary to do non-invasive examination of the artifact chamber. Until that approval is taken away we will move ahead.” Sadler knew Ortiz would begin making calls as quickly as he could; he would try to stop things until someone explained what was up. Time could be short and Brian had to find the buttons that opened the door before things became complicated.
 
   After a twenty-minute break and two bottles of water, Brian gave instructions to his newly formed team. He told one of the CIA operatives to remain at the top with Dr. Ortiz. The other would accompany Brian and the FBI man to the chamber. There wasn’t much help anyone could give Brian; the search for the buttons was a one-man job given the narrow area in which to stand and the limited places the buttons conceivably could be. But he wanted people from the U.S. government with him in case he succeeded in opening the door.
 
   Ortiz had been on the phone most of the time Brian was on break. He had talked quietly in Spanish but apparently had no success in convincing anyone to countermand the Foreign Secretary’s order from earlier today. At least so far.
 
   “OK, let’s go,” Brian said.
 
   Ortiz walked to the stairway. “This time I go with you. You have a man here to watch the staircase and guard against intruders. This time I will see what you are doing.”
 
   The room couldn’t easily hold four people and Brian had no authority to order Ortiz to stay away. Reluctantly he left the second CIA man at the top as well.
 
   In the artifact chamber Brian resumed the boring, mindless work of running his fingers a centimeter at a time over and over the surface of the rock to his right, finding something that might work then running his left hand up and down the rock wall.
 
   Nothing.
 
   Dr. Ortiz watched intently. Several times he took pictures with his phone. Brian watched him. He knew Ortiz would send those to his superiors to support his request to stop Brian’s examination.
 
   About an hour was all Brian could do at one stretch. The tension from holding his hands out for such a long time was exhausting. His muscles ached but he wanted to keep going – there was no way to tell how much time he had left before Dr. Ortiz would successfully stop his efforts. So long as Ortiz was in the chamber with Brian, the archaeologist’s phone couldn’t receive a call – there was no signal this deep in the temple. So Brian pushed on, straining his arms and slowly feeling every indentation.
 
   By three p.m. Brian had easily checked a thousand little depressions, and probably had gone over a lot of them more than once. But he had kept going. He had been doing this for hours and he was physically drained. He gave himself until three-thirty. He would have to quit then. Once he stopped he was certain Ortiz would get the project put on hold. That would mean Brian had failed the President. He would have failed to complete the search for President Chapman.
 
   At ten minutes after three Brian put his fingers on an indentation in the stone altar and another on the stone wall. He pressed. The same way he had pressed over and over all day long.
 
   Without a sound the door swung open.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Three
 
   The men in the chamber gave a collective shout of surprise. Since the only activity was watching Brian methodically move his fingers around, Dr. Ortiz had almost fallen asleep and the FBI agent was struggling not to join him. The air was stuffy and hot; Brian’s muscles ached so when the stone quietly moved back into the passageway they all jumped at once.
 
   “Santa Madre de Dios!” Ortiz yelled. Holy Mother of God!
 
   The agent moved next to Brian, his pistol drawn and ready for whatever might lie in the darkness ahead. But there were no sounds from the corridor.
 
   “How many flashlights do we have?” Brian asked.
 
   There were two among the three of them – only the agent didn’t have a light. “I’ll stay with you,” he told Brian. “Let me go first – you hold the light and shine it in front of me.”
 
   Ortiz brought up the rear. The three started down the corridor, pausing a moment at the first glyph on the wall. Ortiz looked at it, puzzled at what it could mean, but he hurried ahead when the other two men continued walking. Brian had no time to look at the things Cory Spencer had described. His job was to find President Chapman.
 
   Brian shone the light on the second hieroglyph and Ortiz glanced at it while he walked on down the chamber. They arrived at the large cavern. Brian directed his light toward the center of the room. A mass of metal lay roughly in the middle, as he had been prepared to expect, and a body was visible on the ground. He ran to it. “It’s President Chapman,” he said, anticipating.
 
   But it wasn’t Chapman. Brian turned the body over and looked into the face of Cory Spencer. Blood covered the front of his shirt. As Brian touched his neck to feel for a pulse, Spencer’s eyes opened.
 
   “Brian,” he said weakly. “You’ve come. Thank God. President Chapman’s body is over there.” He pointed an unsteady hand to his left. The beam of Brian’s light caught the second man’s body.
 
   The FBI agent grabbed Ortiz’s flashlight and shone it in Chapman’s face. “Mr. Sadler, I can go up to the top and notify my office if you want…”
 
   “I’ll handle it. The President told me to call him personally. I need to wait a minute, though. There’s one more thing – Cory, do you have any idea where Thomas Torrance is?”
 
   “Yes,” Cory struggled to answer. “He shot me, then…then he fell into the metal thing. I remember seeing little sparks right before he fell in. Don’t touch anything in there…”
 
   “He shot you?”
 
   Cory was too weak to respond.
 
   “Keep your gun out, just in case,” Brian told the FBI agent. He looked inside the oval object. There were no sparks and no body – nothing at all but a group of dusty gray capsule-like things, each about eight inches long.
 
   “He’s not in here. Do you know if there’s another way out of this cavern?”
 
   “I have no idea,” Spencer slurred. He closed his eyes and his body slumped.
 
   “Stay awake, Cory! Don’t leave me now!”
 
   “I’m just so tired…” he responded, his voice barely a whisper.
 
   “We’re going to get help for you. Right now.”
 
   Brian formulated a quick plan. He left the armed FBI agent with Cory in case Torrance was hiding nearby. Then he asked Dr. Ortiz to remain in Pakal’s tomb at the bottom of the stone staircase. That was to ensure no one else came in or out of the passageway.
 
   At the top of the temple Brian pulled out his phone. He needed help quickly and thought it would be fastest to work through the Embassy. He clicked on the number.
 
   “Cultural Affairs,” a pleasant voice answered.
 
   “This is an emergency,” Brian said. “Give me the Ambassador’s office. Now!”
 
   The call was transferred and within two minutes an administrative assistant had put Brian on hold while she located the Ambassador.
 
   “Mr. Sadler. Good afternoon. What can I do for you?”
 
   Brian spent only a moment filling the diplomat in on the shooting of an American citizen at the ruin. “I don’t have time to figure all this out. The President’s Gulfstream’s here and we can get the archaeologist out but I need medical attention for him fast. He’s going to die if we don’t get it.”
 
   “I’ll call you back in five minutes.” The Ambassador was fully aware that Brian Sadler was operating with the authority of the President of the United States and he moved quickly. His assistant called the small local hospital in Palenque and made preparations for the arrival of a gunshot patient. The Federal Police would be notified by the hospital; the Ambassador would smooth things with them as soon as the patient arrived.
 
   He called Brian and told him to move Cory by car to the Palenque hospital. “I’ll work on getting him to Mexico City to a major trauma center – I’ll ask the President to authorize the Gulfstream.”
 
   “No need,” Brian replied. “I have authority to instruct the pilots to fly to Mexico City. I’ll take care of that as soon as Cory’s stabilized in the local facility here. Thanks for your help.”
 
   While Brian made arrangements for Cory’s medical treatment Dr. Ortiz and the three government men down below devised a makeshift plan to move Cory. Using a bed sheet they retrieved from the crew bunkhouse the four men carried the archaeologist out of the cavern, hoisted him up the ladder then did the best they could on the narrow stairs. Brian instructed one of the CIA agents to take Cory to the hospital in the SUV. After a brief examination and efforts to stabilize him, Cory was taken by air ambulance from Palenque to Mexico City, kept in the hospital overnight then flown to New York.
 
   Once the immediate need to help Cory was dealt with, Dr. Ortiz called in the Federal Police to secure the Temple of the Inscriptions. With Torrance unaccounted for there was a chance he could reappear at any time. He had shot Cory Spencer – he was considered armed and dangerous.
 
   Brian called President Harrison who put the call on speakerphone after bringing his Chief of Staff into the room. Brian reported that Chapman’s body had been found just as Cory Spencer had said it would. Then he outlined the rest of what he knew – after shooting Cory, Thomas Newton Torrance had apparently fallen into the oval egg-like object but was nowhere to be found now. He described the glyphs and the mysterious artifacts in the cavern. The President and Bob Parker listened intently until Brian was finished, then Harry Harrison told Brian what would happen next. They had been working on a plan since Brian’s earlier call today that Chapman’s body might be in the temple.
 
   Instead of being used to fly Brian home from Palenque, the Gulfstream brought the body of former President John Chapman back to Andrews Air Force Base where a toxicology report confirmed the cause of death as poisoning by the bite of a fer-de-lance. Shortly the nation focused on President Chapman’s upcoming funeral in Washington.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Four
 
   The Aftermath
 
    
 
   Marianne Chapman did not attend her husband’s funeral. Immediately following her last conversation with President Harrison she had taken an overdose of barbiturates. She was found the next morning by the Secret Service agent assigned to protect her. The day of John Chapman’s funeral was the fourth day she had been in a coma. She would recover from this episode but within a year she tried again. This time it worked. She died at the age of fifty-five and was buried in her hometown of Omaha, Nebraska.
 
   Thomas Newton Torrance was gone. His pistol and cellphone lay inside the oval metal object into which Cory said he had fallen. The gun and phone were nestled amid the small capsule things. Government agents who were careful not to touch the ancient objects carefully retrieved them. The phone was slightly radioactive and, perplexingly, it remained fully charged after nearly twenty hours without external power. The gun bore the fingerprints of Thomas Newton Torrance. One bullet had been fired – that shell casing was retrieved from the floor of the cavern. That bullet had entered and exited the body of Cory Spencer.
 
   The Sussex University dig supervisor was recovering at Lenox Hill Hospital in Manhattan. Shot once in the gut with a .38 caliber bullet, Cory had lain in the cavern roughly fifteen hours before Brian Sadler successfully determined how to open the door and find him. He lost a lot of blood but was expected to make a full recovery. Caroline Tipton, his old lover and benefactor, was by his side in the hospital every day.
 
   Ultimately Thomas Newton Torrance was proven correct in his assessment about Cory Spencer’s discovery of what appeared to be an extraterrestrial craft. The scientific community discounted it completely, calling it an elaborate hoax. Senior academicians at Sussex University pulled Cory aside and advised him to stop talking about it. The implication was that Cory’s future as an archaeologist was in jeopardy so long as he continued to rant and rave about aliens. At least for now Cory Spencer wasn’t becoming famous as a result of the most amazing discovery in the world. He was saying nothing about it.
 
   In hopes of finding the way Torrance escaped, both the American and Mexican authorities carefully examined every inch of the artifact chamber, the cavern and the passageway between the two. Although several side caves and short dead-end passages were found, there were no more artifacts and no sign of the British entrepreneur. He had vanished.
 
   Ancient astronaut theorists were having a field day – for them there finally was proof that aliens have visited our planet. For now nobody could come up with a rational, levelheaded scientific idea what the things were or what the glyphs meant. History International and Discovery were already sparring to win the contract for exclusive broadcast rights. This drama would unfold over years, not days or months, but each network wanted to be a part of it every step of the way. This would be one of the biggest stories ever. Every fan of the books of Erich von Daniken, Graham Hancock or David Hatcher Childress would be in seventh heaven. This was exciting for those who believed that others had visited Earth.
 
   On the scientific side, a team of experts was already being assembled to examine the discovery in the cavern below King Pakal’s tomb. They would look at the metal strut the team originally found, the glyphs, the two “egg pod” pieces and the capsule things inside the pods. No one would speculate whether a reasonable explanation would ever be forthcoming. This was just too bizarre, too different and unusual.
 
   As the financier and benefactor of the Palenque project, Thomas Newton Torrance should have had significant input into how all this played out but he was nowhere to be found. He had no direct heirs and his executor was his old mentor from the early days of TNT’s wheeling and dealing.
 
   But was Torrance dead? Nobody knew. To further complicate things, the man had been residing in the USA, was a citizen of the UK and went missing in Mexico. In the USA and the UK a missing person can be declared dead by a court after seven years. The law in Mexico wasn’t as clear.
 
   A warrant was issued for his arrest on a charge of attempted murder but Thomas Newton Torrance would never be found. It would take years and many court battles before he was declared dead and his affairs wound up. Notwithstanding the ten million dollars he had put into the Palenque project and despite the incredible discovery there, Torrance’s estate did not profit from it, nor was he given credit as a discoverer. Cory Spencer sued the estate for a portion of the proceeds and a court awarded him a million dollars.
 
   Dr. Ortiz had profited by more than twenty thousand dollars thanks to the cash TNT provided him in exchange for information. Ortiz dreamed he might become the next Zahi Hawass – like the famous Egyptian archaeologist, Ortiz believed he could emerge as the spokesperson for archaeology all over Mexico and Central America. Sadly, without either the personality or connections of Dr. Hawass, Ortiz was destined to fade into history. He was noted as having been present when the artifacts were found but his negligible contribution was not considered meaningful. He started a book about the discoveries at Palenque but never finished it.
 
   At the President’s request Brian stayed on site at Palenque for several days after Chapman’s body was removed, acting as a representative of the U.S. government. Sussex University issued a recall for its remaining team members after the Mexican authorities revoked its permit to dig. The Mexican government would henceforth manage further exploration of the artifact chamber, cavern and the mysterious objects. For the moment everything was halted and the Temple of the Inscriptions remained closed to the public.
 
   Because Harry Harrison asked Brian to remain in Palenque the plans for a trip to Cancun had to be cancelled. “We’ll get it done, Nicole,” he had said after she expressed her disappointment. “Just give me a little time and we’ll do it right.”
 
   Two weeks later Brian Sadler and Nicole Farber were invited to the White House for a private dinner with the Harrisons. They declined. “Give us a rain check, Harry,” Brian had told his old roommate. “We have a side trip to take first.”
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Three weeks after the events in Palenque Nicole and Brian sat on lounge chairs in the sun. They had carved out the time for their trip to Cancun and now sat on a sandy beach ten feet from the ocean. They were at Manana Beach Resort on the Playa del Carmen, the place Nicole had picked out for them. A gentle breeze blew and waves cascaded into shore with a soothing sound. It was as peaceful and calming as either of them could imagine.
 
   A waiter came by and they ordered another round of Margaritas. “It’s getting easier,” Nicole said lazily.
 
   “What’s getting easier?”
 
   “It’s getting easier to sit here naked and order drinks from a waiter. I have to tell you, I had a little concern whether I could do this. I wondered if the waiter would look me over while I placed my order. And sure enough, he does! But I think it’s the most exhilarating thing I’ve ever experienced. I feel free! It’s so much fun not to have any clothes on!”
 
   “And you can get a tan with no tan lines.”
 
   “Yep. That too. So can you. Don’t burn anything I might need later.” She smiled at him mischievously.
 
   “Dinner’s at seven. What are you wearing? The black outfit or the blue one?”
 
   Nicole smiled and thought for a moment. “I think I’ll wear the fleshtone outfit. I know you’ve seen me in it a lot the last couple of days but I like it.”
 
   “Damn right. I like it too. It’s the best outfit you have!”
 
   “This old thing? It’s been around awhile.” She lay back in the lounge chair and ran her hand up and down her leg.
 
   “Not nearly long enough for me.” Brian leaned over and kissed her. Her nipple brushed against his arm and he kissed her again, more deeply.
 
   She glanced at him. “Better be careful raising that flagpole out here on the beach, Mister Sadler!”
 
   So they decided to take a break and run back up to their suite. That interlude lasted all afternoon and ended with a dip in the Jacuzzi situated in their bedroom by the front door. They opened the curtains and the sliding doors so they could lounge in the tub and watch the ocean. People walked by on the sidewalk ten feet in front of their room but took no notice of their nudity. Of course they didn’t – this was Manana Beach, after all.
 
   Later they sat in the dining room and sipped martinis as they perused the menu. They laughed at how different it felt to be in traditional social settings such as a dining room full of other couples with no one wearing anything at all.
 
   During their vacation they spent long hours talking through their situation. Nothing long-term was worked out. Brian couldn’t move and neither could Nicole. When they were together they were as close as two people could be. And they vowed to keep the spark alive when they were apart. Even though the “see other people” plan was still in place, Brian just wanted to see more of this one.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
   Sixty-five million years ago an asteroid six miles in diameter, the size of a small town, slammed into what is now the Yucatan Peninsula of Mexico. Travelling tens of thousands of miles an hour, it was possibly the most catastrophic impact the earth ever experienced and it left a crater over a hundred miles wide. The force of the collision caused dramatic changes on our planet.
 
   Massive volumes of ash and smoke erupted into the atmosphere of the earth and mega-tsunamis engulfed much of the land. Scientists theorize that the abrupt extinction of the dinosaurs happened because of this event. Most of those creatures, the remains of which were often found with food still in their stomachs, died suddenly. Many experts believe this asteroid impact is the reason.
 
   For perhaps a decade the skies of the entire planet were covered with a blanket of ash. Almost no plants or animals survived. Evolutionists think the ones that did, the smallest of species, arose from the ashes and ultimately repopulated Earth, resulting in the plethora of living things we know today.
 
   There was one other species on our planet when the asteroid struck. Fifteen of these creatures were here –close to the Yucatan, less than three hundred miles from the impact site. They were the most intelligent things on Earth at the time the cataclysm occurred. Others of their type watched helplessly from ten thousand miles above the planet as their compatriots calmly gathered in the pod that had brought them to Earth. They had no emotions – there was no sorrow, no grief. They merely registered the loss of their fellow beings when the catastrophe happened.
 
   For years these creatures had struggled in vain to restart the propulsion device on the craft that might have taken them off the planet. But they had crash-landed only a few hundred years ago in Earth-time. After numerous attempts the creatures had failed to get the oval spacecraft repaired. One of the struts had been ripped off the vehicle and severely damaged in the crash and the beings could not reattach it. Without the fourth strut the propulsion mechanism would not generate power because the craft had to be level for its sophisticated systems to start.
 
   The strut was made from the strongest, densest metal in the universe. Similar to iridium, it had not previously been seen on Earth. Due to its density the eight-foot-long strut weighed nearly ten thousand pounds.
 
   Once they gave up trying to reattach the strut, the tiny capsule-like beings moved it out of their way to a stone altar they constructed using the technique of levitation. Multi-ton rocks moved where the beings directed them, without the use of tools. Same for the strut itself. They merely raised it into the air and shifted it over to the altar.
 
   The creatures also created two glyphs in the walls of a passageway leading from the large area where their craft lay. One glyph depicted the fifteen beings and their spacecraft. The other was intended to tell others in the future where they had come from – a binary star system four light years, or twenty-four trillion miles, away from Earth.
 
   The twenty-foot long egg-shaped vehicle, which had reliably brought these small beings to our solar system and the third planet from the sun, had started its journey on a planet orbiting the double star Alpha Centauri. Its system had fifteen planets and theirs was fourth from their binary sun. Their craft had traveled for nearly two thousand years. The goal was to reach our solar system and to investigate whether it had a planet that could support their form of life. Nothing was wrong with the place from which they had come. It was merely logic that required the creatures to plan for every possible outcome. Their requirements for a new home were few – primarily they required a temperate climate free from poisons and caustic chemicals in the atmosphere. Earth turned out to be the perfect place.
 
   The creatures were far different from the plants and animals that would eventually populate Earth. They were alive in one sense of the word but they were not living things. They were eight-inch long sophisticated machines with artificial intelligence – they were computers that looked like little capsules. Each one had four antennae with knobs on the ends – those resembled hands and feet but they had a different use – they mined data for the beings.
 
   After Earth’s impact with the asteroid the creatures that had watched the scene from space returned to the Alpha Centauri system. They knew it would be a very long time before this green planet could again be of use to them. The atmosphere had to clear. The climate had to warm up.
 
   This advanced civilization of machines had no measure of time – they simply had no use for the concept. Therefore they waited to revisit Earth until it was necessary. At last their planet began to lose its mild climate. The huge double suns pulsated from time to time. As the fluctuations became more frequent the planet these robotic creatures inhabited began to warm. Soon it would be too hot for their sophisticated circuitry. These machines sent another mission to Earth. The goal was to determine if the planet was ready for them.
 
   Sixty-five million years had passed since the previous group of these beings had lain dormant on the earth during the asteroid cataclysm. The second mission arrived around 5000 B.C. as people on Earth measured time. It returned to the site of the previous crash and hovered several miles above the planet.
 
   The place where the ship had crashed was now covered. Ash and debris from the asteroid impact had solidified to form caves. The ruined spacecraft that held fifteen of their fellow creatures was now in an underground cavern.
 
   The beings noted much activity on the planet. It was different than their last visit when enormous dinosaurs roamed the forests. Their imaging systems showed that a variety of things lived here – plants, animals, even humans. Although they had never previously encountered the species homo sapiens, they quickly determined these creatures that walked upright on two appendages were apparently the most intelligent things on the planet. That wasn’t saying much – the level of logical thinking of which these machine creatures were capable was exponentially greater than that of the human beings.
 
   Egyptians, the Aztec, Maya and Incas, and others around the world – the people who built massive structures – pyramids, temples, multi-story buildings, virtual skyscrapers – learned those techniques from these interplanetary travelers. They were taught principles of construction, basic physics and geometry and mathematics. They mastered astronomy and strange things like levitation, hypnotism and mummification.
 
   The beings spent over six thousand years on Earth during their second visit. Their time here stretched from the building of the pyramids in Egypt to the middle of the sixteenth century A.D. Then it was time to return to their solar system, to advise their people that Earth was ready for colonization. Around 1550 as humans measure time, they left for the four thousand year round trip to Alpha Centauri.
 
   The craft that had crashed sixty-five million years ago remained hidden in the jungles of what is now southern Mexico. It contained fifteen beings – fifteen little capsules.
 
   Until Thomas Newton Torrance fell into the pod, that is. Now there were sixteen.
 
   
  
 



The Bones in the Pit
 
   A Brian Sadler Archaeological Mystery
 
   Book Four in the series
 
   
  
 



Acknowledgements
 
   Thanks to three people who always proof my work and offer significant comments and feedback. I appreciate my sons Jeff and Ryan for taking time from busy schedules to read every word. Your help is invaluable.
 
   Marjorie, thanks for listening through an important step: reading the entire book aloud. Thanks for tolerating the many hours when I’m writing, and thanks for your opinions and suggestions to make my books better.
 
   I love you all.
 
   
  
 



Historical Prelude
 
   Oak Island is a strange, mysterious place. It’s been that way for a very long time. On the surface there isn’t much to see. The 150-acre island forty miles southwest of Halifax, Nova Scotia, is covered with the oak trees that gave the place its name. Less than a thousand feet from the mainland, it’s just like three hundred other tiny islands that lie in Mahone Bay. Except for one significant difference. The Money Pit.
 
   The following information is true. In the summer of 1795 a teenager named Daniel McGinnis took a rowboat to the uninhabited island, wandered around and saw a depression in the ground. A huge oak tree with an outstretched limb stood in a clearing. Hanging from the limb was an ancient block and tackle, some people say, the kind used on sailing ships. Directly below the end of the limb was the depression. The place looked to the boy as though someone had purposely cleared some trees and dug a hole, probably a long, long time ago.
 
   Locals frequently told stories of pirates and the area is well known to have been visited by buccaneers. Captain William Kidd was rumored to have buried a fortune in treasure somewhere in the area. People also talked of strange lights seen on uninhabited Oak Island over the years. Maybe it was a crew of pirates swinging lanterns as they hauled a chest to be hidden. Maybe they were lights caused by someone, or something, else. It is likely young Daniel McGinnis thought of those stories as he returned home, very excited at the possibilities of what he had seen.
 
   The teenager brought two friends back the next day along with some tools. They began to dig in the middle of the saucer-like depression. The digging wasn’t difficult; the ground was loosely packed, indicating someone had filled it in at a time in the past. As they dug the boys discovered other evidence that men had been here. Two feet down there was a layer of flat stones not indigenous to Oak Island. It soon became obvious they were clearing a round hole about twelve or thirteen feet in diameter. Pickaxes had been used to build it; their marks clearly became visible as the boys removed the fill dirt.
 
   At around ten feet the boys hit logs that formed a floor. They were firmly inserted into the surrounding wall to create a platform. At this point they must have rushed to remove the logs, thinking they were close to recovering a treasure hidden below. Instead they found more loose dirt and, ten feet further down, another platform of logs.
 
   The job was too big for three teenagers. They left the island, returned home and told a few people about their discovery, hoping to enlist help. For whatever reason they got nowhere. The townspeople weren’t interested, or perhaps they feared the ghost stories and the mysterious lights on Oak Island. For years nothing further happened to the mysterious pit.
 
   Many fascinating books have been written about what became known as the Money Pit. Between 1800 and today several syndicates were formed to excavate the hole.
 
   At ninety feet workmen discovered a two-hundred pound flat stone with mysterious symbols carved into it. It’s enticing – the code is a straightforward one and the translation is generally considered to say “Forty feet below two million pounds are buried.”
 
   Most researchers believe it to be a hoax, probably put at the ninety-foot level in the mid-1800s by men seeking to raise money for yet another treasure syndicate. Regardless of its authenticity it can play no part in answering the riddle of Oak Island – it disappeared around 1920 and no one knows where it is today.
 
   Through boring, some reported finding evidence of a “chest” containing metal at a level around 100 feet below the surface. There also appears to be a concrete vault of some type, lined with wood or filled with wooden chests, below 150 feet.
 
   The hole was expertly engineered to keep would-be treasure hunters confused. Much earlier than 1795, whoever built the Money Pit engineered sophisticated booby-traps in the form of at least two tunnels running into the pit from the nearby shoreline. These tunnels cause the pit to flood to sea level, around thirty feet below the surface of the island. Even in recent times when modern, expensive techniques have been employed to drain the pit, close off the flood tunnels or pump it out, nothing has worked. Lives have been lost and millions of dollars spent. So far all the work that’s been done has generated no answers. Even today nobody knows anything more than the teenaged Daniel McGinnis did about what exists deep in the Money Pit. All people know is that someone went to an incredible amount of time and expense to create an engineering enigma. What does the Money Pit on Oak Island hide? No one knows.
 
   This book builds on one of the many theories that have been postulated over the centuries since this mysterious pit was discovered.
 
    
 
   


  
 



Part One
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter One
 
   New York City
 
    
 
   The Ford pickup easily made its way down Fifth Avenue, weaving in and out of traffic as New Yorkers habitually do. Hassan Palavi knew the route well – he had practiced it every day since he received this assignment. Hassan was a descendant of a long-ago shah of Iran but he was one hundred eighty degrees opposed to the pro-USA ideals that regime had embraced. He had aligned himself politically, religiously and in every other respect with whichever terror group was in power at the moment. He was a dedicated, committed, well-trained American terrorist.
 
   Hassan’s dream was to see America crushed, on its knees and begging Muslims everywhere for forgiveness. He was willing to give anything to further that dream. And today he would be called upon to make the ultimate sacrifice. Hassan couldn’t have been happier.
 
   During a carefully timed visit that had been arranged by his Al Qaeda handlers, Hassan had been born in the United States to Iranian parents who were in America supposedly visiting relatives. He was therefore a U.S. citizen and carried an American passport. Young men this dedicated to jihad who also were full-fledged Yankees were rare – almost nonexistent. His handlers had cultivated Hassan carefully as he grew from childhood, preparing him for some critical mission down the road. Today had become the time for this American-born terrorist to perform.
 
   Although a rarity such as Hassan was worth his weight in gold to the terrorists who had carefully molded him, his destiny today wouldn’t further the cause of jihad. He had been sold like a prized stallion. Two million dollars had changed hands. The Al Qaeda group now had money to buy weapons and foment hatred and one man, in exchange, had the talents of a suicide bomber.
 
   Without a care in the world, twenty-three year old Hassan listened to music on the radio of the stolen pickup, smoked one cigarette after another and enjoyed the breeze coming through the open window as he maneuvered down the crowded avenue. He didn’t speed. With the mission he had been given it would be foolish beyond belief to be stopped by the police. Hassan was on a strict timeframe. He had places to be and timing was everything. This job had been planned down to the last second.
 
   He stopped for a red light at 59th Street and checked his watch. He had eleven minutes to go and only five blocks left. He wanted to get past the busy two-way cross street at 57th before stopping. He pulled the pickup all the way to the left lane, passed 57th Street then pulled over to the curb. He had three blocks to go and needed to kill a little time. Hassan glanced in his mirrors and out his front windshield. There were no policemen walking on the sidewalk to create a problem for him – only the hustle and bustle of pedestrian traffic like always during the noon hour in New York City.
 
   In the bed of the pickup truck sat ten ten-gallon canisters filled with gasoline. They were securely tethered to the wall of the truck and wired together, ready for the job ahead. Hassan gave them a quick glance probably for the fiftieth time today, making sure everything was still good to go. And it was.
 
   Hassan lit another cigarette, idly contemplating that this would be his last one. In a very short time this street would be a mass of confusion, drama and tears. Another strike at the mighty Americans. He smiled as he inhaled a deep puff. He didn’t know why he was doing this mission. He didn’t care. He only knew it was going to be a big deal. A very big deal indeed. Hassan would have been saddened to know his death wouldn’t promote jihad at all. He’d been bought and paid for to do a job for a very wealthy man.
 
   He saw the infidel church, St. Patrick’s Cathedral, a few blocks down the street in front of him. As the church bells began to peal the hour, Hassan looked at his watch. An alarm sounded – it was one pm. Shutting off the alarm he thanked Allah one last time for the rewards in heaven that lay in store for him only a few moments from now. Then he smiled, tossed the cigarette out the window and put the pickup into gear. Showtime.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   A priest stood at a counter in Bijan Rarities, New York’s most famous antiquities gallery. Dressed in a black cassock and an old-fashioned padre’s hat, he resembled the character Father Guido Sarducci who had appeared regularly on Saturday Night Live years before. He wore sunglasses even though he was indoors but none of the staff at the gallery considered it unusual. Everyone in New York was a little different. Even the clergy.
 
   The priest had rung the front buzzer at 12:45 pm. The security guard on duty glanced at a sheet and noted that the Archdiocese was sending a representative to the store. Without a second thought the guard opened the door to admit him. The priest thanked the guard, who pointed to the back of the showroom where Collette Conning, the second-in-command to Brian Sadler, waited to meet with him.
 
   They sat at her desk and the priest explained the reason for his visit. He produced a letter with the signature and seal of the Archbishop of New York at the bottom. Collette looked it over then rose and pointed. “I’ll meet you at the counter over there. I have to get the manuscript from Mr. Sadler’s office.”
 
   Standing at the counter, the cleric glanced around the showroom as he waited for her return. There was only one other customer in the store. He was in a small room examining some old vases. There were also Collette and the guard. He didn’t see anyone who might have been Brian Sadler but he knew the owner could be in the back somewhere. It made no difference how many people were there. Everything would happen in a matter of minutes. He glanced at his watch. Exactly on schedule.
 
   Collette brought a tray from the rear of the gallery. It was about the size of a large cookie sheet and on it sat a very old book. When she first had seen the manuscript she noticed it vaguely resembled medieval bibles she had seen. But it was old, ratty and torn. The other seven books that had been dropped off with it were beautiful, almost majestic. They were valuable. Like her boss, she had immediately dismissed this one as junk.
 
   But one never knew. And now the Church was interested in it. So maybe there was more to this book after all. It wasn’t every day the Archbishop sent a representative to look at one of their consignments.
 
   Collette set the tray on the counter in front of the priest. “You’ll need gloves to examine it yourself,” she said, putting on a pair. He declined and asked her to turn to the title page.
 
   She opened the book. Opus Militum Xpisti, the title dimly read on the ragged page. The Work of the Soldiers of Christ.
 
   Collette thought it was strange that he really didn’t seem to care what the page said. He barely looked at it. They both heard a muffled ding and the priest glanced at his watch. “One pm,” he said absently as he hit a button to silence the alarm.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Nicole Farber had been preparing for trial for three days. If she weren’t ready now she’d never be. Criminal law was a strange animal – many times the jury made its decision based on the characters in the play – the prosecutor, the defense attorney, even the defendant – rather than on the law itself. Many times those jurors – the human beings who held the futures of others in their hands – became captivated with good-looking attorneys, likeable murderers, people who could twist the truth until you hardly believed it yourself even though irrefutable facts were laid out right in front of you.
 
   She was one of those good-looking attorneys. The youngest partner at Carter and Wells, one of Dallas’ largest and most prestigious law firms, Nicole had made a name for herself defending those accused of white-collar crimes. She’d met her boyfriend Brian Sadler through her work. She had represented him years ago when he was a stockbroker embroiled in a massive fraud that took down the Dallas investment bank where he worked. What started as an attorney-client relationship blossomed into much more. Now that Brian lived in New York she saw much less of him but they managed to spend as much time together as they could.
 
   She stopped working, swung her chair around and looked out the floor-to-ceiling windows at the skyline of downtown Dallas. The city’s architecture was striking and she never tired of the view. As she took a moment to relax, her iPhone dinged a quiet reminder. It was 11:55 a.m. and a special program on Fox News Network would be broadcast in five minutes. She took a remote from her desk and turned on the TV on the wall in the opposite end of her expansive office. She didn’t want to miss this.
 
   A panel wrapped up a heated discussion about the continuing Congressional deadlock over spending and then the moderator said, “Stay tuned for a real treat. Brian Sadler, owner of the well-known New York antiquities gallery Bijan Rarities, will be on hand for a look at the most exciting discoveries around the world over the past few months. That’s right after the break – at one pm here in Manhattan.”
 
   Nicole grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge in a corner of her office and sat on her couch. Kicking off her shoes, she sat back to watch her boyfriend do his thing. As the Fox interviewer introduced Brian she looked closely at what he was wearing. Good for you, Brian. You’re wearing that tie I gave you for Christmas. I never knew if you liked it that much or not but I’m glad you do.
 
   The reporter led Brian into the topic as the screen flashed pictures from remote areas worldwide. There were shots of ancient temples in jungles, ruined pyramids in a desert, building facades built into walls in the ancient city of Petra. Brian’s voiceover explained one by one the new things archaeological teams were working on. Even knowing as much as she did because of her relationship with Brian, she found the information interesting and was watching closely. The cameras turned back to Brian from time to time as he smoothly and effortlessly guided the television audience through the film clips that were being displayed.
 
   About ten minutes into the program it was suddenly interrupted. On the screen flashed three words – Fox News Alert. One of the Fox regulars appeared behind the news desk and said, “We interrupt this program to bring you a special report from Manhattan. A truck has jumped the curb on Fifth Avenue in midtown and crashed into a building. This happened less than fifteen minutes ago only a few blocks from our studios. Our crew is en route to the scene and we’ll be bringing you live footage momentarily.”
 
   The man stopped talking and put his hand to his ear. Nicole watched him listen into his earphone. “This situation has apparently escalated. Reports indicate a massive explosion has occurred. There appear to be fatalities and the scene is chaotic.”
 
   The news crew arrived and suddenly a camera was capturing the scene live for viewers to see. “Oh my God,” Nicole yelled, tears running down her face as she watched her television. “Oh my God.”
 
   Inside the Fox studios on 47th Street and Sixth Avenue Brian watched the scene on a large monitor as he waited to return to his segment. When the live shot was displayed Brian looked closely. His face turned from interest to astonishment, then horror as he screamed at the top of his lungs.
 
   “That’s my gallery!”
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   The Jesuit priest walked briskly away from the carnage and destruction on Fifth Avenue. He turned east at the intersection and made his way through throngs of pedestrians. Many of them were hurrying the other direction to see what was going on. Everyone on the midtown streets had heard the massive thump of an explosion a couple of minutes ago. No one gave the priest a second glance as he crossed Madison, then Park and turned left on Lexington.
 
   He popped into a McDonald’s restaurant a couple of blocks up and went directly to the men’s room. There was only one other person in the bathroom and he was using the urinal. The priest entered the first stall, locked the door and looked around. On the floor behind the toilet was a Macy’s shopping bag. The priest pulled out a pair of shoes, a blond wig, a baseball cap and a pair of sunglasses. He put the manuscript, the detonating device he had used, his hat, black cassock and shoes in the bag and put it back behind the toilet. He now wore the blue jeans and Yankees t-shirt that had been under the priest’s garb. With different shoes, the wig, hat and glasses he looked nothing like the cleric he had been only one minute ago.
 
   As the perpetrator left, the person standing at the urinal entered the stall, retrieved the shopping bag and checked its contents. He saw the manuscript and the small detonator device. He sent a one-word text on his phone. “Go.” He nonchalantly walked out of the restaurant to the bus stop a block away. Within an hour he and the manuscript would be safely at a house in Brooklyn. The Macy’s shopping bag with the rest of its contents lay at the bottom of a curbside trash bin miles from midtown.
 
   The priest, transformed into a tourist wearing a ball cap, looked exactly like a thousand others on the teeming Manhattan streets. As he walked toward the subway station at 53rd and Lexington a pedestrian jostled him and he felt a little sting on his arm. As he reached to rub it, he stumbled and fell to the pavement. He began convulsing as people moved aside. One yelled, “I think he’s having a seizure!”
 
   One concerned passerby dialed 911. But it was too late. The perpetrator of the Fifth Avenue bombing was dead.
 
   Later that day, a continent away a man watched the news report and smiled. One score settled, two to go.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two
 
   Rome, two years ago
 
    
 
   It is well known that the Vatican has what is termed the “Secret Archives,” an area where Popes over hundreds of years have deposited written material of interest to the Church or otherwise historically significant. Today there are over 35,000 such documents of various types including correspondence between pontiffs and ruling monarchs of England and France. Properly vetted researchers are occasionally allowed to visit the Secret Archives to study the material.
 
   Few are aware there is another archive, this one truly secret and accessible solely by the Pope. In the depths of the Vatican several floors below the Sistine Chapel, there is a vault. Its existence is known to only a few people – as a new Pope is elected he is told about it. Aside from His Holiness there are generally four others alive who are aware of the place. But only one of those knows the combination to the door behind which lies more than a millennium of secrets – the Pope himself.
 
   For fifteen hundred years, only the Pope has accessed the vault, never anyone else. Many of the pontiffs had no interest in visiting the repository. In fact in the past fifty years only one Pope, Benedict XVI, had decided to go there. His first visit was to place the Bethlehem Scroll in the vault’s secure shelves in 2009 and he had been back a number of times since.
 
   In his position as head of the Knights Templars and a confidant of the Pope, Dominic Cardinal Conti was one of only five people on Earth who knew the vault existed. Among hundreds of other things, many relics and documents relating to the Knights Templars had been placed there over hundreds of years. Even as head of the Templars Conti was not allowed to enter the area but Pope Benedict had one day taken an ancient book out of the vault, brought it to his office and showed it to the Cardinal. It was bound in leather and its pages were chipped and yellowed with age.
 
   Benedict told Conti that this large old musty book was the key to all the artifacts that were secured in the papal vault. It was a register. Line by line a Pope would enter an item’s title or description as he put it there for safekeeping. This book was the master list of everything in the vault.
 
   The Pope commented on the register’s remarkably good condition after fifteen hundred years. He told Cardinal Conti he was going to have the register photocopied so he could refer to the vault’s contents prior to going there, saving time when he was looking for something in particular. The original would of course remain in the vault.
 
   The first entry in that master record was dated 606 AD during the reign of Pope Boniface III. Into the newly constructed underground vault Boniface had placed a decree from Byzantine Emperor Phocas declaring Rome head of all the churches and putting rest to all conflicting claims, especially from Constantinople. In a flourishing hand, Boniface had recorded the document – the first line in a record book that by now ran to over a hundred pages and several thousand entries.
 
   The Pope showed Conti four interesting entries in the register – four manuscripts that were the eyewitness journals of the Knights Templars. These four volumes were in fact diaries, each written at the time the events described in them occurred. They were exciting to the Cardinal. The first book encompassed the years from the Templars beginning in 1118 to the tumultuous time in the early 1300s when the group ostensibly was disbanded.
 
   The pontiff explained to Cardinal Conti that the books were part of a private collection until around 1875 when they were donated by a wealthy Italian family to the papal collection. Pius IX, the Pope at the time, considered them so revealing and so potentially inflammatory that he locked them in the secret vault.
 
   Since he was head of the Templars today, Conti requested to read the manuscripts. The Pope agreed to remove them, one at a time, so Conti could peruse the ancient books. Conti’s excitement grew the day he held the beautifully bound first volume in his hands and read the words on its title page. Opus Militum Xpisti. Translated from Latin, “The work of the soldiers of Christ.”
 
   In this first volume the Cardinal read the fascinating eyewitness account of the Templars’ activities from their very beginning. It was written entirely in Latin, a language well understood by Conti.
 
   The group had been founded on the basest Christian principle – to defend the kingdom of Christ at whatever cost. What started so nobly eventually became the subject of controversy from powerful factions within the Church. Property owned by the Templars was not subject to taxation and they accumulated substantial wealth while conquering infidels across Europe. Much of this booty was handed over to the Pope but some of it inevitably remained with the Templars themselves. They began to receive criticism from high levels.
 
   Without a doubt the Templars accumulated many treasures. Legends grew over the centuries about the relics the Knights Templars found when they occupied the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. From pieces of the cross to skulls of saints, from clothing worn by the Apostles to the Holy Grail, many tales surrounded these crusading warriors for Christ. Dozens of books speculated on the Templar treasure horde while movies such as National Treasure and the Indiana Jones series keep the exploits of the legendary group alive. No one knows for sure what the Templars had, what they delivered to the Church and what they might have kept and hidden.
 
   Eventually all the favors and praise lavished by the Popes on the Templars stirred jealousy and hatred among others in the Church who didn’t receive such attention. High-ranking officials worked behind the scenes to bring down the crusaders who previously had enjoyed the protection and favors of the Papacy. In the early 1300s the Templars were finally defeated, not by enemies without but by those within.
 
   These honorable men were rounded up, horribly tortured and forced to confess to all sorts of vile criminal behavior such as idol worship and sodomy. Over fifty leaders of the Knights Templars were burned to death in 1310 while a weak, spineless Pope stood by doing nothing to stop it. To the world this signaled the end of the Knights Templars. But that was incorrect. The Order continued, secretly carrying on the work of its original members.
 
   Thusly, the first volume of the Templar history ended with the apparent destruction of the ancient Order. Cardinal Conti returned it and received the next one from Pope Benedict. It was interesting, Conti thought, that although the Templars were “destroyed” in the first book, three more manuscripts relating to their history were extant. Since Dominic Conti was now head of the Knights Templars, he knew that they had carried on throughout the centuries. But he had never read the group’s history written by Templar scribes on the scene. It was fascinating.
 
   The fact that Conti was a linguist came in handy as he read page after page. The subsequent manuscripts were written mostly in Latin but also in French or medieval English. In the first book and now in the second, every so often there appeared a page of curious symbols, a coded message of unknown significance. Conti asked the Pope about what these pages might mean.
 
   “Finish the manuscripts, Dominic,” Pope Benedict had said. “Then I have something else to show you that may explain your question.”
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Although the Cardinal devoted much of every day to reading the manuscripts, the laborious translations required six weeks before he was finished with the third volume. He made arrangements to see the Pope and exchange the book for the fourth and last one.
 
   In his office he opened the final volume and began to read. It was quickly obvious that something was wrong. He left a message with the Pope’s secretary and soon received a call from the pontiff.
 
   “Your Holiness, could there possibly be another volume? The one I just received from you doesn’t chronologically follow the third volume. It begins in the eighteenth century, whereas the last volume stopped around the mid 1400s. There’s a time gap of over two hundred years.”
 
   “I wasn’t aware of that, but also I must admit I’ve never looked at those books. Could it be that some pages are missing from one volume or another?”
 
   “That’s not the answer, Holiness. The books are intact and bound. I’m missing the years between about 1475 and 1700. I think there’s a missing manuscript and I’d like your permission to use the papal resources to look for it.”
 
   “By all means, Dominic. You have my permission to seek it.”
 
   It seemed unusual to Conti that there would be a missing volume in the middle. He wondered if it had been removed because there was something there so important it had to be hidden even from the Pope. Hopeful that it was still in the Church family somewhere, the Cardinal sent out an inquiry to the Catholic churches worldwide. Although unlikely, it was possible that the manuscript could be resting as a relic in one of the far-flung churches. In these times of electronic mail things were far simpler and faster than the old days when a letter to say Africa might take six weeks to arrive and that much longer for a response. Since all the volumes so far looked similar on the outside, Conti included a picture in his email to make it easier for clerics to identify what he was looking for.
 
   Within fifteen days he had heard from all the churches, large and small. None possessed the missing volume.
 
   Back in Vatican City a group of twenty young Jesuit priests was assigned to scour the Vatican itself. This was a daunting task – the palace had at least ten thousand rooms and bookshelves lined the walls of hundreds of them. Although Conti doubted the priests visited every single potential resting place, after two weeks they reported the manuscript had not been found. Reluctantly the Cardinal suspended the hunt for the missing book and resumed the pressing duties of his office.
 
   In January 2013 Conti finished reading the fourth volume. It was easier than the others because it was both in French and more modern English, covering the period from 1700 until 1950. There was nothing of significance in it. The Cardinal returned the volume to the Papal Secretary but was told His Holiness could not see him today. That had been the case for a while, Conti reflected. Benedict seemed to be removing himself from those who had surrounded him.
 
   Pope Benedict had promised the Cardinal he had something else to show him once he finished reading the last volume – something that might shed light on the mysterious coded pages that appeared occasionally throughout the Knights Templars books. Conti tried for a week to arrange a meeting with the Pope, something that would have been simple a month ago, but was denied.
 
   He had almost forgotten about it when in February he received an email from the Archdiocese of New York. When Conti’s original request went out to churches worldwide, the Archbishop had asked his staff to look closely at the books in his Manhattan residence. He wanted to ensure the volume wasn’t among over a thousand other old and musty books that had accumulated over the years. It wasn’t, but one of those who searched for it had come to the Archbishop recently with a newspaper article. The Archbishop read the clipping then told the young staffer to reply to Cardinal Conti’s email.
 
   “Your Eminence,” the email read, “I am writing at the suggestion of the Archbishop. I participated in a search of the residence here in New York in an attempt to locate your missing manuscript. Your email contained a picture of another volume in the series of books, and I believe the enclosed article may refer to the book you’re seeking.”
 
   Cardinal Conti opened the attachment to the staffer’s email and saw an article from an issue of the New York Times a few days ago.
 
    
 
   Trove of Ancient Books
 
   Found in Nova Scotia Basement
 
    
 
   Halifax, Nova Scotia (AP) A collection of eight books, the earliest dating to the fourteenth century, has been found in a house in Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada. Some of the books are bound in animal skins, others in leather, and all appear to be printed on parchment. Dr. Ralph Painter, an expert in antiquarian books at Halifax’s St. Mary’s University, examined the items. He explained that the use of parchment is an important indicator that the volumes were created for persons of wealth or social standing, even perhaps for use in churches. Dr. Painter estimated the combined value of seven of the tomes at more than US$1,000,000. He added that their remarkably good condition, extreme rarity and collector interest worldwide could cause them to bring even more at auction. He declined to give an estimate on the eighth book, a volume about the exploits of the Knights Templars that was in very worn condition and appeared to be one of a set, the rest of which are missing. Both those factors detract from its value, the expert added.
 
   An invoice found with the volumes shows Antoine Crane, the home’s owner who died in 2000, purchased seven of the books from an antiquarian bookshop in Rome, Italy in 1921 for the equivalent of around US$5,000 in today’s dollars. There was nothing indicating the source of the worn Templar manuscript or how it ended up in Nova Scotia.
 
   The eight volumes consist of three lavishly illustrated bibles from the Middle Ages, the Knights Templars book written mostly in Latin, and four works of literature dating from the 1600s and 1700s.
 
   Brothers Robert and Sidney Crane, the heirs of Antoine Crane, discovered the books three months ago. Both are physicians. They reside in Los Angeles, California and Athens, Georgia respectively. The men visited their father’s house once after his funeral and then left it in the care of a local property manager. The house has been unoccupied from the senior Crane’s death until today.
 
   The Crane brothers said they decided to put the house on the market, which necessitated a thorough cleaning. “Dad was a bit of a packrat so the place was crammed with boxes and file cabinets,” Robert Crane said in an exclusive interview with the Times. “Sid and I would open a box, glance at what was inside and put it either in a ‘keep’ or ‘toss’ pile.” The books, which were in a cardboard box, aroused the immediate attention of the men due to their obvious age.
 
   Antoine Crane was a collector of many things ranging from clocks to music boxes, according to Robert Crane. A recluse in his later years, he had over a thousand books in his home but none was of much value, the sons said. Robert and Sidney Crane are “considering our options on the sale or donation of the volumes,” Sidney Crane said.
 
   Conti’s hands shook as he read and reread the end of the first paragraph. “…a volume about the exploits of the Knights Templar…one of a set…” Could it be? He picked up the phone on his desk and made a call. Within minutes one of his assistants was researching the Internet to find the contact information for one or both of the Crane brothers. Los Angeles was difficult – there were twelve physicians in the metropolitan area who had both “Robert” and “Crane” in their names – but Athens, Georgia proved much more fruitful. The staffer found Dr. Sidney Crane, a neurosurgeon, and handed the doctor’s contact information to Cardinal Conti.
 
   Thanking the young man, Conti reminded him that this job, along with everything else he did every day, was completely confidential. The work of the Church could not be discussed with anyone. Especially the information this young man had given the Cardinal.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
   Rome
 
    
 
   Tucked away in a side street a couple of blocks from the Spanish Steps is a tiny outdoor trattoria, one of perhaps thousands in the Eternal City. A trim bearded man around seventy years old sipped his second espresso and read the Italian-language newspaper la Repubblica, enjoying the cool morning air and the sunshine. Giovanni Moretti enjoyed his morning paper and appreciated living in one of the world’s great cities. And this café was only two blocks from his apartment on one of Rome’s beautiful avenues. Moretti had selected a table at the edge of the patio and requested no one be seated nearby. As a frequent patron and on a quiet morning, his wishes were easily accommodated.
 
   He waited for the man who had arranged this meeting. They had met several times over the years but lately Moretti always wondered if the next meeting would be the meeting. The one that would end the waiting.
 
   Precisely at ten am Moretti saw a priest wearing the cassock and familiar red zucchetto, or skullcap, of a Cardinal stride briskly toward him. The man was tall and younger than Moretti by perhaps twenty years.
 
   Moretti rose and bowed slightly. “Your Eminence.” He gestured to the empty chair beside his.
 
   “Good morning, Giovanni. It’s good to see you again.” The Cardinal sat as a waiter rushed to his side.
 
   Bowing, the server said, “Your Eminence, may I get you a cup of coffee?”
 
   “Molto bene, grazie. A double espresso for me, please. Nothing else.”
 
   The few other guests on the patio sneaked surreptitious glances at the prominent figure. Even in Rome where officials of the Roman Catholic Church were common sights, a Cardinal was accorded respect and reverence.
 
   The two men leaned closer to each other and conversed quietly in Italian.
 
   “Dominic, how are things with you and with the bank?” Moretti made small talk as he waited for the priest to eventually raise the subject of their meeting. They chatted, as old friends do who haven’t seen each other in awhile.
 
   As far as most people knew, Dominic Conti’s job was to run the Institute for the Works of Religion, commonly known as the Vatican Bank. It was an important part of the Catholic Church. Although the bank was publicly “founded” in 1942, its roots as the financial arm of the Church dated back hundreds of years, maybe more. Cloaked in secrecy, the bank had only recently begun to issue annual reports of its operations and even then there were always questions about its activities.
 
   And in fact that was the Cardinal’s job. But he held another position within the Church as well. A secret one. Dominic Conti was also the leader of a shadowy group that operated under the auspices of the Church but far behind the scenes. He was head of the Poor Soldiers of Christ and the Temple of Solomon. The Knights Templars.
 
   The men continued their conversation until the cleric’s coffee arrived. He took a sip and quietly said, “We need your help, Giovanni.”
 
   Moretti had often wondered when this day would come. He owed the Church a tremendous personal debt. Even as powerful as Moretti once had been, he had found himself unable to control his own fate at a crucial time. Cardinal Conti had arranged for the Church to willingly lend a hand and easily solve a problem. In exchange for a favor to be redeemed in the future. Perhaps. Or perhaps not. One never knew when dealing with people like this if they would ever call, or if the Church’s favor would forever go unrepaid. But now the day of reckoning had arrived for Giovanni Moretti. This was the day.
 
   “I’m at your service, Dominic.”
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   After spending an hour with Cardinal Conti, Giovanni Moretti left the trattoria. He fully understood his mission although he had not been told why the job had to be done. For now that was fine. Moretti didn’t care. He wanted to repay the debt he owed this man and move on. It was the final impediment in the new life he had chosen and he had lived with the shadow for some time now. He was glad the repayment would come soon and had no concern he would be able to perform the tasks the Cardinal asked of him.
 
   Moretti’s previous work had left him with a wide network of contacts. And he could accomplish his goals for this project without having to reveal who he was. That was important.
 
   When he arrived in Italy a few months back Moretti had set up a shell corporation in Turkey. Its owners were two trust companies in Liechtenstein. A corporation in Libya in turn owned those trusts. There would be no tracing ownership in Moretti’s companies.
 
   Today, using a mail account set up through his front company, he emailed a private investigator in New York he had used for years. Moretti had never spoken with the PI or given the man his name. His identification was a string of numbers – a password – that identified him to the detective. Moretti gave the PI the name of a doctor in Georgia that Conti had provided – the doctor who owned the manuscript. The investigator accepted the job and Moretti wired $20,000 to an account he provided. Now Moretti waited.
 
   In three days Giovanni Moretti knew exactly where the missing Knights Templar volume was. And it was in a place that he hadn’t expected, one that excited Moretti.
 
   Locating the site satisfied only one part of the payback he owed Dominic Cardinal Conti. He knew what would come next.
 
   Moretti made a call. From his desk in the Vatican, Cardinal Conti answered on the first ring. “What have you found?”
 
   “It’s at an antiquities gallery. Bijan Rarities in New York.”
 
   “Get it. Discreetly.”
 
   The call ended, the cleric having given the response Moretti anticipated. This project was perfect. He could kill two birds with one stone, paying off one debt while collecting on another.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Now that Moretti had been given instructions, the Cardinal was determined to push for a meeting with Pope Benedict. He wanted to know what the Pope had promised to show him – the key, perhaps, to the coded pages in the manuscripts. Dominic Conti pushed his chair back from his desk, laced his fingers behind his head and thought how to do it. As his mind considered various options a ding on his computer indicated he had incoming mail. He glanced at the screen and gasped as he opened and read an email from the Pope’s secretary.
 
   This is virtually unprecedented. Now I understand what’s been going on. And now I’ll never find out what the Pope was going to show me.
 
   On February 11, 2013 Benedict XVI became the first Pope in six hundred years to announce he was resigning. A month later he was out of office, his access to the secret vault in the Vatican now ended forever.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   In his spacious apartment Giovanni Moretti laid out his plan on a legal pad. The more he thought, the more elaborate his ideas became until he had designed a scheme. It was monumental and would completely mask the reasons behind it. The idea would take resources and effort, both of which Moretti could easily muster. He wouldn’t call upon the Church for help of any kind. Cardinal Conti would have the plausible deniability he required. All Conti wanted was the manuscript. All Moretti wanted, on the other hand, was revenge.
 
   He placed several telephone calls. The plan would take time to execute but the project was underway.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four
 
   New York City
 
    
 
   A month ago Brian Sadler had received a phone call from Dr. Sidney Crane of Athens, Georgia. The neurologist told him about the eight ancient books from his father’s collection. Brian agreed to take the manuscripts, estimate their worth and provide a proposal for disposition.
 
   Like most Americans, the Crane brothers had heard of Bijan Rarities. Brian Sadler was a frequent guest on news networks as a recognized authority on antiquities. The History and Discovery networks had produced several shows in which either he or the gallery were prominently featured. His discoveries in Mexico and Central America had made headlines worldwide and Sadler’s name was well known to those who collected or had an interest in ancient things and peoples. He had been involved with some of the world’s strangest and rarest things, including the Bethlehem Scroll and the discovery of ancient gold of the Maya kings deep in the Guatemalan rain forest.
 
   When Robert and Sidney Crane found the manuscripts in the old box they discussed what to do next. The find might be something really valuable but then again it might be eight old books that should be listed on eBay. Only an expert would know and they both came up with Bijan to fill their need.
 
   Dr. Sidney Crane emailed Brian photos of the book covers and the first couple of pages of each. Brian was immediately captivated by the beauty and condition of seven of the volumes. They had weathered time well. He called the physician and gave him a very preliminary guess of the possible value, with the caveat that seeing them in person and spending some research time in the office with them would be necessary to nail down a true value.
 
   Brian gave a ballpark estimate of the three bibles at perhaps $50-100,000 each and the four miscellaneous volumes of literature at roughly $20-40,000 each due to their age and unique binding. He reserved an opinion on the Knights Templars book. He agreed with Dr. Crane that the volume was very likely one of a set and no one had any idea where the others were or even if they existed. Its content guaranteed it had been written hundreds of years ago and the book’s cover looked as though it was from the early eighteenth century. It made the book interesting as an old tome but not particularly valuable standing alone, apart from the others in its set. There was also the matter of condition. The book was in poor shape at best – torn pages and a worn cover that was barely attached to the spine. Of the eight books it held the least possibility of any real value to Brian.
 
   Two weeks later the eight volumes were at Bijan Rarities. Dr. Sidney Crane had brought them personally to New York, unwilling to trust them to a delivery service or courier. He spent only an hour with Brian, got a receipt for the books and left.
 
   Brian laid the volumes on a side table in his office. The pictures hardly did justice to the beauty of the three bibles. And the four volumes of literature were clearly ancient and first editions, but they were by little-known writers. They had value not from their content but more for the age and beauty of the bindings, Brian mused.
 
   He looked at the worst book first, to get it over with. As he’d suspected from the picture, this book was no different than hundreds of others he’d seen at antiquarian booksellers worldwide. It was old, for sure. Brian carefully opened the torn, moth-eaten cover and looked at the first page. Opus Militum Xpisti. Latin. It was one volume of a set, for sure. Who knew where the others were? Who cared, for that matter? The set had probably been separated long ago. If the others were in as bad shape as this one, Brian figured they’d been tossed in the trash.
 
   The Templars manuscript was written in a combination of Latin, ancient French and English between the 1400s and 1700s, according to the diary entries in it. There were no redeeming factors on this one – no beautiful binding, no exquisite colored drawings, nothing to make this one worthwhile. Brian wasn’t going to spend any time on it. This one looked like something for a garage sale, not a rarities gallery. He tossed it to the back of the table.
 
   Now the other seven books – these had possibilities. After a brief look he locked them in the vault for safekeeping.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five
 
   There were a dozen important projects on Brian’s plate so he delegated the valuation of the seven volumes to his assistant Collette Conning. Brian felt fortunate to have her – she had been with the gallery when its previous owner, Darius Nazir, first invited Brian to Manhattan. At that time Brian was a Dallas stockbroker responding to a proposal that been sent to his firm. Nazir was seeking to raise money through a public offering of stock. That New York meeting led to an unusual set of events, the mysterious death of Darius Nazir and a fortuitous bequest that caused Brian to become owner of Bijan Rarities.
 
   Much had happened in Brian’s five years at the helm and Collette had been a big part of it all. She was like a rock, steady and strong even when she was seriously injured in an attempted robbery at the gallery just over a year ago. As soon as she recovered, she was back at her job. Brian Sadler had depended on Collette even more when he had opened the London branch of Bijan. It was due entirely to Collette’s presence that he was able to be out of the office more often, either at the London gallery or in the field looking for artifacts.
 
   It was Collette who took the phone call late the afternoon before that fateful event.
 
   The caller asked for the senior person present, confirmed who she was then said, “This is the Archdiocese of New York. Please hold for the Archbishop.”
 
   As a practicing Catholic, Collette involuntarily straightened in her chair and fixed her hair as she waited for New York’s senior cleric to come on the line.
 
   “Good afternoon, Miss Conning. I have an inquiry to make, about a particular item I think is in the possession of your gallery. I read with interest the article in the Times about the ancient manuscripts that were found in Nova Scotia a few months back. Does Bijan Rarities have them now?”
 
   She confirmed they were in the gallery. Seven of them were locked safely in the vault and the eighth, the scrappy book about the Templars, was tossed aside on Brian’s office worktable. She told the Archbishop all this without thinking. Then she paused. I’m acting like a schoolgirl. He doesn’t want to know all this information. He just wants to know about the bibles, I bet.
 
   “Very good, Miss Conning. I’d like to send a representative from the Church to take a look at the Templar manuscript. He’ll be a Jesuit – I’m not certain which one I’m sending yet so I can’t give you a name. Would tomorrow around 12:45 be a good time? He won’t be long – he just wants to see the condition of the volume and look at the title page. He’s doing research for me and this volume might help us. If it’s what it purports to be we may be interested in making an offer.”
 
   “Of course, Your Excellency. Tell him to ask for me please.”
 
   “God bless you, Miss Conning. Thanks for your help.”
 
   Her heart was pounding as the call ended. This was the most important person she had ever spoken with, and she would remember this call for the rest of her life.
 
   Sadly on both counts, the caller wasn’t the most important person she had ever spoken with. And the rest of her life turned out to be very short indeed for Collette Conning.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six
 
   After the explosion Brian rushed out of the Fox studios and gave a fleeting thought to hailing a cab. He had less than eight blocks to go and quickly determined walking, running actually, was fastest. It was much faster this time of day in midtown Manhattan.
 
   He dodged traffic as he jaywalked across 47th Street and ran east toward Fifth Avenue. Turning north on the famous street and looking ahead, Brian saw emergency lights flashing from a dozen vehicles – police cars, fire trucks and a couple of ambulances. Policemen were setting up barricades a few blocks in front of him. He ran east across Fifth then north past Saks Fifth Avenue. All of Saks’ massive front windows were blown out from the blast’s concussion. Glass shards littered the sidewalk and he crunched over them. He passed St. Patrick’s Cathedral and glanced at a priest standing on the front steps looking north.
 
   The devastation ahead of him was mind-boggling. Where his gallery had been there was a gaping black hole. The façade of his building had been blown away at ground level and two stories above. Above street level, jagged girders and the interiors of offices were exposed to the elements. Bodies lay strewn on the streets. A half dozen cars and trucks that had been passing in front of the gallery were tossed like toys to the other side of the avenue, stacked on their sides against buildings as though a tornado had blown through. The smell of gasoline and a nasty stench carried south on the breeze to where Brian stood. He knew what the steely odor was but his mind went into shutdown mode. It didn’t let him deal with that reality.
 
   How could anyone have survived this? How could Collette…could she be alive?
 
   In shock and lightheaded, Brian kept walking north, closer and closer to the massive, almost unbelievable destruction. By the time he reached 54th Street, not far from what had been Bijan Rarities, there was so much debris on the sidewalk that he was forced to stop. Traffic was still crawling along on 54th and he absently walked directly in front of a cab, oblivious to its presence. In typical fashion the cabbie honked and waved a derogatory finger at him. “What the hell you doing?” he screamed in broken English at Brian as the taxi snaked its way through. Brian ignored him, looking only ahead at the devastation.
 
   Hands roughly grabbed his arms from behind. “Hey, buddy. Where do you think you’re going?”
 
   Brian turned and looked blankly at one of New York’s finest. Absently he said, “That’s my gallery. I own that place. People in there work for me. That’s where I work too.”
 
   The policeman immediately sensed that Brian was in shock. “Okay. You need to let me take you over here where you won’t get hurt. We don’t know what else may happen here and there’s a lot of stuff on the street.” The cop took Brian’s arm and guided him to the west side of Fifth Avenue where a group of men were standing on the curb talking. One of them, dressed in a dark suit and tie, saw the cop approaching.
 
   “Detective, this guy says he owns the place that was bombed.”
 
   Brian muttered quietly to himself. “Bombed. Bombed. That’s just crazy.” His words were slurred and suddenly his head lolled back. He began to fall to the pavement.
 
   “Hold on! Hold on, buddy,” the policeman shouted, glad he still had a grip on Brian’s arm. He lowered Brian to the sidewalk and leaned him against a pole. “I think he’s in shock, Detective. Not too surprising, I guess. I figure I would be too.”
 
   When Brian awoke a few minutes later a paramedic was kneeling in front of him holding an ampule of ammonia under Brian’s nose. The pungent odor jolted him back into reality.
 
   “What…what happened?”
 
   “Just take it easy, sir. You’re in shock and you passed out. The officer had your arm or you’d have fallen.”
 
   It took a moment for Brian to recall what was going on around him. Sirens wailed in the distance as additional help headed toward the site. Across the street and up a block he saw the huge hole that now occupied the place where his entire storefront had been. Everything was destroyed. He had no idea how anyone or anything inside the gallery could have survived. And although he knew vaguely he should be more attuned to what was going on, he couldn’t pull thoughts together in his head.
 
   “What happened?” Brian made an effort to stand up.
 
   The detective gave Brian a hand. “Let’s get some ID, sir, and confirm who you are before we talk. Sorry to put you through this right now but in this situation we have to be sure everything is what it appears to be.”
 
   Within minutes Brian had produced his driver license and a business card identifying him as the CEO of Bijan Rarities with his Fifth Avenue address a block away. His mind was beginning to clear and he said, “Was this a terrorist bombing?”
 
   Immediately wary, the detective shot back, “Why would you say that, Mr. Sadler?”
 
   “Because the first thing I thought of when I saw the destruction was 9/11.”
 
   “That’s a fair statement. I’ll admit I thought of 9/11 too.” The detective glanced up Fifth Avenue and watched a forklift unloading large concrete barricades off a semi-trailer. Until they knew more about what had happened today and why, Fifth Avenue would be blocked, ensuring a second truck bomber wouldn’t be successful, at least in the same place.
 
   “OK, Mr. Sadler. Let me get a few basics from you. Where were you at one pm?”
 
   After Brian’s response the detective made one quick call and confirmed Brian’s airtight alibi. He had been on live television at the time of the bombing. Next he asked Brian who likely was inside the gallery and took notes as Brian talked.
 
   Other than Collette, Brian hadn’t thought about who might be inside. The shock he experienced had dulled his mind and kept him from considering the terrible possibilities.
 
   “Uh, at the very least my assistant Collette Conning and our security guard were there. There could have been others.” Suddenly he felt panic overcoming him. He began to shout to workers across the street. “Have you found anyone? Is Collette OK? Help her! God, help her!” He grabbed the pole next to him, suddenly lightheaded again.
 
   The detective grabbed his arm to steady him. “Mr. Sadler, try to stay calm. The FBI is doing the initial check and with the extent of the damage it may be awhile. There’s no need to panic until we know something more. I promise I’ll let you know as soon as I find out anything about your staff. Now let’s think about something else. What kind of security systems do you have in place?”
 
   “I have cameras! We can check the cameras!” Brian hadn’t thought of that either but it could be the key to finding out what had happened just prior to the bombing.
 
   The detective looked up, speaking calmly in order to soothe Sadler. “I was betting you had security cameras. Now I hope you’re going to tell me the data’s stored offsite. If your server’s in there”…he pointed at the gallery…”we probably won’t have anything to look at.”
 
   “No, it’s offsite. Everything feeds to a server housed at 41st and Lex.”
 
   “That may be the only good news today. Can you call the service and get the ball rolling on producing those videos?”
 
   By seven pm, when the full effect of what had happened hit Brian Sadler, he was at home in his apartment. Nicole had checked on him several times during the day. His parents had too.
 
   Around three pm the Special Agent-in-Charge of the FBI in New York had called Brian’s cellphone, giving him a grim report – there were no survivors in the wreckage that had been Bijan Rarities. The remains of eleven people had been removed from the smoking rubble on Fifth Avenue. Seven people had died in the second and third floor offices above Bijan. The other four were in the gallery itself. Only three were intact. The fourth was the driver – parts of his body had been recovered from the truck’s cab. Although none of the deceased had yet been identified, Brian counted in his mind. Collette. The guard. The driver. One more, probably a customer. He dropped his head into his hands and sobbed uncontrollably. What the hell is going on? Why did they target me?
 
   Brian talked to Nicole as a news report, broadcast from the same Fox studio where he himself sat only six hours earlier, flickered on the screen in the background.
 
   Tears flowed as he talked to his girlfriend. “Nicole, it’s all gone. It’s all gone. My people, my customers, my gallery. It’s all gone. For what? What’s this all about?”
 
   Brian had asked the same questions all afternoon, first to himself, then the authorities, now to Nicole when they finally had gotten time to talk.
 
   “Sweetie, they’ll figure it out. I know you’ve been through a lot. Did you hear from Harry?” She tried to get his mind off the stark reality of the loss of two employees. She knew how much he would miss Collette, a trusted friend and valuable asset to the business.
 
   “Yes, he called earlier.” William Henry Harrison IV, the President of the United States, had been Brian’s college roommate. Harry had called to offer his condolences; he told Brian he had spoken personally to the FBI director to ensure expeditious handling of this case.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven
 
   Despite the urgency of the situation it took over twenty-four hours for the security monitoring service to retrieve all the footage, edit it into readable format and courier a CD to the FBI. Once it was ready the Special Agent-in-Charge asked Brian to come downtown and view the footage.
 
   The agency sent a car to bring Brian to 26 Federal Plaza in lower Manhattan. The loss Brian had suffered was beginning to take its toll; he was staying mostly in his apartment on the Upper West Side and found himself weeping profusely without warning on a regular basis. He figured he shouldn’t be surprised – Nicole had warned him yesterday that healing could take days, maybe months.
 
   In a small conference room at FBI headquarters the Special Agent-in-Charge, Jack Underwood, and another agent were waiting. A laptop sat on the table, ready to display onto a large wall-mounted screen.
 
   Agent Underwood began. “We have the data from all your cameras from the time the store opened at 10 am to the end of the day or when they stopped recording, which of course includes the blast. Have you viewed data from your cameras before, Mr. Sadler? Are you familiar with how to navigate the data?”
 
   Brian confirmed he was so he took the chair in front of the laptop. Accessing the CD the security company had provided, he scrolled through the cameras by number. There were six – he knew their numbers from memory.
 
   “I think we should look at the primary camera in the showroom first,” Brian said. “It’s motion-activated and has about a 200 degree panorama. Three other cameras are fixed on various parts of the gallery and two are outside. After this one we can go wherever you want.” He felt reasonably good at this point. He was interested to see what happened but knew the footage could hit him hard, depending on what had gone on at the gallery.
 
   They watched Brian enter the showroom at 8:37 am followed by Collette Conning at 9:31 and the guard promptly at ten. No customers arrived until 11:31 am when a man dressed in a suit and tie was admitted. The guard dutifully checked his name off a sheet on a clipboard.
 
   “Pause for a sec,” Underwood said. “The guard was expecting your customer, from what I see here. Is that normal?”
 
   “Yes. Our front door is always locked. Given the rarity and value of our items, walk-in traffic is discouraged. A sign on our door says, well I guess I should say said, that we operate by appointment only. People make appointments and Collette gives the information to the guard. He knows who to expect and marks their names off a sheet when they arrive.”
 
   Underwood turned to the other agent, “Make a note. See if we can retrieve any information off the backup of Bijan’s computer system about the appointments the customers made for the day of the bombing.”
 
   “We back up automatically every night,” Brian commented. “I think we can get access to Collette’s information. Presuming the customers made appointments the day before, that is. If it was the same day as the bombing then it won’t work unless by some miracle her hard drive still exists.”
 
   Brian restarted the video. Collette situated the customer in a small consultation room and brought in two old vases for his examination. Then she went to her desk at the rear of the showroom.
 
   At 12:45 pm the guard admitted a priest dressed in the black robes and hat of a Jesuit. He dutifully made a mark on his clipboard. Obviously the priest also was expected.
 
   The priest walked to Collette’s desk. She stood and greeted him and he sat. They spoke for a moment then she gestured to a display counter to her left. The priest walked to the counter and Collette went down a hall that was out of range for the camera they were viewing.
 
   “I think she’s going to the vault,” Brian said as the footage continued to run. “We can look at another camera to figure that out.”
 
   In a moment Collette reappeared carrying a manuscript on a tray. As she walked almost directly under the camera Brian stopped the video. Using the arrows on the keyboard and a function key, he zeroed in on the object on the tray.
 
   “What the hell…”
 
   “What is it, Mr. Sadler? What’s that old book?”
 
   “She wasn’t going to the vault. I figured she was going for one of the old bibles we have locked up. That priest actually was interested in something that was in my office. We recently got eight old manuscripts from a client for valuation. Seven of them are likely very rare – they’re in the vault. The eighth is the one she’s carrying. It’s a ratty book that I think has no value. It’s part of a set, the rest of which is missing, and it’s in extremely poor condition. It was just thrown on a table in my office. Why did the priest want to see that particular book?”
 
   “I want to come back to that. For now let’s keep going.”
 
   Brian restarted the feed and they watched Collette put the tray on the counter in front of the priest. She donned cotton gloves as the priest glanced at his watch, then pressed a button on it.
 
   “Stop the video!” Agent Underwood said abruptly. “What’s he doing?”
 
   Brian rewound then put the feed on slow mode. The frames crept along. Collette spoke to the priest, put on the gloves then looked in his face as the priest raised his left hand, checked his watch then moved his right hand to his left wrist. The Special Agent motioned for Brian to stop the video.
 
   “Look at the time on the video feed. It’s exactly 1 pm. Looks like an alarm went off on his watch. He looked at the time, said something then hit the button to silence it. Is that what it looks like to you?”
 
   Brian and the agent agreed.
 
   Underwood made a note on a legal pad. “Let’s continue.”
 
   Collette opened one worn page of the book, then another. The priest absently looked at them. He appeared to be disinterested. Odd for a man who had made an appointment to see the book she was showing him.
 
   Less than thirty seconds later all hell broke loose, the camera duly noting the action. In the background it was easy to see glass begin to fly into the showroom. Agent Underwood said, “Put it on slow motion.”
 
   “I have another camera that’s aimed directly at the front door. Do you want to switch to that one?”
 
   “No. Let’s keep the camera on the priest while we watch the crash so we can see what he does.”
 
   Brian backed up to just before the glass breakage and restarted, keeping it on slow motion. They watched the frames slowly click by. The priest looked at the pages Collette had opened. Suddenly he reached under his cassock and drew up his arm.
 
   “Stop and zoom in!”
 
   Brian paused and increased the size of the image on the screen. The priest was aiming a pistol at Collette.
 
   “Go forward a few frames.”
 
   Brian watched in shock. The picture couldn’t be zoomed any larger but it was clear what was happening. In vivid detail the priest’s hand moved back slightly as the gun recoiled. Blood spattered on Collette’s chest as her mouth opened in surprise. She began to fall to the floor behind the counter.
 
   “I…I can’t watch this,” Brian said, his breath coming in short gasps. He was hyperventilating. “Oh my God. He killed her. He killed Collette.” Brian began to sway and the agent moved closer to keep him from falling.
 
   “Mr. Sadler,” Underwood said soothingly, “we have to continue. I know this has to be devastatingly hard for you to see. Time is absolutely of the essence and if you can muster the strength to help us get through this it may help figure out what happened and why.”
 
   “I’ll try,” Brian said weakly. “I need some water.”
 
   The second agent brought Brian a bottle of water as Underwood moved him to a chair nearby. “We’ll run it from here and get your help when we need to know something specific.”
 
   At the very instant Collette was shot, jagged shards of the huge plate glass windows overlooking Fifth Avenue began to shoot inward. Simultaneously the guard looked toward the priest and drew his weapon. A second later the front of a pickup could be seen as the entire front door caved in, pushed forward by the momentum of the vehicle. The truck turned toward the guard who fell under the front wheel on the driver side. In horror Brian watched each slow frame as the pickup very deliberately crushed the hapless guard.
 
   Brian sobbed, chest heaving as he struggled to watch. It was difficult to do.
 
   The pickup came to a stop in the middle of the showroom. Artifacts on display were strewn everywhere, broken and shredded. The priest calmly closed the manuscript Collette had shown him, picked it up and put it under his cassock. He glanced at the driver of the pickup but appeared to say nothing to him. Stepping over debris and glass, the priest walked to the front of the store and through what had been a large window. At that point the camera could no longer pick up his image.
 
   “Stop for a second,” the Special Agent said to the man at the computer. “Look in the bed of the pickup.”
 
   There were ten large canisters, the kind you store gasoline in. They were roped together and appeared to have wires running from each of their tops to all the others.
 
   Restarting, the men watched the drama continue. Two seconds after the priest left, a single frame of the footage showed a small flame erupt from one of the gas cans in the pickup bed. The flame grew then suddenly the video stopped.
 
   The computer screen went blank as Underwood spoke quietly. “As hard as this has to be, Mr. Sadler, we now know the sequence of events that caused the explosion. It’s no comfort but your assistance now can maybe help in some way stop the person or people who caused the deaths of your people. Are you up to continuing?”
 
   “As long as I can, I’ll try to help.” His hands were shaking and sweat poured off his forehead.
 
   Before they picked back up they enumerated the people who had been present. Brian himself had entered the building that morning but departed for the Fox broadcast. The priest had also entered and left. The video clearly showed that Collette, the guard, an apparently unrelated customer and the priest were the only people in the building when the truck hit. Collette and the guard were dead and the other customer lay on the floor, apparently unconscious. He must have died in the blast.
 
   After the explosion their three bodies had been recovered, mostly intact. Then there was the driver. He had been in the cab of the truck and only small parts of his body were recovered due to his proximity to the gasoline cans that had created the blast.
 
   “We have a clear head shot of the driver,” Agent Underwood commented. “There wasn’t much left of him but this may help us figure out who he was. As far as the priest, we did get one good image of him. Can we look at another camera to see him better?”
 
   “The outside camera will show the priest as he enters the building and also when he leaves. The others inside won’t be as specifically positioned as the one we just watched. I think you’ve seen the best inside shot but I’ll guide you through all of them if you want.”
 
   “We’ll watch them all but you won’t have to stay,” Underwood said. “We can take notes and ask questions later. I’d like to run through the outside camera footage with you, just from where the priest arrives until after the blast.”
 
   Brian explained there were two cameras outside, one mounted directly above the entry door and one on a pole at the curb. The former was aimed at the street, to capture people arriving, while the latter displayed the front of the building itself. Both would help determine what happened and when.
 
   It took almost an hour to watch footage that captured less than twenty minutes of lapsed time. They went slowly over much of the video. They saw the priest arrive – his head was bowed slightly so his face was obscured. This angle wouldn’t give them any help on identifying him.
 
   Then they watched in slow motion as the driver jumped the curb, hit a pedestrian and sent him flying to the side. Underwood postulated the truck was going perhaps twenty miles an hour when it hit the building squarely at the front door, imploding the huge plate glass windows on either side of it and driving the door and frame into the building as momentum propelled the truck forward.
 
   Brian watched silently as the footage showed the priest step onto the sidewalk, going through the hole where a plate glass window had been. This time there was a clear view of his face as he looked up. He walked a hundred feet to the north then reached his hand into his pocket. Removing it, he turned and extended his arm toward the building. Immediately the explosion occurred.
 
   “He detonated the gasoline cans in the truck.” Special Agent Underwood asked for the video to be rewound and they watched it again. “He used a remote device to set off the explosion. Keep this to yourself for now, Mr. Sadler. We won’t release this to the press yet. In fact I’d appreciate your declining all interviews for the time being.”
 
   Brian agreed. He didn’t think he had the stomach to talk about what had happened to a group of news-hungry reporters.
 
   Watching the video up to when the first responders arrived, the FBI men saw no one who appeared to be involved with the bombing. Bodies of pedestrians lay on the sidewalk and cars were blown across Fifth Avenue, but frenzied activity consisted mostly of people using cellphones and peering inside to see if they could help. Others were running away, probably afraid of a second bomb.
 
   Underwood said, “Mr. Sadler, thanks for your help. We’ll be calling often, I’m sure. Our focus at this point is to find out who this priest was, how he arranged an appointment with your staff and why he did all this just to steal an old manuscript. Nothing makes sense now, but nothing usually does at the beginning. There’s undoubtedly much more going on here than a single priest on a single mission. We want to figure out what it is. First thing tomorrow I want to know everything you can tell me about that book.”
 
   Agent Underwood also explained that an FBI agent from the Financial Services Unit would be calling Brian. “Please don’t read anything into this, Mr. Sadler. It’s routine in cases like this that we ask for your financial records for the past few years, just to make sure you didn’t have a financial motive yourself in this crime. Given what we just saw on video it appears unlikely but desperate people have done some pretty crazy things in the past.”
 
   “Are you kidding? This is bullshit. You think I could have done this? Blown up my gallery? Gotten a priest to steal something to throw you off? Kill my own employee? What the hell do you think I am? Some kind of psycho?”
 
   “Please calm down. As I tried to explain, this is purely routine. We hope we’re all on the same page here, Mr. Sadler, but it’s really early in this investigation and my job is to leave no stone unturned. That’s how we do it.”
 
   He asked Brian where he would be over the next week or so.
 
   “I haven’t given it much thought. Maybe you ought to tell me where I’ll be in the next week or so. Sounds like I’m a damned suspect myself here. I guess I’ll be at my apartment while I’m in New York…speaking of which, am I free to travel overseas? I have a gallery in London that…” He swallowed hard. “…that I guess will be my headquarters now.”
 
   Agent Underwood spoke calmly. “You may travel anywhere you wish. As long as you’re accessible to us by phone I’m fine with that for now. Right now nothing’s certain, but I’m not considering you a person of interest at this point.”
 
   Brian’s face registered the alarm evident when he said, “At this point? When the hell can I be considered on the same side as you?” Brian’s voice trembled as he spoke.
 
   “Mr. Sadler, please relax. You’ve been through an immense crisis. It’s going to be hard for you for a long, long time. You have a lot to do as far as your company’s future’s concerned. You’re free to travel to London since sadly there’s not much left here. I do promise you we’ll let you inside the gallery once we finish our preliminary investigation and the building inspectors determine it’s safe. You’re free to travel anywhere you wish, Mr. Sadler. Please consider us all on the same team. I don’t see any reason why we shouldn’t be. I’ll keep you informed as much as possible about our findings. Please call me if you have any ideas, any thoughts at all, or if you hear anything I should know.” He gave Brian a business card.
 
   Brian dozed in the back seat as the FBI sedan took him uptown to his apartment. Every fiber of his body ached – he had never felt so drained, physically and emotionally.
 
   He stumbled as the doorman held the door for him and plodded to the elevator like a zombie. Finally at his condo he fumbled, finding it difficult even to insert his key into the lock. He was exhausted and wondered if he should just collapse in bed without even undressing. At the moment that didn’t seem like a bad idea at all.
 
   He closed the door behind him and plodded into the living room. From his bedroom he heard, “About time you got here.”
 
   He felt a hundred percent better just hearing that totally unexpected voice. As exhausted as he was, everything was OK now.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight
 
   “I can’t tell you how glad I am to see you.”
 
   “Me too, sweetie. Sorry I wasn’t here yesterday but I came as quickly as I could.”
 
   Yesterday in Dallas Nicole Farber had petitioned the Court for a postponement of the trial that was to begin today. She and the Judge were friends – not close, but well acquainted. He knew she would never request a postponement if something weren’t seriously wrong. She was always just the opposite – pushing to go to trial while the prosecution tried to delay things.
 
   Like most Americans, the Judge had heard the news reports from Manhattan about the explosion on Fifth Avenue. Nicole told him it was her boyfriend, Brian Sadler, who owned the gallery and was facing the trauma of the losses of his valued employees and his New York location. He quickly granted a ten-day continuance and Nicole had caught the first plane from DFW to LaGuardia this morning. She didn’t tell Brian she was coming; he thought she was in trial and she hoped a surprise might perk him up.
 
   And it did. She was wearing sweats when he walked in the bedroom and he commented that she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. They kissed and held each other for what seemed like forever but was only a minute or so. He hated to let her go.
 
   As he undressed she prepared a hot bath, got him settled into it and brought him one of his favorite things – an XO vodka martini in a glass he kept in the freezer along with the vodka bottle. It was ice-cold and wonderful. He lay back in the steaming bath and sipped on the drink. Meanwhile Nicole stuck a pizza in the oven.
 
   When he stepped out she knelt and dried every inch of Brian’s body. Ordinarily this would have been incredibly stimulating but they both knew better than to expect that tonight. Instead of the sexual overtone it normally would have, this was just another wonderful thing Nicole did to help Brian relax right now. She got him into bed, propped pillows behind him and brought in the pizza. They sat next to each other and ate.
 
   “I want to know all about what’s going on,” she said softly, “but not tonight. Let’s talk in the morning.”
 
   After a couple of pieces of pizza Brian felt himself drifting as though he were slipping into a coma. “How long…how long will you be here?” His words slurred.
 
   She took the plate from his lap and helped him scrunch down into bed. “For as long as you need me.” She pulled the covers up to his neck and he smiled.
 
   As his eyes closed he murmured, “That could be a really, really long time.” Then he was asleep.
 
   She smiled, patted his arm and walked to the kitchen to clean things up before she came to bed.
 
   Brian slept fitfully. His arms flailed and his thrashing woke Nicole more than once. In his sleep he yelled Collette’s name. He was obviously dreaming, rehashing the horrible events of the day. Nicole put her hand on him to calm him down and it worked for a while. But the dreams returned.
 
   She woke around 5:30 am and felt his side of the bed. He wasn’t there. She got up quickly to find him and be sure he was OK. He was sitting on the couch in his living room, staring out the window. The sun was just rising and the view from his balcony was beautiful – Central Park and beyond that the tall buildings of Fifth Avenue on the east side of the park. She knew how much Brian loved the city and hoped this crisis wouldn’t dim his appreciation for it.
 
   “How’s it going? Rough night, I think.”
 
   “Yeah. I feel like I’ve been run over.”
 
   She saw a coffee cup in front of him. “Need more?” she said, gesturing. He declined and she stuck a K-cup in the machine on the kitchen counter for herself. She took out a mug, added milk and a pack of sweetener and brought it to the couch. She sat close to him.
 
   Nicole leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Sorry for the dragon breath.”
 
   “No problem. You’re a dragon I’ll deal with anytime. And hey, I don’t think I ever said thanks for coming. Nicole, I just can’t tell you…” He broke down in heaving sobs. “I can’t tell you how glad I am you’re here.”
 
   She held him tight. “I’ve got some time, sweetie. I’ll be here to help you with anything you need. And I’ve got some ideas on things I might be able to help with professionally. When you’re ready we can talk. Not now, though. Let’s just sit here and watch the sun rise.”
 
   “Let’s get in bed and watch the sun rise, dragon breath.” Brian smiled as he wiped tears from his eyes, stood up and took her hand.
 
   “I’ll brush my teeth first. That might help,” she laughed.
 
   The view from Brian’s bedroom window was the same spectacular one as in the living room. As they slowly, quietly made love the sun’s rays peeped over the massive skyscrapers on the other side of the park and enveloped their bed with soothing sunshine.
 
   When they finished Brian fell asleep. Thankful for his peaceful snores and afraid she might wake him, Nicole lay quietly next to him and ultimately dozed herself. The sound of Brian’s cellphone ringing woke them both. As he answered she glanced at the clock on the nightstand. Twelve noon.
 
   Brian talked for a few minutes then said, “I’ll check and let you know.” He disconnected and told Nicole that was Agent Underwood, the Special Agent-in-Charge of the FBI who was running the investigation. He asked Brian to try to access Collette’s email. He hoped to find something on the customer and the priest who had been in the gallery.
 
   It was simple and if Brian hadn’t been so emotionally drained yesterday he would have remembered that. He kicked himself for not thinking clearly when he was at the FBI office.
 
   Underwood had also asked Brian to tell him more next time about the book the priest had stolen.
 
   Invigorated from Nicole and his sleep, Brian went to work on Collette’s account. He knew the user ID and password Collette used to access mail. She knew his too – they worked so closely together on projects they often checked each other’s mail so no one missed anything. He also knew she always communicated with the guard by email so he would have a record. The guard viewed the mail on his phone then noted the information on the clipboard he carried. The clipboard was long gone at this point but email wasn’t.
 
   Brian accessed her account and quickly located the two mails she had sent to the guard. The first, sent the day before the bombing at 2:13 pm, read, “Paul Tremble from the Met will be here at 11:30 am.” That would have been the customer in the gallery who was looking at old vases in one of Bijan’s small offices.
 
   By now the world had connected the name Paul Tremble to the tragedy. The Metropolitan Museum of Art contacted the FBI within minutes after the bombing to advise he was most likely in the gallery at the time it happened. Once the bodies were removed fingerprints verified the man’s identity and the information was made public.
 
   The critical thing now for Brian was to find out about the priest. He saw the mail, sent at 4:17 pm the day before the bombing. Collette had told the guard, “A Jesuit priest will be here at 12:45 pm.”
 
   Not a name. Just “a Jesuit priest.” That was most unusual and certainly unhelpful. Now Brian had to figure out how Collette had been informed he was coming.
 
   “I’m going to call the FBI back and tell them what I’ve found,” he said to Nicole.
 
   “Before you do that, sweetie, I have a suggestion for you. Let me put the agency on notice that you’re represented by counsel. It won’t interfere with anything and I’ll explain that I’m also your friend. But it’ll change the rules – you’ll be less likely to give them anything they might use against you because they’ll have boundaries.”
 
   “I don’t have anything to hide.”
 
   “You know that and I know that but for now everybody’s a suspect to them. It looks like you have no involvement but I promise they’ll keep you on the watch list until they figure out what happened and why. They have to make sure you had no motive.”
 
   “OK, if you think that’s a good idea. I sure don’t want to make them start suspecting me because I ran out and got a criminal lawyer. But you know, Agent Underwood told me they want my financial records going back several years. Does that sound like I’m a suspect?”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. The FBI’ll know why you got a lawyer – it’s pretty common, after all. And the financial records request is the most common one they make. Your records will help clear you of suspicion – they’ll see that things were going great and you had no motive to kill the goose that laid the golden egg. Everything’s going to be fine about that. No worries.”
 
   She called Special Agent-in-Charge Underwood and advised that she was both an attorney and a close personal friend of Brian’s. She was in town and for the record she would be representing him. She asked that he keep her informed as to the status of the agency’s interest in Brian. If at any point his status changed from innocent gallery owner to possible suspect Nicole instructed that all questioning must stop.
 
   The man acknowledged and said, “Does Mr. Sadler have anything for me at this point?”
 
   She handed the phone to Brian. He told Agent Underwood about the two appointments and promised to work on every angle to see how Collette had been informed that a nameless priest would be coming to the gallery. Hopefully he could also find out why. He promised to get back with the agent as soon as he knew anything.
 
   “Now tell me about the book the priest took, please.”
 
   “It’s one of eight we received on consignment from the heirs of a collector in Nova Scotia. I have a Times article that explains everything pretty well. I’ll email it to you when we’re done. Seven of the books are in pristine condition with beautiful pages. Three are bibles and four are works of literature, all hundreds of years old. The last one, the book that was taken, is one volume of a set that chronicles the exploits of the Knights Templars. It’s nothing special, one of a set the rest of which are missing, and it’s in deplorable condition. It’s three or four hundred years old but I’d value it at maybe a few hundred bucks whereas the other books are worth tens of thousands each.”
 
   “Strange. Did you look inside the book? Could there be something hidden in it that makes it valuable enough to kill for?”
 
   “I thumbed through it. It’s partially in Latin, partially in medieval French and maybe English – I didn’t look too closely, frankly. There are random pages scattered throughout that are totally in symbols but I can’t believe that’s what made it so important. There was nothing hidden in it per se. It was just a moth-eaten ratty old book – in my opinion it had no value.”
 
   “But you’ll agree it did to someone. That appears to be the sole purpose of this entire episode. Any idea how many other books are in the set, and where they might be?”
 
   “There’s absolutely no way to know. I think the one I saw covered maybe 1500 to 1700 – as I said, I didn’t give it much of a look. The Templars started around 1100, if memory serves me. They were supposedly eradicated in the early 1300s but someone kept the Order alive. Today the Masons have a branch called the Knights Templars. I have no idea what connection, if any, it has with the original Templars.
 
   “I also read there’s a shadow group within the Catholic Church by the same name – Knights Templars. I saw an article once that said the Catholics have a secret sect of Templars led for hundreds of years by one Cardinal or another, answerable only to the Pope. I have no idea if that’s true, what their mission would be, and why it would be a secret. The idea of a person dressed as a priest stealing the book and destroying the gallery just makes no sense.”
 
   “That’s what we have to figure out, Mr. Sadler. See if you can google the article you read on the Catholic connection to the Knights Templars. One thing I think’s certain – some collector didn’t stage all this just to get that last remaining book for his collection of Templar exploits. There’s something in that book that someone was willing to commit murder for. We have to find out what it was.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine
 
   Vatican City
 
    
 
   Dominic Cardinal Conti had spent two weeks trying to get through to Benedict XVI, the former pontiff now retired. The Cardinal had been part of the inner circle when Benedict was Pope – reaching him by phone had been simple. It was not so now. Conti knew that the retired Pope remained out of touch on purpose. He would not take attention away from the new pontiff. He was out of the limelight – out of the picture – and he obviously intended to keep it that way.
 
   Another call to the ex-Pope’s secretary resulted in the same response he’d heard before. “Cardinal Conti, there is really no need to keep calling. I have given his Holiness your messages. He is aware that you have called. That is all I can do for you.”
 
   Frustrating.
 
   Conti had to find out what Benedict had promised to reveal after he finished reading the last Templar manuscript.
 
   The good news was that Giovanni Moretti had asked to meet. That could mean only one thing – he had what Conti wanted. They selected a different shady outdoor restaurant hidden in the twisted streets of Rome and spoke quietly over coffee.
 
   Moretti smiled and said, “I have the manuscript you want.”
 
   The Cardinal’s face was hard. “I’m certain you do, Giovanni. Like everyone else on earth, I saw the news. A terrorist-type bombing of the gallery on Fifth Avenue? Really? Is that how you interpreted my instruction to be discreet?” Conti had been surprised at the ferocity of what Moretti had implemented. Obviously the man had a bone to pick with someone. Perhaps it involved that woman – the Conning woman who was shot in the gallery. Or maybe it was the owner. Who knew? Moretti had once been a dangerous man. Now, Cardinal Conti mused as he sat across the table from the old man, I think he’s getting senile.
 
   “I’ve done your dirty work for years, Cardinal. Surely you’re not disappointed. I got what you wanted.”
 
   “I asked you to get a manuscript for me, Giovanni. Not to kill eleven people and blow up a building. Are you crazy? Did you think I would condone this atrocity?”
 
   “I followed your direction, Your Eminence. My enthusiasm in creating such a scene wasn’t because of you. It was an old score that needed settling. Someone needed a lesson and through my efforts, that person got one. You needn’t worry about how I handle my responsibilities. By now you should know that. We’ve worked together a long time, Dominic. Don’t start second-guessing me now. You’ll have your manuscript. Let it go, my friend.”
 
   The old man’s voice quivered as he spoke angrily. He’d been on top of his game for years and it damned sure wasn’t over yet. He didn’t need this cleric telling him how to do his business. He had never bowed down to anyone, even a Cardinal – except in the literal sense, of course.
 
   “Although I utilized what appeared to be a priest in the operation, it will ultimately be clear to the authorities that the Church was actually not involved at all. The man will easily be recognized as an impostor once they investigate.”
 
   That revelation was disturbing. Conti hadn’t heard about the priest – that detail hadn’t been released to the press yet. He would have done things differently. Regardless, nothing could be done now. For years Moretti had overseen operations of various sorts for Conti and he was very good at what he did. The Cardinal had to accept that the job had been accomplished since Moretti now had what the cleric wanted. The manuscript was now his.
 
   “Give it to me.”
 
   “It isn’t here, Eminence. I want to go over some things with you before I deliver it.” Moretti smiled and leaned back in his chair.
 
   The Cardinal’s countenance hardened. His eyes grew cold and his words were clipped, harsh. He spoke in a whispered hiss through clenched teeth, his face contorting in rage.
 
   “Giovanni, what are you doing? You owe me a great deal – your freedom, in fact. I’m sure you agree. You walk around Rome a free man with a Vatican passport, thanks to me. What can possibly be in your mind? Is this how you choose to repay me, by withholding the thing I asked of you in repayment of your debt? Don’t test my patience.” The Cardinal looked as though he were about to explode.
 
   “Don’t test mine either, Eminence.”
 
   “What things do you want to go over with me?”
 
   “All in good time. All in good time.” Moretti stood and walked out of the café.
 
   The Cardinal was speechless. No one had ever walked out on him before. I hope you know what you’re doing, Mr. Moretti. You’re an old fool going down a hazardous path. Even for a once-dangerous man such as yourself. The Lord giveth. And He can take away what He hath given. I can make sure of that.
 
   Conti reached in his pocket and switched off a recording device. He finished his coffee and allowed himself to calm down before returning to the Vatican. As powerful and ruthless as Giovanni Moretti once had been, Conti had access to other useful resources. This man would regret his actions today. Dominic Cardinal Conti would see to it.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten
 
   A week later one of Conti’s good friends, a Cardinal in the Diocese of Rome, was honored on his retirement at a small gathering in the Vatican. Conti had debated going – he would rather have joined his fellow cleric in a quiet dinner and a good bottle of wine to celebrate his service to the Church, but Conti decided it was important he make an appearance at his close friend’s gathering.
 
   As he mingled with twenty-odd guests a hush came over the crowd. All eyes turned to the door as former Pope Benedict XVI entered the room. No one had expected the current pontiff to be present. He was in Brazil. But the attendees were pleased to see the reclusive ex-pontiff out and about. It was an important statement to the retiring Cardinal – the former Pope thought enough of him to attend his retirement celebration.
 
   What an opportunity, Conti thought. He can’t avoid me here.
 
   Conti took his place in an impromptu receiving line as clerics walked one by one past the former Pope and spoke quietly with him. When it was his turn Conti greeted Benedict then said, “You’ve become a hard man to get hold of, Holiness.”
 
   “It is my wish not to interfere, Dominic. The guard has changed. The seat is no longer mine. Your inquiries now must go to the new Pope.”
 
   “I need to know what you were going to show me when I finished the Templar manuscripts.”
 
   “Of course you are aware I will never again have access to the secret vault. I wanted to show you a parchment I came across. Although not a part of the four volumes of Templars adventures, I believe it is a key to the pages of puzzling symbols found throughout them. I think it may explain those pages.”
 
   The Cardinal’s adrenalin flowed. “How can I see it, Holiness?”
 
   “Ah, you’ve quickly identified the dilemma. You can’t, Dominic. Not without the new Pope’s help. I told you earlier that in my office I kept a photocopy of the register of the items in the vault. But there’s something else – another copy I made. I copied the parchment that might explain the pages of symbols in the manuscripts. It was only one page and I planned to show it to you after you finished all the books.
 
   “Maybe that copy is still there, maybe not. If you can find the copy I made then you’ll have what I wanted to give you. But fatefully,” Benedict smiled, “I left it in the top right drawer of my desk. Now it’s the new Pope’s desk, in his office. I have no idea how you’re going to get him to give it to you, or if it’s even still there. If he came across it he would have had no idea what it was. He may have thrown it away. You have a daunting challenge, Cardinal Conti, but one that a resourceful man such as yourself might accomplish. Perhaps. It won’t be easy.” He patted Conti on the shoulder and turned to the next priest in line.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven
 
   New York City
 
    
 
   The couple of days following the explosion became busier and busier for Brian. Working from home he handled a plethora of issues ranging from insurance claims to decisions about his lease and notifications to companies with whom the gallery had contracts for things like copiers and mail equipment.
 
   He also pulled together audited financial statements for the past three years, plus unaudited monthly statements for the current year, and submitted everything to the Financial Services agent who had called him yesterday. He had discussed everything first with Nicole – she could have demanded a subpoena but since both of them knew Brian had nothing at all to do with the explosion, she saw no harm in producing what they wanted. His financials, prepared by one of America’s top CPA firms, demonstrated the remarkable profitability of Bijan Rarities over the past few years. Since Brian took over he had paid himself half a million dollars a year and still left a million or more profit annually in the corporation. He needed cash all the time – opportunities to purchase significant rarities came up suddenly and he wanted to be able to pounce, to beat the competition. So the gallery was flush with profits and money, all legitimate, all legal and all accounted for.
 
   When Brian submitted his financials all Nicole required from the FBI was that the financial statements be considered confidential so long as Brian was not a suspect. Shortly Agent Underwood reported to Nicole that the documents were fine and Brian was no longer under any scrutiny whatsoever.
 
   Brian was told that insurance investigators had combed through the wreckage after the FBI released the scene and it appeared nothing was salvageable anywhere in the gallery except perhaps the vault and Brian’s office. The massive vault door had been closed but unlocked when the explosion occurred. It was company policy that the door be closed during office hours. That may have protected the priceless antiquities inside, but no one would know until Brian opened it. Three hours after the bombing the door had automatically locked – it was programmed to lock after three hours without activity. Agent Underwood requested that Brian return soon to help them assess what, if anything, the vault held by way of clues. Brian’s insurance company had posted round-the-clock off-duty policemen outside the boarded-up front entrance. If the vault had successfully withstood the blast, it was possible the items were still intact. That would be good news to both Brian and many customers whose consignments were there. About the only good news, Brian had mused.
 
   So sometime soon, very soon, Brian Sadler had to face the situation at the gallery. Some critical things were on hold until he came back to Bijan Rarities. Today Brian had gotten a call from the insurance company. They couldn’t wait any longer. Tomorrow was the day – arrangements were made to meet Brian at his ruined gallery.
 
   He and Nicole had walked down Fifth Avenue yesterday, his first time since the blast to go to the site. They paused across the street to look at the boarded-up façade where Bijan had once been. Agony overwhelmed him and again he felt himself getting lightheaded. Suddenly he turned and vomited against a building, heaving and retching.
 
   “I can’t do this,” he told Nicole as she wiped his brow. “I just can’t face it. It’s too hard.” They turned the corner and hailed a cab back to his apartment.
 
   This morning Nicole and Brian had taken a sedan to the Episcopal Church of the Epiphany on the Upper East Side, arriving fifteen minutes before the funeral of Collette Conning. Later this week they would attend two more funerals, those of the security guard and the client from the Met who had died in the explosion. Brian connected with the grief felt by those who attended funeral after funeral when the World Trade Center tragedy occurred on 9/11.
 
   As they stood on the sidewalk before entering the church several regular clients of the gallery offered condolences and commented about the tragic loss. Afterwards Brian and Nicole visited with Collette’s parents for a few minutes. The funeral was hard for Brian – he was in tears several times as friends gave heartfelt remembrances of a person Brian had respected and depended upon. She would be missed by many. Brian vowed to renew his strength and his efforts to help the FBI determine why this had happened.
 
   When they left the church Brian switched his phone off mute and saw a call from Agent Underwood. On the way back to his apartment he returned the call with the phone on speaker.
 
   “Mr. Sadler, we have a number of things to go over with you. I was checking to see when we might get together.”
 
   “I’ve been watching the news reports. You haven’t released much to the press.”
 
   “We didn’t want to jump the gun. We had to be sure of our information and also not release anything that could harm the ongoing investigation. We plan to do a short press conference late this afternoon. Could we meet before that?”
 
   “We can,” Brian responded. “How about we meet up here this time instead of my coming downtown? I’ll buy your lunch.”
 
   “Thanks but we’re not allowed to accept gratuities, and I doubt I can afford the places you frequent, frankly. May I meet you at your apartment at 1:45? And will Miss Farber be there as well?”
 
   Brian glanced at her and she nodded.
 
   “1:45 is fine. And yes, Nicole will be attending too.”
 
   “One thing to consider, Mr. Sadler. In the next day or so you have to look inside the vault with your insurance adjuster and us. I’d appreciate your letting me know when that would fit into your schedule. Sorry to push you but some important steps are on hold until you can get inside.”
 
   “Actually I worked that out with the adjuster. I’m meeting him at ten am tomorrow at Bijan. I was going to tell you that when I saw you this afternoon.”
 
   Brian and Nicole had the car drop them at Harry Cipriani’s, one of his favorite restaurants, just a few blocks from where Bijan Rarities had been. He dismissed the driver – they would walk back after lunch – and glanced down Fifth Avenue. Now that four days had passed the concrete barriers had been removed. It was just too difficult to block this major street and the danger appeared to have been isolated to the one incident.
 
   They ducked inside Cipriani’s and were warmly greeted by the maître d’, who offered his regret and condolences at the loss of life and property Brian had experienced. Brian was a regular and Nicole often joined him when she was in town. At a restaurant of this caliber, the senior staff knew its steady patrons well. “We’re booked solid, Mr. Sadler,” he said, glancing at his reservations list, “but if you and Miss Farber will give me a few minutes I think we can accommodate you. Just have a seat at the bar and have a glass of wine on the house.”
 
   Within ten minutes they had a table in the busy restaurant. Through the windows Brian could see the Plaza Hotel across the street. Pedestrians jostled down the sidewalk as though nothing had happened. It was a little surreal, he thought, that life just goes on. But in Manhattan, like most huge cities, that was a fact.
 
   “Hey,” Nicole said softly. “Earth to Brian.”
 
   “Sorry. Was I daydreaming?”
 
   “You were gone for a minute. You do that a lot lately. I worry about you, Brian. You’ve been through a lot. When I go back what are you planning to do next?” By asking about the future she hoped to get his mind off the present.
 
   They hadn’t talked much about what lay ahead since the event happened. Now they chatted about the new Bijan Gallery in Old Bond Street in London. It had only been open a year or so. The decision to open a second gallery had been easy for Brian. He loved London as much as New York and he thoroughly enjoyed having a business reason to make frequent trips to England. Nicole loved it too and joined him regularly when she could grab a few days here and there.
 
   “Don’t hold me to anything right now, but I’m thinking I’m not reopening in New York,” Brian said. “I don’t know if I can handle it, frankly. There’s just too much that’s been wrenched out of my soul and at the moment, without giving it a lot of thought, I think I might relocate to London.”
 
   He put into words what had only been vague thoughts until now. He immediately regretted it – his thoughts and ideas didn’t even address his relationship with Nicole. He felt selfish. I’m thinking only of myself, my sadness and loss, and not the person I care the most about.
 
   “Nicole, I…I want you to know you mean the world to me. More than anything. I’m just thinking out loud – none of this is meant to hurt you or our relationship. I love you, Nicole. I wish we were together a hundred percent of the time. You know that, right?”
 
   “Sweetie, I do know that. And I feel the same way. I think it’s too early to make long-term plans. I’d love for you to have a gallery in Dallas. I never said it before, because I couldn’t have seen you splitting your time between New York, London and Texas, but now it might make sense if you wanted it. It’s too soon to talk about anything. You need to concentrate on what you have – the gallery in London. Work from there for awhile until you come up with a battle plan. You know I’ll support you in whatever you decide…just make a little place for me in there somewhere because I love you too!” She smiled at him and squeezed his hand.
 
   As they ate, Brian talked about tomorrow. “I’m really nervous about going into the gallery. I have no idea what to expect. I’m not sure I can keep it together.”
 
   “You can do it. I know you and I know you’re strong. You have to help the FBI figure out what happened, for the sake of your people who died if nothing else. I’m happy to go with you if you’d like.”
 
   “I need to do it by myself, Nicole. This is going to be hard but I need to make this first step toward returning to the reality of what things will be going forward. I hope you understand. You’re my rock right now. But I have to be able to stand alone too.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve
 
   The doorman rang Brian’s apartment and announced the arrival of the senior FBI agent. Once Underwood was settled into Brian’s living room with a cup of coffee he gave Brian and Nicole an update.
 
   Yesterday the FBI had learned the identity of the dead driver of the stolen truck, an American citizen named Hassan Palavi born here but raised in Iran.
 
   “He’s never broken the law in the USA and we can’t find anything about him. He had an American passport and came to the States a lot in the past few years. We searched his apartment in Queens. It’s a bare-bones place, a few pieces of furniture, the Koran and a couple of other foreign language books, and no food in the fridge. At this point I can say we’re not considering this a terrorist act. No one’s claimed responsibility and frankly, what’s the point of such destruction just so a priest can steal a book? That’s the mystery we have to figure out while we look for the perpetrator.”
 
   The conversation shifted to the man in clerical garb – the primary focus of the investigation so far. The agent explained they were carefully avoiding calling him a priest since no one knew who he was.
 
   “We have two good shots of his face. We first called the Archdiocese since it’s only a few blocks from you and he might have come from there. Every single person who works at St. Patrick’s or the Archdiocese offices, including the Archbishop, looked at the shots. No one recognized him and we determined his appointment wasn’t made by anyone there. That’s not to say some other church in town didn’t send a priest to blow up Bijan. But we now believe this guy was dressed as a priest to throw us off. We need to know if he was paid by someone or acting on his own behalf. What was his interest in the old Templar book, the one you originally thought was worthless. Obviously it was worth killing for.”
 
   Agent Underwood continued. “This was a very big job, Mr. Sadler. Putting all the parts of this together, including a suicide bomber, a carefully timed operation, the shooting of Collette Conning and blowing up part of a Fifth Avenue building – all those things point to a large-scale operation with a lot of money behind it. I can’t tell you everything we’re working on right now, but I need you to think if there is someone who holds a grudge against you or the gallery. Could this have been a retaliatory strike – revenge for something? If it is, it must have been something major. If you can think of anything, it could be a tremendous help.”
 
   The agent explained that a press conference would be held at 5:45 pm in front of Bijan’s boarded-up building. The FBI and police department would have representatives and Underwood himself would be the primary speaker.
 
   “We’re going to release details about the pickup driver, the method by which they blew up the gallery and pictures of the man dressed as a priest. We’ll also reveal that Collette was shot prior to the bombing and the guard was run over by the pickup. Once we’re finished, Mr. Sadler, you’re free to speak to the media yourself. One thing I ask – if there’s ever anything you intend to tell the press that I don’t know, tell me first. We consider you a victim, Mr. Sadler, and your cooperation is essential.”
 
   Brian looked at Nicole. She took his hand and replied, “You can count on Brian to work with you. He is a victim. He’s lost a great deal. And we both want you to find out what happened here.”
 
   “I want to offer a reward,” Brian said, looking at Nicole. “Is that OK for me to do?”
 
   “I see nothing wrong with it. Agent Underwood?”
 
   “It’s usually a good idea. It could bring out someone who has information. What amount are you thinking?”
 
   “A hundred thousand dollars.”
 
   “OK, with your permission I’ll use the standard language about requiring arrest and conviction to claim the reward. That eliminates a lot of problems.
 
   Underwood stood and extended his hand. “Unless I see you at the press conference I’ll meet you at ten am tomorrow at the gallery. Thanks for your time. I can show myself out.”
 
   While they were meeting Brian’s muted cellphone had vibrated several times as calls and voicemails were received. He checked it – none of the five numbers was one he recognized.
 
   “I want to talk to you about our conversation,” he told Nicole. “Just let me listen to one voicemail and see who these people are.”
 
   He put the phone on speaker and pressed the first voicemail number. “Mr. Sadler, this is Arlen Shadrick with the Post. I’ll be at the FBI’s press conference this afternoon. Wondered if you would be too and if I could grab you for a quick interview afterwards. Please call me back.” He left a number.
 
   “The rest are probably his contemporaries at the other news services,” Nicole commented. “If you want to listen to them all now it’s ok with me.”
 
   He did and she was right. They were from Fox, CNN, the Times and WNBC New York. He listened to each message long enough to ascertain who was calling, then deleted them. “I guess whichever one gets to me first will be the one I talk to,” he said absently.
 
   “My suggestion is we develop a few talking points that you’re comfortable with. You stick to those and give a ‘no comment’ to anything else. That’ll make it easier for you.”
 
   “I’m sure glad I have you, Nicole. You think of everything. I’d have just gone out there and winged it.”
 
   “Yes, and that wouldn’t have been good, Brian. These people are digging for dirt. They want something juicy and good. They’d love to catch you in an error or bring out a deep emotion no one has seen. We need to role-play before you do anything. Then I think you should hold a press conference yourself. Let them all attend at once instead of your having to endure this half a dozen times. Maybe you allow questions after your statement, maybe not. That’s up to you. And just so I know, do you really think you should go to the FBI’s press conference later on?”
 
   “No way. Let’s just watch it on TV from here.”
 
   “Agreed. You shouldn’t be there. It’ll just put the media into a feeding frenzy and you won’t be ready for them.”
 
   They popped a bottle of good Chardonnay and talked about the meeting. Brian pondered the agent’s question about revenge or retaliation.
 
   “I can’t think of a reason anyone would be angry enough at me to do something like this. And the reason for the entire thing was obviously to steal the Templars manuscript. That’s clear from the video. The priest guy shot Collette just before the truck crashed in. He took the book with him. I don’t think this has anything to do with me.”
 
   Nicole sat quietly for a few minutes, slowly sipping her wine. She racked her brain. Finally she said, “There’s one person who once was powerful enough to pull this off. He had the connections, he had the money and he has the motive. He hates both of us.” She looked Brian in the eyes. “You know who I’m talking about, don’t you?”
 
   “Sure. But that’s impossible, Nicole. He’s in a Guatemalan prison serving a life sentence for murder. Right?”
 
   “Far as we know. Do you think we should check and make sure he’s still there?”
 
   “I’m not sure who to call.”
 
   “Well, there’s one person who owes you a debt of gratitude for past services rendered. I’ll bet you can call the President of the United States and get your answer.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
   For thirty years John “Johnny Speed” Spedino was the godfather, the capo del capi, boss of bosses. Head of the powerful New York mob, he was the most dangerous criminal in America, seemingly beyond the clutches of law enforcement for decades. He was as elusive as John Gotti, who earned the nickname “Teflon Don” for his ability to slip out of the grip of federal agents. But Gotti had finally been taken down. Spedino too, as far as Brian Sadler knew.
 
   Brian had first heard about Johnny Speed when he became involved with Bijan Rarities. Brian was a stockbroker at the investment firm Warren Taylor and Currant in Dallas. That high-flying operation attracted the attention of the Securities and Exchange Commission, then the FBI, as it led initial public offerings for companies that had no track record, no plans, no nothing. When WT&C was finished, those shell companies suddenly had millions of dollars, all of which was pushed back into the stockbroker’s next deal. The firm’s investors made money as long as new offerings could be pumped into the market. The next public offering fueled the last one. It was heady, exciting and crazy and the firm’s brokers made serious money. The risk was high – they were right on the edge of ethics and the law – but the rewards were too.
 
   A proposal from Darius Nazir, the owner of Bijan Rarities, oddly had landed on Brian Sadler’s desk one day. Evaluating potential offerings for the firm wasn’t part of Brian’s job, but he was intrigued – he read every word of Bijan’s business plan. This was a company he became interested in personally. He loved archaeology and ancient things. Bijan was fast becoming known as a major player in the world of rarities, from Egypt to South America to Turkey and elsewhere. Brian thought this could be his ticket out of the brokerage business into something that was his passion.
 
   Brian flew to New York on his own time, became good friends with Nazir and helped the gallery go public in one of WT&C’s last offerings before the Feds took it down over another company’s deal that turned out to be a total fraud.
 
   In a strange, bizarre turn of events Nazir ended up dead and Brian was handed ownership of the gallery. It was the most fortuitous moment in his life – a turning point that took him from small time stockbroker to Fifth Avenue businessman.
 
   Mob boss John Spedino had somehow been involved with Darius Nazir. Brian was certain of that although he never found the connection. Spedino had enlisted Brian’s help in obtaining one of the world’s major rarities, the Bethlehem Scroll. Brian recalled how furious Nazir had been when he learned Brian was working with Spedino. He had chastised Brian, telling him the mobster was dangerous beyond belief. Nazir knew him well, Brian thought. That was disturbing. Brian wondered how the gallery owner knew Spedino but never found out – Nazir died before Brian could ask.
 
   Spedino had inserted himself again into Brian Sadler’s life when Brian was in Belize and Guatemala searching for an ancient lost city of the Mayas. People who were controlled by Spedino kidnapped both Brian and Nicole.
 
   The man had even compromised Nicole’s principles, using a date-rape drug to force her into total submission, corporately and personally.
 
   A clever Brit with a hidden agenda brought the godfather to justice at long last. Facing charges in the USA and Guatemala, the boss of bosses had ended up in the latter country’s Pavon Prison, serving a life sentence for murder.
 
   Long story short, the problems the godfather of New York had right now were in large part due to the efforts of Brian Sadler and Nicole Farber. It was a fair statement to say Johnny Speed would hold a grudge against the people who had finally put him in prison…for life.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Brian looked at the contact list on his phone, scrolled down to the name Harry and called. Less than ten people on earth knew this particular number. Brian Sadler was one who did. Brian Sadler had the private cell number of the President of the United States.
 
   As usual, the call went to voicemail. He’s the busiest man in the world, Brian thought as a computer-generated voice said, “Please leave a message.” Short and sweet. If anyone got this wrong number they’d never know whom they’d reached.
 
   “Hey, Harry. It’s Brian. Call me back when you can please. No rush. Just had a question. Say hi to Jennifer and the girls.”
 
   Once his college roommate had been inaugurated President, Brian had defaulted to addressing him as “Mr. President” out of respect. William Henry Harrison IV had quickly told him to knock it off, saying they knew each other too well for such formality in private. So Brian did it the President’s way, even though it felt strange to him every time he called the leader of the free world “Harry.”
 
   Legal pad in hand, Nicole sat on the couch making a list of talking points. Brian went to the kitchen, retrieved the Chardonnay and poured them another glass. He sat next to her, saying nothing as she wrote.
 
   The 5:45 press conference was scheduled strategically to coincide with the hour of local news coming up at six. Brian turned on his TV five minutes early and muted until he saw the newscaster in front of a screen. Displayed were a picture of his building and the words “Fifth Avenue Bombing.” He turned up the sound.
 
   There was a podium in front of the plywood barrier that covered what had been Bijan’s two huge showroom windows. A newscaster recounted the events four days previously, explaining that a truck bomber had destroyed the famous antiquities gallery and part of the two floors above it, killing eleven people and injuring more than fifty, mostly pedestrians and drivers who had been unfortunate enough to be in close proximity to the blast.
 
   Special Agent-in-Charge Underwood stepped to the podium, introduced himself and the New York City Police Chief, who stood by his side. Underwood presented the facts, explaining that most of the information they knew came from the gallery’s video surveillance equipment. He identified the driver and gave a brief background on the Iranian-American. Then he shifted to the perpetrator.
 
   “Pictures and parts of the surveillance video were distributed to the media a few minutes ago,” Underwood said. “We enlist the public’s help to identify the person, probably a male, dressed as a Jesuit priest, who shot Collette Conning, the assistant to the owner of the gallery and who detonated the gasoline cans that caused the massive explosion.”
 
   Next the Chief of Police spoke briefly, promising full cooperation from his agency to bring the perpetrators to justice. “This was a well-planned operation,” he said. “There is someone who knows something about this. If you have information that might help please call police or the FBI immediately.”
 
   Underwood wrapped the conference with an announcement that Bijan Rarities owner Brian Sadler had offered a reward of $100,000 for the arrest and conviction of those involved in the bombing. As he spoke the networks broadcast the tip hotline phone number.
 
   The conference lasted only eight minutes and the men took no questions from the media. Immediately following it, the news stations posted a picture of Hassan Palavi, the driver of the pickup. The photo had been obtained from his passport application and was two years old. It didn’t matter. Palavi was dead.
 
   The critical photos came next. They were the two of the person posing as a priest. Before the video footage was played an announcer told viewers how graphic the material would be. The film ran, showing the “priest” glancing at his watch precisely at one pm, pulling a gun and shooting Collette point-blank a few seconds later, then the truck crashing through the front window and toppling the guard. Finally the person was shown on the sidewalk pressing the detonator and walking away as the building exploded. It was tough to watch but the FBI hoped it might stir someone to offer information.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   The moment the conference ended Brian’s cellphone rang. The number showed “Blocked.” Answering, he heard a voice familiar to him and most other Americans – the voice of the President. He put it on speaker.
 
   “Hey buddy. Sorry I didn’t call back earlier. I watched your press conference first. I’m so sorry about what happened, Brian. It must be devastating for you and I hope the FBI can quickly figure something out. I’m sure pushing them from this side. Is Nicole with you?”
 
   “Thanks, Harry. Yes, she sure is and she’s listening, so be careful what you say! FYI she gave notice to the FBI that she was acting as my attorney, just in case. I hope you don’t think…”
 
   “Brian, come on. I think that’s a very smart move. The FBI has to check everyone out. You and I know you’re fine but they have a job to do. Nicole, you can rein them in if they get out of line.”
 
   “Hi, Harry. Thanks for the kind thoughts for Brian right now. He’s been through a lot.”
 
   “He sure has. And Brian, the reward is a good idea too. Glad you’re offering it. A hundred thousand bucks may bring out the information you need. So, what can I do to help?”
 
   “The agent asked me this afternoon if I knew anyone who had a grudge against me. The only person Nicole and I could come up with was John Spedino. But the last I heard the godfather was tucked away in prison in Guatemala. I don’t know who else to call, and I know this is trivial, but could you check on him and let me know?”
 
   “Absolutely. That’s simple and won’t take long at all. We’ll get on it and I’ll let you know soon as I hear anything. Is there anything else we can do down here in Washington to help you?”
 
   “I think that’s it for the moment. If I get in a big jam I may call again.”
 
   “Always good to hear your voice, my friend. And listen. Once things settle down you and Nicole come see us and let’s have dinner. We don’t get a chance to have quiet times with old friends much anymore.”
 
   Promising to do so, Brian hung up. The President then turned to his computer and shot a message to his Chief of Staff. Within minutes Bob Parker stood in the Oval Office getting instructions from Harry Harrison.
 
   Fifteen minutes later Brian’s phone rang again. The same blocked message appeared.
 
   “That was fast.”
 
   “Yeah, and not good, Brian. I’m furious at the Embassy in Guatemala City for not letting you know about this, but John Spedino went missing from his prison cell awhile back. The Ambassador said it’s possible he had been gone for a couple of weeks when someone finally decided to check on him. Ask me how a guy like that can go without being checked every day? I have no idea. He’s the godfather. I guess it’s pretty simple to pay people off in a Guatemalan prison. Money talks. He was apparently living a life of luxury, such as it was, inside the prison and then just disappeared.”
 
   “Shit. Any clue where he might be?”
 
   “My question exactly. And no. Nobody knows. And until my Chief of Staff called, it seems nobody gave it much attention. You can damn well bet that’s changing as we speak. I’m directing the FBI and CIA to get with Interpol and launch a worldwide top-priority search for him. Son of a bitch, it’s hard sometimes to figure out what people are thinking. You think they might have considered letting somebody know this guy was gone? This really is irritating. Hey – do you want FBI give you and Nicole protection until we find something out? I’m happy to arrange that.”
 
   “We can’t live like that, Harry. I can’t imagine the godfather would come back to New York – that’d be pretty crazy in my opinion – and I don’t want to have an agent with me every minute.” Nicole was next to him, listening and shaking her head. “Neither does Nicole. We’ll be fine.”
 
   “OK. For now I’m telling the FBI in Manhattan to look into the possibility that Spedino could be behind all of this. Again, Brian, I’m sorry the government dropped the ball on notifying you. I’m as upset as you are.”
 
   President Harrison promised to call the minute any information was available. Brian thanked him for all the effort and hung up. He looked at Nicole.
 
   She spoke softly. “Well, this one doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out. There’s your guy with a grudge.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
   At ten am several people stood on the sidewalk in front of what had been Bijan Rarities. The police had taped off a large area outside of which several journalists with cameras watched the activity. Uniformed officers ensured those without permission remained outside the barrier.
 
   An hour earlier a workman had removed two pieces of plywood that covered the ruined hole that had been the gallery’s entrance and windows. He set up two very large Klieg lights, the kind used in filmmaking. They filled the ruined showroom with an intense light.
 
   Brian, an adjuster from his insurance company, Agent Underwood, a second FBI agent and an NYPD detective waited for the arrival of a sixth person – a structural engineer who had been working with the building’s owner to determine how extensive the damage to it actually was. He had observed the building over the past five days and saw no further collapse so he had declared it safe for Brian and the others to enter. As a precaution the engineer would be along with them.
 
   Agent Underwood took Brian aside and said, “It’s not often I get a call straight from the top. The Director called me yesterday and told me the President wants an investigation into John Spedino’s possible involvement in the bombing. I’m not impressed by much any more, but I’d love to know how you got the President to intercede on your behalf. I also need everything you know about Spedino so we can move on the Director’s…ah, request, I guess you’d say. More like a directive, actually.”
 
   “The President was my college roommate. He told me yesterday that Spedino escaped from the Guatemalan prison where he was serving a life sentence for murder.”
 
   The last member of their group walked up. “We’ll talk later,” Underwood said as they all approached the bombed gallery.
 
   The structural engineer led the way, pointing out dangerous areas where shattered glass and steel lay strewn about the floor. Brian thought the scene was surreal. He was surprised to see one of his display cases still intact, glass and all, while others had simply been blown away. The twisted remains of the pickup sat almost exactly in the middle of the expansive showroom. A couple of large vases lay broken in a corner next to the pedestal displays where they had once stood. Brian pointed at them and casually remarked, “There lies a half million bucks worth of busted pots.”
 
   The day was already warm and there was no air circulating inside the bombed structure. The sickly sweet smell of decay pervaded the room. It was nauseating – Brian suddenly began to feel lightheaded.
 
   Agent Underwood opened his briefcase and pulled out paper masks, the kind painters use, and a jar of Mentholatum. “Mr. Sadler, the coroner wasn’t able to remove everything from the site due to the extent of the damage to the driver’s body. It’s been a few hot days in here and you might want to use a mask. Just stick Mentholatum inside the mask and put it on. It’ll hide the smell.” Brian did and it helped a lot.
 
   He turned to the others. “Anyone else need a mask?” The engineer and insurance adjuster gratefully accepted. The lawmen didn’t. None of them wanted to be the first to admit they couldn’t handle a death scene. For his part, Brian was glad the agent had thought to bring the masks. It made things tolerable.
 
   Stepping over and around the debris from the gallery and its collapsed ceiling, they walked through the showroom to a hallway behind. The two FBI agents turned on powerful flashlights. On the left side was the closed door to Brian’s office. He tried the knob; it was locked. He pulled out a key and opened the door.
 
   Fortunately the wall at the back of the showroom was made of concrete. It had withstood the blast and his office was virtually intact albeit with a fine coating of dust on every surface. His chair sat behind the desk, the dock for his laptop was exactly where he had left it, and on the side table was an empty space where the missing manuscript had been. Collette Conning had taken it to the priest just before he killed her.
 
   “Everything looks fine here,” Brian said. “Let’s see how the vault made out.” He walked across the hall from his office to the massive door that was identical to those used in banks. He gave the large handle a tug – it was securely locked.
 
   Explaining that the vault had a time delay, Brian entered a code on a keypad and an intermittent beep indicated the countdown process had begun. “So far so good,” he muttered to no one in particular. Brian had been concerned the vault door might have been damaged in the blast. That could have required a demolition team to break through the thick, heavy door. Thanks to its location away from the showroom itself he was now hopeful the door and its hinges were okay. In a few minutes they’d find out.
 
   Finally a series of louder beeps announced the end of the time-delay phase and Brian entered another code sequence onto the keypad. A noticeable thunk caused Brian to smile grimly. “Sounds like it’s unlocked.” He pulled down on the large handle and it moved noiselessly. Then he tugged on the door; it easily swung open.
 
   Brian fished out another key to open the barred door that was next. He couldn’t see inside the vault – the entrance was small and his body blocked the flashlight beams behind him.
 
   He turned to Underwood. “Is it OK if I go in first? I’ll need a light.”
 
   The agent nodded and handed the flashlight to him. Brian stepped inside the vault. Everything was exactly as it should have been. The vault itself was heavily reinforced like a bunker. It appeared the blast had had no effect on anything inside. Artifacts and ancient objects were lined up on shelves and pedestals and nothing had been damaged. Brian breathed a sigh of relief. The most valuable of the objects were in here, undamaged. And many of these belonged to others – they were held by Bijan on consignment, awaiting a sale or auction in the future.
 
   The insurance adjuster said, “Will it be difficult to get me a list of the things that weren’t in here, so we can know what was destroyed as compared to these things which weren’t damaged?”
 
   “Piece of cake,” Brian replied, explaining that every morning Collette Conning prepared a list of items to bring from the vault for display in the gallery. The list from the morning of the bombing still lay on a counter just inside the vault. Only a fraction of the items were ever brought out, and none of the most expensive ones was. Those were brought to the showroom only if a client made an appointment to see one of them. Otherwise they were always securely locked up. That had been fortuitous on the day the bombing occurred. It made life considerably easier for Brian Sadler and his clients. And for the insurance company too. The adjuster took Brian’s list with a promise to copy and return it. He also asked Brian to provide valuations and ownership details on the things that had been destroyed. That would also prove easy for Brian as everything was on the gallery’s servers.
 
   Agent Underwood asked Brian to show him the seven books from the Nova Scotia collector. The eighth had been the reason behind the bombing. Brian pointed to a shelf with the beam of the flashlight. “They’re right here,” he said. “I never got a chance to even look inside the covers.”
 
   Underwood asked if he and Brian could examine them more closely to make sure there was nothing in them that would help the investigation. Brian agreed and they decided to take them back to Brian’s apartment when everyone was finished here. He and the FBI agent carried the books to Underwood’s car while press photographers eagerly shot pictures of their activities.
 
   While Brian walked around the showroom, recalling this piece or that which now lay on the floor in pieces, the FBI agents and policeman examined the area in the gallery where Collette Conning had been killed. A forensic team had previously scoured the room so new information was unlikely to be forthcoming but more sets of eyes might pick up something. The insurance adjuster jotted notes and took pictures with his phone. The engineer walked the perimeter of the gallery, checking the integrity of the steel beams.
 
   In half an hour everyone was finished. Brian rode with Agent Underwood and the second agent to his apartment house. Over the next two hours they looked at the seven volumes from the Crane collection in Nova Scotia and talked extensively about John Spedino’s involvement in the lives of Brian and Nicole.
 
   The books revealed nothing of benefit to the FBI. They were exactly what they appeared to be – Bibles and works of literature. No notes hidden inside their pages, no secret inscriptions, nothing out of the ordinary. They were beautiful, valuable old books, Brian commented, but at this point the missing Templars volume was obviously the one someone cared about.
 
   Underwood and his associate left with a promise to call if anything developed.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
   Vatican City
 
    
 
   Dominic Cardinal Conti had made a decision. He had to get the photocopy from the papal office one way or another. He had to see what information it contained. He thought it might unravel the ancient mystery he was certain rested in the missing manuscript – the one Giovanni Moretti now possessed.
 
   Speaking of whom, Moretti hadn’t called so the Cardinal had decided to play his own game. He wouldn’t make the first move. But it had been four days since the old man had walked out of their meeting here in Rome. I’ll give it twenty-four more hours. If he hasn’t called I’ll start things moving in a direction that will make life unpleasant for the ungrateful Mr. Moretti.
 
   Right now Conti had two choices – the overt one was to approach the Pope, tell him Benedict had left a photocopy in the drawer and ask for it. That might work but it might backfire. First, he wasn’t close to the new pontiff so he likely wouldn’t cooperate. Instead of getting the document he might lose it forever. Second, that choice meant publicizing the document. The Pope might ask questions – what was it, and why did the Cardinal think it so important? No, an overt move wasn’t the right one.
 
   Which is why at 1:25 am the Cardinal was standing behind a tapestry in a long hallway that led to the papal offices fifty feet away. The pontiff was on a well-publicized trip back to his homeland in Buenos Aires, which meant the usual high security around here was almost non-existent tonight. The treasures of the Vatican were everywhere in the huge complex of buildings – but there was nothing that special in and of itself here in the somewhat austere papal office. If a thief sought riches he would go elsewhere.
 
   Since the pontiff was away only one Swiss Guard sat in a chair outside the Pope’s office. Dominic knew his routine. When the Pope was gone the same sentry sat from ten pm until four in the morning, taking a five-minute bathroom break every two hours and eating a meal out of his backpack around 1:30. Tonight should be no exception and the Cardinal waited for what always happened right now.
 
   The guard stood, stretched and walked down the hall away from where Conti hid. He was going to a tiny pantry fifty feet away. He would fix a double espresso in a coffee maker, add milk and walk back to have his dinner. Based on the Cardinal’s observation the past three nights, the guard would be away from the Pope’s door between four and six minutes. Never less, never more. Hopefully tonight was typical.
 
   As soon as the guard entered the pantry, Cardinal Conti clicked a stopwatch and moved. He expected the massive office door to be unlocked and it was. He entered, shut the door and walked to the Pope’s desk. He pulled on the upper right drawer. The desk was locked. Damn the luck, the Cardinal involuntarily thought. He had brought a pick – as he looked at the drawer he saw there was no keyhole. This drawer doesn’t lock. It’s the middle drawer that controls them all.
 
   Hoping this desk was like so many others, he pulled on the long middle drawer, the one above the kneehole space. Come on, just be shut. Don’t be locked.
 
   As the middle drawer slid out a noticeable click indicated the other drawers could now be opened as well. Conti glanced at his watch. Two and a half minutes down. He had ninety seconds to finish, leave and hide before the guard returned.
 
   In the upper right drawer were a number of things including a stamp pad and rubber stamps, a number of old seals, the kind that work with wax, and a plethora of papers. Conti pulled them out and rummaged through them, starting at the bottom. Hopefully what Benedict had left was low in the pile and hadn’t been discarded when the new Pope moved in.
 
   He was getting nowhere. A quiet ding notified him there were thirty seconds left. Suddenly his hand pulled out a legal size piece of paper. It was a copy of something very old and it contained the same symbols he had seen in the four Templar manuscripts. Voila!
 
   Conti stuck the paper in his pocket, closed the drawer and ran to the office door. He opened it carefully, glancing down the hallway toward the pantry. This was the tricky part. If the guard had been sitting back at his post when the door opened, the Cardinal would have had serious explaining to do. He would certainly have been detained, questioned and possibly sanctioned for his clandestine activities tonight.
 
   But God was with him. At least that’s what Conti attributed his good fortune to – maybe it was the devil at work instead but this cleric chose the former. The guard was still puttering around in the closet – the Cardinal could hear him – so Conti closed the door and ran back down the hall to his hiding place fifty feet away.
 
   In less than fifteen seconds the guard strode back to his post, coffee in hand, and sat down. As he turned and reached for his backpack Cardinal Conti crept quietly away around a corner and left the papal office wing. Guards patrolled the corridors – when Conti met one he bowed his head as if on a late night meditative stroll. No one stopped the Cardinal – obviously this holy man, unable to sleep, had chosen to walk these sacred halls deep in prayer.
 
   Reaching his own office, Conti entered and locked the door. He put the photocopy in his desk, walked to a nearby couch and lay down. He would spend the rest of the night here. It would raise less questions than if his late-night departure time were noted on a sentry’s checkout sheet.
 
   He fell asleep easily and dreamed about an ancient box so special it took a legion of Knights to protect it.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
   London
 
    
 
   Brian preferred the daytime British Airways flight to London. Most planes from the States to Britain flew all night and arrived at the crack of dawn. That seemed counterproductive to Brian. He could leave Kennedy airport at 7:15 am, enjoy breakfast and a light lunch on the plane and arrive at seven pm local time. He rarely carried much luggage – the company flat in London was stocked with his clothes to allow him that convenience.
 
   The express train from Heathrow to Paddington Station put him in central London by eight and he was at his flat in Cadogan Square twenty minutes later. After sitting on the plane all day he was ready for some exercise before bed – he put on his running gear and set off on a neighborhood run. Knightsbridge was busy this evening – pedestrians crowded Sloane Street, window-shopping at high-end boutiques that beckoned them and their money inside. He struggled with the crowds for a few blocks, then gave up. He turned onto Pont Street then up into trendy Beauchamp Place. Its one long block held stores, bars and Brian’s favorite Thai restaurant in London. Patara Thai’s open front door was inviting and the delicious smells wafting out made him hungry. Tomorrow night, he promised himself.
 
   Heading east along Knightsbridge past Harrods, he turned behind the Sheraton into Lowndes Square then zigged and zagged back towards the building where his flat was located. Night had fallen and as he ran the last half-mile he took in the scenery. Street lamps created dim pockets of light along tree-lined sidewalks. This part of London had four-storied buildings in the Victorian style, each with a chimney pot backlit by the streetlights of Sloane Street a few blocks over. They reminded him of the antics of Bert, Dick Van Dyke’s chimney sweep character in Mary Poppins. London was a city and an experience he never grew tired of. Like New York but in a different way, London was another place he loved.
 
   Back at the flat he checked his phone. One call, about an hour ago. He listened to voicemail and heard a familiar Oxford accent.
 
   “Brian, old boy, I hope this call finds you safely back in God’s country. I know your plane was due to land a couple of hours ago so give me a call tonight if it’s not too late, or tomorrow if you’d rather. I’m anxious to see you when you have time to catch up.”
 
   Lord Arthur Borland. The Earl of Weymouth. Brian smiled as he thought of his good friend and their adventures in Central America. He had become very fond of Arthur. He enjoyed the times with him more than with almost anyone else Brian knew. He glanced at his watch – almost ten pm. Not too late for a phone call to this night owl.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   The two men talked for half an hour, first about the tragedy in New York involving Bijan Rarities, then recalling the adventures they’d shared in Guatemala and Belize. Arthur was the British aristocrat who worked with Brian to bring down the Mafia boss John Spedino. At first things had appeared grim for Lord Borland in that escapade a year or so ago but it turned out well and Spedino had been put behind bars for life. At least that had been the idea when he was convicted.
 
   “Did you know John Spedino escaped from the Guatemalan prison?”
 
   “I hadn’t heard. That’s disturbing news. How did you find out?”
 
   Brian explained that President Harrison had inquired and discovered Spedino had been missing for some time.
 
   “That’s serious, Brian. Especially for us. Do you think he might have been involved in the bombing?”
 
   “I can’t imagine how or why Spedino would have done this. It looks more like this was a very elaborate move to steal what I originally considered to be a worthless eighteenth century manuscript. You could be right but I think it’s something else. There’s no doubt it took someone with a lot of power and a lot of money to orchestrate the bombing of a building on Fifth Avenue and the murders of eleven people including a suicide bomber. All that for one volume of a set of old Knights Templars books? It just doesn’t make sense. Am I missing something?”
 
   “Actually you are, Brian, if my hunches are right. I have an idea about that manuscript. Didn’t you tell me earlier it was one of several old books found in Nova Scotia?”
 
   “Yes, it was. The collector bought it years ago, maybe around the same time as he acquired the other seven books. Some of those are virtually priceless – one of a kind and in unbelievable condition. All of those survived the explosion because they were locked in the vault.”
 
   “Interesting, but I don’t think those seven have anything to do with this,” Borland replied. “I think the Templar book does, and I’m certain Nova Scotia does as well. I’ve been doing a little research over at the Monument Club and I have an interesting theory to present to you. Let me ask you, did you possibly make a copy of the manuscript that was stolen? Or any parts of it?”
 
   “I didn’t. I just didn’t see the value in it and tossed it aside. I’m intrigued by your mysterious questions and I can’t wait to hear your theory. Are you available for lunch one day this week?”
 
   “I know you just got to town, old boy, but I could meet tomorrow. Is that too soon?”
 
   “For you, my Lord? That suits me just fine. How about 1 pm at the Club?”
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   The Monument Club sits on the Victoria Embankment overlooking the Thames River. The massive building that has always been its home was erected in 1894, a few years after a group of men, linked by the common thread of archaeology, founded the club itself. There are a few women members today but its reading rooms, extensive library, bar and restaurant are dominated by men. The place is primarily a gentlemen’s club, an aroma of fine cigars lingering in the dark bar, the clink of an obligatory gin and tonic or martini preceding a leisurely lunch or dinner.
 
   Some of the members are professional archaeologists and anthropologists. Others are amateurs or those otherwise interested peripherally in ancient things and interesting stories of the past. One of the latter, Brian had hoped for years to become a member someday. Once he owned Bijan Rarities and began to make a name for himself in the world of rarities, he petitioned his old friend Oscar Carrington for help.
 
   Carrington, the owner of an exclusive antiquities shop in London’s posh Knightsbridge area, was pleased to put up his American friend for membership. It was convenient that the Monument Club had a location on Manhattan’s Upper East Side as well as the one in London and before long Brian Sadler found himself frequently at one location or the other for drinks, lunch or dinner. He also occasionally used its world-class reference libraries; each location contained tens of thousands of books, manuscripts and articles that were invaluable for research. If a needed tome weren’t available on one side of the pond, it was quickly dispatched from the other for a member’s use.
 
   Lord Borland was also a member of the Monument Club. He had been invested automatically as the descendant of a member. His deceased father, Sir John Borland, the eighth Earl of Weymouth, had been perhaps the club’s most flamboyant and outspoken representative in its history. “Captain Jack,” as Arthur’s father was affectionately known to all, inherited a vast sum of money and spent much of it on adventure and treasure hunting.
 
   Arthur Borland and Brian had met when the former requested help finding his father who had disappeared on an expedition to Guatemala. That search revealed far more than just the fate of Arthur’s missing father. A vast horde of newly discovered Mayan codices and gold was now on display in a new museum at the ancient site of Tikal, Guatemala. Because of their significant involvements with the find, that museum bore the names of both Brian Sadler and Captain Jack Borland.
 
   Lord Borland and Brian Sadler sat in the beautifully paneled bar enjoying glasses of Sancerre. Their table, Brian’s favorite, was next to twenty-foot windows overlooking the Thames. Waterloo Bridge was only a few hundred yards east of the club. The ultramodern London Eye Ferris wheel had been erected around the river bend to the west, out of sight of the Club’s lounge and restaurant. Brian was grateful not to have to gaze on that modern monstrosity every time he wanted to relax over a drink.
 
   “Brian, it’s really good to see you. Given the circumstances you look well. I know this tragedy has been a burden on you. And the loss of Collette. How horrible for her family and for you both personally and professionally. She was an asset to Bijan, I know. And you lost a friend as well.”
 
   They talked for half an hour about the bombing, possible reasons behind it and the ongoing investigation. Brian did most of the talking, Arthur interjecting a question or comment here and there. They finished the wine and moved to the dining room. More wine on the way, they placed their orders.
 
   “All right, Arthur. You’ve kept me in suspense long enough. What’s your theory on the stolen manuscript?”
 
   “You’re aware how extensive the Club’s collection of very old works is.”
 
   Brian nodded.
 
   “I’m sure you’ve heard of Oak Island in Nova Scotia.”
 
   He nodded again, a slight smile on his face.
 
   Arthur sighed dramatically and reached into his briefcase, retrieving a sheaf of papers that appeared to be his notes.
 
   “I see your smile. You’re thinking I’m just another crazy treasure hunter with yet another hunch about the contents of the Money Pit. But I’ve come across something very interesting. So hear me out. You may just learn something new today!”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
   Brian settled back in his chair, ready for a story about Oak Island. The British Earl was a great tale-teller. He managed to captivate Brian every time he had something new and mysterious to report. This time was no exception – the enigma of Oak Island was something that had interested Brian since he was a kid. A classic mystery set in North America – an ancient story involving pirates, treasure perhaps beyond imagination and someone who went to amazing lengths to create a booby-trapped pit. Who did it and why? Brian was surprised most of the world didn’t even seem to wonder. Most people had never heard of Oak Island.
 
   Lord Borland referred to his notes occasionally as he told the story. “As you know, the theories about what lies at the bottom of the Money Pit range from pirates to the Vikings to native Americans to Inca lords and much more. Some have speculated that the crown jewels of France were hidden there in the Middle Ages. Or the gold the Spanish were seeking from the Mayans in Mexico. Or the manuscripts that will tell who William Shakespeare really was. Or that aliens who came on spaceships secreted the knowledge of the ages. No one knows. But there is one theory, one possibility I haven’t yet mentioned, that keeps turning up in my research. I think I know who built the Money Pit but I don’t yet know why. Any ideas who?”
 
   Brian smiled. “You’re enjoying this guessing game, aren’t you, Arthur? I give up – at the moment I can’t recall my Money Pit history well enough to think whom you haven’t mentioned.”
 
   “Then I’ll tell you, dear boy. I’ve spent hours here in the Monument Club’s library. They have copies, originals too sometimes, of the actual records of the earliest syndicates who tackled the Money Pit. I found the original journal of a man named Simeon Lynds. He lived near Oak Island and organized the first expedition. It was called the Onslow Syndicate.”
 
   “I’ve read about Lynds and the Syndicate. I think it’s fascinating that our Club has his account of it.”
 
   “So do I. His old journal was written in 1804 and 1805 at the time these fellows took the Money Pit down nearly a hundred feet. According to Lynds’ diary, they hit what he described as a wooden chest. When they arrived the next day the pit had flooded almost to the top. That was the first encounter with booby-traps in the shaft. A year later the syndicate dug a new pit alongside the existing one. They went down over a hundred feet, tunneled sideways to reach the Money Pit and that new shaft flooded too.”
 
   Brian said, “I remember this vaguely. That’s when the Onslow Syndicate gave up, correct?”
 
   “Right. They ran out of patience and money and apparently the syndicate members, like the three teenagers who had first dug out the pit, went their own ways. Interestingly, those teens grew up. One bought property Oak Island; he and some former members of the Onslow Syndicate invested in the search again years later.”
 
   “So did you learn anything new from old Simeon’s journal?”
 
   “Ah, I haven’t gotten to the interesting part yet. Patience, dear boy. Patience.”
 
   Over the next half hour Arthur Borland told Brian what else Simeon Lynds had written in his journal. Lynds was a well-educated and wealthy man and he was a member of the Masonic Lodge.
 
   Borland pulled an index card from his pocket. “Pardon my relying on notes but this next part is tricky. In addition to being a Mason the diary says Simeon was the leader of a shadowy group called The United Religious, Military and Masonic Orders of the Temple and of Saint John of Jerusalem, Palestine, Rhodes and Malta. That name’s a mouthful, and after using the complete moniker once Lynds only refers to it as ‘The Order’ afterwards.
 
   “Lynds led the Order. He and other members invested in the Onslow Syndicate. Members of that mysterious secret group he called the Order wanted what lay hidden in the Money Pit.”
 
   Brian’s interest was piqued now. He leaned forward, wanting more information. Taking another sip of the Sancerre he asked, “What else do you know about the Order? What are you holding back, Arthur? Because I know you are. You weave too good a tale to give me everything up front.”
 
   Borland smiled. “The Order had several subsets, several of which became part of Freemasonry. These sub-orders include The Knights of Malta, the Knights of Saint Paul and the Knights of the Red Cross. Have you heard of any of them?”
 
   “Not that I recall. Are they relevant to your story?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “OK, Arthur. Is there a point to this tale? I love Oak Island mysteries but what secrets are you holding back?” Brian smiled as he chided the British Earl.
 
   Arthur gave him a wink. “Perhaps I forgot to mention one other sub-group that sprang out of this association which Simeon Lynds nicknamed the Order. The other part was called The Knights of the Temple.” He stopped, leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. He smiled as he watched Brian.
 
   “The Knights of the Temple. That’s awfully close to…wait a second. Are you saying…?”
 
   “Am I saying what, Brian? Do you see where this is going?”
 
   “Are you saying Simeon Lynds and the members of the Onslow Syndicate were Knights Templars?”
 
   “That’s exactly what I’m saying. Not the same Knights Templars as the ones who were exterminated in 1310, but directly related to them in terms of thought, deed and purpose. These later Templars restarted the order in secret in the 1400s. They were dedicated to preservation of what the early Templars began, they were committed to Templar ideals and they knew the secrets of the earlier group. These secrets were passed down in coded books over the centuries. Including, I’m certain, the answer to whatever was hidden at the bottom of the pit the Templars built on Oak Island.”
 
   “So these Templars were the Masonic Knights Templars? I think my grandfather might have been a member, actually.”
 
   “Absolutely not. The Templars I’m talking about have nothing to do with the Freemason Templars. Same name, different groups entirely. Simeon Lynds’ Templars are directly tied to the tenth century Order through the Catholic Church.”
 
   “Really? Incredible. Does the secret Order of Templars in the Catholic Church still exist?”
 
   “I’m still researching that but I believe so. If I can find out more about them it may explain why someone went to such lengths to get the manuscript that was at Bijan Rarities’ gallery in New York.”
 
   The story stopped as the men ordered coffee. Thoughts swirled through Brian’s head. Arthur said nothing, watching as Brian processed the information he had heard.
 
   Finally Brian said, “So the manuscript that I got was part of a set. And I presume it’s one of the books you’re talking about – the ones with coded secrets of the Templars. Am I right so far?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   “Obviously the one given to me was very important to someone. Do you have any idea where the others are? Have they been stolen as well?”
 
   “No, they haven’t. They’re safe and sound.”
 
   Brian saw Arthur’s impish smile. The Earl was still playing games, revealing almost nothing.
 
   “OK, Arthur,” Brian said, serious now. “Knock it off. Tell me the rest.”
 
   “All right. There are five volumes in all, each bearing the title Opus Militum Xpisti or The Work of the Soldiers of Christ. The first was recorded by the original Knights Templars, the ones who were rounded up in 1307 by King Philip of France and exterminated in 1310. It would have been a stand-alone account of the two hundred years of Templar existence had it not been for the men who came along in the 1400s and secretly resurrected the Order.”
 
   Arthur paused to allow Brian to soak in the information.
 
   “So volumes two through five are records of the Knights Templars who followed the earlier ones? The volume that was the reason for the bombing of my gallery is part of that set?”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “And you’re certain of this how?”
 
   “Because I’ve seen all the volumes except yours. Not originals, of course, but I have seen copies of them. Right here in this very building.”
 
   “The Club has copies of these volumes? Where are the originals?”
 
   “The originals are in secret papal archives in Vatican City.”
 
   Brian was astonished. “Now I see why you hoped I had made a copy of my volume too. Arthur, I know the Monument Club’s library is something special, but tell me how in hell they could get copies of ancient manuscripts that are in the Vatican’s archives?”
 
   “A very wealthy Italian named Marco Caboto donated the originals to Pope Pius IX in 1875. But not before he paid to have them copied by hand. He secretly kept those copies in his own collection. After Caboto’s death in 1930 one of his heirs, a member of our Club himself, donated this man’s entire book collection to the Monument Club. Among thousands of old works were the copies – the four ancient manuscripts describing centuries of Knights Templars activities.”
 
   “But the volume I had wasn’t copied.”
 
   “Up to this point everything indicates it wasn’t. But I may have found something, Brian. In fact I just discovered it yesterday in the library. I haven’t looked at it yet so I don’t want to discuss it until I do. The book you saw covers the time from roughly 1475 to 1700. Until yesterday I believed the wealthy Italian never had that volume. He may not have known his four volumes were a chronological set. Or that a fifth book was missing. I think the manuscript you saw has been separated from the others for a very long time. But the jury’s still out on whether Marco Caboto ever owned the volume that’s now been stolen. One thing’s for sure – he copied four volumes of the Templars. If he ever had the fifth I’ll wager he copied it too.”
 
   “Why is this particular one, the missing one, so important?”
 
   “Think about it, Brian. Think about the time period it covers.”
 
   Once again Arthur sat back in his chair, impassive, watching Brian’s face as the American’s mind raced. He said nothing, letting Brian reach a conclusion.
 
   “It’s important because it records what happened at Oak Island. It’s when they built the Money Pit. That’s your theory, isn’t it, Arthur?”
 
   “Exactly. And I’m close to proving it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
   It was nearly four pm when Brian and Arthur left the Monument Club. They set a dinner date for the day after tomorrow.
 
   The men walked to Charing Cross train station.
 
   “I’ll be waiting for a report on the mysterious thing you found yesterday in the library, Arthur. Don’t keep me in suspense!”
 
   Borland promised to get on the project in the morning. They parted company, Brian heading one direction and Arthur another, his briefcase in his hand as he waved goodbye.
 
   Brian’s mind was racing as he took the subway back to Green Park station, then a short walk down Piccadilly to the Bijan gallery in Old Bond Street. He took out an access card, opened the front door and stepped into the showroom. Although smaller than the New York gallery, it was tastefully appointed with displays of priceless artifacts for sale.
 
   “Good afternoon, Mr. Sadler. Nice lunch?”
 
   Jason Hardesty had been with Bijan for a couple of years, working with Brian and Collette in New York before being moved to London a few months ago to assist the new UK gallery manager. Jason loved history. As a twenty-something single he jumped at the chance to work in London. He had been grief-stricken to learn of the loss of his good friend Collette and the destruction of the company’s New York headquarters. Brian and Jason had spent an hour talking about the Fifth Avenue bombing earlier this morning.
 
   “A very interesting lunch, Jason. As every meeting with Arthur Borland is. I always end up with more food for thought than nourishment!”
 
   “Sounds interesting! FYI Cory’s at the Connaught Hotel meeting a client who wants to discuss consigning some pottery.”
 
   Brian went to his office. He glanced in the one next door. It belonged to Cory Spencer, the manager of Bijan’s London location. Overcoming a very difficult youth, Cory had worked for Brian several years ago while he was in undergraduate school in New York City. Later as a Sussex University graduate student in archaeology Cory had led a dig at Palenque, Mexico. He discovered an incredibly strange, ancient artifact that had almost gotten him killed. Brian had become involved in that project to help the government after John Chapman, the President of the United States, disappeared deep inside a tomb at Palenque.
 
   Not long after the Palenque adventure Cory graduated and called Brian about employment. It was a perfect fit – Brian trusted the man implicitly and had put him in charge of the growing London gallery. Brian was grateful to have Cory as his second-in-command especially now that New York was history. The Old Bond Street location was critical – it was the only one left.
 
   There was a large FedEx box sitting in the middle of Brian’s desk. It contained most of the things Brian had been working on at the time of the bombing. Rather than checking the bulky, heavy box on the plane Brian had shipped it overnight to the London gallery. For a half hour he went through everything, sorting and arranging the contents for handling over the next couple of weeks he planned to be in London. This was his office now. His headquarters. It seemed odd but it was the new reality.
 
   Around 5:30 Brian heard the soft buzz that indicated the front door had opened. Ten seconds later a voice boomed loudly from the showroom. “I hear the boss is back in town. Best behavior, everyone!”
 
   Brian stood as Cory Spencer came into his office. They hugged each other – although they had spoken several times a day since the tragedy in New York Brian hadn’t seen Cory in person. Tears welled up in both their eyes as they patted each other on the backs and Cory offered his condolences over the loss.
 
   Pulling back, Brian composed himself and said, “I’m glad we’re a team, Cory. I need your help and I’m deeply grateful to have you.”
 
   “Ditto, boss.” Cory had the utmost admiration for Brian Sadler and appreciated the opportunity to learn from him and work at one of the nation’s most respected antiquities dealers. Bijan had made quite a name in the past few years thanks to its involvement with the world’s rarest objects such as the Bethlehem Scroll, Mayan codices long thought extinct and Egyptian mummies. The science networks, Discovery and History especially, had done several documentaries featuring Brian. And national news networks in the US and abroad called on him frequently for commentary about new discoveries around the world. Brian Sadler and Bijan Rarities were well known to those who loved the thrill of archaeology and ancient things.
 
   “Are you free for dinner? We need to catch up and it might be easier outside the gallery than during the work day.”
 
   “Thought you’d never ask.” Cory had hoped this would happen. He relished the time with his mentor and took every chance he could to be at Brian’s side.
 
   Jason locked up at six as Brian and Cory wrapped up the afternoon’s work. They stopped by the Ritz Hotel on Piccadilly, three blocks from the gallery. In the beautiful Rivoli Bar they ordered martinis, clicked glasses and talked about how things were progressing on the case in New York. Brian brought Cory up to speed on the stolen manuscript and gave him a brief synopsis of the story Arthur Borland had told this afternoon. Cory was fascinated.
 
   Brian and Cory walked to Chinatown, just the other side of Piccadilly Circus less than fifteen minutes away from the Ritz. Soon they were seated at Dumplings’ Legend, Brian’s favorite place in London. It was nothing fancy but Brian considered it the best Chinese place in the world. He tended to eat here several times a week when he was left to his own devices in London.
 
   Two glasses of wine and a couple of dim sum plates got them started.
 
   “What’s next on the manuscripts?” Cory asked. “Is it possible that rich Italian copied the stolen volume too?”
 
   “I’ve given that a lot of thought since I left the lunch with Arthur. Arthur’s not sure if this one was copied. Maybe the Italian never even had it. But I wonder. It’s worth doing some digging. I’ll get with you in the morning – I need your help to start the search. Think about it tonight and I’ll do the same. I’m supposed to meet Arthur for dinner the day after tomorrow. I’d like you to join us. We can lay out our ideas to him then.”
 
   Cory was thrilled – the chance to meet Lord Borland was important to him both personally and professionally. He was of course fully aware of Brian’s earlier adventures in Guatemala with the Earl of Weymouth and knew Brian had a great friendship with this man, the son of the late, great Captain Jack Borland, one of the world’s most flamboyant explorers.
 
   Brian’s phone rang. “Speak of the devil,” he said, glancing at the screen. “It’s Arthur’s home phone.”
 
   He answered with a smile. “Hello old boy. To what do I owe the honor of this call?”
 
   Brian was suddenly quiet. Cory waited as his boss listened intently, his smile now gone.
 
   “Brian, this is Carissa Borland. I’m so sorry to be a bother but wonder if you and Arthur have wrapped up yet. I know sometimes you both go on for hours and I hated to disturb you but his dinner’s been on the stove for an hour and he’s not picking up his mobile.” He noticed her attempt to be lighthearted but could sense the concern in her shaky voice. She was worried.
 
   “Carissa, we left the club shortly before four pm. We went to Charing Cross Station and I took the tube to the office. I’m pretty sure he was heading home then.”
 
   “He should have been here before five. That’s three hours ago. I’ve tried his mobile a dozen times. It goes to voicemail.” Her voice broke. “I’m worried, Brian. This isn’t like him not to call and check in. And he’s really late. Really late.” She was crying now.
 
   “What can I do to help?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’m sure you’re at dinner and I’m probably imposing on you for nothing. Let me give it another half hour or so. If I don’t hear anything by then I’ll start checking hospitals, I guess. But I’ll call you back first.”
 
   Brian filled Cory in on the situation as they snagged tiny dim sum pieces with chopsticks. They decided they would take on the task of calling the police and hospitals if Arthur hadn’t shown up in a half hour.
 
   Twenty minutes later Carissa Borland’s home phone rang. She took the call, hung up and dialed Brian’s number.
 
   Brian’s phone vibrated and he answered immediately. “Any news, Carissa?”
 
   He heard nothing but heaving sobs on the other end.
 
   “Give me a moment,” she finally whispered.
 
   A few seconds later she composed herself and began to speak. “My phone rang – it was Arthur’s number and I was prepared to give him a piece of my mind. But it wasn’t him, Brian. It wasn’t him.” She sobbed. “It was an officer from the Metropolitan Police in London. He was calling me…” She stopped again. “Oh, Brian. He was calling me because he saw my number on Arthur’s phone. He’s dead, Brian.”
 
   “Oh God. Carissa, what…how did it happen?”
 
   She was so overcome she couldn’t speak. Brian knew she was probably by herself. They had no children and lived in a nearby suburb, in one of the row houses so common in outlying parts of London. She would need someone to be with her.
 
   Finally Carissa Borland took a deep breath and said, “All right. I have to get through this. He was riding the train, Brian. All this time. Sometime after he got on at Charing Cross Station he died, somehow. The officer said his head was slumped on his chest and everyone thought he was asleep. He had just been sitting there riding the train for hours, Brian. Dead. His phone kept ringing – those were my calls, of course – and finally one of the passengers heard it and alerted a policeman on the train. That policeman called my number.”
 
   Brian pulled a notepad from his jacket pocket and jotted things down as she continued. The body was being taken to a London hospital where the coroner’s office would investigate the cause of death. The policeman had assured her there was no reason to think foul play was involved but Carissa wondered. She said he had no real health issues other than being slightly overweight, in his fifties and maybe drinking a little too much now and then. Brian agreed with her. The officer had given her his contact information and promised to call her in the morning.
 
   “Carissa, one thing that might be important, or maybe not. Did the policeman tell you he had Arthur’s briefcase? When I last saw him at the station he was carrying it.”
 
   “He didn’t mention it. I’ll check with him tomorrow about that. I can’t imagine anything in it’s very important. Arthur spent a lot of time researching a lot of strange things. I doubt anyone would want what was in his case but people do steal. Someone could have taken it.”
 
   Carissa thanked Brian when he offered to come be with her. “Thanks but I’ll be OK tonight. I’m still in a daze and my dear friend next door is coming over to stay with me. I told her I didn’t need her to do that but…oh, Brian, I’m going to miss Arthur so much.” She cried.
 
   Brian told her how much Arthur’s friendship had meant to him. “A lot of people are going to miss him too, Carissa.”
 
   Brian said he would have a car pick her up first thing tomorrow to bring her to London. They would go to the police station together and talk to the investigating officer. He told her once again how sorry he was and renewed his offer to help, any way, any time. His words came from the heart – Arthur Borland had been one of Brian’s best friends.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   “He’s dead. He died peacefully on the train heading home this afternoon.”
 
   “Very good. Everything’s nice and quiet there?”
 
   “Oh yes. He just went to sleep. Like we’d all want to go. All’s well and no one will ever be the wiser.”
 
   “It seems so.” The man hung up, satisfied.
 
   One score settled, this one about halfway wrapped up, and one to go.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
   Vatican City/New York
 
    
 
   Cardinal Conti gazed for the hundredth time at the photocopied page he had taken from the Pope’s office. He was anxious to compare it to the ancient manuscripts to see if it really represented a way to break the coded pages, but he was forced to be patient. He was playing a game of cat and mouse with Giovanni Moretti.
 
   And when I am through playing the old man will be dead like the rat he has turned out to be. The Cardinal smiled.
 
   As leader of the Church’s Knights Templars, Dominic Conti knew that the four volumes in the papal archives weren’t the ones he needed. He had read each one – they were for the wrong time period. The single volume that mattered was the one that had been missing for over a hundred years, the one that Moretti had. That volume held the coded secrets Conti needed to unlock. Something had happened between 1475 and 1700 – the years covered by the missing manuscript – and Dominic Conti believed he knew what it was. Nova Scotia. Legends of priceless treasures guarded by the Templars. A relic so important it required an engineering accomplishment almost beyond comprehension in the 1600s.
 
   Oak Island. The Templars somehow went to Oak Island. That’s what’s in the missing manuscript, along with the answer to the riddle of what the relic actually is.
 
   While the waiting game with Moretti was going on, it would have been good to see one of the existing volumes of Knights Templar exploits from the archives. Without one of the coded pages in front of him Conti couldn’t try out the decryption page he had stolen from the papal office. He had to wait for Moretti’s manuscript and the others were locked up in the secret archives. Pope Benedict would have retrieved a volume for him but that pontiff was gone. He couldn’t ask the new Pope. Such a request would require too much explanation. And at this point Cardinal Conti was very close to unlocking a mystery. He needed to keep things quiet. So he had to be patient.
 
   Two days later the Cardinal received a call on his cellphone.
 
   “Hello, Giovanni,” Conti answered. “Have you come to your senses?”
 
   “Meet me day after tomorrow at Paolucci Restaurant in Little Italy on Mulberry Street. Twelve noon. You’ll get what you want.”
 
   And you’ll get what you deserve, my friend. “New York, Giovanni? I’m not sure I can clear time so quickly for a trip…”
 
   “Your choice, Eminence. If you want the manuscript you’ll be there.”
 
   “Isn’t it a little dangerous for you to be traveling to the States, Giovanni?”
 
   But there was no response. Moretti had hung up.
 
   Fuming at the continued insolence of this man whose very existence Conti had saved, he forced himself to calm down. He summoned his secretary and booked a seat on tomorrow morning’s Alitalia flight from Rome to New York. She also noted the Cardinal’s request for a room at the Palace Hotel on Madison Avenue. It was unusual but not unheard of for Conti to stay somewhere other than the Archbishop’s residence so she didn’t question his instructions.
 
   His next statement did surprise her, though.
 
   “I’ll notify the Archbishop in New York that I’m coming. Leave that with me.”
 
   It was policy that the Archbishop be notified when high-level members of the clergy would be spending the night in New York. She couldn’t recall a time when Cardinal Conti had reserved that right to himself. Something was different this time but she didn’t know what it was. And she certainly wasn’t going to ask.
 
   Wearing the black shirt and slacks of a priest instead of the distinctive red garb of a Cardinal, Dominic Conti flew to New York. He carried a Vatican City diplomatic passport, a privilege accorded to the highest members of the Church’s entourage in Italy, and it enabled him to clear Customs in seconds. Ordinarily the Archdiocese would have had a limousine whisk the cleric to midtown but since no one had been told he was coming, he took a cab.
 
   The desk clerks at the Palace gave the priest no more than a brief glance as they checked him in and swiped his personal credit card. The Palace dealt daily with dignitaries from around the world. When he presented his diplomatic passport from the home base of the Catholic Church no one so much as raised an eyebrow. The clerk might have recognized Conti’s name but discretion was the byword at this posh New York hotel. No one said a thing and Cardinal Dominic Conti, the head of the Vatican Bank and one of the Church’s most powerful people, was soon unpacking his light valise in his room, staying under the radar of his fellow clerics in Manhattan.
 
   An hour later Conti stepped out onto the street. He was wearing a cotton shirt, sweater and blue jeans. This was a serious breach of church rules and Cardinal Conti felt strange wearing street clothing but he couldn’t afford to be seen as a priest. He needed to blend in with thousands of other people hurrying up and down the crowded midtown sidewalks.
 
   Careful to avoid the Archdiocese and St. Patrick’s Cathedral less than two blocks away Conti walked to Fifth Avenue and strolled past the boarded-up hole that had been Bijan Rarities. He wanted to look at the site but there turned out to be nothing to see. A lone NYPD officer stood guard on the sidewalk, nonchalantly watching pedestrian traffic go by. There seemed to be no activity – the wooden door that had been cut into the plywood was securely padlocked.
 
   It was almost six pm and Conti was getting hungry. Thirsty too. He’d had a couple of glasses of wine on the plane but didn’t overindulge. Wearing the clerical garb pointed him out as a man of God. But now he was out of God’s clothes and he wanted a drink. It was dangerous to stay in this part of town so close to the hub of activity for the Archdiocese. Around here he could run into any one of a hundred people he knew so he hailed a cab and gave the driver a downtown address several miles away.
 
   Traffic wasn’t bad going south and within a half hour Dominic Conti was at the bar of Vincent’s, a quiet place frequented by tourists that was across the street from the South Street Seaport. The Cardinal would have far preferred Harry’s at Hanover Square, a great old bar three blocks from Wall Street and the New York Stock Exchange. He loved the place but in his position as head of the bank he was a well-known patron. Anonymity this time. Perhaps indulgence the next.
 
   Vincent’s was noisy and he sandwiched himself at the bar between two groups of people who had just visited Ground Zero only a few blocks west. Ignoring them as best he could, he ordered a Johnny Walker Blue, water back, and enjoyed the feeling as the premium Scotch went down smoothly. Fine Scotch was one of Dominic Conti’s weaknesses. He had a few others but those wouldn’t be satisfied on this trip. This time he had a mission. He would return with the manuscript. No matter what.
 
   The next morning at 10:30 am Dominic Conti, again dressed in black as a priest, hailed a cab in front of the Palace Hotel and was dropped on Broadway in Chinatown, a teeming, bustling touristy place just north of downtown Manhattan. A hundred tiny stores in a two-block stretch sold knockoffs of everything from Coach bags to Hermes watches to Dior perfume. Barkers called to passersby browsing the crude displays. “Priest! Hey priest!” A Chinese vendor motioned for Conti to come closer. “Want Rolex? Genuine! Only twenty dollar!”
 
   Dominic Conti kept moving, walking slowly and taking his time. Making his way east along Broadway he would eventually come to Little Italy and Mulberry Street. He meandered, looked at the knockoffs for sale and enjoyed the sunny morning. He wanted to arrive at the restaurant ten minutes early so his apparently aimless stroll actually wasn’t that at all. He would be at Paolucci’s a little before twelve.
 
   The Cardinal thought about Giovanni Moretti. Strange that he wanted to meet in Little Italy, a place Conti thought might frighten him at this point in his life. Moretti had a lot of history, a lot of water under a very large bridge, and much of it had involved this scenic, historic part of New York. Little Italy was an area of restaurants, shops and gelato stores today. Once it had teemed with immigrants crowded into dirty tenement buildings. La Cosa Nostra, the Mafia, had taken hold when Sicilians brought the ways of the old country to their new home in the United States. A hundred years ago many of Little Italy’s wretched residents looked up to the made men, the enforcers, numbers runners and drug dealers. They were the few who made it out of the environment of the ghetto. They became wealthy, albeit at the expense and lives of others. They were revered, honored, considered great men. But they were actually ruthless criminals – murderers, thieves, bookmakers, creators of prostitution and drug rings. They didn’t make life better. They made it worse.
 
   He turned off Broadway onto Mulberry Street and walked north. The five- and six-story buildings that had been built in the late 1800s to house immigrants looked today much as they had then. It was an interesting, quaint part of New York with narrow streets and another group of street vendors selling clothing, purses and the like. Paolucci Restaurant was two blocks ahead on the left, just past Grand Street.
 
   Conti arrived and saw a couple of waiters putting umbrellas on tables set up on the sidewalk. Another put place settings around – they were almost ready to open. As he walked in a couple of tourists entered behind him, hoping to catch an early lunch.
 
   “Good morning, Father,” the maître d’ said as the Cardinal entered the restaurant. “We’re opening in ten minutes but you’re welcome to take a seat. Will there be just one?”
 
   Conti requested a table for two in the back. He ordered a glass of Chablis, sipped and watched as arriving guests took a couple more tables. About 12:10 a man walked into the restaurant. Expecting Moretti, Conti looked closely. It wasn’t him. Or was it? He watched the man walk straight toward his table. Then he pulled out a chair and sat.
 
   “Who are you?” Conti asked.
 
   The man was dressed in jeans and a polo shirt covered by a light jacket. A baseball cap and dark glasses obscured his face. The man had a moustache and neatly trimmed beard. He was easily four or five inches taller than Giovanni Moretti and had more girth.
 
   “Why, Dominic. I’m disappointed in your abilities to recognize your old friend.”
 
   The Cardinal was astonished at the transformation. He noticed the platform shoes Moretti was wearing and saw that his jacket was well padded, giving the man a hefty look in his chest. “I didn’t think you’d pick Little Italy without doing something to alter your appearance. So why go to all this trouble, Giovanni? Why didn’t we meet in Rome?”
 
   Moretti ignored the cleric and raised a finger to the waiter, placing an order for a bottle of Italian Chardonnay. He said nothing until the bottle arrived, was uncorked and a glass filled. He sat back, savoring the taste.
 
   “I can get this wine all over Italy, Dominic, but somehow it tastes better right here at Paolucci. It must be the atmosphere – the scenery of Mulberry Street just outside. Or maybe it’s just memories.”
 
   The Cardinal sat impassively, seething inside but saying nothing. He let the old man waste time talking, doing it his way.
 
   “I love this place, Dominic. It was my favorite restaurant when I lived in New York. Our waiter – his name is Salvatore. He’s from Sicily, where I’m originally from. He knew me well five years ago. But he doesn’t recognize me now. I’ve transformed, Dominic. I’m a new man!” He looked smugly at the cleric.
 
   “Everyone in Little Italy knew you well five years ago, Giovanni. Can we get to the subject?”
 
   “You’ll get indigestion if you don’t stop worrying so much, Dominic. We’re going to have a nice lunch like old friends do when they get together. You’re going to be civil and so am I. And in the end maybe everything will turn out the way you hope it will.” He smiled broadly and opened his menu, ignoring the Cardinal’s glare.
 
   Dominic controlled his emotions. Keep calm. Let him think he’s winning. All I want is what I came for. We’ll see who ultimately wins this battle.
 
   The men each ordered a light lunch. As they ate Moretti said, “It should be obvious why we’re meeting in New York, Dominic. The manuscript you want is here. You have a diplomatic passport. You can carry it back to Rome without so much as a raised eyebrow. I, on the other hand, would have a problem transporting the manuscript that precipitated the Fifth Avenue bombing. Thanks to the press the world knows there’s a old book somewhere and a huge reward tied to it. So now do you see my logic?” He smiled.
 
   The Cardinal was tired of all this. “All right, Giovanni. Enough games. Where’s the manuscript?”
 
   The old man ignored the question. “This job was expensive, Dominic. I have plenty, yes, but the Knights Templars order is gaining something you obviously want very much. A priceless object, I think. Am I correct?”
 
   It took all the patience Conti had to maintain his composure. What on earth was this idiot doing? Was this an extortion attempt?
 
   “Are you holding the manuscript for ransom, Giovanni?” the Cardinal said calmly.
 
   “The Church has unlimited assets, Dominic. And I, I’m just a poor peasant from Sicily who’s made a few fortuitous investments in the past. I’ve been blessed, certainly, but one can always use a bit more to ensure a comfortable retirement. I think five million dollars would be fair for this document you want so badly. What do you think?” Moretti smiled and leaned back in his chair.
 
   “Bastardo! You made your millions running a drug syndicate, Giovanni. You helped untold thousands of American children become drug addicts. You smug bastardo. You and I had a deal. A quid pro quo. You owe me for your very existence and I asked you to repay the favor. Now you’re trying to extort five million dollars? How quickly you’ve forgotten how confining your prison cell was. Perhaps I can help you learn again. Eh, Giovanni?”
 
   “Now, Now. Don’t lose your temper, Dominic. It’s not good for your heart. Do you want the manuscript or not? It’s up to you. I’m sure I can sell it elsewhere – surely someone else thinks it’s as important as you obviously do.”
 
   The Cardinal’s mind raced and a solution quickly emerged. It made him smile.
 
   “Yes, Giovanni. I want the manuscript. And of course I’ll pay your ransom. The Church needs the book. You don’t need to know why. Hand over the manuscript and I’ll pay you five million dollars.”
 
   “Of course you will,” Moretti said. “I trust you implicitly, Dominic. Why shouldn’t I? I owe you everything, as you constantly remind me. But let’s be practical.” He pulled a slip of paper from his pocket along with a key. “Wire the money to this account in Turkey. When the money’s in my account I’ll tell you what lock this key fits. Then you can have your manuscript. I have your number. You’ll hear from me when I confirm the funds have arrived. And thank you for lunch.”
 
   Giovanni Moretti stood, turned and walked out of the restaurant. He thanked his waiter, who registered not a trace of recognition of the man he had served often just a few years ago.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty
 
   New York/Rome
 
    
 
   Giovanni Moretti took a taxi directly from the restaurant in Little Italy to JFK Airport. Waiting in the Alitalia first class lounge for his flight to Rome, he checked the bank account in Ankara. Nothing so far, but that was of no concern to Moretti. He knew it would take time for Cardinal Conti to move funds. As head of the Vatican Bank Conti could singlehandedly accomplish the transfer of much more than five million dollars but there were other factors, the greatest of which was the time difference between the USA and Turkey. It would be the next morning before funds arrived and Moretti would be safely back in Italy.
 
   Riding the train from Fiumicino Airport into central Rome, Moretti checked the bank again. It was now 9:50 am in Turkey and the funds had been deposited in his account just as he had demanded. He smiled. I pulled one over on Dominic Conti. Bastardo, eh? Well, I’m a richer bastardo now, thanks to you.
 
   He called Conti’s cellphone and said, “Many thanks, Dominic. There’s a gym at the corner of Ninth Avenue and 23rd Street. Locker number fourteen in the men’s locker room.” He hung up without waiting for a response.
 
   Dressed again in civilian clothes to avoid attention, Conti bought a membership in the gym in order to gain access. He paid thirty dollars cash for a month’s trial, walked straight to the locker room, opened the door and saw a bulky manila folder inside. He glanced around – no one was paying him any attention. He opened the folder and saw the stolen manuscript. It was unmistakably genuine and obviously was a match to the ones Dominic had previously read. He slid the book back into the folder and walked out.
 
   In order to carry the manuscript to Rome in a diplomatic pouch Conti would have had to visit the Vatican Consulate on West 34th Street. People would have asked questions about why he was in New York. Since he was traveling under the radar and wished to attract no attention, he took a chance that the authorities wouldn’t challenge him as he left the United States. Once he arrived in Rome his diplomatic status would give him instant passage through the immigration process. Everything went as he had predicted and within twenty-four hours he was at his office in the Vatican. The manuscript was laid out on his desk, its first page bearing the now-familiar words Opus Militum Xpisti, the same words that appeared in the Vatican’s other four Templar manuscripts. Conti flipped through to one of the pages covered in symbols – a page of code.
 
   Dominic Cardinal Conti had one more task to complete before turning his full attention to the manuscript. He pulled up some information on his computer, called a trusted friend in the Vatican’s passport control office, and had Giovanni Moretti’s passport number flagged as fraudulent. Without a valid passport Moretti no longer had legal status anywhere on earth.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
   London
 
    
 
   After the events Brian had experienced the last two weeks the death of Arthur Borland affected him greatly. Two days after the apparent death by natural causes of his fellow explorer and close personal friend, Brian sat alone in the flat in Cadogan Square. It was eight pm and a martini sat on the coffee table in front of him, his third of the evening.
 
   Arthur’s sudden death became the catalyst for a grim reality for Brian Sadler. Until now Brian hadn’t allowed himself to really let go, to fully embrace the fact of how much his life had changed in two weeks. One of his dearest friends, a man whom Brian looked forward to spending time with, a man whose calls and emails always brightened Brian’s day – that man was suddenly gone forever. Just days before, his friend and colleague Collette Conning died a tragic death along with many others and Brian lost the gallery that had been his baby, his project, his life.
 
   In the past Nicole jokingly referred to Bijan as Brian’s “favorite thing.” Each time it came up he laughingly assured her she was also up there somewhere among his favorite things. It became an ongoing joke but it was true that Brian had never enjoyed anything as much as he had loved life and his place in it since he took over the gallery. And in an instant, in a flash, the New York flagship store was gone. So were a dozen people.
 
   Collette was special. She had been with the gallery when Darius Nazir owned it. Collette had agreed to stay on after Nazir’s death when Brian assumed ownership. Brian had been grateful; her knowledge of both clients and artifacts made his life much easier as he learned the ropes. She was a confidant – in the know on all of Brian’s plans for the business – and he had depended on her for advice and input. Now all that was over. He felt alone, truly alone for the first time in a long, long time.
 
   As he sat in the dark in his London flat he thought of Nicole. They had had a wonderful life when they both lived in Dallas a few years back. When Brian left for Manhattan the relationship suffered but they still worked at keeping it as good as possible.
 
   But it’s not good, Brian thought. It’s not good. She’s not here. She never is.
 
   The judge had postponed Nicole’s trial for ten days while she was with Brian in New York after the tragedy. Now she was in the courtroom eight hours a day representing a wealthy client whose freedom depended on her legal skills. He was the chief financial officer of a Dallas wealth management firm. The company invested hundreds of millions of dollars for its multimillionaire clients. All went well until a low-level accountant got fired for being chronically late. Mad as hell, she went to the Feds with a story about phony accounts, a Madoff-like Ponzi scheme and – just to make it even spicier – money laundering for a Mexican drug cartel. The angry ex-employee also took her story to a local TV station. It had made the evening news.
 
   Even though her allegations weren’t true, the repercussion from the story in ritzy Dallas neighborhoods like the Park Cities was devastating for the firm. Lots of money was demanded by lots of clients. The firm was unable to sell assets quickly enough to avoid massive losses; it subsequently defaulted on some of its obligations. The company filed bankruptcy but the government continued its misguided, relentless pursuit of justice. The firm had no money left – insurance companies stepped in to provide defense for the key officers indicted, but those funds proved inadequate to cover all the costs. The government’s lawyers kept after this case like wolves on their prey. And the innocent defendants were paying enormous legal fees out of their own pockets.
 
   Nicole’s client had done nothing wrong. Nothing at all. She was certain he would be exonerated but sadly she couldn’t convince the U.S. Attorney to drop the case against him. The former CFO was now spending hundreds of thousands of dollars of his own money with Carter and Wells, hoping Nicole could keep him out of prison.
 
   So while Brian sat in the darkened apartment in London nursing another martini she was in her fourth day of trial in Dallas, unable to be with him. They spoke every day around 5:30 am Brian’s time, 11:30 pm in Dallas. Nicole was home by then, preparing for the next day of trial and getting ready for bed. Brian was starting another day in London.
 
   He began to cry as he pondered his life two weeks ago compared to today. Arthur was gone. Collette was gone. So were many innocent people. Brian’s pride and joy, Bijan Rarities on Fifth Avenue in New York, was gone. And for all intents and purposes, Brian decided, Nicole was gone too. As the tears flowed he said out loud, “All she and I do is pretend. We pretend to be as close as we used to be. We pretend it’s all going to be OK. Well, dammit, it’s NOT going to be OK. I might as well realize that now. My whole world has gone to shit. For what? What the hell’s going on?”
 
   By now he was shouting. He threw his glass at the fireplace as hard as he could. The Waterford crystal martini glass shattered into a thousand pieces as Brian fell back into the chair, sobbing and holding his head in his hands. Did John Spedino do all this? That’s impossible. How could he have enough power to pull something this big off? And why? What’s really behind all this?
 
   Through the haze of vodka a thought crept into Brian’s mind. He sat up abruptly. Nicole. Was Nicole going to be harmed too?
 
   Brian picked up his phone, dialed a number and reached the FBI’s Manhattan office. When Agent Underwood answered Brian told him about Arthur Borland’s death and Brian’s suspicion that it wasn’t from natural causes. His words slurred and he paused occasionally, attempting to arrange his thoughts. The agent finally stopped him.
 
   “Mr. Sadler, are you all right? You don’t sound like yourself.”
 
   “Oh, absolutely. I’m just terrific. I’m sitting here on top of the world having a martini. Everything’s just wonderful and I have yet another funeral to go to this week.” Brian stopped. He could talk no longer. He began to cry, heaving chest-racking sobs.
 
   The agent had known it would all hit Brian Sadler eventually. No one could be a rock forever. He waited, saying nothing, until Brian composed himself.
 
   “I’m afraid for Nicole. I think John Spedino may be behind this after all. Whoever’s doing this has hurt me and killed Arthur. Nicole’s the only one left of the three of us who put Johnny Speed in prison for life.” He paused again. “That’s a laugh, isn’t it, Agent Underwood? You put a guy in prison for life, then suddenly he’s gone! And no one gives a rat’s ass until he’s out killing people. Then it suddenly becomes important. At least to me. You know what I mean, Agent Underwood?” Brian shouted into the phone. “You get it? I think he’s going to kill Nicole next. What the hell are you all going to do about that?”
 
   Brian hung up.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   The ringing of Brian’s phone jolted him awake. In a fog, he struggled to remember why he was asleep in his living room chair, fully dressed, with shattered glass all over the hearth. He glanced at the phone; it was 5:35 am and Nicole was doing her daily check-in. He slid the arrow to answer the call.
 
   “Well, it took you a while to answer. I almost gave up on you,” she said, concern in her voice. “Are you OK, Brian?”
 
   “Oh shit,” he mumbled. “Oh shit. I feel terrible.”
 
   “What’s the matter? Are you OK? I got a call from the FBI…”
 
   “Hell, that’s my fault. I got a little drunk…a lot drunk, actually…and I called Underwood. I was feeling sorry for myself last night. I’m still in my clothes, asleep in the chair in the living room. And my head feels like someone’s jack-hammering inside it. Give me a minute, Nicole. I’ll be right back.”
 
   He stood unsteadily and walked to the bathroom to find a couple of aspirins. He took them with a large glass of water and immediately felt as though he were going to throw up. He forced himself to stop thinking about it and choked down the warm acid rising in the back of his throat. He returned to the living room and picked up the phone. “You still there?”
 
   “I’m here. Brian, I talked to Agent Underwood after today’s trial wrapped up. He had left an urgent message to call him and I had no idea if you were in trouble or what was up. I’m fine, Brian. I appreciate your worrying about me but I don’t think John Spedino has the wherewithal to do all that’s been done. I think there’s something else going on here, something that obviously involves you and Arthur but I don’t see any connection with me.”
 
   She told Brian to get in bed and rest for a few hours before tackling work. “I’ll call you sometime after noon your time when your head clears and we can talk this through. I know right now probably isn’t a good time for you to carry on a conversation.” She was right. His temples throbbed.
 
   “I need to go, Nicole. Now.”
 
   After exchanging I-love-you’s they hung up, allowing Brian roughly ten seconds to make it to the commode. Thankfully he arrived in time. Afterwards he felt a little better. Naked under the bedcovers with a wet washcloth on his forehead, Brian slept fitfully for three hours trying to recover and awoke vowing he would never drink again. Ever.
 
   Around noon Brian took a taxi to the office. He’d showered and shaved and felt much better but didn’t want to tackle the subway and bounce along the tracks to Green Park Station. He had forced himself to eat some toast and drink a little club soda. He was maybe seventy percent, he told himself optimistically.
 
   He played back the last couple of days. He and Carissa had gone to the police station the morning after Arthur’s death. She was allowed to identify the body via a video hookup with the morgue. Brian was grateful – that was far better than her having to see him in person. The coroner had requested an autopsy and she consented, hoping to learn what had actually happened to her husband.
 
   Every train car in London is monitored by at least one video camera. Depending on where that camera is positioned they can be more or less helpful for viewing activities of riders. The Metropolitan Police had requested footage from the car Arthur Borland had taken. The officer promised to view it as quickly as possible and report back.
 
   Carissa Borland signed a consent document allowing Brian to be notified about all aspects of the investigation of Arthur’s death. She told Brian and the officer it would be easier on her to get information through her good friend than from the police.
 
   Carissa told Brian she would call the funeral director and have Arthur picked up once the police released his body. There was little family and she planned a graveside service in a few days. “I hope you’ll come,” she told him. “Arthur thought the world of you.” Brian assured her he would be there.
 
   Borland’s briefcase had not been recovered. The policeman said it was not with him when his body was removed from the train, but that Carissa Borland shouldn’t read too much into that. People take things on trains, especially when a person appears to be sound asleep. Brian didn’t know what someone would gain from taking Arthur’s case with nothing but a thick sheaf of notes about the Knights Templars. The thief probably thought he might score big – a laptop or iPad, something to fence for drug money. Surely that was it. No one would steal his briefcase just for the notes he’d made.
 
   That afternoon in one phone call Brian received both the autopsy results and the information gleaned from the camera in the train car. The autopsy was startling. In Arthur’s system at the time of death were two drugs – sodium pentothal and potassium chloride. They had apparently been injected through his clothing into his upper left arm – the coroner found tiny needle holes puncturing his jacket and shirt and an entry in the arm itself.
 
   These two drugs were familiar to the coroner and were frequently used together. Not in the UK, where capital punishment has been illegal for years. But in half of the states in the USA these two drugs are used to execute criminals. The policeman gave Brian the coroner’s opinion. After an injection of these drugs he would have been unconscious in five seconds and dead in perhaps twenty minutes. There would have been no spasms, no outward sign of distress. He would have appeared to be asleep.
 
   The officer turned to the next report, the video footage from the train car. At first it didn’t appear helpful. The camera was mounted in the front of the train and Arthur had sat on the first row. Therefore Arthur himself was not in the recording – the camera’s angle didn’t include his seat but it did show the one next to him. That seat was empty at first but then an older man in a trenchcoat had taken the seat next to Arthur’s for perhaps two minutes. From the camera’s angle the police could see almost straight down onto the man’s balding pate. But they had one important four-second piece of footage that showed the man turn toward Arthur and, using his hand, possibly graze Arthur’s arm. It was impossible to tell for sure – Arthur’s arm itself wasn’t in the picture – but the policeman surmised from the seat placement and the camera angle that the man could have bumped Arthur’s arm in the place where the injection had occurred.
 
   Five seconds later the man left his seat and ten seconds after that he exited the train. The police had very little – they knew the station at which the man left the train and they had a very vague description of a balding older probably Caucasian man with gray hair wearing a trenchcoat. There was no frontal shot from the camera so they had no idea what he looked like.
 
   Brian asked, “Are you treating this as a homicide?”
 
   “We are, Mr. Sadler. I wish I could be optimistic about the chances of successfully finding this man who sat next to your friend, but we have very little to go on. I promise to give it my best shot and keep you informed.” He gave Brian his phone number and email address for future contact.
 
   Brian then gave the officer a brief background of the bombing in New York and Arthur’s connection to the vanished mobster John Spedino. He also provided the number of Special Agent Underwood in the Manhattan office of the FBI. If there were a connection between the events in New York and Arthur’s death these two men needed to communicate.
 
   At four pm Nicole called. Brian gave her the news that Arthur Borland’s death was a homicide. Carissa wasn’t strong, he said, and he was going to try to convince her to move into central London for a week or so in order that he could be of more help to her.
 
   “I feel so sorry for her, Nicole. She has nobody but some neighbors. Her mother lives in South Africa and is very old and Arthur’s mother is in a dementia facility north of London. She hasn’t been lucid in months. I want to help Carissa but I have to work too. It would be so much easier if I could have her staying nearby. I’m going to offer the second bedroom in the flat. If she refuses I’m going to try to put her up in a hotel near here. That’s the least I can do for old friends.”
 
   Nicole changed the subject. “Agent Underwood called me again and reiterated your concerns for my safety. I wish you’d talked to me first, Brian. I’m a big girl; I don’t need you arranging a baby-sitting service for me.”
 
   “I know it’s no excuse but I told him all that when I was drunk. I agree I should have called you but I knew you wouldn’t do the security if I asked you. Are you going to do it?”
 
   “No. I don’t want to live like that, watching over my shoulder every second. I agree with you John Spedino might have had something to do with the bombing and Arthur’s death. But remember something. In fact, I’m sure you remember it every single day. I do. John Spedino got his revenge on me already. He raped me, Brian. He violated me like the animal he is. His score with me is even already.” She began to cry.
 
   “I don’t think about it, Nicole. I know how traumatic that was and I love you more than I ever have. You were a victim. And you’re right – he was an animal. That doesn’t mean he thinks the score’s settled. But it’s your decision. I can’t do it for you.”
 
   After his conversation with Nicole, Brian called Carissa Borland. To his surprise, she immediately accepted his offer to use the second bedroom at the flat in Cadogan Square.
 
   “I won’t be a bother,” she told him, “and I think I need to be in the city to deal with everything right now. A hotel would be expensive for me but your flat would be a welcome change to this old house where Arthur and I have lived for decades.” Her voice quivered. “It’s really hard without him, you know.”
 
   “I know the loss I feel,” Brian replied. “I can’t comprehend the depth of yours.”
 
   Brian sent a car to pick up Carissa late that afternoon. He arrived at the flat before she did, cleaned things up from his episode last evening and presented her a key when she arrived. By seven pm she had settled in so they popped around the corner to a quiet pub for a pint and a sandwich. So much for Brian’s vow to stop drinking.
 
   Earlier Brian had told Carissa about the lunch with Arthur and the manuscripts he was working on. Now he brought up a subject he’d been waiting for the right time to broach with Carissa. “Would you mind after things settle down if I come out to your house and look through Arthur’s papers? I’m wondering if he might have photocopies or other notes. This Knights Templars thing somehow is involved with the crimes that have been committed.”
 
   She was more than happy to have Brian come out. “Arthur was a bit of a packrat, Brian, as you may know. When he’s on a mission, like he has been lately with this Knights Templars thing, he has his laptop, books, papers, you-name-it, all over the place. I can’t even dust in his study, it’s so cluttered! I guess…” her voice broke, “I guess I can clean it up now, can’t I?”
 
   “Leave everything until I come, please. Let me go through things. I need to know what he’d been researching – it might help figure out the reason for his death.”
 
   They agreed Brian would come to the house soon, after the funeral was over and things calmed down a bit.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   “There was nothing in the briefcase other than his notes, sir. Maybe fifty pages of scribbling about this and that.”
 
   “Any reference to manuscripts?”
 
   “Everywhere. Apparently he was working on something involving copies of old manuscripts. You want to see the notes? I can scan and email them to you.”
 
   Copies of old manuscripts? There are copies? “Yes. Do that but do this too. Get in his house and find those copies. I didn’t know copies existed so I need you to get them. This is critical. Don’t let anyone know you were there.”
 
   “His wife lives in the house – right? What about her?”
 
   “What about her? Find the copies of those books. Do I need to tell you how to do this job or can you handle it by yourself?”
 
   “Yes, I can handle it, sir. Just wanted to be sure how big a priority finding the copies is. Dirty work costs more – but you already know that. It’ll be done. Tonight.”
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   At three am the ringing of the cellphone on his nightstand awoke Brian. He listened, speechless, responded briefly and hung up. He walked down the hallway and knocked softly on the second bedroom door.
 
   “Carissa, it’s Brian.”
 
   She was a light sleeper, especially in a strange place. “Come in,” she immediately responded.
 
   She saw the grim look on his face and cringed. No news in the middle of the night was ever good.
 
   “I just got a call. I’m so sorry, Carissa. I’m so sorry to have to tell you this but your house is on fire. Totally engulfed in flames. It’s a total loss, the policeman said.”
 
   “Oh Brian. What’s going on?” She cried quietly.
 
   “I wish I knew. Dear God, I wish I knew.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   As police and arson investigators combed through the ruins that had been Arthur and Carissa Borland’s house outside London, Giovanni Moretti sat at his office desk in his apartment in Rome. It was a beautiful morning and he had his French doors open wide. The bustling noises of the street below were somehow soothing. He had come so far – on top of the world, down again and now back up. At this point nothing could go wrong and he was going to make sure it stayed that way.
 
   On his desk lay a cheap cellphone he had bought yesterday on the street. It was a throwaway – the kind people use who can’t afford a cell plan. The phone rang and Moretti picked it up – only one person had the number so he skipped straight to business. “What did you find?”
 
   “Nothing. We tossed the entire house, top to bottom. We spent a lot of time in his study and looked for anything that might involve manuscripts. Especially we looked for copies of books, like you requested. I didn’t see a laptop, although there was a computer desk and some wires. It looks like he used his study for research – there were open books all over the place – pretty messy. But no copies of manuscripts. Oh by the way, his wife wasn’t there so that wasn’t an issue. So we torched the house. They’ll never know we were there.”
 
   Moretti digested that information. “Before you set the fire you made sure there was no evidence that could tie this to you or me. Is that correct?”
 
   “Are you kidding?” the man said haughtily. “This ain’t my first job, mister.” He didn’t know who his employer was and frankly could care less. After the job he was to call this number and report. Then he would receive fifty thousand Euros in his Swiss account. Same as the last time. Regardless, nobody questioned his abilities. He was good at this and that made him angry. “You do your job, buddy, whatever it is, and I’ll do mine. Capisce?”
 
   Moretti hung up, made a few keystrokes on his computer and transferred the money to the arsonist’s account. He hadn’t expected the man to find anything and frankly could care less about the manuscript. That was Cardinal Conti’s baby, not his. He just wanted Borland’s house searched with no loose ends. He had hoped Borland’s wife would be out of the picture too, just for the sake of wrapping everything up neatly. That last part hadn’t happened but he felt satisfaction anyway. An eye for an eye. Vindication. Job complete.
 
   After the call Giovanni Moretti concentrated on the next project. He furiously jotted notes on a legal pad, finalizing a plan for vendetta number three. The first two, he mused, had gone exceedingly well. He had wanted Brian Sadler dead but the antiquities dealer was too high profile for that. One of Sadler’s best friends was President of the United States. Even an accident would have been given the highest possible scrutiny.
 
   No, Moretti mused, I handled that correctly. Conti wanted the book, the book was in Brian Sadler’s beloved gallery, and now both it and his associate Collette Conning were gone. The investigation appeared to be geared completely toward the theft of the manuscript, and why not? Blowing up a Fifth Avenue store was a big deal, but that just added an element of mystery to everything. No one had a clue that it was in retribution for what Brian Sadler had done to him. Yes, that one had gone well.
 
   So did Arthur Borland’s unfortunate demise. Moretti had checked the Internet for any information that might indicate Borland had been murdered – there was nothing. Being an Earl and a member of the House of Lords, his obituary understandably had been prominently featured. His flamboyant father Captain Jack Borland was also mentioned, but from what Moretti read in the newspapers the Earl’s death was presumed from natural causes.
 
   All’s well with those two, Moretti thought. Two people who have caused me more inconvenience than any others on earth have now been dealt with satisfactorily. And there’s only one left to teach a lesson. And what a lesson she’s going to get!
 
   He picked up his throwaway cellphone and made a call to the 214 area code in the United States.
 
   Dallas, Texas.
 
   After a twenty minute conversation the plan was in place to exact retribution from the third of his enemies.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   The morning after Cardinal Conti returned to Rome Giovanni Moretti’s cellphone rang.
 
   The Cardinal sounded ecstatic. “I just wanted to offer my apology. The manuscript is everything I hoped it would be and more. It’s undoubtedly the most interesting thing I have ever read – without your resourcefulness I wouldn’t have it. Although your late-stage negotiating irritated me, everything was worth it. Five million US was a small price to pay for what I’ve seen so far. And I’ve hardly begun, Giovanni.”
 
   Moretti was surprised but cautious. He and Cardinal Conti had been good friends once but everything had gotten strained over the manuscript. Giovanni Moretti owed the cleric a debt – there was no doubt about that – and he had decided to demand money for the ancient volume mostly as a matter of principle. Moretti had plenty of money already but everyone could use a little more, he reasoned, and the Church had plenty to spare. Besides, he could keep his friend the Cardinal on edge. That was always pleasant. A little game he played.
 
   Choosing to take Conti’s statement at face value, he said, “Thank you, Dominic. I regret your anger earlier but I’m glad to see you feel you got value for your hard-earned money.” Moretti laughed and, surprisingly, so did Cardinal Conti. Moretti’s initial concerns eased.
 
   “You drive a hard bargain, Giovanni, but you had me in a tight place and you bargained well. I want to show you what the manuscript revealed. I think you will be astounded. The information in this book will change history, and you were an integral part of bringing it to light. Meet me for lunch on Thursday and I’ll give you the revelation of your life.”
 
   Moretti couldn’t help but be intrigued. He agreed and they picked a time and place.
 
   At the appointed hour Cardinal Conti sat in a booth at the back of Ristorantino Moccia facing the entrance so he could watch for Giovanni Moretti. The tiny place near the Coliseum had only eight tables. Except for Conti the place was empty when Moretti entered, a tinkle from a bell over the door announcing his arrival. He slid in the booth across from Conti and smiled.
 
   “Good to see you under better circumstances, Eminence.”
 
   “And you, Giovanni. It’s good indeed to see you as well.”
 
   Moretti was pleased to see the cleric so happy. He had been concerned when they met in New York that this powerful man might try to retaliate. But it seemed they were back on familiar ground – two old friends who had just consummated a deal that benefitted both sides.
 
   Moretti recognized the folder sitting on the table, the one he had placed in the locker at the New York gym, the one that had held the manuscript. The old man motioned to it. “What do you have to show me?”
 
   “Patience, my good man. A friend once told me to have patience.” Conti laughed heartily and Moretti smiled.
 
   “I suppose I had that coming, my friend.”
 
   A waiter took Cardinal Conti’s order for a bottle of Chianti as the doorbell tinkled lightly again. Conti glanced up then looked at Giovanni Moretti.
 
   “I don’t know how I can repay you for all you’ve done, Giovanni. I can only hope I’ve been fair with you.”
 
   “Fair? I got exactly what I asked for, Cardinal…”
 
   The cleric’s face beamed with a broad smile as he quietly said, “And now, my friend, you’ll get exactly what you deserve.”
 
   “What did you say?” Moretti stopped as two men came to their booth. They were dressed identically in black suits and ties with white shirts.
 
   One of the men acknowledged the Cardinal, looked at Moretti and pulled out a badge and ID card. “I am Inspector Gamboli and this is my associate. We are from the DIA.”
 
   Moretti blanched. The Direzione Investigativa Antimafia is a branch of the national Italian police force aimed at fighting organized crime. He was well familiar with the DIA.
 
   “I’m afraid there’s been a mistake.”
 
   The Inspector looked at Cardinal Conti who jovially replied, “John, you know there’s no mistake.” He gestured expansively toward Moretti. “This is your man, inspector.”
 
   “John Spedino, you’re under arrest for murder, drug trafficking and unlawful flight to avoid prosecution.” The men pulled Moretti out of the booth, handcuffs ready.
 
   And suddenly John Spedino, the missing godfather who had become Giovanni Moretti, was a fugitive no longer. He glared at Dominic Cardinal Conti who was positively beaming with delight. If looks could kill, as the saying goes, there would have been one dead Cardinal in the restaurant.
 
   As the officers began to roughly usher Spedino out, he turned to Conti and hissed, “Don’t I even get a kiss, Judas?”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   Vatican City
 
    
 
   Now that Giovanni Moretti had been properly repaid for his insolence Dominic Cardinal Conti could get to work. Conti was amused at how easily he had flushed Moretti into the hands the DIA. The man had grown old and complacent. There was a time, the Cardinal reflected, when Spedino would have been too wary and crafty to be caught like a fish in a barrel. But not this time. John Spedino wouldn’t get away again – after the godfather’s escape from Pavon Prison in Guatemala the President ordered the FBI to find and recapture him. The drug trafficking charges lodged against Spedino in the States hadn’t gone away when he was convicted of murder in the Central American country. The American government wouldn’t let him go now. He was going to prison in the United States this time.
 
   Getting the attention of the authorities had been simple. Once Cardinal Conti arrived back in Rome with the manuscript he placed a call to the FBI’s Manhattan office. Once he mentioned the reason for the call and who he was, it took only a moment for the prestigious official of the Catholic Church to be connected with Special Agent-in-Charge Jack Underwood.
 
   Apologetically Conti explained that he might have inadvertently helped precipitate the bombing in New York because of his request to a man named Giovanni Moretti.
 
   “I wanted a manuscript for the Vatican Archives – one volume that had been missing from a set for hundreds of years,” the Cardinal said. “The Church has the others. Once I read in the New York Times that the last volume was extant I asked Mr. Moretti to obtain it for us. In past years he has been a major benefactor of the church and I was aware he collects rare works of literature. It seemed natural to use him as an intermediary. We do this often. When sellers learn the Church wants something the price usually skyrockets. It happens all the time when we evidence interest in an antiquity. So we use middle-men to help us discreetly acquire items of interest.”
 
   Conti continued his lie. “I became concerned as I spoke more with Mr. Moretti about this project. He seemed eager, like a schoolboy almost. When I saw the news and realized he had obviously been behind the bombing on Fifth Avenue, not to mention having someone steal the manuscript itself, I recorded my next meeting with him.”
 
   He had heavily edited the recording. At this point it had become simply an excerpt from the middle of their conversation during the aborted lunch meeting in Rome. Regardless, Moretti’s language was clear. What was omitted completely was the rest of the conversation – the part that showed Conti’s complicity in the crime.
 
   Underwood asked the Cardinal to play the recording.
 
   As it began the agent listened closely. First he heard Cardinal Conti’s voice.
 
   “I asked you to get a manuscript for me, Giovanni. Not to kill eleven people and blow up a building. Are you crazy? Did you think I would condone this atrocity?”
 
   “I followed your direction, Your Eminence. My enthusiasm in creating such a scene wasn’t because of you. It was an old score that needed settling. Someone needed a lesson and through my efforts, that person got one. You needn’t worry about how I handle my responsibilities. By now you should know that. We’ve worked together a long time, Dominic. Don’t start second-guessing me now. You’ll have your manuscript. Let it go, my friend.
 
   “Although I utilized what appeared to be a priest in the operation, it will ultimately be clear to the authorities that the Church was actually not involved at all. The man will easily be recognized as an impostor once they investigate.”
 
   Agent Underwood was speechless. Here was the major break he’d needed – convincing evidence that Giovanni Moretti, whoever he was, had masterminded the Fifth Avenue bombing. He spent another few minutes talking with Conti, who advised nothing of substance followed that dialogue and he had erased the balance. If it had been anyone else, Agent Underwood might have been suspicious. But this man was one of the highest-ranking people in the Vatican, head of the Church’s bank. He was above reproach.
 
   The FBI agent arranged to have a man from the US Embassy in Rome pick up a copy of the recording.
 
   Cardinal Conti had done one more thing to help the FBI. In order to get a Vatican passport John Spedino had been fingerprinted. It was a requirement no one could avoid, but behind the scenes the cleric had ensured the fingerprint card of this “friend of the Church” wasn’t processed through Interpol. Before contacting the authorities Conti had made a call. Suddenly the prints were distributed to the international police agency for comparison to known criminals worldwide.
 
   Four days later Special Agent Underwood called the Cardinal. Moretti, the agent said, was actually John Spedino, the missing godfather of the New York mob who had fled Guatemala while serving a life sentence for murder. He was a dangerous man and had once been the most powerful mobster in America, the agent told a seemingly incredulous Cardinal.
 
   “How did he get to Italy?”
 
   “Eminence, he somehow obtained a Vatican City passport and used it to travel from Central America to Italy. Interpol confirms the number of the passport he carries is not in the Vatican’s system. It’s probably forged.”
 
   Conti knew all this of course, having been instrumental in Spedino’s relocation to Italy after his escape. On the phone with the FBI agent Conti managed to sound suitably appalled. Despite expressing concern for his own safety, the Cardinal generously offered to try to help the FBI and Italian DIA flush Spedino out of hiding, since even Cardinal Conti actually didn’t know where Spedino lived in Rome. Spedino had taken the bait and the rest was history. The FBI got their man without spending too much time checking the doctored tape. The Cardinal was free from involvement. He had become a key asset in the apprehension of an international criminal instead of an accessory to a major crime. And the FBI agent had assured him that Conti’s own involvement in the entire matter would remain completely confidential. There was no need for a high-ranking official of the Church to be linked to an international crime and a Mafia godfather, they both agreed.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   That first afternoon after arriving from New York with the manuscript Conti had had one goal – to ensure the photocopy Conti had taken from the Pope’s office really was the key to decoding the manuscripts. And it had worked perfectly. It appeared that this single sheet was the key to unlocking the secret pages in the Templars volumes.
 
   The manuscript that had been stolen from Bijan Rarities contained over two hundred pages handwritten in Latin, medieval French and English by an unknown Templar scribe.
 
   Today Conti examined the first page of the volume to make sure it was what he expected. And it was – this was definitely the missing book from the set. Its cover bore the same bold words in Latin – Opus Militum Xpisti. The Work of the Soldiers of Christ. And this volume started with an entry in the year 1475. Perfect. The cleric then flipped to the end – the last few pages were the same strange symbols, the coded pages that he hoped he could now decipher. However, the last entry not in code was dated 1699. Again perfect. Chronologically this book dovetailed precisely in between two others that Dominic Conti had already seen, two of the four that resided in the Pope’s secret vault. This was indeed the missing book – the one that told what the Knights Templars were doing at the time the Money Pit on Oak Island was being constructed.
 
   Although he desperately wanted to tackle the coded pages first the cleric forced himself to be patient. He read the first four pages. They were in Latin. On page five Conti came to the first page of symbols. He stopped and reflected – he had learned nothing new so far; the book was basically a diary and these four pages were as routine as most of the material in the other volumes had been. They told of adventures and riches but Dominic was looking for secrets.
 
   Now that he had reached the page of symbols Conti picked up the sheet that would decode the information. The symbols in the manuscript were small and intricately drawn; there were several hundred of them on the page like letters in words. He looked at each symbol then painstakingly referred to the decoder, being extremely careful to get the solution right the first time. He decoded a few words but hadn’t really looked at them. He stopped a moment and glanced at what he had written. This time the language was medieval French; the Cardinal was thankful for the monotonous classes he’d endured in parochial school learning arcane languages. He never thought he’d have the slightest use for it but his efforts paid off today. Carefully avoiding reading the words until he finished the whole page, he continued his decryption.
 
   At one pm the cleric stopped his work. His eyes were tired and his mind numb from the tedious work. He was three-fourths of the way through the first encoded page and needed a break. He closed the ancient manuscript and put it and his code sheet into his desk drawer. He needed air so he walked down Via Tunisi to Via Candia and came to Piacere Molise. It was his favorite restaurant and so close to the Vatican he could be there in ten minutes. The owners were a husband and wife team who knew Cardinal Conti well. He was ushered to his favorite table and a glass of good white wine was soon in front of him.
 
   He ordered lunch but hardly touched his food, deep in thought about the work he was doing. He figured he had maybe a couple of hours left before this page was done. Then he could read the whole thing. In less than an hour he was back at his desk hunched over the manuscript, painstakingly decoding one symbol after another. By four pm he was finished. One encoded page down, twelve to go.
 
   Just to be safe Cardinal Conti scanned the decoded page into his computer. He folded the original, put it in his pocket and left his office. At his apartment Conti poured himself a double Scotch and water with a couple cubes of ice then settled into a comfortable chair in his living room. Eager to see what was so important that it had warranted encryption, he began to read.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   According to the New Testament book of John, Jesus was crucified on a hill called Golgotha. He hung on the cross for several hours. At one point Mary the mother of Jesus stood at the foot of the cross with “the disciple whom Jesus loved,” presumably John, most scholars believe.
 
   Looking down at her, Jesus said to his mother, “Woman, behold thy son.” He said to John, “Behold thy mother.” The Bible says from that point on the disciple took her “to his own home.”
 
   After Jesus died, a wealthy man named Joseph of Arimathea claimed the body. Joseph took the body of Jesus to his own new tomb and buried him. A very heavy stone was rolled into place to block the entrance and keep enemies from snatching the body of the man many had worshipped as the Messiah.
 
   Three days later Mary Magdalene came to the tomb and saw that the stone was rolled away and it was open. Thinking the body of Jesus had indeed been stolen, she ran to tell his disciples. Arriving at the tomb, these men confirmed Mary’s story. The body of Jesus Christ was not there.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Cardinal Conti began to read the words he had written down, the first fully decoded page of symbols. He skipped to the middle, then the end, translating the ancient French as he went, just to confirm he was seeing what he thought he was seeing. How odd, he thought.
 
   The words were familiar to him. It seemed strange to come across them in code in a Templars diary that otherwise related events in the late fifteenth century.
 
   Conti reached for a Bible sitting two feet away on his coffee table. He wanted to ensure the translation was not altered. It hadn’t been – it was the same. Verbatim. In medieval French, Dominic Conti had decoded John 19:25-27 and John 20:1-8. It was the account of Christ on the cross, entrusting his mother’s care to John, then the body of Jesus disappearing from the tomb where he had been buried, presumably resurrected to fulfill prophecy.
 
   Conti was dumbfounded. Why would anyone go to such painstaking effort, writing by hand one symbol at a time, to encode a simple passage from the Bible? Were the other coded pages the same – encoded verses from the best selling book in the world? Could the verses themselves be yet another code, meant to guide the reader to a different solution?
 
   He was tired after the day’s painstaking work hunched over his desk squinting through a magnifying glass at a thousand symbols, decoding each one. Although the verses obviously must mean more than what they seemed, it was frustrating that he’d spent so much time on something he could have easily read in the Bible. Tomorrow he’d see what the next page of code said. Hopefully it would be more revealing. He downed the rest of his Scotch and poured another.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   London
 
    
 
   The call from Special Agent-in-Charge Underwood came at 4 pm London time. He reported to Brian that John Spedino had been captured in Rome earlier today. The mobster had been living in Italy for a few months with a new identity, apparently having somehow obtained a Vatican passport.
 
   The FBI agent said that a person in the Catholic Church was instrumental in the apprehension of Spedino. His identity would remain confidential but Underwood said there was no reason to suspect the Church itself had any involvement in the bombing. NYPD and FBI agents believed the man dressed as a priest who stole the manuscript was just that – a person using a costume as a diversion.
 
   Underwood told Brian they listened to a taped conversation. If it proved genuine then Spedino orchestrated the bombing of Bijan Rarities. To his old drug trafficking charges they now added murder and unlawful flight. He said other charges might come later.
 
   “From our source we understand John Spedino had the stolen manuscript. It’s now in the hands of the Catholic Church in Vatican City.” That was important information – the book rightfully belonged to the Crane family who had given it to Brian for valuation. Agent Underwood said he was contacting the Church to see if they would return the manuscript to Brian.
 
   Brian said, “Do you think John Spedino caused the murder of Arthur Borland here in London?” He thought it couldn’t be a coincidence.
 
   “Sorry I can’t answer that. I don’t have details on the Borland case. That’s being handled in London. I’m sure my counterparts there are going to investigate the possibility and once they know something we’ll see if anything ties together.”
 
   “Which brings me to one last question, Agent Underwood. Is there anything you know that would cause you to think my friend Nicole Farber is in any danger?”
 
   “We don’t have anything concrete. I know you think Spedino was systematically retaliating against the three of you. Maybe that’s true, but I think we got him before he could put anything in place against Miss Farber. And I’m sure you know she turned down my offer to give her some added protection. We’ll continue to keep an eye on that angle though. You have my word on that.”
 
   Later on, Brian called Nicole and gave her the news. She was relieved that Spedino was in custody and no longer a potential threat to Brian or her.
 
   Then she brightly said, “I’m rearranging some things at the office, sweetie, and I’m taking off a few days. In a couple of weeks will you still be in London or will you come back to New York by then? I’m hoping London – I haven’t been there in forever and you know how much I love it!”
 
   He said his plans were to remain in London for now – there was nothing other than checking on his New York apartment that couldn’t be handled by phone or email. And his neighbor was periodically ensuring things were good at home. She offered to fly over for a week and Brian jumped on it. He’d be damned glad to see her again. It seemed like ages since they were last together.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   There was a comfortable feeling in both libraries of the Monument Club. Brian was an occasional user of the one in New York, which was almost as extensive as the library here in London. The Club was famous for having the world’s largest collection of reference works on archaeology, anthropology and a plethora of related subjects. As in New York, the top two floors of the London building contained shelf after shelf of books, manuscripts and other written documents, just like a traditional library. Carrels were placed here and there, allowing members a quiet place to study and do research. Each carrel contained a computer that accessed the Club’s microfiche archives. Although many members preferred for one reason or another to see the original book or copy thereof, others preferred microfiche. There were several advantages – all documents held by the Monument Club in either location were on one computer and every single thing had been microfilmed. Members therefore could find one of nearly a hundred and fifty thousand works, examine it at their leisure, photocopy anything they needed from fiche, and order up the original item if necessary. It was very helpful and one of the things that made the Monument Club so popular among archaeologists, explorers and the like. Research was critical in the world of antiquities and for that, this place was the best on earth.
 
   Armed with a letter of authorization from Carissa Borland, Brian sat in the office of Jeffrey Montfort, the librarian who managed the sixty thousand volumes at the London Monument Club. The man was gaunt, pale, bookish – exactly as you’d expect for a librarian, Brian thought – and had held his position for twenty years. He was reputed to be extremely knowledgeable about the resources he oversaw.
 
   The man gave Carissa’s letter a brief glance, smiled and said, “Jeffrey Montfort, at your service. Please, call me Jeffrey. What can we do for you, Mr. Sadler?” He appeared glad to have a visitor. The place was otherwise as solemn as a church.
 
   “Call me Brian, please. You’re aware, I’m sure, of the death of Lord Borland. I’m interested in seeing anything you can give me about the research he was doing.”
 
   “Ah, yes. I was saddened to hear of the Earl’s demise. Of late he had become my best customer, as it were. He was here almost every day for the past few months. I’ll be glad to show you everything I can.”
 
   Jeffrey wheeled his chair to a computer on a side table, typed some entries and looked at the screen.
 
   “He looked at several things early on. Most recently he had been spending time with a set of Knights Templars manuscripts. Our volumes are copies. They were donated by the Caboto family of Italy. Marco Caboto died and his heirs donated a few thousand books, manuscripts, drawings and other documents to the Monument Club. Caboto gave the original Knights Templars books to the Vatican in the late 1800s, I believe.
 
   “Lord Borland told me there was a missing volume, one covering roughly the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. He and I spent a lot of effort trying to ascertain if the Club had a copy. The day before he died, in fact, I finally acknowledged drawing a blank on the search. He didn’t seem disappointed. In fact I gathered he had an idea. I’m not certain, but he just wasn’t as upset as I thought he’d be.”
 
   The librarian was savoring the conversation. Brian figured he spent a good deal of time alone.
 
   “Please go on.”
 
   “Since Lord Borland was so determined to find that manuscript I presume it holds information he desperately needed for whatever project he was working on. You know, I rarely know what’s behind the searches our members do. Sometimes I find out – now and then a book gets written, I read it and think to myself, ‘I found the information he’s using in that description.’ That’s gratifying, to think I can help people find things they need. You know? Sort of makes you feel good inside!”
 
   Brian smiled and nodded.
 
   “We’ve been talking about his search for a copy of a missing manuscript. The book itself actually exists – a week or so ago Arthur told me the missing volume had turned up. He said it was found in a collector’s library in Nova Scotia and that man’s heirs turned it over to a gallery in New York City – a friend of his owned the gallery, I think he said. Then I heard on the news something about a terrible accident at the gallery. The book was either destroyed or somehow went missing. I didn’t get a chance to ask Arthur more about it.”
 
   “The explosion at the gallery was no accident,” Brian said quietly.
 
   “Oh, so you heard about it too…oh my.” His face suddenly showed recognition. “Please forgive me, Brian. I just recalled what else Arthur told me about his friend. The gallery belonged to one of our members, a Yank who owned a London gallery as well. Oh my. Oh my. That would be you, wouldn’t it? My apologies, sir, if I spoke out of turn. I do that sometimes.” He smiled ruefully.
 
   “No problem. Yes, it was my gallery. It was bombed and the manuscript was stolen. Several people died. I’m here to find out why.”
 
   “Oh my God. So there really is something very important in that missing volume, it appears. If it’s here, I’ll help you find it, in memory of my good friend Arthur Borland. I also want to help you figure out why someone stole the manuscript after bombing your shop. What a reprehensible crime.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   Vatican City
 
    
 
   As Cardinal Conti read six more pages of the Templars manuscript he saw the same routine diary entries as were in the Vatican’s own volumes. There was nothing surprising. Many months separated the individual entries – the six pages he had just finished covered a twelve-year timespan. Like the others, this book contained the highlights of events in the lives of crusading soldiers, this time from the late 1400s to around 1700. Battles were fought, church relics saved from marauding bands of heathens, tribute demanded and collected from those under the protection of these roaming knights. The entries in the book were consistent with the activities generally attributed to the Knights Templars as the Middle Ages transitioned into the European rebirth, the Renaissance.
 
   Skimming the routine entries, Dominic saw nothing that captured his interest. He was in the year 1496. He turned the page and his adrenalin spiked – here were more tiny symbols. Conti had a quarterly bank meeting in thirty minutes so he quelled the urge to start decoding. Although it was frustrating, his project would have to wait until the afternoon.
 
   It was a beautiful morning as Cardinal Conti walked to the medieval tower that housed the Institute for the Works of Religion, the Vatican Bank. Every quarter the five men who served on the Supervisory Commission of Cardinals gathered from around the world to review the bank’s activities and results.
 
   Conti had been elected President of the Commission two years previously with the overt blessing of Pope Benedict. The bank’s meetings were held behind closed doors and no minutes were recorded. Cellphones were not allowed in the room. The five members therefore were free to discuss anything they wished; what happened in the bank’s conference room was revealed to the outside world only if all of those men determined it would be so.
 
   Cardinal Conti presided over today’s meeting, hastily pushing agenda items through the process and frequently gazing out the ancient tower windows as mundane fact-filled reports were presented. His lack of attention wasn’t lost on the others. The Archbishop of Santiago sat next to Conti – he leaned over at one point and whispered, “Dominic, are you all right? You seem preoccupied.”
 
   “Yes, yes. I’m fine. I just have a lot going on right now. You can’t imagine how busy things are.”
 
   The Archbishop truly couldn’t imagine. He had no desire to work in Vatican City. There were many, many men here whose political ambitions were as strong as their godly ones. He loved being in Chile, a vast ocean and a continent away from the politics and intrigue that festered in any seat of government, including the holiest one on earth. Put the Church and the State together in one place, the Archbishop thought with a smile, and you get nothing but problems.
 
   Cardinal Conti forced his mind back on the issues at hand as the presentations droned on. Everything on today’s agenda was totally routine – if he hadn’t been President of the group he might have begged off and stayed with his exciting project. But he had to carry on for another hour or so.
 
   His mind drifted again to the Templars manuscript. He felt both excitement and dread at the prospect of tackling the symbols. He hoped to find information so secret, so important that it was painstakingly encoded for protection. At the same time he feared he would find nothing but another page of Bible verses. If the latter happened he’d have to figure out why someone went to that effort. There had to be more than there appeared.
 
   “Ahem. Eminence, may we proceed?”
 
   Dominic was jolted back to the reality of the bank meeting from his reverie. The Vatican Secretary of State and the other men around the table looked expectantly at him.
 
   “Ah, my apologies, gentlemen.” He glanced at the agenda in front of him and had no idea whose report had just concluded. “Let’s see. Who’s next?” He smiled as one of his colleagues gave him a quizzical glance and began the next discussion.
 
   Mercifully the meeting ended around noon, Conti having kept his mind on the subjects at hand for the remainder of the session. He avoided the usual small talk and conversation that followed each meeting – these men only saw each other quarterly and all had become good friends. There was always a period of catching up, usually including lunch, but today Dominic Conti excused himself and hurried back to his office.
 
   Ensuring he had nothing on his agenda for the afternoon and all calls were held, Dominic poured himself a glass of wine from a small refrigerator in an adjoining pantry, took it, a piece of cheese and a slice of crusty bread to the table. He sat and began to decipher.
 
   As before, the process was painstakingly slow. The symbols were so tiny his eyes ached. After about an hour he had several lines printed out in the ancient French language. He stopped, poured another glass of wine and walked around his office a few times to loosen his aching shoulders and legs. Then he sat down to read what he had decoded.
 
   O Lord, hear our prayer. By the grace of God our Father and his Son Jesus the Christ our Lord we have been appointed defenders and guardians of the faith. Let our words and deeds be pleasing to Him and through His holy guidance may we steadfastly continue our mission, guarding the secret with which we have been entrusted for these three hundred sixty-seven years.
 
   Conti stopped and reread the words in front of him. A prayer. But what does it mean? What secret have the Templars guarded for 367 years? The date of the last diary entry was 1496. Three hundred and sixty-seven years previously would be the year 1129.
 
   As head of the Knights Templars today, Conti was familiar with the historical significance of that time period. Led by Hugues de Payens, the original Knights Templars were officially endorsed by the Catholic Church at the Council of Troyes in 1128. Thus began two centuries of religious and martial fervor, the meteoric rise of the soldiers of the order and its deadly eradication in the early 1300s.
 
   In 1129 the original Templars would have been immensely popular among the population, revered as soldiers of the cross, defenders of the faith and guardians of the church. And if the prayer he just translated were true, these crusading Christian soldiers were entrusted with a secret in that year. Those early Templars had been completely wiped out in 1310, their members burned to death. But as Dominic Conti knew well, that wasn’t the end of the Knights Templars. Successors arose, in secret at first. These were dangerous times but men bravely continued the work. The Templars secrets were passed to them. According to legend they knew where vast treasure was hidden, spoils of the Templars’ activities. That knowledge had gone missing over the centuries but the rumors of unimaginable riches persisted.
 
   Of course this wasn’t the group also called Knights Templars who ultimately became a subset of the Masonic organization. These Templars were part of the Church just as the original ones had been. And that continued today.
 
   What had they been entrusted with? What had they guarded for three and a half centuries? Hopefully the rest of the coded symbols would provide the answer.
 
   The phone on the desk across the room rang, startling Cardinal Conti. He had explicitly instructed his secretary that no calls were to be put through. Angrily he strode across the expansive office, punched a button on his phone and curtly said to his assistant, “This better be important.”
 
   “The secretary to His Holiness is on the line, sir. I’m so sorry to disturb you. I told him you were in conference and he insisted on being put through immediately.”
 
   Wonder what this is all about? Dominic punched a flashing button on his phone and said, “Good afternoon. This is Dominic Conti.”
 
   “Good afternoon, Eminence. My apologies for disturbing you but His Holiness asks that you meet with him today at four pm. Is that time acceptable?”
 
   Is that time acceptable? How ridiculous, Conti thought. There’s not a person in Vatican City who wouldn’t drop anything when the Pope asked for a meeting.
 
   “Of course. I’ll be there. May I ask what is the subject of our meeting?”
 
   “I’m afraid I wasn’t told, Eminence. We’ll see you at four.”
 
   There was a time, Dominic thought, when things were different. When Benedict was Pope the call would have come directly from him, not an assistant. He and the retired pontiff had had a close working relationship, one of mutual respect. Not so with the new one. Although he was widely respected and admired, he was also just that – new. No one knew exactly what to expect, and he didn’t yet have an infrastructure of colleagues. That would come in time but at this early stage he was an enigma. Dominic Conti could speculate forever on the purpose of his summons to the papal office but he had no idea what the meeting would be about. And he was slightly miffed that his decoding project would have to wait for another day. He had just over an hour to wrap things up, walk to the Pope’s office and be on time for the meeting.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
   Cardinal Conti felt uneasy standing at the same office doors he had surreptitiously entered just a few nights ago. Since the Pope was in his office today, two Swiss Guards stood at attention outside the office, a marked difference from the solitary guard who had lounged in a chair the other night.
 
   The papal secretary opened the door and gestured Conti inside, closing it behind him. The pontiff sat behind the desk where Dominic had gone through drawers and stolen the photocopy that decrypted the Templars manuscript. Suddenly he became aware of another person in the room. He glanced to his left and saw a man sitting in a chair.
 
   The Pope came around his desk and presented his ring to the Cardinal, who knelt and kissed it. The Pope said, “Cardinal Conti, do you know Frederico Messina?” He gestured to the man sitting in the chair, who rose and extended his hand.
 
   A wave of fear caused Dominic Conti to shudder involuntarily. He had never seen Messina although the name was immediately familiar to him and to everyone else in Vatican City. Frederico Messina was head of the Directorate of Security and Civil Protection Services. More directly to the point, he was commandant of the Gendarmerie Corps. This was the police and security organization of the tiny country of Vatican City. Unlike the Swiss Guard, who provides personal security for the Pope and his offices, the Gendarmerie Corps was the national police force, roughly equivalent to the FBI.
 
   Conti forced himself to be calm. His mind raced – at first he thought this was about his breaking into the Pope’s office – somehow he had been caught on camera or otherwise compromised. But if that were the case the head of the Swiss Guard would have been here, not Frederico Messina. So this was about something else. But what?
 
   The Pope introduced the two then said, “Please sit. May I arrange some coffee for you, Cardinal Conti?”
 
   He declined. The pontiff sat behind the desk.
 
   “A matter has come to my attention, Dominic, and I thought it best to get first-hand answers to a few questions Officer Messina has.”
 
   “Of course, Holiness. Anything I can do to help…”
 
   The Pope interrupted. “Officer Messina, please take over from here. I’ll interject when I feel it necessary.”
 
   Dominic Conti could feel drops of sweat beading up on his neck and in his armpits. Where was this headed?
 
   Within a matter of seconds he knew the answer.
 
   “Eminence,” the policeman began, “does the name Giovanni Moretti ring a bell with you?”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty
 
   London
 
    
 
   Brian spent the morning at the gallery, ate a quick lunch at his desk, wrapped up and took the tube to the Club. At three pm he walked into the library. A man dressed in khaki slacks and a sweater stood at the front desk, completing a short check-in form.
 
   Jeffrey Montfort was helping the man. He looked up and said, “Good afternoon, Brian. Ready to tackle our project? I’ll be with you in a moment. Let me get this gentleman situated.”
 
   Jeffrey seemed eager to get to work. He hummed as the man at the desk handed in his paperwork and requested a couple of books. He led the stranger to a carrel, held up a finger to Brian to indicate he’d be right back, and trotted off to the stacks. He returned in a couple of minutes with two books, handed them off to the new guest and returned to his desk and Brian.
 
   “All yours!” He was effusive, Brian noticed. Working on a mystery was likely the most interesting thing that had happened in the Monument Club library in years. And Jeffrey Montfort was ready for some detective work.
 
   “The easiest way to start will be to provide you with everything Lord Borland was working on that last few days before his death. I’ll print out a list of the items he had checked out that last week. He was here every day. As excited as he became there at the end I’m sure he was on to something. He’d come in every morning around ten, have a cup of tea with me then get started. He checked out several things each day and returned them every evening. That’s our policy, you know. Everything checked out gets returned the same day. That’s my job! Library policeman!”
 
   Brian listened patiently to Jeffrey Montfort ramble. He craved conversation – that much was obvious. He was friendly and probably very intelligent, but his pasty skin and disheveled appearance revealed a man who got outdoors very little and cared nothing for how he looked.
 
   Jeffrey Montfort went to work. “All right then,” the librarian said shortly, “here’s our printout. I’ll find all these things for you. Meanwhile let me stick you in a carrel – here, let’s just use the same one Arthur worked in for the last few months. Seems fitting, don’t you think?” The carrel was twenty feet away from the only other person in the library. That man had his head buried in a book, hard at work in his own cubicle.
 
   The librarian scurried away, perusing his list as he stuck a pencil behind his ear. In his carrel Brian unpacked the case he had brought, putting pen, pencil, highlighter and paper on his desk.
 
   “I haven’t sat in a carrel since college,” he thought, remembering the old days at Oklahoma University with his roommate Harry Harrison. Harry had followed his father’s political career, ultimately becoming Vice President of the United States, and then assuming the highest office when his predecessor went missing in Mexico. Brian had been instrumental in helping find the former President some time back.
 
   The librarian returned with an armful of things – a couple of books, several three-ring binders filled with papers and a couple of magazines. But he looked puzzled.
 
   “Find everything OK?” Brian asked.
 
   “Not exactly. This is odd. Yes it is. This is odd.”
 
   As Brian’s grandfather would have put it, the man was in a tizzy. He was upset about something; he kept looking at his printout, then the items he had in his arms, then back to the sheet. He shook his head. “I can’t explain how this could have happened.”
 
   “What’s the problem?”
 
   “Well, it appears our friend Lord Borland broke the rules. Or more accurately, we both did. It looks like that last day he forgot to turn in one of the things he checked out. And I’m an accomplice! I neglected to double-check what he returned. Instead, I must have simply marked off everything as back in its place.”
 
   “So one of the items isn’t on the shelf?”
 
   “Exactly. Lord Borland must have forgotten to turn it in.”
 
   “Could he actually have handed it back, and you either misfiled it or someone else took it off the shelf where it belonged?”
 
   Jeffrey Montfort became miffed. “I haven’t misfiled an item in ten years, Brian. Some people call me OCD. I prefer to call myself meticulous, careful even. I care deeply for each one of these sixty thousand documents. They’re my family, you might say. I treat each with respect and care. And I ensure our members do the same.”
 
   This is a little creepy, Brian thought. This guy really needs a life.
 
   “And no one took this item off the shelf. Before Lord Borland asked for it no one had requested it in the entire time I’ve been here. Twenty-one years next month.” Obviously distressed, he pulled a handkerchief from his back pocket and wiped his brow. He was sweating profusely. Brian was afraid he was going to have a heart attack.
 
   “Let’s just think this through. What is the thing that’s missing?”
 
   “It’s a two-inch three-ring binder, one of several copies of books that Marco Caboto’s heirs donated to the Club in 1930. I told you earlier that Arthur was very interested in the Knights Templars manuscripts, the ones Caboto turned over to the Vatican around 1875. The Club received copies of those manuscripts in 1930 along with the rest of Marco Caboto’s library. One day or another over the past few weeks Arthur Borland had checked out every Templars copy we had, but lately he began requesting unrelated things. This missing binder is one of those. I think he was looking at every copy of anything from the Caboto collection. Not original volumes, mind you. Just copies. I figure he was probably making sure none of them might accidentally be the copy of that last volume – the Templar manuscript that was stolen from your gallery. The name of the item that’s missing is ‘Journal des Pauperes Commilitones’. It’s a copy of an original which was dated 1699.”
 
   The title meant nothing to Brian. “So Arthur had to have put this binder into his briefcase in order for it to be missing? Correct? Do you inspect the carrels before closing at night to ensure no one left anything out?”
 
   Jeffrey Montfort puffed up like a balloon. He was livid – Brian could see veins in his temples and his face was red. His voice rose slightly and was strangely high-pitched.
 
   “Mister Sadler! I would think from what I’ve told you that you daren’t question my diligence in maintaining this roomful of my children, my books. Of course I check everything at night. I make sure every chair is pushed back beneath its carrel. I turn off every single light. There was nothing left behind. Nothing.”
 
   Brian had unintentionally gone too far. “I apologize, Jeffrey. I’m just vocalizing every thought I can come up with, trying to conceptualize what could have happened. I met Arthur downstairs for lunch the day after his last visit here. If the briefcase he had then is the same as he carried here I don’t see how he could have put a two-inch binder in it. It wasn’t big enough to hold a binder that size.”
 
   “He always carried the same brown case.”
 
   “That’s the one. Do you have storage lockers here?”
 
   “No. Well actually, yes. But no one’s used them in years.”
 
   “Can we take a look at them?”
 
   “Follow me.” Montfort led Brian to a closet near the entrance to the library. He opened the door; inside was a dusty room lined with shelves of cubbyholes, each one covered by a hinged wooden door. Each was perhaps a foot square and two feet deep. The librarian was right – they looked as though nobody had been in the room for ages.
 
   “Look,” Brian said, pointing to the floor. There were shoe prints in the dust. They led into the room four feet to a wall of ancient wooden lockers, some doors open with hinges hanging askew. Others were closed and one had a small padlock on it. Brian pointed at the lock.
 
   “I’ve never seen that before in my life,” Montfort said.
 
   “It looks pretty new, at least a whole lot newer than the shelves in this room,” Brian replied. “Can I open it?”
 
   “Absolutely you can. Whoever put that lock on did so without my permission. We need to see what’s in there.”
 
   They decided it would be easier to pry off the very old hasp than deal with the modern lock. Montfort got a letter opener from his desk and Brian jimmied the hasp which broke in seconds. He opened the door and looked inside.
 
   “Take a look,” he told the librarian.
 
   Inside was a white binder. Underneath it was a laptop.
 
   The men wondered out loud why Arthur Borland would have purposely hidden the book he should have returned, and why he would have left his laptop.
 
   They didn’t notice the man who had come in earlier. He now stood just outside the closet door, listening to every word they said.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-One
 
   Vatican City
 
    
 
   The head of the Gendarmerie Corps fired questions at Cardinal Conti for half an hour. He had been briefed on everything that Special Agent-in-Charge Jack Underwood knew. So much for the FBI’s promise to keep Conti’s involvement under wraps, the Cardinal reflected.
 
   I suppose there’s a code of honor among international law enforcement agencies, Conti thought. It was foolish to think I could remain anonymous. But as the questioning continued, the Cardinal found it easier and easier to settle in to the lie he had created.
 
   Yes, he had used Moretti as an intermediary to get the manuscript. No, he wasn’t aware of the man’s past. No, he had no idea how he got a Vatican passport or that he was actually John Spedino, the escaped prisoner whose identity had been altered immediately prior to his arrival in Europe.
 
   Dominic Conti felt more and more confident as he smoothly fielded every question with a glib answer. This is going quite well, he thought, becoming ever more bold and fearless with every lie he tossed out.
 
   Suddenly the Pope spoke. He hadn’t said a word in over twenty minutes and his quiet voice startled Dominic.
 
   “How much money did you spend to get this Templars manuscript?”
 
   Dominic quickly considered if there were any way to trace the five million US he had transferred to John Spedino’s account in Turkey. His confidence was solid. He had made sure things were well covered.
 
   “Only a few thousand dollars, Holiness. A pittance compared with the historic value of such a unique document.”
 
   The Pope thought about Conti’s answer. “Only a few thousand dollars. That’s surprising. Almost unbelievable, in fact, that you could get it for that. Why did you deem this old book so important?”
 
   “Your predecessor generously allowed me to read the four Knights Templars volumes which reside in the secret vault, Holiness. I believe I was the first to determine that one volume was missing from what had been a set. As head of the Templars today I thought it important to find this priceless manuscript and obtain it for the Church’s archives to complete the record of Templars exploits.”
 
   “Where is the book now?”
 
   Dominic Conti lowered his eyes. He couldn’t look the Pope in the face as he uttered a blatant lie. “It’s in my office, Holiness. I’m reading it in my spare time. There’s nothing special about it. It’s simply part of a chronology of a thousand years or more of Templars history. This volume covers the Middle Ages and the Renaissance period.”
 
   The Pope’s words were stern now. “I understand that you want to read it. However it doesn’t belong to you. Finish reviewing it by this time tomorrow. Then contact the FBI in New York City and ask what they want you to do with it.”
 
   There was nothing Dominic could do but nod. He’d have to get the book photocopied. Once it was out of his hands he’d never see it again.
 
   The policeman waited respectfully until the Pope gestured for him to proceed, then resumed his inquiry. “Many people died in New York the day that manuscript was stolen. At what point did you become aware that Signore Moretti, directly or through others, was committing multiple crimes to obtain the manuscript you ordered him to get?”
 
   “I, uh…I saw the news of the Fifth Avenue bombing on television like everyone else. At some point after that Moretti told me he had the manuscript. It wasn’t until later that I realized that book must have been the one that was stolen from the gallery when the explosion occurred.”
 
   “With all respect, Eminence, I have listened to the recording you made of Giovanni Moretti’s meeting with you. In that recording you tell him you did not authorize him to use force to obtain the manuscript. So at that time you were aware he was probably behind the bombing. Is that correct?”
 
   Nervous again, Conti backpedaled. “Of course. By then I had put two and two together, as they say, and concluded that Moretti was behind the bombing. That’s why I recorded our meeting, which was fortunate. Thanks to my foresight a major Mafia figure has been brought to justice.”
 
   The policeman pushed harder. “Excuse me, Cardinal Conti, for my not completely understanding everything. You told Agent Underwood that Signore Moretti had in the past been a major benefactor to the Church. I believe you also stated you knew that he had an interest in rare books. Are both those statements accurate?”
 
   Conti stopped and looked at the pontiff. “I’m not sure where all this is going, Holiness. Am I under investigation here? Should I retain an attorney? I thought I had done something beneficial for the Church in obtaining the missing manuscript. I was also instrumental in bringing a criminal to justice. Why do I suddenly feel as though this man” – he gestured at Officer Messina – “considers me a criminal too?”
 
   The Pope said nothing.
 
   “My deepest apologies, Eminence,” Officer Messina responded quietly to the Cardinal. “My only desire is to understand exactly how everything happened so that we may put this matter to rest. I had earlier asked His Holiness if he would allow us to request you come to our offices for an interview but he declined.”
 
   “Dominic,” the Pope said. “I told Officer Messina we would talk here in my office instead of making this a formal interrogation. There’s no need for outsiders to question why a Cardinal, the head of the Vatican Bank nonetheless, is being questioned at a police station. I refused to allow that.”
 
   The pontiff spoke harshly, a surprising change from his typically quiet demeanor. “You must understand that it is this man’s job to solve this case. You are here, Cardinal Conti, because of your own actions. Without seeking advice or approval from your superiors, you chose to involve the American FBI in an operation to catch a criminal on Italian soil. The FBI in turn called upon the Italian anti-Mafia police to capture Signore Moretti, or Signore Spedino as we now know. It is imperative the Vatican police ensure nothing further needs to be done. We are keeping our own house clean. A high-ranking Church official is involved in apprehending a criminal. Very strange, you’d agree. And you’re out of line, Cardinal, in your protest of what is nothing more than a fact-finding mission by the police.”
 
   The officer was trained to listen to words and hear more than what was being said. The pontiff didn’t trust Conti. He was sure of it. His face remained impassive as he watched the Pope dress down this senior Church official.
 
   “I’m sure you have nothing to hide, so I’ll ask Officer Messina to keep going now. We must move along as expeditiously as possible.”
 
   Messina picked up the questioning again, emboldened by the pontiff’s tacit approval of his interrogation. “Let’s see, where were we? I think I asked about two of your statements. I believe you said Moretti was a major benefactor to the Church and that you were aware he had an interest in rare books. What is the basis of those statements and how did you know these things?”
 
   Weaving a web of deceit is not an easy matter. Lies pile upon lies and one must be on his toes to keep from being caught in one’s own web. Dominic Conti had come into this meeting unprepared for questioning by a member of law enforcement. He hadn’t completely thought through his stories and at this point he was frankly getting tired. His answers became less structured, more vague.
 
   “I really don’t recall, Officer Messina. I heard some time ago that Giovanni Moretti was a generous man to his church and that he was a bibliophile. I think it may have been…”
 
   The officer stopped him. “Pardon me, Cardinal Conti, but Signore Moretti was only in Italy less than a year before he was captured…with your significant help, as you pointed out. Before that he was John Spedino, a Mafia chieftain in prison for murder in Guatemala. Are you saying you knew John Spedino was generous to the Church, or Giovanni Moretti? If the latter, his generosity must have appeared only very recently. He wasn’t using that name for very long.”
 
   “Possibly it was Spedino…” Conti was backing himself into a corner. “No, I’m obviously mistaken. I had no idea Moretti was actually John Spedino. So of course I couldn’t have known.”
 
   The Cardinal turned to the Pope, sitting impassively behind his desk, his hands folded over his waist. “Holiness, I respectfully ask that we terminate this interrogation. I have nothing to hide but I feel as though I’m on the witness stand. I’m angered at this man’s insinuations.”
 
   The pontiff said, “I’ve listened to every word, Dominic. I heard no insinuations. I heard a man of the law ask a man of the cloth questions about some things he doesn’t fully understand. I’m willing to accede to your request to stop now because I have other matters at hand. Gentlemen, this meeting is concluded for today. Officer Messina, if you have further questions you may contact Cardinal Conti directly. For the time being you will not require him to come to your police headquarters. Any discussions will be held here in the Vatican and you, Eminence, will make yourself available on reasonable notice from Officer Messina. I will be involved in future conversations if I deem it necessary. Should your interest in Cardinal Conti become more than it is today, you will notify me and I will give further direction then. Please give Signore Messina your contact information, Cardinal Conti.”
 
   Everyone stood, the visitors bowed and left the room. In the hallway outside the papal offices Conti handed the policeman a card with his email address and office phone number. Messina said, “I appreciate your help, Eminence. I apologize if I seemed aggressive. I certainly meant no disrespect.”
 
   Conti looked at him stonily and said nothing. He turned and strode angrily down the hall.
 
   Officer Messina walked to a staircase fifty feet away and took the broad stone steps down three flights to ground level.
 
   “I wonder what Cardinal Conti has to hide,” he thought to himself as he walked back to police headquarters. “He’s definitely lying about something. And I think even the Pope knows it. I’ll have to find out what it is.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
 
   London
 
    
 
   Brian and the librarian returned to the front desk with the things they’d discovered in the locker. They noticed the other visitor walking to the restrooms.
 
   Jeffrey Montfort glanced inside the binder and confirmed it was the one that hadn’t been returned. He then handed it to Brian. “I know you’re going to want to peruse this. Hopefully something here will help figure out what Lord Borland was doing.”
 
   Brian carried the laptop and binder to the carrel he had been assigned. He tackled the computer first; although an older Lenovo it powered up promptly then asked for a password. He had no idea what Arthur might have used so the laptop would have to wait until he could talk to Carissa Borland.
 
   He turned to the book. The binder’s spine was blank. On the front cover someone had written “Journal des Pauperes Commilitones.” He opened it and gasped. The title page said Opus Militum Xpisti. The Work of the Soldiers of Christ. Excitedly he turned to the next page – the entry was dated 1475. Brian was ecstatic. This was the missing book, a copy of the manuscript that had been stolen in the Fifth Avenue bombing. He flipped quickly through pages to the end. It looked as though it had a couple hundred pages. This could be a complete copy!
 
   He looked at Google on the computer in front of him then said, “Jeffrey, take a look at this.” The librarian walked from his desk to the carrel. “You said the library’s description of this book is ‘Journal des Pauperes Commilitones’ and it’s dated 1699. Right?”
 
   “Absolutely correct, Brian.”
 
   “I looked it up. Do you know what Journal des Pauperes Commilitones roughly translates to in English? It’s the diary of the poor soldiers.”
 
   “From my rusty schoolboy French I think that’s accurate. And your point?”
 
   “Arthur said that the original Knights Templars were called the Poor Fellow-Soldiers of Christ and of the Temple of Solomon. So it doesn’t really matter what the listing in your records showed. This is what matters.” He opened the book to the first page. Opus Militum Xpisti.
 
   He spoke almost in a whisper. “It’s the missing volume, Jeffrey. It’s a copy of the book that was stolen when my gallery was bombed.”
 
   “My God, Brian. Is this what Arthur was looking for?”
 
   “I think it must have been. I need to do more work on this but I have to go to a meeting at the gallery shortly. Do you have a high-speed copier here?”
 
   “Yes. Even better, I could scan it.”
 
   “Excellent! Can you get to work on that while I call Lord Borland’s wife? I know I don’t need to tell you to be careful. That’s the only copy in existence, I’ll bet.”
 
   The librarian smiled and said nothing. He would be careful. He always was.
 
   Jeffrey Montfort took the binder back to his desk, snapped the rings open and removed the pages. He turned on a scanner and got everything ready. He hit the green button and the pages rapidly began to feed into the machine.
 
   The man who was using the other carrel had heard everything. He entered a text message into his phone.
 
   “There’s a copy of the manuscript. Sadler has seen it.”
 
   “Take care of it. Get me that copy. Do you understand?”
 
   “Affirmative, Eminence.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Three
 
   Vatican City
 
    
 
   It was nearly five pm when Dominic got back to his office. His secretary was wrapping things up for the day. Conti gave him a curt nod, walked into his office and slammed the door. He turned the lock on it, walked to the pantry by his office and put two cubes of ice in a highball glass. Sitting at his desk he reached into the bottom left drawer and pulled out a fifth of Chivas Regal. He poured the glass half full, knocked it back in a few steady gulps and fixed another. His heart rate slowed as the alcohol did its work.
 
   What the hell was this guy doing? How dare he treat a senior official of the Catholic Church like a common street thief? I didn’t appreciate his condescending attitude but I have to be careful now. He’s asking questions that could get me in trouble. I need to think this entire thing through, come up with an airtight story and stick to it. I can outwit this man.
 
   Nursing his next drink, Dominic Conti took out a legal pad and began to make a list. In one column were the events that had actually transpired with Moretti aka Spedino. Opposite those entries were the things Conti would say had happened. By the time the liquor began to dull his brain he had filled two pages – one side of each page with actual events and the other with fictitious explanations. Satisfied that he was on the right track, he hid the pad of paper where it would be safe. He turned off the lights, locked his office door from the outside and walked to his apartment.
 
   At 2:30 am Conti sat straight up in bed. A million hammers banged inside his head. He shouldn’t have come home and had another scotch. Or was it two? He had awakened with a sudden dread in his clouded mind. He shouldn’t have left that legal pad at the office. It had everything on it that would create his alibi. No one could challenge it except Spedino and he was in jail. But he should have brought it home. It wouldn’t do for that to get in the wrong hands. What if it were missing? What if someone had taken it?
 
   It was rare that a Cardinal would come to his office in the wee hours, but it wasn’t unprecedented. The security guard dutifully checked Conti’s ID even though he knew the man well. That was the rule and they both followed it. Conti signed in and noted the time – 3:13 am.
 
   “I won’t be long,” he said. “I left something in my office that I need.”
 
   He took the stairs to his floor then went to the wing where his office was located. Everything was completely quiet, the hallways and rooms dark. There were no security guards in this area; only the papal offices had such protection. Conti pulled out his key, unlocked the office door and turned on the light.
 
   He walked to his desk and pulled the middle drawer wide open to get the legal pad from the back where he had put it.
 
   But it wasn’t there.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Four
 
   The Cardinal frantically searched his desk. He had forgotten exactly where he had hidden the notepad. He had been a little tipsy, in fact he still was, he admitted to himself. So he had put it somewhere else. He went through every drawer, examined folders and files in and on his desk and even looked in the wastebasket. It was empty; the cleaning crew had already been through. And he knew he hadn’t accidentally thrown it away. As fuzzy as his mind was, that little pad was too important. He wouldn’t have done that.
 
   The cleaning crew! There’s a spy here! They took my notepad!
 
   He spent ten minutes mulling that possibility in his addled brain, then decided he was making too much of all this. When people lose keys or other things it usually pays to forget about it. Then what you’ve lost turns up and you remember that’s where you put it in the first place.
 
   He was nervous. But he wasn’t going to panic. He hadn’t been in the best of shape when he put the pad away. It was somewhere. He just needed to wait until the naked light of day. It would turn up.
 
   Before he left he made sure the manuscript and decoder page were safely in a drawer of his credenza, well hidden underneath a stack of mundane reports no one cared about. Then he went home to bed, tossing and turning the rest of the night.
 
   The next morning Dominic had pressing business with the bank. There was no time to think about the missing legal pad or the coded page in the ancient manuscript. Two ibuprofen and massive quantities of coffee had helped a little but he still felt sluggish and drowsy. Thank God the things on his agenda were handled via emails and phone calls. He didn’t need the hassle of face-to-face meetings this morning.
 
   He found himself opening his middle desk drawer and peering into the back of it perhaps a dozen times during the morning. Every time he thought maybe he’d overlooked the pad or maybe it had slipped behind the drawer – a quick withdrawal of the entire drawer proved that theory wrong. So far he had no idea where it had gone but he still hoped against hope it would turn up. It had to.
 
   At noon he went out for lunch. A plate of pasta with shrimps and two glasses of Chianti at a nearby sidewalk café made things much better. By two pm he decided he would live to fight another day.
 
   Conti blocked off the remainder of the afternoon for the book project. He settled down at the worktable in his office and started decoding the remainder of the page he had worked on yesterday. His headache was gone and he felt practically human again; it would have been hard to work on this project earlier today, he knew. The intense concentration wouldn’t have been easy.
 
   Three hours later he was well down the page of symbols. His secretary gave a brief knock. Conti unlocked the door and bade the young cleric good evening. He decided to give it one more hour to see how far he could get. Today he hadn’t stopped to read what he was decoding. He wanted to concentrate on the difficult part – decoding each single symbol into a letter. He wouldn’t stop to read the decoded words until he was finished.
 
   It was nearly seven pm when Dominic put down his pen, leaned back in his chair and stretched. He had taken short breaks several times but for the most part he had been at the decoding job for four hours straight. It was tiresome at best; today it was doubly so given Conti’s lack of sleep the night before and his rather precarious condition before lunch.
 
   He put the manuscript and code page back into the credenza. As he turned he dropped his pen on the floor beside his desk. He bent to pick it up and saw something under the desk pedestal that held its drawers.
 
   On hands and knees he peered into the small space and saw a pad of paper. He pulled it out; it was his notes from the night before.
 
   He thought for a few minutes and then shook his head, relieved beyond belief that the pad was safe and sound. I must be losing my mind, he thought to himself. Undoubtedly the pad was exactly where he had hidden it. He gathered it and the couple of pages of words he had written from the code in the book. Sticking them both in an underarm leather satchel he walked home.
 
   Dominic fixed a light dinner and a glass of wine and then returned to the project. He picked up the folio into which he’d scribbled hours of translated material and began to read from the beginning of that page. He’d read the prayer yesterday but wanted to see it in context with the translation.
 
   O Lord, hear our prayer. By the grace of God our Father and his Son Jesus the Christ our Lord we have been appointed defenders and guardians of the faith. Let our words and deeds be pleasing to Him and through His holy guidance may we steadfastly continue our mission, guarding the secret with which we have been entrusted for these three hundred sixty-seven years.
 
   Now Conti read the new words he had decrypted.
 
   Carrying on the tradition of our forefathers, Pauvres Chevaliers du Temple, we the Templars risen from the ashes of our brethren like the Phoenix, do pledge to uphold the secrets given to us, to be faithful stewards of the wealth and treasure amassed and hidden by our forebears and to continue the good works of the Order.
 
   Conti paused. Pauvres Chevaliers du Temple was one of a number of titles by which the first Knights Templars were known. It meant “poor Knights of the Temple” – others called them simply the “Order of the Temple” or the more scholarly title Poor Soldiers of Christ and the Temple of Solomon.
 
   In the twelfth century, the early days of the Order, the Templars truly had been poor. They did services for people as they traveled and received donations in return. One important aspect of their work was to serve as escorts or guardians for people making pilgrimages from Europe to Jerusalem, Conti recalled. Over a few years as the organization grew and received sanction from the Church their fortunes took a major turn for the better. It was well known that the Knights Templars were immensely wealthy when they finally were rounded up and murdered through the efforts of a weak Pope and a jealous French king.
 
   Dominic was intrigued by the paragraph he had just read. The writer spoke of the Templars’ pledge “to be faithful stewards of the wealth and treasure amassed and hidden by our forebears.” Very interesting. Many legends spoke of significant Templars treasure and money amassed during their crusades and put in secret places before their demise in 1310. None of it had ever been found, but here was yet another indication that the stories might be true. He resumed reading the medieval French, considering every exciting word carefully.
 
   We have willingly assumed the responsibility to maintain the precious objects, religious artifacts, silver and gold we have been given through the grace of God our Father. As the ancients have written in the Bible, “Through wisdom is an house builded; and by understanding it is established. And by knowledge shall the chambers be filled with all precious and pleasant riches.” We the sixteen who lead the Templars are humbled by the mighty weight of the responsibility God has laid upon us.
 
   A quiet ding on Conti’s phone interrupted the fascinating words pouring off the page in front of him. He had received an email, a rare event for him this time of the evening. Conti picked up his phone and read the message. The words were few but frightening. His hands shook and the phone fell to the carpet beside him. He leaned back in his chair, his chest contracting as breathing became labored.
 
   Calm down, Dominic.
 
   He forced panic from his mind.
 
   Everything will work out. You just have to think this through.
 
   Dominic Conti had developed a good plan on paper to explain the events that transpired between him and Giovanni Moretti. But he hadn’t thought about this.
 
   The email was from Frederico Messina, the head of the Gendarmerie Corps who had grilled the Cardinal earlier this afternoon.
 
   “Eminence, I’d like the original of the recording you made of your meeting with Giovanni Moretti, please. I’ll arrange to have it picked up from your office. Let’s say ten am tomorrow. If you’re not available please leave it with your secretary. Thank you in advance for your cooperation in this matter.”
 
   In a panic, the Cardinal put aside the decryption project. Lying in bed he ran scenarios through his head. He slept an hour at most, only when he forced himself not to think about what a deep hole he had dug for himself.
 
   At last daylight arrived. Despite a second restless night, Dominic was ready. His plan wasn’t perfect but it would have to do. He would tell the officer he couldn’t find the recording. He was sure he’d put it in his desk at the office but it wasn’t there. Perhaps it had been stolen – more likely he had misplaced it. After all, he had given the relevant portion to the FBI – there actually hadn’t been any need to keep it. So that was believable. Hopefully.
 
   The more he went over the explanation the better it sounded. It was weak – there was no question about that – but he couldn’t think of anything better.
 
   He arrived at his office around nine and walked to a beautiful eighteenth-century inlaid wood table sitting by a grouping of chairs. He opened the top drawer, pulled it out and reached into the space behind it. His hands wrapped around the microcassette that contained the entire recording of his meeting with the godfather. He slipped the incriminating tape it into his pocket. Tonight at home he would crush it with a hammer and throw the pieces into the dumpster behind the apartment complex.
 
   He composed an email in response to Officer Messina’s request.
 
   “I’m afraid I have misplaced the cassette. I’ve searched my office but it’s nowhere to be found. Fortunately the FBI has the relevant portion I provided and by now I’m sure you do too. That’s what you need. If at some point the cassette turns up I will let you know.”
 
   A short response appeared within seconds.
 
   “I will be at your office at ten am.”
 
   Precisely at ten the Cardinal’s secretary advised Conti that the policeman was here to see him.
 
   “I’m sorry but I’m not available this morning,” was Conti’s cocky response. This man needs to learn who’s in charge here. I’ll call the shots, not him.
 
   In a moment his assistant replied. “He’s choosing to stay, Eminence, in hopes you can work a few minutes into your schedule.”
 
   Fine. Let him stay. Let him sit here all day, for all I care.
 
   For two hours Dominic read reports, made calls and found himself unable to concentrate on anything. Every few minutes his hand went into his pocket to ensure the microcassette was still there. He was afraid to start working on the decoded Templars information with the policeman sitting just outside his office door. What he needed desperately to do was to copy the manuscript. He couldn’t do it here in the Vatican without arousing suspicion. The head of the Vatican Bank personally using a photocopier, instead of having a subordinate do it? And copying an obviously ancient book? No, that wouldn’t work. He had to copy the book elsewhere.
 
   At 12:30 Cardinal Conti emailed his secretary and learned that the policeman was still in the waiting area. Dominic was getting hungry but so was the officer, he presumed. Five minutes later his secretary called, advising that Officer Messina had gone to the bathroom. “Instead of letting him use the one here, Eminence, I directed him to the public restrooms on the second floor. I thought it might give you a chance to leave your office if you wish.”
 
   “Good thinking,” Conti said to himself. He put the Templars manuscript in his satchel along with the legal pad containing the story he’d created about his involvement with Spedino. Laying the code solution sheet in his desk drawer he walked out of his office with the satchel under his arm.
 
   In the hallway outside his office he turned to go to the elevator. Frederico Messina was standing just across the hall, obviously waiting for him. Damn this man. He was clever.
 
   “I’m so glad to have run into you, Eminence,” the officer said as though it were purely by chance. “I won’t take long but I need to ask you more about this missing tape. This is very disturbing news at this point in my investigation.”
 
   “I’m actually on my way to a luncheon,” Conti replied breezily, his hand involuntarily closing around the tape in his pocket. His other arm clutched the satchel tightly as if he thought Messina was going to grab it. “Perhaps another time.”
 
   “I’ll just walk with you if you don’t mind. We can talk a moment while we go downstairs.”
 
   The Cardinal had no options if he wanted to appear helpful. They took the elevator then walked across the expansive square toward the walls that separated Vatican City from the sprawling mass that was Rome. As they walked the policeman talked.
 
   “Do you mind if I offer some assistance, Eminence? I have a team of men who are experts at finding things. I’d like to have them do a complete search of your office. We can be in and out in an hour. Perhaps this afternoon? Would that be satisfactory?”
 
   Conti looked at him coldly. “No, it wouldn’t. I’ve told you I will let you know if the tape turns up. And I will do just that.”
 
   “It’s critical, Eminence, because it will give me a feel for exactly what was said by you both. I can hear the conversation before and after the segment where Moretti admits complicity in the New York bombing. I really must insist on your cooperation, sir. It’s so much easier with your help than…well, than getting a search warrant, for instance. I’m sure the Pope…”
 
   The Cardinal’s face went ashen. He swallowed hard, hoping the officer couldn’t see his discomfort.
 
   “Don’t you think you’re carrying all this a bit too far?”
 
   “Eminence, in my business you follow every trail as far as you can and see where it takes you. This missing cassette is vitally important in my opinion. It may gain us nothing but I really do intend to hear it. And I’d appreciate your cooperation.” He touched the Cardinal gently on the sleeve and Conti involuntarily jerked back. His satchel fell on the ground and the top came open. The legal pad was partially exposed.
 
   “My apologies, Cardinal Conti, if I startled you.” The policeman bent down to pick up the case. He was close enough to read the words on the pad.
 
   Conti stooped, retrieved the case from the ground and stuck the legal pad inside. He closed the flap, tucked it under his arm and said, “I have nothing to hide, Officer Messina. I get the impression you think I do, but you’re wrong. I’m a very busy man, as you can imagine. I will cooperate with you. I have told you twice I will keep looking for the cassette. There will be no policemen searching my office. There will be no search warrant, my friend, unless you can convince the Pope himself to allow it. You have nothing on me. I have done nothing but assist you in bringing a violent criminal to justice. And your thanks for this is to harass me?”
 
   Conti walked to the taxi line in front of him, Messina following behind. “Eminence, my apologies but I am not harassing. I’m doing my job…”
 
   The Cardinal entered the cab and shut the door as the policeman was talking. The car drove away leaving Frederico Messina standing at the curb wondering why Dominic Conti was so afraid.
 
   Conti had the cab take him to a restaurant a few miles away. He had intended to go home but once Messina saw him the cleric had no choice but to get away. He spent an hour having lunch then took another taxi to his apartment.
 
   At home Conti destroyed the cassette, crushing it into tiny pieces, putting all of them in an envelope that he placed in his satchel. He changed from his robe to a sweater and jeans, tennis shoes and a ball cap. With dark glasses he looked like a tourist instead of a Cardinal. Perfect. No one would recognize him.
 
   He took the satchel, walked downstairs and hailed another taxi. Soon he was in a photocopy shop far from the Vatican and people there who might know him. He paid some Euros and began to copy the two hundred-page book. Some of the pages were brittle so it took time. He was careful.
 
   When he left the shop he emptied the envelope containing the crushed pieces of microcassette into a trash bin on the street. No one would find the tape now. That put him at ease.
 
   Back at home Cardinal Conti did something that pained him deeply because he loved old things – he loved the history that surrounded the Church and his Order, the present-day Knights Templars.
 
   He carefully took the Templar manuscript that had been stolen from Brian Sadler’s gallery, turned through it carefully and removed the thirteen pages of coded symbols. They came out easily – the book was old and the binding was in poor shape at best.
 
   Cardinal Conti would now skim the diary entries one last time while he still had the original. Then he’d give the FBI the manuscript. “They’ll never know it had extra pages,” he told himself.
 
   That evening Dominic flipped through the entire book and read the entries from the 1400s to the late 1600s. He saw nothing except historical exploits, pillaging of enemy villages and references to tribute paid and booty claimed. At this point the Cardinal believed the coded pages would tell specifics of where all that treasure was. And when the time was right he would get back to deciphering the code.
 
   The next day Conti called Agent Jack Underwood in Manhattan. Underwood thanked him for his efforts to get the manuscript back to its rightful owner. He suggested Conti contact Brian Sadler, the man from whose gallery the book was stolen. The Cardinal and Brian could deal with it going forward. Underwood gave the cleric Brian’s cellphone number.
 
   Conti felt as though he already knew Brian Sadler from his conversations with Giovanni Moretti. He would call Mr. Sadler and work out the handover of the document.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Five
 
   London
 
    
 
   The stranger in the Monument Club’s library surveyed the situation. Brian was reaching for his cellphone and the librarian’s back was turned as he monitored the scanner’s progress.
 
   Suddenly Brian became aware of someone standing just behind him – that was the last thing he was aware of. Everything suddenly went black as he slumped onto the desk in front of him.
 
   The man withdrew a tiny needle from Brian’s neck. He’d be incapacitated for fifteen minutes and wake with a headache, but he’d be fine. He turned and saw the librarian looking at him from across the room.
 
   “What are you doing?” Jeffrey Montfort shouted. “What do you want?”
 
   The man walked quickly toward the librarian, another tiny needle tight in his fingers. He smiled and said, “You really need to cooperate and everything will be fine.”
 
   Montfort backed up, his fingers grazing the top of the scanner. As the man plunged the needle into the librarian’s arm Montfort pressed a button then collapsed in a heap. The man took the pages from the scanner tray and threw the machine to the floor. It crashed into a dozen pieces.
 
   Next he rushed to Brian’s carrel and attempted to lift Brian’s upper body off the laptop where it lay, but the tiny booth was too small. He’d have to pull Brian backwards onto the floor. He didn’t know if the laptop was important or not; his boss hadn’t mentioned it but he thought he’d get it if he could. Since it was found in that locker with the copy, maybe it was important.
 
   As he grabbed Brian’s shoulders and prepared to give a heave the front door of the library suddenly swung open. Engaged in conversation, two men entered the room and walked toward the front desk. They hadn’t noticed him. Now he had no time to get the laptop; he moved to a shadowed corner and waited for the chance to escape.
 
   The newcomers stood for a moment at the desk. “Jeffrey?” one called out. “This is odd,” he told his friend. “Jeffrey’s always here.”
 
   “Look! He’s there, on the floor!”
 
   The men rushed behind the front desk area and knelt down to feel the librarian’s pulse. As they did the stranger calmly walked out, took an elevator to the ground floor and left the building. He had accomplished exactly what he was told to do – he had the copy of the manuscript. He was certain he had destroyed the scanner. Hopefully the pages that had been scanned wouldn’t be retrievable from the ruined machine. Too bad that he had been interrupted, but it couldn’t be helped. He’d make his fee by delivering the copy. He wouldn’t mention the laptop or the scanner. What the boss doesn’t know won’t hurt me, the man thought.
 
   Later that afternoon he dropped a bulky envelope into a UPS box on Charing Cross Road in central London. It would end up at the Vatican tomorrow. Job complete. Twenty thousand dollars earned. Another satisfied customer.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Six
 
   London/Dallas
 
    
 
   The library’s entryway buzzed with activity. Paramedics attended to Jeffrey Montfort and Brian Sadler, who lay on the floor awake but woozy. The two members who had happened upon the crime in progress sat at a desk with a policeman giving their statements. The general manager of the Monument Club conversed quietly with a detective from Scotland Yard who was glad to learn there were security cameras everywhere.
 
   Brian and the librarian declined to go to the hospital; although their heads throbbed mercilessly they were otherwise OK. The EMTs drew blood for testing; it was their opinion the men had been drugged with a powerful, fast-acting sedative.
 
   Within a couple of hours the Scotland Yard man had gathered facts and viewed video footage. What he learned was that a man entered the Club through a door that opened to the alleyway behind the building. As they did every day at the same time, the kitchen help had taken a smoke break, propping the door open to allow re-entry. The man easily slipped into the building unnoticed. The first video camera showed him walking down the rear service hall and through an empty kitchen.
 
   He rode an elevator to the third floor library where he presented a fake membership card to Jeffrey Montfort and requested to see two volumes. Montfort had dutifully registered the man’s fictitious name and brought the books he requested. The stranger had sat in his own carrel as Brian and Jeffrey worked on the Borland project. After accosting the men and stealing the binder, the intruder had left the building through the front entrance, simply blending into the pedestrian traffic along the Thames.
 
   “The intruder wanted the laptop,” the detective said. “What’s the significance of it?”
 
   Brian explained that it had belonged to the late Lord Arthur Borland, who was working on a project to find a lost manuscript. He truthfully told the officer that he had no idea exactly what the significance of the book was and explained how it played a part in the Fifth Avenue bombing.
 
   Brian was left with the laptop and a promise to call Scotland Yard immediately if he had anything more to report. After everyone cleared out he and Jeffrey went downstairs to the bar. As a member of the staff the librarian ordinarily wouldn’t be allowed in the member areas, but after today’s events the general manager made an exception. They sat by the window, Brian with his usual late afternoon martini and Jeffrey with a gin and tonic.
 
   They discussed the events of the afternoon. Their heads were clearing, thanks both to the passage of time and the soothing effects of the alcohol. Brian mentioned how unfortunate it was, when they were so close to having the manuscript copy, they had lost it to the thief.
 
   Suddenly Jeffrey Montfort perked up and said, “How hard do you think it would be to access Lord Montfort’s email account? Would you have to access his laptop to get to mail or is there another way?”
 
   Surprised that the librarian had suddenly changed the subject, Brian responded, “I don’t get where you’re going with this, but to answer your questions, I bet he got email on his laptop. So all I need to know is how big a password freak he was – if both his laptop and his mail account are password protected I’ll have to figure them out. Maybe his wife knows what they are. I’ll check it all out tonight at the flat. Why do you ask?”
 
   “If you can get in, I feel confident we’ll have the manuscript again!” Jeffrey explained that Lord Borland had requested scans often as he reviewed things in the library. To make it simpler Jeffrey had programmed Borland’s email address into the scanner. He could press a single button and send the scan to Arthur’s email account instead of having to enter the information every time.
 
   “While the pages were scanning today I scrolled to Lord Borland’s information so all I had to do was push a button when the scan was finished. The last page went through just as the intruder came towards me and I tried to push the ‘send’ button before I passed out. I hope it worked. The man destroyed the scanner but I would think the scan would have been sent instantly when I pushed the button. Don’t you?”
 
   “We can only hope,” Brian said excitedly. “Good thinking, Jeffrey. Keep your fingers crossed.”
 
   Later that evening Brian sat in the flat with Arthur’s laptop on his dining table. He called Carissa Borland and gave her a rundown of the afternoon’s events. She was shocked at what she heard and apologized for his involvement in Arthur’s problem.
 
   “I was already involved, Carissa. Remember this all started with the bombing in New York.”
 
   Brian told her how he had found Arthur’s laptop. He requested permission to try to access it and she immediately agreed.
 
   “You may not find much. I think he used it mostly to organize things. He had email but we really didn’t use it. He used the Internet for research but that’s about it.”
 
   They talked about passwords. She had no idea what his might have been. Brian asked her for a lot of things to try – names of current and past pets, dates of birth, mother’s and maiden names and nicknames they called each other. He thanked her for the help and soon was entering word and number combinations. It proved less difficult than Brian had expected. On the eleventh try he entered “CarissaSwann0917,” her maiden name and date of birth. The locked screen went away and desktop icons appeared.
 
   He clicked on Mail and entered the same password. It worked. “Arthur, you should have been more careful,” he murmured, “but thanks for being low-tech.” He eagerly opened the inbox and saw just a few entries. Only one was new – from the library of the Monument Club. He opened the mail and its attachment and saw the now-familiar first page of the Templar Manuscript. He was thrilled. “I’ll be damned. Thank God for Jeffrey’s quick thinking.” He emailed the librarian and told him the good news.
 
   Just to be safe he forwarded the email to his own mailbox then he hid the laptop behind the gas logs in his fireplace. He called Nicole’s office but got her voicemail. He gave her a summary of the afternoon’s events and said he was off to bed. He asked her to call tomorrow when she got a minute.
 
   After the things he had gone through, Brian Sadler slept like a rock. He heard nothing until his phone alarm woke him at six am.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   This afternoon in Dallas had been spectacular. After a long week of trial and another stunning victory for Nicole Farber, she had taken the afternoon off. Dallas was hot as hell in the summer but in the months before and after it was a wonderful place for those who loved to be outdoors. She put the top down on her Mercedes convertible and drove from her office in Uptown to the West Village. She took a table on the shaded patio at Cru Wine Bar and ordered a glass of her favorite, which happened to be the best Chardonnay offered. Nicole certainly could afford it – she was the highest paid female lawyer in Dallas and her success rate at defending those accused of white-collar crimes was unparalleled. After her lunch she relaxed a bit longer over a second glass, then drove to the Ritz-Carlton Residences where she lived. She parked her car in the building’s garage, raised the top and took an elevator to her condo.
 
   Nicole changed into shorts and a t-shirt and walked to a park a few blocks away. She jogged for awhile, stopping when the wine from lunch made her more tired than usual. She sat on a park bench under a tree for an hour and enjoyed the day. Walking home in a small breeze felt nice. As she strolled down McKinney Avenue she glanced at her phone and saw she’d missed a call from Brian. She listened to his voicemail, concerned when she heard that he’d been accosted but relieved to hear everything was OK. She desperately wanted to call him back – this news was one more reason to be concerned about what was going on – but it was after ten in London. He’d be dead to the world by now, she figured. She had to wait until tomorrow.
 
   She ran in to the grocery store around the corner from her condo building and grabbed a few things for dinner. Dinner on the patio tonight after this gorgeous day.
 
   At home she opened two huge sliding patio doors of glass. The breeze made her place feel better – there was no need for air conditioning today, although it wouldn’t be long before it was a necessity.
 
   After a hot shower she stayed in her bathrobe, fixed a martini and sat on the patio watching the sun sink behind the downtown buildings a couple of miles away. She thought a lot about Brian and hoped everything was OK. He loves adventure so much but I don’t want him to get hurt. She had never loved anyone before and she wasn’t sure what it was supposed to feel like. But her pragmatic legal mind had analyzed her feelings and concluded that this was it. She had been in love with Brian Sadler for a while. Sadly they were literally a world apart on opposite sides of the Atlantic Ocean.
 
   Be content, she told herself. As the old song went, true love never runs smooth. She went to bed and thought of Brian, hoping he was not in danger and wondering what she could do to help him.
 
   Nicole awoke at six am, opened her floor-to-ceiling shades and the patio doors. It was a breezy Dallas morning and the sun was ready to pop over the horizon. She climbed back into bed and called Brian – it was noon in London and he was at work. He told her all about the events at the library.
 
   “What’s going on with all this, Brian? Could John Spedino still be masterminding all this even after he’s been arrested?”
 
   “I’m not sure. Maybe he put things in place before he was arrested and they’re just now playing out. Or it could be someone else. I haven’t figured out why the manuscript’s so important but now that I have a copy I can start working on it. I just wish I knew who’s behind all this. Spedino’s the logical choice but it just doesn’t make sense.”
 
   Brian expressed his continuing concern for her safety. “The godfather’s settling scores, Nicole. The way I see it you’re the only one left to settle and even from jail he may be dangerous. I wish you’d let the FBI give you protection.”
 
   She thanked him for his concern and promised to watch her step, telling him to watch his too. “Frankly I was relieved to hear he was arrested. I think that puts an end to the problems he might have created for me.”
 
   Brian said he wasn’t so sure.
 
   They talked for a minute about her plans to come to London soon. He told her how excited he was to be with her again soon. They agreed to talk again after six his time tonight.
 
   She had to be at the County Courts building downtown at nine am for a hearing. It wasn’t far; she drove the Mercedes from the garage south onto Pearl Street and began to wind through the canyons of buildings. Traffic was moderate as she started down a hill on Akard Street. The light ahead was red; she hit her brakes but got no response. She pumped harder, frantically pushing over and over. Instead of stopping, her convertible was gaining downhill momentum. She had seconds to decide what to do before she’d run the light and enter an intersection full of opposing traffic. Cars were right beside her in the next lane; she couldn’t move to the curb and hit a parked car so she decided to take a chance. She slammed her palm onto the horn as she continued to pump the useless brake pedal. Her other hand gripped the steering wheel as she sailed through the light and entered the busy downtown intersection at nearly thirty miles per hour.
 
   Everything happened in a split second. She heard honking as she clipped a car, swerved to the right then saw a Dallas city bus ten feet away from her passenger door. She jerked the wheel to the left as the massive vehicle crashed into her. Airbags deployed – the entire right side of her little car caved in as the safety bumper of the bus pushed her Mercedes through the intersection and into other cars. By the time it was over four vehicles were totaled and her body lay twisted in the driver seat of her destroyed convertible.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
   A little after four pm Brian’s cellphone rang. Agent Jack Underwood advised that Dominic Cardinal Conti, head of the Vatican Bank, was in possession of the manuscript that had been stolen. The cleric would be calling Brian to arrange its return. The agent had no knowledge of how the book got there, he said, maintaining his promise to Conti to keep his involvement with Spedino secret.
 
   Brian filled in Underwood about the events at the Monument Club and said he now had a copy of the manuscript. He promised Underwood he would start to work immediately on the book in an attempt to discover why it was so important to someone.
 
   Within an hour Brian got another call. Europe – Italy, if memory served him on the country code. He knew who this caller was. The person on the phone identified himself as secretary to Cardinal Conti.
 
   “Do you have a few minutes to speak to him?” he asked Brian, and then put him on hold.
 
   As Brian waited he received a third call. A busy afternoon, Brian casually thought. He looked at the number on his screen – he knew the area code and prefix but didn’t recognize the number. The call was from Carter and Wells, the law firm Nicole worked for, but not from her. He hit decline as he waited for Cardinal Conti. He’d have to call the law firm back.
 
   Before the cleric came on the line Brian received another call from the same Dallas number. Something must be wrong. He disconnected and accepted the call from Carter and Wells. He heard the familiar voice of Nicole’s boss Randall Carter, the lead partner in the firm.
 
   “Brian, I’m afraid I have some bad news. Nicole’s been in an accident.” The words hit Brian like a brick.
 
   The rest of the call was a blur. He tried to concentrate but he was dizzy and lightheaded. He cried as he heard Carter’s explanation of the wreck a couple of hours earlier in downtown Dallas. Nicole was in critical condition at Baylor Hospital, on life support and not expected to live. Witnesses said she had driven through a red light at a high rate of speed and been T-boned by a city bus. In the tiny Mercedes she hardly had a chance, Carter continued. He said the police would investigate the destroyed convertible to see if mechanical failure was a possibility.
 
   Brian rambled. “What…what do I do? Listen, keep me informed…” His mind couldn’t wrap around the words he had heard. He didn’t know what to say, what to do next.
 
   Randall Carter promised to call immediately when they knew more. As soon as Brian put the phone down it rang again – the Cardinal from Italy. He declined the call. Now was no time for business.
 
   From his adjoining office Cory Spencer heard Brian on the call with Nicole’s boss. He knew something was terribly wrong. When the call was done he stuck his head in and saw Brian weeping uncontrollably, his head in his hands. Brian told him what had happened.
 
   “What can I do, Brian? Do you want to go? How can I help?”
 
   “How can I get there fast? I’m afraid she’s going to die before I get there, Cory. I want to see her.” He sobbed. “I want to hold her one more time.”
 
   “OK, leave it with me for a few minutes.” Cory knew money wasn’t an issue but he checked commercial flights first just in case. It was too late – the day’s last flight to Dallas had departed a couple of hours ago. He went online and found a charter service. Within fifteen minutes he’d made a call and had information for Brian. It was a fortune but it would be worth it to his boss.
 
   Ninety minutes later Brian sat in the cabin of a Gulfstream G350 taxiing to the departure runway at Stansted Airport in rural London. In eight hours he would be at Love Field in Dallas. It would be around eight pm local time when he arrived.
 
   It was a little after six in England, noon in Dallas. He would never have made it without the calm guidance and direction of Cory Spencer. Thinking logically when Brian couldn’t, Cory had thrown together Brian’s overnighter suitcase with a change of clothes. Brian kept them in his office closet in case a quick trip came up.
 
   Cory ensured the air charter company would have food, a phone and an amenities kit on board so Brian could shave and clean up before arrival. He put Brian’s iPad, phone and some reading material into his briefcase. He made sure the copy of the Templars manuscript was included; it might keep his mind occupied if he needed a diversion.
 
   Given Brian’s state, Cory decided to accompany his boss in a cab to the nearby Liverpool Street train station and stayed with him on the Stansted Express to the airport. The trip would take a little less than an hour.
 
   While they were on the train Cory called Randall Carter’s office and left the number of the plane’s satellite phone with Carter’s secretary. There had been no update to Nicole’s condition, she reported. Cory relayed that information to Brian then handed him a sheet of paper with familiar numbers on it. Nicole’s assistant, Cory’s cellphone, Randall Carter’s office – most were numbers Brian knew by heart but with his mind reeling and his emotions running wild Cory figured it might help to have them available. No need to rely on memory when your mind was going crazy with worry. He even added Brian’s parents’ number and those of Nicole’s mother and father.
 
   “Thanks for everything, Cory,” he said as the pilots did last-minute preflight checks. He glanced at the phone list and thought of something. “Oh hey, call my parents and tell them what’s up. Tell them I plan to go right to the hospital as soon as we land. Tell them…Oh hell, Cory. I can’t even think straight. Just take care of it. And one more thing – you have a key to the flat. Go by there and pick up Arthur Borland’s laptop. It’s hidden in the fireplace behind the gas logs. Keep it locked in the vault at the gallery until I get back.”
 
   “Got it, boss. There’ll be a sedan to meet you at Love Field. I’ll call the plane if anything comes up. Call me if you need anything, anything at all. I’ll be praying for Nicole.”
 
   Spencer waited in the terminal building as the jet’s mighty engines screamed and it rolled briskly toward the taxiway. He left only after it streaked into the evening sky.
 
   Brian tried to sleep, tried to eat, tried to read, tried almost everything to take his mind off Nicole lying in a hospital bed on life support. “She’s a fighter,” he told himself as tears flowed. “If anybody can make it, she can.” But he really didn’t know. How bad was she? How many internal injuries? How many broken bones? Nobody had told him any of that.
 
   Brian went to the plane’s bedroom and lay down. He stared at the ceiling as the plane flew west through the night sky. Suddenly a strange chirping sound awoke Brian from the brief troubled sleep he had finally managed. A green light blinked on the phone console on the desk next to his bed. He answered.
 
   “Brian, this is Randall Carter again. I know you’re on your way – Cory Spencer told me you’d be in Dallas around eight our time. I’ll meet you at the airport – I told Cory to cancel the limo he’d arranged.”
 
   “Any news?” Brian held his breath. News probably wasn’t a good thing but he had to ask.
 
   “She’s stable. She can’t breathe on her own but she’s in no pain. She’s hasn’t been conscious since the accident, Brian. They don’t know at this point about brain damage but she has a broken arm and both legs and massive internal injuries. If she’s strong enough they may do surgery tonight to relieve pressure in her chest. They’re trying to keep her comfortable so she’s on a lot of morphine. It’s serious, Brian. No two ways about it. But she’s got courage, as we both well know.”
 
   Carter promised to keep him abreast of any changes in the situation. Brian prayed fervently for Nicole and in the middle of his prayer he fell asleep, exhausted but finally able to catch a couple of hours of slumber. When he awoke the skies outside were lighter. The jet was catching up to the setting sun as they headed west across America.
 
   One of the pilots knocked lightly on his door and Brian answered. “Can I fix you a cup of coffee, Mr. Sadler? We should be landing in Dallas in ninety minutes.”
 
   Brian gratefully accepted. He’d need the caffeine to keep his head clear. The jet was equipped with a full bathroom – Brian showered, shaved and donned the change of clothes Cory had packed. He felt better after another cup of coffee and a piece of fruit.
 
   He suddenly remembered the two calls from the Vatican. Brian left Cory Spencer a voicemail with the number, asking him to arrange getting the manuscript from the Cardinal.
 
   Before long the plane descended into the city Brian had lived in for years. He saw one familiar landmark after another as it dropped lower and lower, crossed Mockingbird Lane and touched down at Love Field. They taxied to a private air charter company’s terminal where Randall Carter waited.
 
   As Carter’s driver took them to Baylor Hospital her boss gave Brian an update. “The police say the brake lines on her car were sabotaged. Someone put a small hole in the front brake line – she had had brakes for a short time but then they failed. Also the emergency brake line was cut completely through, so she didn’t have a chance.”
 
   “Any idea how that happened? It couldn’t possibly be accidental, right?”
 
   “Apparently not. I’m no mechanic so I can’t answer that myself. The cops think it was deliberate. They’re calling this attempted murder.”
 
   “Attempted…” Brian repeated slowly. “Let’s hope it stays attempted.”
 
   “Your parents and hers are at the hospital, Brian. Just wanted to let you know. Her sister from Houston’s there too.”
 
   “Calling in all the family…” Brian murmured. Suddenly he lost it. He began to cry, shaking hard. “I’m sorry…I can’t help it.”
 
   Carter got him a box of Kleenex. “No apologies necessary, Brian. I can’t imagine how hard this is for you. It’s gut-wrenching for all of us.”
 
   Brian joined a group of people in the ICU waiting room. It was usually a happy time when he saw family but tonight it was awful. Ryan Coleman, Nicole’s assistant, was there and so were a few other people from her office that Brian didn’t know.
 
   “Can I see her?”
 
   Brian’s mother explained the ICU rules. “As guarded as her condition is, only one person can go in every thirty minutes. You can only stay five minutes. We’ve all seen her so it’s your turn.”
 
   Seeing Nicole lying in the bed hooked up to a million tubes and monitors was the hardest thing Brian Sadler had ever done. A nurse stood quietly in the corner, ready to move quickly in case her condition worsened.
 
   He touched her arm lightly. It was discolored and in a cast. They hadn’t done surgery yet, he learned later, but they had casted it and her legs to keep them straight until they could.
 
   Nicole looked so frail. “I love you, baby,” he murmured, squeezing one finger of her hand. He thought he might have felt a tiny squeeze back but wasn’t sure. Given how she looked he figured that was wishful thinking.
 
   He stood next to her and gingerly held her hand until the nurse quietly said that his time was up. He bent down and kissed Nicole’s bruised forehead. “Come back to me, sweetie. If you will I promise I’ll never let you go away again.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
   Cory Spencer had two voicemails from Brian when he arrived at work the next morning. The first asked him to return Cardinal Conti’s call and handle whatever the man needed. The second was an update on Nicole’s condition and the news that the car crash was deliberately caused. Brian expressed his appreciation to Cory for taking charge and getting him to Dallas quickly. No one knew how much time Nicole had left and Brian was grateful to be with her.
 
   After the usual morning routine to open Bijan Rarities, Cory called the number at the Vatican. Conti’s secretary answered and Cory explained what had happened yesterday. “Mr. Sadler received news of a family emergency while he was waiting for the Cardinal to come on the line. He had to terminate the call and he flew to the States late yesterday. Please apologize to Cardinal Conti for his inability to speak with him at this time and tell his Eminence I am happy to assist if I can.”
 
   The assistant promised to relay the message and call Cory back. That afternoon the men spoke. The Cardinal told Cory that a man named Giovanni Moretti had given the missing manuscript from the Fifth Avenue bombing to the Church. The way Conti told it, it sounded like a donation – Conti omitted any reference to his having hired Moretti to get the book. He knew this whole story would have to be refined by the time he talked to Brian Sadler but for now it would do. He didn’t tell the assistant that Moretti was Spedino or that he’d paid for the stolen manuscript.
 
   Cory promised to speak with his boss about arranging a meeting in Rome to get the manuscript. After the call he emailed Brian with an update.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Outside the Baylor Hospital ICU waiting room Brian placed a call to the FBI in New York. He told Agent Underwood the cause behind Nicole’s near-fatal crash this morning. They agreed the possible involvement of John Spedino should be investigated. Underwood promised to get on it immediately.
 
   Brian scanned his emails and saw one from Cory that said, “Cardinal Conti is president of the Vatican Bank. He has the stolen manuscript and wants to know when you can come to Rome to get it back.”
 
   Brian responded quickly, “Tell him I’ll do it absolutely as quickly as I can. I won’t know for a while when I’ll be back there. I’ll advise when I know more. Relay that to the Cardinal please.” Cory Spencer did so.
 
   Brian spent most of the next three days at the hospital, using his iPad as his primary means of work and recreation. He alternated nights with Nicole’s mother and father – one of them stayed each night in the hospital’s on-site hotel just in case anything changed suddenly. Both he and Nicole’s parents had a key to her condo and they all used it as their base when not at the hospital. His parents had gone home, promising to come back in a flash if they were needed. Her sister stayed on but today she went home. She would come back on the weekend if everything stayed the same as now.
 
   The surgeons repaired Nicole’s broken arm and legs once they determined she was strong enough to survive the surgery. A doctor also did non-invasive examinations of her chest and abdomen. There appeared to be less internal damage than earlier thought; the internist would investigate further once she was more stable. Nicole’s brain scan was clear but a neurologist warned the trauma could have caused damage that wasn’t immediately apparent. They would monitor her brain activity closely.
 
   Her primary physician reported that Nicole’s condition remained critical and cautioned everyone that she was very seriously injured. Nicole lay in a coma and he wouldn’t speculate on her chances for recovery until she was awake. The good news, the doctor said, was that she was young, strong and in good health.
 
   It was convenient that Brian kept clothes at Nicole’s place for his visits to Dallas. Thanks to that and a rental car, he had everything he needed to stay for a period of time. There had been one mistake he had made, he reflected, when Randall Carter asked him if he wanted to see Nicole’s car – it had been towed to a Mercedes dealership on Lemmon Avenue. Far out in a back lot sat the crushed machine, barely recognizable as the sleek convertible it had once been. He didn’t know how she’d survived. He just hoped she’d make it now.
 
   On the third morning Brian made a decision to work on something that had been in both their minds for a long time. Without mentioning anything to Nicole’s parents he met an old friend for lunch. Eddie Simmons was a commercial real estate agent who leased upscale retail space. It was Brian’s first step in considering opening a gallery in Dallas. Close to his roots. More importantly, close to Nicole.
 
   At three pm Nicole’s parents, her sister and Brian were back in the ICU waiting room, struggling to pass the time as people do in these situations. It was a boring, sterile place to be at best and the sounds and smells of the hospital were constant reminders that the person Brian loved was fifty feet away fighting for her life. Brian checked mail while her father catnapped. Her sister and mom read books.
 
   Suddenly a nurse opened the door and said, “Come in, all of you. She’s awake!”
 
   The nurse warned that she was under a lot of medication and wouldn’t likely know them. She also said they could stay only a couple of minutes. “Don’t do anything sudden,” the nurse cautioned. “Make every move slow and easy. She’s been through a terrible ordeal and it’s not over by a long shot.”
 
   Her eyelids fluttered as Nicole’s mother ushered Brian up front to her side. Her family stood on the other. She looked at Brian and the glimmer of a smile appeared. It was faint – just a little turn of her lips, actually – but Brian knew it was there.
 
   “Hey, baby. How are you feeling?”
 
   Her lips opened slightly but no sounds came out. She looked at him quizzically, not understand what was happening. She tried again with the same result. Then she gave up and very slowly turned her eyes toward her parents. Her mother squeezed her hand a little but got nothing back. “We love you, Nicole,” she said as they all cried.
 
   Her eyes squinted as she struggled to talk. “Wh…where…” she whispered.
 
   “You’re in the hospital, Nicole. You had an accident in your car. You were pretty banged up and now you’re recovering. You’ve been here three days so far.”
 
   Her eyes opened wide in surprise. Although she couldn’t communicate they knew she didn’t realize she’d been here that long. Her ability to comprehend that statement is a positive thing right now, Brian thought.
 
   As they left she gave Brian a very light tap on the hand and opened her lips again. But nothing came out. A tear rolled down her cheek and she mouthed the word “love.”
 
   There wasn’t a dry eye in the ICU waiting room after that visit.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
   Vatican City/Beaulieu-sur-Mer, France
 
    
 
   The pressure of work at the Vatican allowed the Cardinal no time for decrypting the document. As days passed he spent an hour here, an hour there, making excruciatingly slow progress. Finally he had enough. The information in the ancient book could be phenomenal. What secrets did the Templars protect? He was certain he would find out if he had the time to decode it.
 
   He received and destroyed the copy of the manuscript that had been in the Monument Club’s library in London. That tied up one loose end; he doubted any other copies existed. And not a word had been heard from Officer Messina since he had so rudely parked himself outside Conti’s office. Perhaps the man had learned just how influential the cleric was and decided he was heading down the wrong path. Perhaps he had wisely made the choice not to cross such a powerful man as I, Conti thought smugly.
 
   Oddly, Brian Sadler hadn’t called back to arrange to get the original manuscript. Conti thought the man would have been right on this project. Perhaps the family emergency that his assistant mentioned in the call last week was ongoing. No matter. Conti had the coded pages he’d removed – the manuscript was just a diary without them. Interesting but of no real value.
 
   It was time to finish the decryption. Dominic requested a couple of weeks off, called an old friend who was one of Italy’s wealthiest shipping magnates and arranged to use his house in quaint Beaulieu-sur-Mer on the French Riviera not far from Nice. No one would be there but him and a staff of five so it was guaranteed to be quiet enough to finish his work.
 
   He sat on the patio of the palatial residence, the azure blue of the Mediterranean Sea stretching in front of him as far as the eye could see. A massive infinity pool lay to his left; it appeared to drop directly off the end of the patio into thin air. He had spent the morning out here, decoding.
 
   Today we find ourselves challenged. As stewards of the secrets we, the sixteen leaders of our Order, no longer can guarantee the safety of the Most Holy Relics. Since we were entrusted with their care in the year of our Lord 1129 it has been our privilege and duty to protect the location and integrity of these sacred items. And we have done so without fail. Today unrest in the land where they lie creates fear and mistrust in the hearts of the people. They now see us as their enemies and loathe us, the very ones they should trust the most.
 
   The future of our mission is at risk. The relics themselves are at risk.
 
   We the sixteen have voted to solicit the help of our Venetian friend the Voyager. Although not a member of our Order, he has been of assistance before. More importantly, he now has the blessing of England’s monarch. We must engage him quickly. We must move the relics. Time is short and the Voyager is our only answer. An envoy is being dispatched to Bristol tomorrow to seek his help.
 
   Let us pray for success.
 
   According to the diary entries preceding this encoded page, the year was 1496. Dominic Conti read the paragraphs twice, then again. On a notepad he wrote bullet points listing what he now knew.
 
    
    	The year is 1496.
 
    	The Templars protect something they call the Most Holy Relics.
 
    	They have been doing this since 1129.
 
    	There is unrest in the land where the relics are hidden and those people no longer trust the Templars.
 
    	The men believe their mission is in danger and want to move the relics.
 
    	They are going to enlist the help of a man from Venice they call the Voyager.
 
    	He is in Bristol.
 
    	He is a friend but not a Templar himself.
 
    	He has the blessing of England’s monarch.
 
    	He set the manuscript aside. The bullet points would require research. One was easy to deal with – Conti picked up his phone and quickly found out that Henry VII was King of England in 1496. The Venetian Voyager had Henry’s blessing – presumably for a journey.
 
   
 
   Lunchtime was approaching. Soon someone would come around with wine. The staff maintained the house impeccably but they were like ghosts – around exactly when you needed something but invisible otherwise. He had no idea where they stayed on the property; all he knew was that he had full run of an eighteen-room mansion hanging on a cliff overlooking the sea. To some it would have been lonely – a place more for sharing with a loved one – but Conti was a priest, after all. He was accustomed to being alone and he loved the solitude.
 
   This trip was especially nice – he’d been here four days and the decryption project was moving ahead well. Barring interruption he would finish all thirteen coded pages before he returned to Rome next week. And what things he was seeing as the code was translated! Like a best-selling novel, this was a real page-turner. He just wished he could work faster. It was a laborious, meticulous project and one had to be careful in order to get everything right the first time. He’d incorrectly translated a few symbols earlier and it cost him a lot of time. He couldn’t afford more mistakes. He had to concentrate on every symbol.
 
   Conti glanced at his watch; it was almost 11:30 am and he knew soon one of the staff would appear with a cold glass of that wonderful French white he’d enjoyed last night at the casino in Monte Carlo. Dominic wore street clothes this entire trip to remain anonymous. He wasn’t identifiable as a pillar of the Roman Catholic Church any longer. Last night he had been just another Italian tourist in slacks and a sport coat having a nice meal and a brief run at the craps table in the casino before his driver returned him to the villa.
 
   He had mentioned to the butler this morning at breakfast how much he enjoyed the wine at the casino. The man asked what particular one it was. Dominic told him and the butler said, “We will serve it today before lunch.”
 
   Four days ago Conti would have doubted the man’s ability to make good on that promise but now he knew it would happen. Not maybe. Absolutely. Somehow these people could do about anything. If you wanted a piece of sea bass grilled exactly as in that particular five-star restaurant in Paris, they made it happen. He knew the wealthy had ways of pulling strings. Obviously they taught their staff the magic as well.
 
   The way of life of the very rich is a good one. For me, a poor man of the cloth, I am just humbled and honored to be here.
 
   He laughed out loud at his thought. Truth be told, he believed just the opposite. I deserve this kind of life. I could get used to this. With the help of some four hundred-year-old knights it might just happen.
 
   The server arrived with a chilled glass of the wine he had enjoyed last night in Monaco. Dominic came out of his reverie and returned to the present – a magnificent day on the French Riviera, a glass of perfect wine and a book of secrets to decode. Life was good.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Forty
 
   Dallas
 
    
 
   Every day brought changes for Nicole, some more pronounced than others. She opened her eyes often and glanced around the room, apparently processing where she was and who was there.
 
   On the morning of the fourth day she had looked at Brian and whispered, “Why?”
 
   “Why did this happen? Is that what you’re asking?”
 
   She didn’t move her head but her eyes locked expectantly on his. Brian couched his answer carefully; the doctor had told them not to say anything that could upset her.
 
   “The brakes failed on your car, Nicole. That’s all we know. It wasn’t your fault.”
 
   Nicole seemed to be thinking for a moment, then her eyes closed and she was gone again.
 
   Brian worked on business matters and translation of the manuscript from Nicole’s apartment each morning. It helped that he was an early riser. Every morning at five, eleven am in London, he spoke with Cory Spencer. Things were going well at Bijan Rarities and Cory handled most routine matters himself.
 
   Brian had missed Arthur Borland’s funeral and he regretted he couldn’t have been there for Carissa but she completely understood. As long as Nicole was in critical condition it was senseless to fly to London for an hour-long memorial. He had spoken to Carissa several times since he’d been in Dallas. There was no further information from the police about Arthur’s death but she was hopeful Brian’s continuing look into his activities might provide an answer.
 
   Each morning following his call to London Brian fixed an egg and toast, grabbed a second cup of coffee and worked on the manuscript until nine am when he drove to the hospital. His materials were strewn about Nicole’s computer table and he used her Mac for translation and research.
 
   The first morning he’d started by going through the pages to determine exactly how to begin. Unbeknownst to him, Brian was at a decided disadvantage to Dominic Cardinal Conti. The journal entries were sometimes written in Latin, sometimes in French or even in English. The latter was medieval – it looked to Brian like Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales – and from his single-semester attempt at French in high school he thought those words looked ancient as well. Conti, on the other hand, was fluent in Latin and had a good working knowledge of medieval French and English. It took Brian a frustratingly long time to read even one entry. The dates themselves seemed the only things easy to read. The first entry was in 1475 and the last was in 1699.
 
   Brian saw that every so often there appeared a page with nothing but tiny symbols. He passed quickly over those – his goal now was to get an overview of the entire project. The last few pages were entries like a diary, followed by a final group of symbol-covered pages. Last of all was a sheet that looked different from the others. In a way it was like them, in other ways not. He examined it closely and then flipped back to one of the pages of symbols. This last page appeared to be an answer sheet – a decoder. It was covered with symbols that also appeared throughout the book. Next to each symbol was either a letter of the alphabet or a medieval French word. If the symbol pages were in code maybe this page was the solution.
 
   He had started on page one but the process was far more difficult than he had anticipated. He was working from a scanned copy and some of the script was faded. Compounding the problem were the three ancient languages – a few Latin words, then an abrupt switch to medieval French or English. After an hour and half a page of translation he got a gist of what he had before him. This was a journal with chronological entries – a diary. It was interesting but there had to be more than this.
 
   He flipped over until he came to the first full page of symbols. He used the sheet he hoped would break the code, applying it to each symbol. After he’d done a few words he stopped and translated what he had written. He saw a familiar name – Jesus. Strange, he thought. The words were part of the New Testament account of Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection.
 
   He stopped. What’s this all about? Who went to this much trouble to encode bible verses? And why am I suffering through decoding them? Suddenly Brian had an idea that might simplify this project a thousand-fold.
 
   Brian quit working on the manuscript and composed an email to Jeffrey Montfort. He had a complicated request that he hoped the bookish librarian could fulfill. Brian wanted a computer program that allowed a person to enter random series of words in one of three old languages and get an English translation back. Brian explained that absent such a program it might take a year to translate the book. He wasn’t sure what it said but someone had killed to get it. He might not have a lot of time.
 
   Brian sat in the ICU waiting room in the afternoon and checked his mail. He was pleased to see that Jeffrey was hot on the chase to solve Brian’s dilemma. The librarian would contact a friend, one of the Monument Club’s members who ran the computer sciences department at Cambridge University.
 
   At seven the next morning Brian had finished his call to London and was seated at Nicole’s desk, the manuscript copy in front of him. He skipped the journal entries for now, hoping Jeffrey could alleviate the slow progress of translating. Instead he was working his way down the page of coded symbols, one by one. He compared every single symbol with the decoder sheet and then wrote the letter or word on a notepad. His phone rang – it was a call from London.
 
   “Good early morning to you!” The librarian sounded exuberant and Brian hoped it was because he had good news.
 
   “And to you, Jeffrey. What have you learned?”
 
   “First let me say the man I contacted has impeccable credentials and has helped the British Government with some extremely sensitive computer issues. He won’t tell me specifics but I know he’s highly regarded by MI6 – you know, our version of the CIA? So secrets are old hat to this chap. I said all that to say this. I took the liberty of emailing a copy of the manuscript to him. Listen to this, Brian. Cambridge’s computers not only can do the translating for us, he took a look at the symbol pages and the decoder sheet at the end. His computer can decode those too!”
 
   “Incredible! Great job, Jeffrey!” Brian said. He meant it. This was too good to be true. He had only a tiny spark of concern that yet another person might be privy to the manuscript’s secrets, but the man sounded legit and the time tradeoff was definitely worth the risk.
 
   “And listen to this. The programs to make this happen already exist. He just has to tweak a couple and bam! This project will be done before you know it. Day after tomorrow, in fact!”
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Nicole’s condition was improving. It was slow, but it was progress. For the first time her primary physician gave the family an optimistic forecast – he said Nicole was on the way to recovery and upgraded her condition from critical to guarded. Up to this point Brian could tell each of the doctor’s updates had been carefully phrased. He had used terms like “she has a long way to go” and “she’s not out of the woods yet.” Today was a major shift and cause for relief among Nicole’s family and Brian.
 
   If things continued to improve with Nicole he needed to go back to London for a few days soon. There were several routine issues that required his attention and would be better handled in person than by email or phone. He also wanted to meet the Cardinal and get the manuscript that had suddenly changed from a throwaway piece of junk to a mysterious document that was the cause of a bombing.
 
   Brian called the Vatican number and reached Cardinal Conti’s secretary who advised the Cardinal was vacationing in the south of France but was scheduled to return next week. He left a message for the cleric to call at his convenience.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   On the sixth day of Nicole’s hospitalization the primary doctor removed her ventilator. Although her breathing was still labored, prolonged use of a vent can cause pneumonia or other complications, the physician advised. ICU nurses would monitor her vital signs closely. Without the help of the ventilator she took very shallow breaths, hardly enough to move her chest. Watching as she slept Brian thought several times her breathing had stopped. Each time that happened he frantically looked at a monitor by her bed to confirm things were all right.
 
   The internist reported that Nicole’s chest and abdomen appeared bruised but otherwise good. No surgery was necessary. Her progress would be slow but she should have a full recovery in time.
 
   Two days later she was awake for several minutes in the afternoon. Sitting by her side Brian said, “I’m going to Europe for a few days, sweetie. I need to take care of some things and then I’ll come right back. Your mom and dad will be here just like they have been. Do you understand, Nicole?”
 
   She slowly mouthed, “Going.” And she cried. So did he. He kissed her forehead gently and stayed beside her until she fell asleep. Then he walked out, feeling as though he’d just beaten a puppy.
 
   In the waiting room Brian talked to Nicole’s mother. He’d mentioned earlier that he needed to go to London soon but wasn’t leaving until it was a good time. “I’m sorry to take off right now but I have a few critical things to handle. Then I promise I’ll be right back here to help.”
 
   “Go on, Brian. She’s improving – that’s good news for everyone. There’s not much you can do here but offer moral support. You have a company to run. Her father and l can handle it. One or the other of us will be with her every day. Take whatever time you need.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Forty-One
 
   His vacation on the Riviera drawing to a close, Cardinal Conti was almost finished decoding the mysterious pages of symbols. He had steadfastly resisted reading bits and pieces as he went along. Dominic wanted to read the entire thing at one time, to digest what these Templars had considered so secret.
 
   Conti owed Brian Sadler a phone call. The cleric saw nothing to be gained by delaying the handoff of the original manuscript, so Conti returned his call. He and Brian agreed that Brian would be in Rome the day after tomorrow. They would meet in Conti’s office in the Vatican Bank where Brian would take possession of the Crane brothers’ manuscript minus, thanks to the Cardinal, the encoded pages.
 
   The appointment fit perfectly into Brian’s schedule; he could go to Rome first, pick up the volume then return to London to spend several days at the gallery. He called Jeffrey Montfort to let him know he was coming back.
 
   “Good afternoon, Brian!” Jeffrey said enthusiastically. “I’m sure you’re calling to inquire where the translated document is. Well, I’m pleased to report it’s being sent to me by email this afternoon. It will be in your hands before I leave the Club tonight. Good news, don’t you think?”
 
   “That’s wonderful, Jeffrey. I can’t wait to see it. And I was also calling to let you know I’m coming back to London in a couple of days. I have to go to Rome first. I’m going to pick up the original manuscript from the Cardinal who apparently got it from John Spedino, the mobster.”
 
   “Oh really? What’s the Cardinal’s name?”
 
   “It’s Dominic Conti. He’s head of the Vatican Bank. That’s where he and I are going to meet in a couple of days.”
 
   “Dominic Conti. I saw something about him recently during my research. At the moment I can’t recall what it was. If I locate something I’ll call before your meeting. It’s day after tomorrow, you said?”
 
   “Right. Then hopefully I can see you on Friday. I’ll fly to London Thursday after I get the book. I need to go to the gallery Friday morning. Can we get together around 1:30?”
 
   That meeting was set and Brian finalized his travel plans.
 
   He stayed close to Nicole’s bedside until Wednesday. She was awake more and more. Although she spoke only a word or two they all thought she could comprehend what they said to her. That afternoon he kissed her goodbye and went to DFW Airport. He made a connection in Chicago and arrived in Rome on Thursday, the day of his meeting.
 
   He had received a voicemail from Jeffrey Montfort while he was on the plane. In a cab from the airport to central Rome he listened to it. “Brian, I remembered what I’d seen about Dominic Conti. You probably think the Knights Templars Order is part of the Masonic Lodge. But there’s a different set of Templars. These are directly descended from the ancient and original ones. They’re part of the Catholic Church and Conti’s head of the secret order. I was looking online at some routine notes handed from Pope Benedict to the new pontiff. They were appointments to this board and that committee within the Church. Dominic Cardinal Conti’s name showed up as being appointed head of the ‘Order.’ I thought that was a bit cryptic – I googled it and found out that’s the name the Church uses for the Knights Templars. Pretty simple detective work!” Brian had to smile at the librarian’s delight in having known what Brian needed.
 
   Jeffrey ended the voicemail by saying, “Few people are aware of the Catholic Templars. Feel free to use the information I’ve given you if you need it. See you Friday!”
 
   


  
 



Part Two
 
   


 
   
  
 



The Coded Symbols of the Knights Templars Diaries
 
   “Now there stood by the cross of Jesus his mother, and his mother’s sister, Mary the wife of Cleophas, and Mary Magdelene. When Jesus therefore saw his mother, and the disciple standing by, whom he loved, he saith unto his mother, Woman, behold thy son! Then saith he to the disciple, Behold thy mother! And from that hour that disciple took her unto his own home.
 
   The first day of the week cometh Mary Magdelene early, when it was yet dark, unto the sepulchre, and seeth the stone taken away from the sepulchre. Then she runneth and cometh to Simon Peter and to the other disciple, whom Jesus loved, and saith unto them, They have taken away the Lord out of the sepulchre, and we know not where they have laid him. Peter therefore went forth, and that other disciple, and came to the sepulchre. So they ran both together; and the other disciple did outrun Peter and came first to the sepulchre.
 
   And he stooping down and looking in, saw the linen clothes lying, yet he went not in. Then cometh Simon Peter following him, and went into the sepulchre, and seeth the linen clothes lie, and the napkin, that was about his head, not lying with the linen clothes but wrapped together in a place by itself.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   O Lord, hear our prayer. By the grace of God our Father and his Son Jesus the Christ our Lord we have been appointed defenders and guardians of the faith. Let our words and deeds be pleasing to Him and through His holy guidance may we steadfastly continue our mission, guarding the secret with which we have been entrusted for these three hundred sixty-seven years.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Carrying on the tradition of our forefathers, Pauvres Chevaliers du Temple, we the Templars risen from the ashes of our brethren like the Phoenix, do pledge to uphold the secrets given to us, to be faithful stewards of the wealth and treasure amassed and hidden by our forebears and to continue the good works of the Order.
 
   We have willingly assumed the responsibility to maintain the precious objects, religious artifacts, silver and gold we have been given through the grace of God our Father. As the ancients have written in the Bible, “Through wisdom is an house builded; and by understanding it is established. And by knowledge shall the chambers be filled with all precious and pleasant riches.” We the sixteen who lead the Templars are humbled by the mighty weight of the responsibility God has laid upon us.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Today we find ourselves challenged. As stewards of the secrets we, the sixteen leaders of our Order, no longer can guarantee the safety of the Most Holy Relics. Since we were entrusted with their care in the year of our Lord 1129 it has been our privilege and duty to protect the location and integrity of these sacred items. And we have done so without fail. Today unrest in the land where they lie creates fear and mistrust in the hearts of the people. They now see us as their enemies and loathe us, the very ones they should trust the most.
 
   The future of our mission is at risk. The relics themselves are at risk.
 
   We the sixteen have voted to solicit the help of our Venetian friend the Voyager. Although not a member of our Order, he has been of assistance before. More importantly, he now has the blessing of England’s monarch. We must engage him quickly. We must move the relics. Time is short and the Voyager is our only answer. An envoy is being dispatched to Bristol tomorrow to seek his help.
 
   Let us pray for success.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   The Most Holy Relics have rested in their vault far to the East for more than one thousand four hundred years. It is after much prayer and deliberation that the leaders make the difficult decision to move them from their sacred vault. We shall send an envoy of our most trusted Templars to remove the relics and bring them to the West.
 
   The journey will be fraught with difficulty. We are concerned that unrest in the land where they lie could cause harm to the relics themselves or to the trusted Templars who will bear them to safety. We have faced challenges many times in our history. Our founders were burned to death for what they believed. We will not falter; we will not be afraid; we will not waver. For God is with us. And if He is with us, no man can be against us.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   We have learned good news from our Templars who traveled to England. The Voyager has agreed to help us. In eight months’ time he shall sail, charting a new westward passage to China. And we shall sail with him.
 
   By now the men who went to Ephesus have retrieved the Most Holy Relics and, God willing, they are making their way back to us. They travel under heavy guard. There are more than twenty, strong fighting men all, and we pray fervently for safe travels and a journey free from strife. We know, however, that may not be possible. There are those who would take the relics by force, heathen unbelievers who would delight in their destruction. There are others who want the relics for their own designs. They want to be the owners of these sacred items, to hold them, pray to them, venerate them.
 
   Saint John, the disciple whom Jesus loved, was charged by our Saviour from the cross to care for the Lord’s mother as his own. And he did so. John took the Virgin Mary with him to Ephesus. At the appointed time Saint John hid the Most Holy Relics there for eternity. And there they would have stayed if it were not for this unrest in the land.
 
   Our mission comes from God our Father. The mission is not ours, but His. We will not fail.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   The men who rode to Ephesus, who now transport the Most Holy Relics, dispatched an advance man, a rider on the fastest horse, to give us news of their progress. The relics are in Italy now, more than halfway to our stronghold here in Bruges. We believe they will arrive here in two months’ time. We have arranged a safe hiding place to put the Most Holy Relics until we can determine a final place for them to rest in peace for the remainder of time, until our Lord comes again.
 
   We have engaged the Rook, a small but swift boat, and twenty of our Templars are presently sailing across the waters to join the Voyager in Bristol. They will accompany him as he searches for the route to China. Their mission is to find an area sufficiently remote and uninhabited, to build a suitable vault for God’s sacred items, and to await the transport of the Most Holy Relics themselves.
 
   With reliance on God’s guidance our engineers have crafted a complex plan, a means to construct a hiding place that will withstand not only the ravages of nature and time, but the schemes of man as well. The men who travel with the Voyager will build this vault. With God’s grace it will hide the Most Holy Relics forever more.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   We received word from Bristol that our ship the Rook sailed on the eighth day of May in the year of our Lord Fourteen Hundred Ninety Seven. The Rook accompanied the Voyager’s small ship Matthew and a crew of eighteen. It is fitting that the lead ship is named for one of our Lord’s most trusted and devoted Apostles. We the Knights Templars likewise have been entrusted with the Most Holy Relics. We expect the arrival of our men from Ephesus any day now and are ready to accept the burden of caring for the relics until they can be moved to their final resting place.
 
   We wish the Voyager, his crew of eighteen brave souls and our own twenty strong Templars God speed and safe travels to China, if that be where God leads them, or to another place God reveals to our men. We all offer much prayer that they will easily recognize the place God has chosen for His relics. We further pray that the construction of the hiding place will be accomplished with speed and accuracy.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   A day of great celebration here in Bruges! The entourage arrived from Ephesus after five long months of journey across southern Europe and northwards to us. We welcomed them with open arms but no fanfare otherwise. The load they carry contains the Most Holy Relics. Our primary motive now is to move them to the safe place that we have arranged for their temporary safekeeping.
 
   The Bishop is aware only that some items of importance to the Church are being secreted in the crypts below the nave of the cathedral. He has no knowledge what they are and we have deliberately misled him about the exact whereabouts they will be laid. It is for his own good, as well as the safety of the items themselves, and we ask God’s forgiveness for the lies we have told this man of the church.
 
   There have been rumors in this city that our Order is bringing important items of the Church here for safekeeping. Despite our efforts we have been unable to stop word from being spread. It is unfortunate that we cannot tell the populace what the relics really are. We fear that the people believe we are bringing things of great monetary value – gold and silver, precious stones and ancient cups, perhaps even the Holy Grail. These are things people will steal and even kill for. But this is not what we protect.
 
   If they could only know the Most Holy Relics are far, far more valuable than mere silver or gold. They are the most precious things on Earth and we, the Knights Templars who are entrusted with their perpetual care, will not shirk in our duty to defend and protect them to the death.
 
   Those of our Order will guard the relics at all times while they rest here in Bruges. We pray to God for their safety and thank Him for their successful journey from Ephesus.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   For these past four months we have ensured the safety of the Most Holy Relics. As far as the populace knows they lie safely beneath the nave of the cathedral, protected at every moment by one or another of our Templars.
 
   The truth about their whereabouts is the most closely guarded secret in our history. People in Ephesus think the relics are still there; our Templar brethren removed them and whisked them out of the city gates under cover of darkness. The citizenry here in Bruges believe we put something valuable in the cathedral crypt, now closely guarded by our own soldiers. How surprised the people, even the Bishop himself, would be to know the Most Holy Relics lie hidden in plain sight. At times the best hiding place is no hiding place at all.
 
   There has of course been no word from our hearty travelers on the Rook for these four months. We pray they found a suitable place to build the final resting place and today are hard at work constructing it according to the plans of the Templar engineers.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   By God’s grace we received news today of our brethren and the Rook. One of our own was assigned to wait in Bristol until the Voyager’s ship Matthew returned from its trip to China. At last the Voyager has returned to Bristol. Our brother received news from the Voyager along with a letter embossed with a Templars seal. Our brother rode day and night to the coast of England. He boarded a ship and today arrived in Bruges carrying the letter from our brothers on the Rook.
 
   The two ships bearing the Voyager’s crew and our twenty brave men reached land after almost fifty days at sea. It did not appear to be China, the Voyager said. Perhaps it was a previously unknown land. While the Voyager explored the apparently uninhabited shoreline, several of our men took our small boat a few miles north and found a perfect place for the relics. It was as though God led them directly to an island not far from the mainland, with a small, protected bay. The location is remote but tranquil. It will meet our needs completely. Thanks be to God.
 
   Our brothers advised the Voyager they would create a Knights Templars settlement in this land and sailed the Rook north to the island. They commenced building rude shelters to house themselves during construction of the hiding place. Within a week they had begun to excavate a shaft, felling mighty oak trees as they needed the wood to shore up the sides of the pit they were creating.
 
   It was unfortunate that the Voyager chose to involve himself in things best left to our brothers. He and his men sailed the Matthew north to see where our brethren had gone. They saw our settlement, the construction of the pit and its location. Going there was an unfortunate decision by this seafaring man. He has been of immense help to us. Now what he has seen is a liability. When the time is right we must deal with him.
 
   The secrets we protect are the most important things on Earth and we are charged by God to use any means to ensure their safety. For now the Voyager knows only that we are building a settlement. If he ever returns to this place we have settled, he must be dealt with in the harshest way. The secrets will be maintained and the hiding place secured forever.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   I am Marco Cabreto, elected by my brothers to lead the Templars. Today, God willing, I along with six others of our Order shall sail with the Voyager back to the land where our men are constructing the secret place.
 
   A day ago we took the Most Holy Relics from their hiding place, the bookcase of my villa on the coast. They were on the shelf in plain sight and not a person gave them so much as a glance while they rested there.
 
   It is the twelfth of May in the year of our Lord Fourteen Hundred Ninety Eight. We have the box containing the relics and will transport them on the Voyager’s lead ship. For this trip he has a fleet of five sturdy ships and a crew of three hundred.
 
   On this voyage we have no need of our own ship, the Rook being already in the unknown land to which we sail, along with twenty of our brethren.
 
   We pray the grace and favor of God for smooth sailing and favorable winds as we transverse the great ocean. Protect our precious cargo and our brave men.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   We have safely returned from our journey. For fourteen months we have aided our brothers as they finished the hiding place, created elaborate safeguards as our engineers instructed, and carefully laid the Most Holy Relics in their new home. Once they were in place it took us several weeks to test the traps. Everything worked as it was intended and we departed for Bruges, confident the relics are now safe for eternity.
 
   Because of his decision to learn where our Templar brethren were building their settlement, the Voyager was dealt with. One of his five ships had taken on water early into the voyage and returned to Ireland. The other four carried on to the new land with a crew of around two hundred.
 
   Almost all of the two hundred crew perished from pestilence or an outbreak of food poisoning that was created by our own efforts. The rest of them, including the Voyager himself, were so ill as to be rendered helpless. The twenty-six of us swiftly and easily dispatched them to their eternal fates.
 
   The taking of human life is an unfortunate but necessary burden we guardians face during our journey. The safety and secrecy of our mission is paramount, entrusted to us by God Himself.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Forty-Two
 
   French Riviera/Dallas
 
    
 
   After the laborious job of decoding the symbol-covered pages Dominic Cardinal Conti read the finished product. It was the last day of his glorious vacation in France and he sat outdoors where he’d spent most of his time. Tomorrow he would fly from Nice to Rome and back to the grind of life inside the Vatican. Today he was engrossed in the translation he had written over many days. He could almost feel the adventure in the words of the Knights Templars as they prepared to move the mysterious “Most Holy Relics” from Ephesus to Bristol, then to unknown points westward across the Atlantic Ocean.
 
   As Dominic sat reading on the expansive patio overlooking the Mediterranean Sea, Brian Sadler was in Dallas reading the same set of decoded pages. He had printed the computer-generated translation from Jeffrey Montfort’s friend at Cambridge. This time he skipped the diary entries and read only the pages that had been covered with symbols. Those coded entries had to be the most important ones. As he read he was fascinated by what these men had done and unsure what the Most Holy Relics might be.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   One thing kept popping up in Brian’s mind: North America. Specifically, Oak Island, Nova Scotia. Whoever the Voyager was, he was seeking a passage to China and a monarch had financed him. Brian’s first thought was Christopher Columbus, who believed he’d discovered a shortcut to India but instead arrived in the Americas. Was the Voyager Columbus himself? He stopped to google the phrase “where was Christopher Columbus in 1498?” The answer wasn’t surprising but it removed Columbus from contention as the Voyager.
 
   First problem: wrong monarch. Although an Italian, Columbus was sailing under the Spanish flag. He would have had no reason to be in Bristol; his departures were from various ports in Spain. Second problem: wrong place. On May 30, 1498, Columbus sailed from Sanlucar, Spain to the New World, specifically the Caribbean islands he had previously visited. He didn’t return until 1500. He couldn’t have sailed from Bristol, England with five ships and three hundred men on May 12 of the same year.
 
   Setting aside further speculation, Brian continued his scrutiny of the Templars pages. He’d do research later. There were plenty of clues and enough dates in the decoded pages to likely learn the identity of the Voyager. For now he wanted to read the entire story.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Cardinal Conti had his bullet point notes from the earlier diary entry close at hand. Finding the identity of the Voyager was a snap – it had taken ten seconds to enter the keywords “Matthew,” “ship” and “1497”. He knew the name of the Voyager and that the ship sailed from Bristol to North America,
 
   “presumably Newfoundland,” according to the article, in 1497. The Voyager was Giovanni Caboto. When he moved to England and became a sailor for Henry VII he changed his name to John Cabot, a man whom most historians believe claimed the lands of Nova Scotia, Newfoundland, Labrador and perhaps Maine for the King of England.
 
   The information on Cabot fit perfectly. He made his first voyage in May, 1497, just as the manuscript said. His second trip was in May 1498, sailing from Bristol with five ships and a crew of three hundred. The historical facts fit the Templars’ account precisely. The only omission from history was that a small ship called the Rook manned by Knights Templars sailed with Cabot on his first voyage, and that six more of the Order joined Cabot’s second voyage.
 
   And what of Cabot’s demise? Could the Templars in a faraway land actually have killed him and his men as the coded symbols alleged? Cardinal Conti read the rest of the article. Every fact fit perfectly so far. Did this fit too?
 
   Historically there is an element of mystery about the fate of John Cabot. An Internet article told the story of Cabot’s five ships, one of which turned back to Ireland after becoming disabled, just as the Templars described. Nothing was ever heard from the rest. Some historians believe the other ships may have been lost at sea. Others think Cabot and his men made it to North America and subsequently disappeared, perhaps killed by natives. A few believe Cabot turned up in Bristol years later after claiming North America for England.
 
   So, Conti thought, the story told by the Templars could be correct. No one knows for sure what happened to Cabot and his men. There is no proof of the sailor’s whereabouts after his departure from Bristol in May of 1498. A wave of sadness come over the cleric as he came to grips with what he now knew.
 
   The Cardinal sat back in his chair. So it’s true. Everything fits. Oak Island, Nova Scotia. We Templars have heard for years that our brothers in the fifteenth century buried something valuable there. Relics they termed “most holy.” But those stories were distorted as the centuries progressed, fact blending with fiction until the truth was lost. Apparently there had no longer been a need to have men there to guard the relics. They were hidden well and “forever more” according to the men who buried them. Over the years people forgot exactly what, and where and who. Until now. The coded pages revealed the secret.
 
   He was deeply disturbed as he pondered the implication of the Templars manuscript. “Most holy relics,” he said out loud. “Bones. There are bones in the pit.” What a sobering, shattering realization. Given the coded Bible verses, that was the only reasonable conclusion. This was horrifying. Everything would change for the Church if this information became public.
 
   Dominic Conti had no idea Brian Sadler was reading the same translation at the same time, thousands of miles away. The Cardinal believed he was the only man on earth privy to a mysterious, obscure secret that should remain veiled forever. Otherwise it would change the entire world.
 
   Dominic Conti considered himself a religious man, of course. But he had human frailties – even though he was a leader in the Church he prayed less often than he should. But now he fell to his knees, asking God to help him decide what to do with the secret he had discovered. He never expected an exciting search for hidden treasure to have this outcome. This situation couldn’t be worse. He felt the burden of an entire religion on his shoulders. He felt genuine contrition for his sins, especially the one he now faced. He had opened Pandora’s box. He had unleashed a monster. Tears flowed as he sobbed, praying for guidance for himself but more importantly for the Church.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   Brian finished the translated pages of symbols. Within minutes he had retrieved the same online information about John Cabot that the Cardinal had seen. It was becoming obvious that Oak Island could be the place the Knights Templars took the relics for burial.
 
   One other thing piqued Brian’s interest. Maybe it was coincidence, maybe not. John Cabot was an Italian whose birth name was Giovanni Caboto. The man who gave the Templars manuscripts to the Vatican in 1875 was named Marco Caboto. It took less than twenty minutes to review the extensive online biography of John Cabot, and the less expansive but also sufficient profile of the wealthy Marco Caboto. Giovanni Caboto, who became John Cabot, was Marco’s grandfather many generations back. Marco Caboto had somehow obtained the Templars manuscripts because his ancestor ferried the guardians and the Most Holy Relics to Nova Scotia. Incredible.
 
   Unlike Cardinal Conti who knelt in tearful prayer, Brian was excited, invigorated – feelings he hadn’t known since Nicole’s accident. She came first, of course. But she was improving steadily, thank God. Now Brian had a mission. Now an adventure awaited him!
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Forty-Three
 
   Vatican City
 
    
 
   As he sat in an expansive waiting area Brian glanced into his satchel where he had put the copy of the manuscript. Since the Cardinal had had the original book for a couple of weeks Brian presumed he had spent time looking at it. Brian had questions and looked forward to discussing the ancient book with the cleric. Hopefully he would find more information about the other volumes in the set as well.
 
   Brian was brought to the beautiful office of the Cardinal and offered tea. Dominic Cardinal Conti introduced himself and welcomed Brian to the Vatican.
 
   “Are you Catholic, Mr. Sadler?” The Cardinal’s English was cultured, tinged by only a slight Italian accent.
 
   “I’m not but like everyone else I’m overwhelmed by the sheer beauty of everything here in the Vatican. It’s such a magnificent place. I always enjoy coming to Rome. It’s one of my favorite places to visit.”
 
   The tea arrived and the talk turned to the manuscript. The ancient volume sat on the desk between the Cardinal and Brian. Dominic opened it up to a random page and said, “It’s my pleasure to return this book to you. You may not know that in the papal archives are the other four volumes of the set to which this one also belonged. If you and your client decide to sell this book we would appreciate being notified. Of course, we could also offer a generous tax deduction for the owner if he chose to donate it.” The cleric smiled.
 
   “I’ll pass the information along, Eminence. May I ask how you came into possession of this manuscript? You know, I’m sure, that it was stolen from my gallery in New York during a bombing.”
 
   “I do know that and I offer my condolences at the losses you suffered. An anonymous person donated the book to the Church. I wasn’t involved in obtaining it. I apologize that I don’t know anything about that. I was assured the book itself couldn’t have been the cause of the tragedy in New York. After all, it turned up here not long afterwards.”
 
   Although he thought the cleric’s response somewhat naïve, Brian took it at face value. It was unlikely a man as senior in the affairs of the Catholic Church as Conti would have had direct knowledge of a crime such as this. He moved on.
 
   “On a related subject, may I ask your opinion about something?”
 
   “Of course, Mr. Sadler. Anything.”
 
   Brian rose and turned to the front of the manuscript. He flipped a few pages then looked puzzled. “May I?” he said, turning the book around so he could read the pages.
 
   Brian turned one page, then another, then flipped back again. The Cardinal watched him closely.
 
   “Are you looking for something in particular, Mr. Sadler?” Conti asked.
 
   “This is strange. Let me show you something.” Brian opened his briefcase and took out the thick sheaf of papers that was the scanned copy of the manuscript. He flipped a few pages and came to the first page of coded symbols. Pulling it out, he laid it in front of Cardinal Conti.
 
   The cleric’s face turned ashen. He tried to conceal his shock. Where had this man gotten a copy of the manuscript? The man in the Monument Club library assured him the only copy had been taken. Conti had destroyed that copy. Where did Brian Sadler get another?
 
   “What do you have here?” Conti tried to appear nonchalant.
 
   “Have you spent much time looking at the manuscript, Eminence?”
 
   “A bit. I’ve read some diary entries here and there. It makes for interesting reading but frankly it’s a bit dull in my opinion. I had hoped for a little adventure!” The Cardinal talked more freely than normal; he was hoping to find out what Brian Sadler knew.
 
   “This page is different from the others. There are thirteen of them in the manuscript. But this is strange. The original book doesn’t have this page. Look, Eminence.” Brian leaned over the desk and examined the book’s binding closely. “Someone’s removed this page.”
 
   The Cardinal feigned surprise as Brian carefully turned the ancient pages one by one until he came to the place where the next sheet of symbols belonged.
 
   “This one’s gone too. And do you see, Eminence? It’s been removed too.”
 
   “All right, Mr. Sadler. I understand what you’re saying. Pardon me if I don’t see the significance of some missing pages. The manuscript is very old, after all. Could they have been lost along the way? Couldn’t they even have just fallen out?”
 
   “Unlikely. From what I’ve seen here, I think the only missing pages are the ones with symbols. That seems strange, don’t you think?”
 
   Conti was wary, cautious. He hoped the response to his next question wouldn’t create a problem.
 
   “And what do the…what did you call them, ‘symbol pages,’…contain, Mr. Sadler?”
 
   Brian had no reason to hide the truth. He believed this Cardinal, head of both a national bank and the Knights Templars, would be an ally in finding the truth about the Templars manuscript.
 
   “Cardinal Conti, I need to tell you that I’m aware of your secret work.”
 
   Dear God in Heaven. What did this man mean? Dominic felt a wave of heat sweep over his body. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead. He strove to maintain his composure.
 
   “I’m not sure what you’re saying, Mr. Sadler. What do you believe is my ‘secret work’?”
 
   “You’re head of the organization known as the Knights Templars. I wanted to let you know I am aware of that fact so perhaps you can help me.”
 
   Conti relaxed. “I’m afraid you’re mistaken, Mr. Sadler. The Knights Templars were eradicated in the fourteenth century.”
 
   “I mean no disrespect, Eminence. The Knights Templars exist today. I know that you are head of that secret Order within the Church. I want to share some potentially important information with you. I have no idea why the original doesn’t have these particular pages, but I located a copy in the archives at a library in London. Luckily my copy did have those missing pages. I’ve had them translated and I’ve read the story. It’s a fascinating tale, Cardinal.”
 
   Conti forced himself to be calm. More concerned than ever, the Cardinal waited for Brian to continue. He must find out whom Sadler had told about the translation. Here was a new set of problems and at least one more person to deal with.
 
   It took ten minutes to relate the mysterious story embedded in thirteen coded pages. The cleric seemed interested, Brian thought as he talked, but Conti didn’t have the anticipatory excitement he expected. Although without the pages it wasn’t possible, it seemed to Brian as if the Cardinal already knew what Brian was telling him. But maybe he was reading the cleric wrong. Maybe this man knew about the Most Holy Relics from other sources. As head of the Templars that was likely, Brian figured. One other observation Brian made was that the Cardinal looked really upset. He was nervous. Maybe this was normal – maybe it was some sort of health issue the cleric had.
 
   Brian told about how the librarian at the Monument Club helped him find materials Lord Borland had been working on. He briefly related the attack at the club’s library and how the intruder had stolen a copy of the manuscript but not before a scan could be made.
 
   “How fortuitous that was,” Brian said enthusiastically.
 
   “Indeed,” the Cardinal replied warily. “So this librarian has been helping you. Please continue.” Conti jotted a note to himself.
 
   “It’s a long story,” Brian replied. “I’ll try to make it brief.”
 
   “I have time, Mr. Sadler. Please tell me everything. I think it’s very interesting.”
 
   Brian told Cardinal Conti about the Fifth Avenue bombing, the death of Arthur Borland and the sabotage of Nicole’s car. He said the FBI was hard at work to see if there was a connection between all this and an Italian Mafia boss named John Spedino.
 
   “Have you heard of John Spedino, Eminence?”
 
   Now Dominic Conti became really nervous. This American appeared to be fitting all the puzzle pieces into place. Presumably the FBI agent had not broken his promise to him – the promise not to reveal Conti’s connection to Spedino. If Brian didn’t know that, he also couldn’t know how the Cardinal got the manuscript. He didn’t know how to respond to Sadler’s question. If the FBI Agent had told Brian about Conti’s tie to Spedino, he’d know Dominic was lying. The cleric made a choice. He’d answer with a question.
 
   “An Italian Mafioso named John Spedino? Should I know him?”
 
   “No, Eminence. I just thought you might have run across his name. He was very big in the Mafia in New York, I’m told.”
 
   Conti parried. “Do you believe the Mafia was involved in the crime against your gallery? If so, what would its motive have been?”
 
   “I think it’s personal – a vendetta against the three of us. Since you have the original manuscript, I’m inclined to think the attack on the gallery and my assistant was aimed at me personally and the book theft was a diversion. I have a past with John Spedino. The three of us – Lord Borland, my friend Nicole Farber and I – were instrumental in putting him in prison in Guatemala. We learned he escaped and I’m certain he’s involved in the violence against all of us.”
 
   Cardinal Conti wanted to end this meeting. Now. He was feeling sick to his stomach; his involvement with John Spedino and the manuscript was becoming more and more difficult to manage. He had told a plethora of lies to Officer Messina of the Gendarmerie Corps, in front of the Holy Father, no less. Now this American Brian Sadler shows up, obviously aware of the meaning of the thirteen pages of coded symbols and with far too many things figured out.
 
   As expeditiously as possible Cardinal Conti finished their discussion. Feigning a sudden lack of time, he thanked Brian for coming and offered to arrange a private tour of the Vatican for him. Brian declined, saying he was flying to London in a few hours, and then he would be going to Nova Scotia to personally find out what the Most Holy Relics were. He wrapped the manuscript in a heavy cloth, put it into his briefcase and left Vatican City.
 
   Dominic Conti pulled out the scotch immediately after Brian Sadler left his office. He poured a stiff one and contemplated the problems that now faced him. He had to stop Brian Sadler. That would be his prime mission; solving that problem would alleviate most of the others.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Forty-Four
 
   Dallas – two weeks ago
 
    
 
   In a seedy lounge not far from downtown Dallas two men sat at the bar. It was four in the afternoon and only two other customers were in the place. Sammy Freeland was a punk, a decent mechanic and a lousy sports bettor. He wasn’t the brightest guy on earth but he fancied himself a winner. His drinking companion was Joey “the Barber” Barberi, a small-time hoodlum who had adopted a swagger and line of bullshit he thought made him seem Mafia. Which he wasn’t. What he was, was Sammy Freeland’s bookie.
 
   Like many people addicted to gambling, Sammy thought he was pretty good at picking the teams. Next week – it was always next week that was going to make him whole again. Meanwhile his meager salary at the repair shop in East Dallas couldn’t match his voracious appetite for the next bet. At the moment he owed the Barber over five thousand dollars. The bookie had let Sammy ride once, then again, as ever-larger bets put Sammy deeper and deeper into the pile of shit he’d created for himself. Sammy couldn’t pick a winner if it looked him in the face, Joey Barberi thought. But he had gotten a phone call. There was a job that was perfect for this loser. Joey stood to make fifty grand for this little project. He’d keep almost all the money and not even get his hands dirty. Sammy’d do it for him.
 
   When he was losing, which was almost always nowadays, Sammy Freeland hated having to meet his bookie face-to-face. But there was no way around it. You had to own up to your losses and recently the Barber had allowed Sammy to coast a little. He didn’t know exactly how much he was down right now – he didn’t like to think about that because it scared him. The interest was twenty percent a week and it mounted up so fast Sammy could only dig out now by picking a winner.
 
   When the bookie came in the bartender had greeted him by name. Joey Barberi was a regular here – every Tuesday around five he sat at the bar and settled bets made the previous weekend. Men in suits, men in shorts, men in dirty work pants – a steady stream of people from all walks of life settled up with the Barber. Each week the bartender silently observed the transactions – the bookie took in a lot more cash than he paid out to other people. From what the man behind the bar saw, bookmaking was a money-making proposition. Illegal, but who cares? Everybody’s got an angle and in this one nobody gets hurt. At least not until they can’t pay up! That made him smile. These stupid chumps – betting everything they have and more on one game after another. Crazy.
 
   When the bookie sat down next to him Sammy had started things cordially. “Hey, Joey, how about those Cowboys? I think they’re on a roll. Man, a couple of points the other way the past two weeks and you’d be handing me a wad of dough! I think this weekend’s the deal, man. I’m going all the way.”
 
   Joey took a swig of beer and said, “You think this weekend’s the deal, Sammy? Is this the one that’s going to dig you out? You owe me five grand, buddy. How much do you want this time?”
 
   “Five Gs more, Joey. I’ll take five Gs and put it all on Jerry Jones and the Boys. They’re going to beat the Redskins straight up, and they’re six point underdogs. Romo’s playing Monday night and they’ll win by a touchdown. This one’s a sure thing, Joey.”
 
   “Little news for ya. The fun and games are over. I’ve personally covered you with the guys I deal with. Know what that means? I don’t owe five grand to anybody. I already paid your bet to my guys. You owe me five grand. You. Owe. Me. You get it?” There was no smile, no friendly banter. This was different. Sammy had never heard the Barber get serious with him before. It was a little scary, frankly.
 
   Sammy took a big drink of beer and signaled the bartender for another. He figured his bookie would pay the tab; Joey always did and Sammy had the sum total of three bucks in his pocket right now. That had to last him till payday.
 
   “I got it, Joey. I know this weekend is gonna work…”
 
   “Bullshit!” Joey slammed his hand on the bar so hard two customers across the room looked up. Joey’s voice was loud – those guys had been here since lunch and were drunk as hell, and even they heard it. The bartender didn’t miss a beat but he stayed put behind the bar, cleaning glasses with a rag like he hadn’t heard a thing. He kept his eyes averted and his ears wide open.
 
   The bookie lowered his voice. “Bullshit, Sammy. You’re a loser. You can’t pay me five grand, much less the five more you’ll owe me Monday night when your damned Cowboys lose another game. You’re in deep, Sammy. You’re in really deep and all I have to do is make one phone call. Your life could change forever. You can’t work with your damned legs broken. You get what I’m sayin’, smart guy? You get it?”
 
   Shit. This was getting bad. Sammy needed to take a leak but now didn’t seem like the time to leave. He hoped he didn’t pee in his pants. That would be embarrassing.
 
   “Yeah, Joey. Yeah, I get it. But I can’t pay you what I owe you now. Like you said. You gotta let me try…”
 
   “No, Sammy. I don’t gotta let you try. I have another idea. I have a job for you. Something right up your alley. And you know what? You do this for me and you’ll be back to even. That five grand you owe me? It’ll be wiped away like the wind-driven snow. Whadda you think about that?”
 
   “Sure, Joey. Sure. Anything you say. But I’m a mechanic. I don’t know much about jobs. Who do I gotta kill?” He laughed nervously, hoping that wasn’t what the job really was about.
 
   “Come on. You been watchin’ too many movies. You’re a good mechanic. For you this is a piece of cake. Fixin’ a car that belongs to some scum-sucking lawyer. A little night job that’ll take ten minutes. You don’t like lawyers, do you Sammy? Nobody likes lawyers.”
 
   “Hell no,” Sammy responded, perking up as the Barber lightened up on him. All he had to do was work on some lawyer’s car at night? Piece of cake, like Joey said. “Hell no, I don’t like lawyers. But if nobody likes ’em, why do you want me to fix his car?”
 
   “It’s not a he, it’s a she. And you’re not really fixin’ her car. You’re kind of unfixin’ it.” He smiled and spoke even more quietly. “All you gotta do is a little brake job on a Mercedes. Simple, huh?”
 
   “Sure, Joey. I’m in! Hey, can I do the job fast and then you front me five more for this weekend?”
 
   Unbelievable, the bookie thought. This guy’s got it bad. But no worse than most of the others. This one just doesn’t have enough income to pay his debts.
 
   “Sure thing. You can do it tomorrow night. And five Gs more for a solid player like you? Piece of cake! You’re close to a big payoff. I can feel it.” They both laughed.
 
   When Joey talked like that it made Sammy feel important. He smiled from ear to ear. “Me too, Joey. I’m gonna win Monday! I can feel it too!”
 
   From ten feet away the bartender heard the whole thing.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Forty-Five
 
   The bartender pulled drafts of beer for the patrons crowding the bar. Monday Night Football would be on right after the news. Tonight was a big game – the Dallas Cowboys hosted their old rivals the Redskins. Although it was here at home the Cowboys’ season hadn’t been so great and they were six-point underdogs tonight.
 
   The bar was busy, filled with working-class guys and a few women. Most were regulars who stopped by several afternoons a week after they got off work. This part of Dallas was home to junkyards, paint and repair shops and other places where workers got their hands dirty. No problem. In this bar they were welcome. And tonight they’d yell together, hoping to bring the Cowboys a much-needed victory.
 
   The local news was wrapping up as the bartender got a short break in the action. He glanced at the screen – a story was being reported about a serious car wreck in downtown a few days ago. A car careened into a busy intersection after running a red light. The gal driving it was in critical condition. Big story, the bartender thought idly, but why give it so much press? Bad car wrecks happened all the time in a major city.
 
   The next thing he saw captured his undivided attention. The victim’s picture flashed on the screen. Man, she’s good-looking, he thought. Then it showed her name and the place she worked. Carter and Wells. He’d heard of it. Carter and Wells was a huge law firm. She was a lawyer. A lady lawyer. Holy shit.
 
   He turned up the volume as one of the guys yelled for another round. “One sec,” he responded, his eyes glued to the screen.
 
   The reporter said that the brake lines on her late-model Mercedes convertible had been cut. Police called it an attempted homicide and Crime Stoppers was offering a $20,000 reward. A number flashed on the screen with a promise that callers would remain anonymous.
 
   I’ll be damned. Twenty thousand bucks. And you can remain anonymous. I’ll be damned.
 
   He jotted the Crime Stoppers number on a napkin and stuck it in his pocket. His disposition improved dramatically over the rest of the evening, even though the Cowboys lost by two touchdowns. He wondered if that loser at the bar the other day had actually bet five thousand dollars on the Cowboys tonight. But it really didn’t matter, the bartender figured. Once he called Crime Stoppers a sports bet would be that guy’s least problem.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Forty-Six
 
   London/Dallas/Lunenburg, Nova Scotia
 
    
 
   In London Brian received updates on Nicole twice a day from her mother, once by phone when Brian awoke and an email around five pm when Nicole’s mother went to bed at eleven in Dallas. She was making steady improvement, had been moved from ICU to a regular hospital room and was staying awake most of each day.
 
   The severe concussion she had suffered was an issue. Her neurologist had performed some tests and spoken with her. As far as he could ascertain, she had no memory of the day of the accident or for several days afterwards. She spoke only single words but her comprehension seemed good. Her physician scheduled a visit with a speech pathologist. He and the neurological team believed she might need to relearn some of her mental functions.
 
   Around two pm Dallas time Brian called Nicole’s room. Her mother answered and Brian asked if she thought Nicole would be able to listen to him. Her mom held the phone to Nicole’s ear and Brian talked slowly to her.
 
   “I miss you, sweetie. I’m coming back to see you in a couple of days. Will you be glad to see me?” Nicole said nothing. She appeared puzzled by the sound of his voice on the phone. Her mother suggested they not try it again for a few days, as it seemed to confuse her.
 
   Brian took the day flight from London to Dallas. Her mother and father went back to their homes in Houston and Fort Worth, respectively, for a much-needed break from the hospital routine. He stayed with her during the day and was heartened by her physical improvement. She seemed to know who he was although she said almost nothing. He talked to her about London, the gallery and what was going on with the Templars project. She looked at him when he talked but he doubted she understood much.
 
   The middle of the next week Nicole’s sister took over duties and Brian made a quick trip to Halifax, Nova Scotia. He wanted to see Oak Island for himself and had researched online to identify its owners. There were two – Brian was most interested in Harold Mulhaney, who owned roughly the eastern half of the island that contained the original Money Pit and various boreholes dug around it over the centuries. Mulhaney bought his land from one of the men who had spent a lifetime searching for clues to the complex set of traps that protected the secrets of the pit. He had agreed to meet Brian but would offer no information whatsoever on the phone, saying merely that he would think about a proposition only when someone took the time and effort to come there in person and talk about it.
 
   Lunenburg, Nova Scotia is nine miles from Oak Island. Brian sat with Harold Mulhaney at an outdoor coffee shop overlooking the bay. Mulhaney had grown up in the area – he was quiet and somber, as many people in the region prefer to be among strangers. He was a portly man in his seventies who slowly tamped, then lit his battered pipe, pulling contentedly on it as they sat on the patio. He let Brian do the talking and occasionally grunted what might have been responses. Brian wanted information but also he wanted to find out whether this reclusive man would let him make yet another attempt to retrieve what was in the Money Pit.
 
   It had taken Brian a full day to get from Dallas to Boston then Halifax by plane. He drove the rest of the way to Lunenburg and spent the night in a pleasant bed and breakfast. When Brian phoned to say he was in town, Mulhaney had grunted an agreement to meet for coffee the next day.
 
   Harold Mulhaney had started the conversation by asking Brian where he was from. That was about the only positive thing from the entire meeting, Brian later recalled. And Mulhaney’s communicative skills hadn’t been out for long.
 
   “I was born in Texas, went to university in Oklahoma and now I live in New York City.” Brian thought the southwestern references might help the man connect with him. But they didn’t.
 
   “New York City, eh? Never been there. Hear it’s a pretty big place. So you’re a city boy, eh?”
 
   Of course Brian was a city boy. He smiled his best grin and said, “Nope. I’m just a country boy from Texas, Mr. Mulhaney.” The old man harrumphed at that, obviously in disbelief.
 
   “So talk, boy. I didn’t plan to spend all day here. Whadda you want?”
 
   Brian talked about himself, his background in the antiquities business and his interest in finding out what was on Oak Island. At one point Brian asked, “I was on a documentary aired by History Channel a month or so ago. Did you happen to see it?”
 
   “Don’t know what that is,” the old man replied. “If it’s some kind of TV show I don’t have one anyway.”
 
   Brian struggled to keep the man’s attention. After ten minutes of listening while he messed with his pipe, the man said, “If you don’t tell me exactly what you think you know about my property you’re outta luck, city boy.”
 
   If this was ever going to work Brian could hold back no longer. He explained about the Templars manuscript and the coded pages. He told Mulhaney he believed the Knights Templars had built the pit in 1497 or 1498 and put something there, something they called the “Most Holy Relics.”
 
   “I’ve been fascinated with the story of Oak Island my whole life,” he said. “I love adventure and I’m fortunate enough to be able to afford to indulge my passion for ancient things. If I were the one who cracked the mystery of Oak Island it’d be an incredible accomplishment. And you as the landowner would obviously profit from whatever I found there.”
 
   Mulhaney said nothing for a couple of minutes. He just looked at Brian while he smoked his pipe, aromatic clouds wafting into the air. Finally he spoke.
 
   “I want ninety percent.”
 
   Brian’s astonishment must have shown on his face. “How much money do you want to contribute to the project?”
 
   “Not a dime,” Mulhaney replied, sitting back and folding his arms across his chest. “You’re putting up the money, son.”
 
   “Uh, Mr. Mulhaney, I want to be fair about this…”
 
   “Fair don’t really matter. What matters is what I want. I want ninety percent. We got a deal or not?”
 
   “Well frankly I don’t see how that would work, sir.”
 
   “OK then. Around here we do things a little differently than you guys in the city. Here it’s pretty clear if you’ve got a deal or not. Appears to me we haven’t got one.” He stood, walked to his pickup fifty feet away and drove off, a cloud of dust replacing the pipe smoke that lingered.
 
   That went well, Brian thought sarcastically as he paid for the coffee.
 
   Lunenburg was a beautiful coastal fishing town with very little to do, especially for someone like Brian. Driven by his ambitions, he couldn’t sit and wait for Harold Mulhaney. Frankly he wasn’t sure if the guy was bluffing. He might come back to Brian with another offer and he might not. The man was inscrutable.
 
   Brian gave it two hours then drove his rental car to the seven hundred foot causeway connecting Oak Island to the mainland. It had been built in 1965 by one of the treasure syndicates to make it easier to get equipment to the Money Pit. He parked on the shore, got out and looked across at the enigmatic island, so near yet so elusive. He shot a few pictures with his phone even though none of the famous excavations could be seen from this side of the island.
 
   After a few minutes he heard the sound of a car engine and was surprised to see Mulhaney’s pickup approaching the causeway from the other side. It would have been too much to hope the old man had been watching for him so he put it down to coincidence. Bryan walked over to the road and waited. Mulhaney would have to drive right past him.
 
   The man stopped his pickup and turned off the ignition. His faithful pipe still clenched in his teeth, he said, “Taking in the scenery?”
 
   “It’s beautiful,” Brian replied.
 
   “No, it ain’t beautiful. It’s a scraggly little island that people have fought over for hundreds of years. It’s got nothing to say for itself except the secret a bunch of folks think is here. Well, Mr. New York City, I got a deal for you. A take it or leave it deal. No discussions, no negotiating. I’ll take five million US for my half of Oak Island and I get ten percent of the value of anything you find. I’ll even help you find it.” He started the truck, put it in gear and drove away.
 
   When he had arrived in Nova Scotia Brian had no idea how long discussions with Mr. Mulhaney would take. Last night he’d stayed at the Oak Island Inn nearby and paid for two nights. At four pm he sat on the Inn’s patio at the edge of Mahone Bay and emailed Jeffrey Montfort in London. He needed some information on Mulhaney and the librarian was the perfect man to find it.
 
   After a night spent mostly awake thinking about Oak Island, Brian got up around six, checked his phone and saw a response from Jeffrey. He’d look at it soon; first he went to the patio for a morning coffee. It was crisp and cold; the sweater and jeans he wore felt good.
 
   Jeffrey’s online searches had turned up everything Brian needed. Two years ago Harold Watson Mulhaney purchased sixty-five acres of Oak Island, roughly half of it, for US$1.7 million. The half he now owned included the Money Pit and the shoreline of Smith’s Cove, from where many believed water gushed into the pit through elaborate booby-traps constructed when the structure was built.
 
   Online information about the reclusive man came from only one source – his wife’s obituary. The Mulhaneys had lived on a farm near Halifax, fifty miles away. His wife died five years ago; she was the daughter of a wealthy paper baron and apparently left her husband of forty years a significant amount of money. He used some of it to purchase half of Oak Island and built a small cabin there. Nothing else had been written about this man since he moved to the island. There was no indication as to why Mulhaney wanted the important half of Oak Island – the part with the Money Pit. He certainly didn’t seem like a treasure hunter. Just the opposite. He was maybe the most blunt, stolid man Brian had ever encountered.
 
   Brian made a decision. He was going to take the man’s offer, even though it meant a profit for Mulhaney of over three million dollars in only two years. Money wasn’t an issue for Brian; he’d made millions in the time since he took over Bijan Rarities. The thrill of the hunt and the chance to own an enigma still unsolved after centuries intrigued him immensely. He wasn’t about to let this go.
 
   Brian called Harold Mulhaney and agreed to the deal. “Do you want me to get an attorney to draw up a contract?”
 
   “Nope. I’ll write it. No need to spend any more of your hard-earned money. You’re gonna need it for the treasure hunt.” Brian detected a hint of humor in the comment. I haven’t seen that before in Mr. Mulhaney, he thought to himself.
 
   They agreed to meet that afternoon at Mulhaney’s house so Brian could see the property he was paying five million dollars for. They took a half-hour tour in the old man’s pickup. Brian was fascinated to see the boreholes he had read so much about. He knew the whereabouts of the actual Money Pit itself had been obscured over the centuries by the work of others. But he believed ground-penetrating radar could find it.
 
   Back at Mulhaney’s cozy three-room cabin Brian looked over the handwritten contract and surprisingly he felt it would work just fine. He hadn’t expected it to be this easy but it was. Obviously a real estate agent would have to draw the final closing documents and prepare a deed, but Mulhaney had done a decent job of drawing up a contract for the sale of Oak Island’s Money Pit.
 
   The agreement called for a deposit of $100,000, upon payment of which Brian was free to begin work on the Money Pit. They drove across the causeway to town, made a photocopy of the contract at a drugstore and signed both copies. Brian retrieved his checkbook from his backpack and the deal was done.
 
   “The folks who own the other half of the island aren’t as friendly as I am,” Mulhaney told him when they had finished. Another bit of caustic humor, Brian noted. “The road from the causeway is on their land but you have a right of entry through their property to get to yours. Other than that, I’d stay off their side. They don’t like me much and I’m a local. I don’t have a clue how they’ll take to a city boy.”
 
   The agreement allowed Mulhaney to live in his cabin rent-free for six more months. The cabin was far removed from the boreholes themselves so it wasn’t a problem. He’d also offered to help with the project – Brian figured the man might have information he could use and he needed someone on the scene.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Forty-Seven
 
   Dallas
 
    
 
   Back in Dallas, Brian was buoyed by Nicole’s progress. She was released from Baylor Hospital four weeks to the day after her wreck. Her mother enlisted twenty-four hour care at Nicole’s condo. That gave the family a break now and then and ensured someone could care for her every minute, day and night. Her physical improvement was excellent but she still had major problems related to the concussion. Her speech was slowly improving thanks to daily lessons with a professional and a physical therapist came three times a week to help her build back the strength and balance in her hands and legs.
 
   The neurologist had explained that portions of her brain dealing with memory, speech and cognitive skills suffered severe shock from impact. They would likely continue to improve, perhaps even regain a semblance of normalcy, but it would take time. In the meantime she would think, speak and react slowly, remembering some things from the distant and recent past, but forgetting others completely.
 
   The project on Oak Island began in earnest. Brian worked from Nicole’s home office as he had previously done. Harold Mulhaney had proven to be an asset and Brian spoke with him every day. He willingly offered to be Brian’s eyes and ears on the ground. Having a local on site would be very helpful, Brian figured, and Mulhaney freely gave his time in return for his ten percent stake of the spoils.
 
   Within a week a radar crew had been flown in from Portland, Maine. Brian knew the penetrating ability of the radar depended completely on the makeup of the materials in and around the hole. Wood and concrete would be more difficult than water, limestone and dirt. He hoped they could shoot at least 150 feet – most of the tales of the Money Pit put the bottom a little further down from there.
 
   Harold Mulhaney had advised Brian how best to go about the shoot. He took the radar crew first to a hole about 150 feet from the Money Pit. This shaft, called Borehole 10X, was created in 1970 by another Oak Island syndicate, the Triton Alliance. The shaft was created by a rotary drill and then lined with steel casing. Its total depth was about 230 feet. Metal and some wire were retrieved along with, according to some stories, indications of a treasure chest. But no treasure had ever been brought up.
 
   Since the location of Borehole 10X was known, Mulhaney advised Brian to let the crew work this hole first to see how the radar worked at depth. Sadler agreed.
 
   In the hole the crew collected data for later review, then moved southwest to an indented area most locals believed was the Money Pit itself. A few others claimed it was a natural sinkhole and the original pit was lost. Wherever it was, repeated invasions of the shaft over the centuries had collapsed it. Flooding from the booby-traps installed by the builders took a toll as well. Today the area looked like a wide, shallow crater. There was no visible “hole in the ground.”
 
   The crew shot radar at various sites in and around the crater. Finishing up, they told Mulhaney they believed they had gotten more than a hundred feet deep in one of their shots. The crew went home to Maine with a promise to deliver test results in two days.
 
   Harold Mulhaney didn’t have a computer so Brian got the radar test results via email and called the old man. Although Mulhaney seemed dry and rough, Brian could sense his anticipation.
 
   “Let me tell you about Borehole 10X first,” Brian began. “They went down a hundred and eighty feet to bedrock. The radar indicated some type of metal at the bottom, maybe the same metal and wire the Triton Alliance found in 1970. The crew got a good shot of the entire shaft but found nothing special.”
 
   He continued. “Now let’s talk about the crater where the Money Pit’s supposed to be. They made a total of six shots into the ground, one of which seems to bear out the existence of a deep shaft. The radar worked perfectly for about a hundred feet. They picked up some wood here and there but I’m hoping that was the platforms made of logs that exist every ten feet all the way down. Those platforms should have been mostly demolished over the years of digging but I’m sure parts of them remain. At a hundred feet they ran into wood and possibly metal.”
 
   “Stop right there, Brian. You recall what’s supposed to be at a hundred feet in the Money Pit?” The old man sounded excited.
 
   “Is that where they found some kind of chests?”
 
   “Sure is. In 1849 a syndicate called the Truro Company found oak and metal. They thought it was a chest with a top and a bottom, filled with some kind of metal, maybe jewelry.”
 
   “OK. That’s encouraging because it tells us maybe the crew was shooting the actual Money Pit. So the radar gets weaker after penetrating wood and metal but it hit something at 155 feet that was stone. The shot was so deep and the signal so weak by then that they could go no further, but there does appear to be some kind of stone there. What have you heard about that?”
 
   Harold paused a moment. “Sorry. Had to find a book I needed. Hold on a sec.” Another pause. “OK. The book says at 154 feet a cement vault was found. That was discovered sometime before 1900. That sounds like what your radar men ran into.”
 
   “Maybe so. At least it’s consistent with the old stories. Harold, we need some excavating equipment. Can you round it up and get them started as quickly as possible?” That was the first time Brian had ever called Mulhaney by his first name. He didn’t seem to object – in fact, Mr. Sadler also became Brian from that point forward.
 
   Two days later they set a timetable in place. A crew from Halifax would be on site the first of the next week to begin removing dirt and debris from the crater. Once they located the shaft they’d start excavating it. The closing date for Brian’s purchase of the property was that week as well, so he would fly to Halifax on Sunday and stay a couple of weeks while the crew excavated.
 
   Sitting on Nicole’s bed that evening, he told her everything he was doing as Shelia, her caregiver watched TV in the living room. Nicole listened intently and said nothing while he told stories of Oak Island, the Templar relics, Harold Mulhaney and his plans to find what was there. After nearly ten minutes he realized he had talked too much. She wasn’t listening any more so he stopped.
 
   “Do you understand what I told you about the new project in Nova Scotia?”
 
   With a big smile on her face she shook her head. Tears came into Brian’s eyes – that was the most positive reaction she’d offered since the accident. She was getting better, even if she didn’t comprehend a lot.
 
   “Eat now?” she said.
 
   “I’ll fix it, Mr. Sadler,” Shelia called from the living room.
 
   He looked into Nicole’s eyes. “I’m so sorry, baby. Of course we can eat now. I’ve worn you out with a bunch of talk. I love you and I love how much better you’re getting.”
 
   That brought another smile.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Forty-Eight
 
   The arrests of Sammy Freeland and Joey Barberi made front-page headlines in Dallas. Both got their fifteen minutes of fame although each probably hoped for different fame than this.
 
   Nicole’s boss Randall Carter called Brian and told him the men had been arrested. At the inn Brian read the news article online and let Agent Underwood know. He promised to personally investigate if there could be a connection to the Fifth Avenue bombing.
 
   The anonymous tip from the bartender was exactly what Dallas police had needed to determine who sabotaged Nicole Farber’s car. Facing charges of attempted capital murder, the two men were jailed in downtown Dallas. The police detective working the case was surprised when a senior FBI agent in New York called and requested information. Sabotaging brake lines on a Dallas lawyer’s convertible didn’t sound like an FBI matter to him and these two losers who were apparently involved didn’t look like major criminals. But who knew?
 
   Sammy sang like a bird but he wasn’t the one the cops wanted to hear. His court-appointed lawyer sat next to him as he admitted doing the “brake job” on the Mercedes. He confirmed the bartender’s story word for word. Joey Barberi hired him with a promise to erase five thousand dollars in gambling debts and give him a new five grand line of credit. Which, coincidentally, Sammy had lost on the Cowboys game Monday night. That was the only good thing out of all this, Sammy figured. He might be in jail but at least Joey the Barber couldn’t break his legs when Sammy didn’t pay.
 
   Thanks to the bartender and Sammy, the police knew Barberi ordered the job. Now they wanted to interview Joey the Barber to find out why he wanted to hurt Nicole Farber. Usually these attacks against lawyers were retaliatory, aiming to hurt an attorney who’d been on the other side of a case, but Nicole didn’t do that kind of legal work. There was nothing on the surface to indicate Joey Barberi should have had a vendetta against her but nobody could find out for sure. At the moment Joey wasn’t talking.
 
   Barberi hired a high-profile local attorney who specialized in criminal defense, ironically the same area of law that Nicole practiced. Joey entered a plea of not guilty and conferred with his lawyer. An offer was made to the Assistant District Attorney assigned to the case. Joey’s lawyer told the ADA his client merely facilitated the job, acting on instructions from a person whom he feared.
 
   The representative from the DA’s office refused to negotiate, pointing out that they had Barberi dead to rights with the testimony of the bartender, who saw and heard the entire thing, and Sammy Freeland, the perpetrator, himself. Things were at a standstill for ten days until Special Agent-in-Charge Jack Underwood called Brian.
 
   “If we can link these guys to Spedino we can figure out what happened,” the agent said. “I know you’ve got friends in high places. Are you willing to use a favor?”
 
   Brian said he’d do anything to help Nicole and made a phone call.
 
   Three days later the Dallas County District Attorney was at his desk when his secretary buzzed him. “Sir, the White House is on line one.”
 
   He laughed, thinking his assistant had been taken in by a prank caller. “I’m busy, Marjorie. I’ve never had a call from the White House in my life. How do you know it’s actually them? Tell them to put the President himself on the line right now. That should take care of it.”
 
   In a moment she opened his office door. She was white as a sheet.
 
   “He’s…he’s, uh, on line one, sir.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The President. He’s waiting to talk to you.”
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding. What the hell’s this all about…” He picked up the line and curtly said, “OK, whoever you are. Start talking.”
 
   He heard the voice so familiar to Americans everywhere. “I’m sorry to interrupt your day, Mr. District Attorney, but I need your assistance.”
 
   Needless to say, the apologetic District Attorney jumped at the chance to help the President. Once he realized the potential magnitude of this case he pulled it away from his assistant. This would be very high profile. He wanted this exciting case and he needed the attendant publicity it was going to generate. Politics never stopped – DAs were always running for office.
 
   The police were surprised when they learned the Assistant District Attorney who had been handling the case had been removed. The boss himself would be running things from now on. That was so unusual at this early stage of a case no one in Dallas could remember it ever happening. It made the news.
 
   Joey Barberi’s attorney presented his demands – a lesser charge than attempted capital murder and no prosecution for unrelated non-capital crimes that might come out during questioning. To help him decide, the lawyer revealed to the DA that Joey’s boss in Kansas City had told Joey about a guy who had a job he wanted done. That second person had paid Joey $50,000. Barberi had never met that man. He had done a couple of previous jobs for him in the past, also arranged by phone. If the District Attorney approved the plea bargain Barberi would tell everything – what the job was, what he knew about the man who paid him, what bank the fifty grand came from, everything. They would turn over Joey’s phone and bank records and cooperate fully with authorities.
 
   When President Harrison had spoken to the District Attorney he requested the DA involve the FBI Agent, Jack Underwood, in discussions about the plea bargain. Joey Barberi wasn’t the most important cog in this wheel – they were after the people at the top.
 
   Agent Underwood and the DA talked about Kansas City, a known Mafia town, and how the bookie’s testimony might link this case to Spedino. The DA called Joey the Barber’s lawyer and agreed to the terms of the plea agreement.
 
   Special Agent-in-Charge Underwood flew in from New York to join the interview process. When he arrived the senior Dallas police detective who was leading the questioning demanded to know why the FBI was involved. Underwood explained that this case involved a top Mafia figure they’d been trying to take down for years. And confidentially, he told the detective, the President of the United States is involved.
 
   Underwood concluded by saying, “I can’t tell you more than that, but trust me that we want to handle this interrogation by the books. This is a critically important case.”
 
   The local cops didn’t know exactly how to take this but they cooperated fully with Agent Underwood. Especially when the District Attorney himself did something he’d never done before. He personally attended Joey Barberi’s deposition.
 
   “I’m a bookmaker,” Barberi explained, immune from prosecution for that crime due to the agreement with the DA. “I work for some guys in Kansas City.” He named them. Underwood later ran them through the system – they were small-time criminals who ultimately worked for the mob although they weren’t Mafia themselves.
 
   Joey’s boss in Kansas City had called a year or more ago. Joey would be hearing from a man who needed a job done, the boss told him. Given a promise it would be worth his while, Joey accepted.
 
   “This man called me and used a series of numbers to identify himself. That’s what my boss told me was going to happen. He asked me to do something; I did it and he wired me ten thousand bucks. Done deal.”
 
   Joey said he’d done one additional task for the man, netting him twenty thousand, and now the brake job on Nicole Farber’s car, for which he was paid fifty thousand dollars. When Sammy Freeland later learned that information it pissed him off. He’d done the dirty work and netted a lousy five grand out of the fifty Joey had made.
 
   Armed with the information Joey Barberi provided, Agent Underwood took over the investigation. Joey had authorized access to his telephone and bank records and in short order the FBI determined that the caller who had set up the brake job on Nicole’s car was in Italy using a throwaway cell phone. The wire transfer had come from UcretsizBank in Ankara, Turkey. Citing Turkish law, the bank would say only that a Turkish corporation owned it. It turned out that Turkish company was owned by a Liechtenstein trust. The trail stopped there; Liechtenstein was a tax haven – ownership information was difficult or impossible to get. The tiny country prided itself on secrecy and this case would be no exception.
 
   UcretsizBank refused to provide any information on activity in the account because of Turkey’s secrecy laws. If money laundering were alleged the financial institution could be more forthcoming, but that wasn’t the situation here.
 
   Jack Underwood took a different route. He called a law school classmate of his at the CIA in Langley, Virginia. He explained the case he was working on and that it might involve the Mafia at high levels. His friend agreed to check with the CIA Station Chief in Istanbul to see if he had any connections at UcretsizBank. Forty-eight hours later he called Underwood with some news.
 
   “This may or may not help, and it’s not much,” the CIA man said. “This is all I know. The Turkish bank account received a $5 million deposit a week before the car sabotage in Dallas. The fifty thousand was wired out to a Dallas account and the rest is still there. I don’t know if the five million is related to your case but it’s a hell of a lot of money regardless.”
 
   “That may be helpful…”
 
   “I’m not quite through. I have one more odd bit of information to give you. That five million deposit I mentioned. It was a wire transfer from the Institute for the Works of Religion.”
 
   “What the hell’s that? Sounds like a church.”
 
   “It’s the bank that the Catholic Church owns, Jack. It’s also called the Vatican Bank.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Forty-Nine
 
   Vatican City
 
    
 
   Work on John Spedino’s extradition to the USA had commenced the moment he was arrested in Italy. As a condition to handing over the Mafia don, the US had to agree that he would not face capital punishment for his crimes. This was a standard requirement for extradition from almost all western European countries. Spedino was immediately flown to New York City accompanied by FBI agents. He was transferred to the Metropolitan Correctional Center in downtown Manhattan where he would remain until his arraignment. At the moment he was charged with unlawful flight to avoid prosecution and drug trafficking, the latter charge pending from over a year ago, before his incarceration in Guatemala. The US Attorney hoped to add murder charges shortly.
 
   A few days later as Dominic Cardinal Conti worked at his desk his cellphone rang. The screen showed, “Blocked,” so Conti declined the call. In a moment a voicemail was left. As Dominic listened to it he first was surprised, then a little fearful but also angry.
 
   He heard a recorded voice. “This is a collect call from the Metropolitan Correctional Center in New York. This call is from…” The message paused for the insertion of a name and Conti heard a familiar voice. “John Spedino.” Then the recording continued. “To accept all calls from this number press *13. To decline all calls from this number press *15.”
 
   Conti had heard that the godfather was now in New York to face charges relative to the Fifth Avenue bombing. “I have nothing to say to you, John Spedino,” the Cardinal muttered as he considered whether he should decline all calls. If Spedino called again maybe he’d accept just to see what the old man wanted. He pressed *13 and hung up.
 
   Five minutes later the same blocked number appeared on his cellphone screen. Conti pressed *13 again and accepted the collect call. Mindful that calls from correctional facilities were recorded, Dominic would be careful what he said.
 
   “I was hoping you wouldn’t decline my call, Dominic. It was smart of you to accept it.”
 
   “What do you want? I have nothing to say to you.”
 
   “Oh, but I have something to say to you, Cardinal Conti. Something very interesting happened. The FBI has a recording of a conversation between you and me…or part of a conversation, I should say. Someone gave them the part that incriminated me, but forgot the rest. Remember the rest, Dominic? The part that shows your involvement?”
 
   The cleric chose his words carefully. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I asked you to get a manuscript for the Church and of your own volition you murdered a number of people. That had nothing to do with me.”
 
   “I only have a few minutes left, Dominic. These calls are five minutes maximum – one of the minor inconveniences of being in jail.” He laughed. “Here’s why I called. I have nothing to lose at this point. The Feds think they have an airtight case against me. I wonder if they know about $5 million that was wired from the Vatican Bank to an account in Turkey? Does that ring any bells, Dominic? Do you remember wiring money for a job you hired me to do? It must have been a big job – five million’s a lot of money just to get a manuscript. What if they know about that? You gave the FBI a doctored tape of our conversation, Dominic. I’m going to make sure they know the true story. I’m going to give you up. Your life will soon change forever, just like mine did thanks to you. Best wishes, Cardinal Conti. You won’t hear from me again.”
 
   Spedino hung up.
 
   This is bad. I have to silence him.
 
   In New York the next morning the warden of the Metropolitan Correctional Center called the FBI’s office a few blocks away. He told the Special Agent-in-Charge about John Spedino’s call to a man he addressed as “Cardinal Conti” and “Dominic.” The warden advised the number Spedino dialed was foreign, to country code 39. Underwood looked it up while they talked. It was the code for Italy. It was also that of Vatican City. The agent wasn’t surprised. He’d have been more surprised if it hadn’t been.
 
   Within an hour Jack Underwood had listened to Spedino’s phone call and sent a request to John Spedino’s attorney. Underwood wanted to interview the godfather. If he was ready to give Conti up, Jack Underwood was ready to listen.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifty
 
   New York/Vatican City
 
    
 
   It took a couple of days for John Spedino’s attorney to respond to the FBI’s request for interrogation. The US Attorney’s office got involved since the godfather’s lawyer asked for a number of concessions in return. By now every agency working on Spedino’s case was aware the President himself had an interest in it. The US Attorney was careful to ask his bosses in Washington what they wanted him to do.
 
   From the conversation between Spedino and Cardinal Conti, the FBI believed Spedino truly did have nothing to lose at this point. Spedino was already immune from the death penalty as part of his extradition agreement. He was going to spend the rest of his life in prison one way or another and from the call it looked like he was willing to take a leader of the Church down with him.
 
   So they refused to negotiate with Spedino’s attorney. They would play a waiting game to see if John Spedino would talk without a plea agreement.
 
   It took twenty-four hours. Spedino’s attorney came back with news that his client, against the advice of counsel, had agreed to tell them what he knew about the Fifth Avenue bombing.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   In his Vatican office, Cardinal Conti felt as though his life were spinning out of control. He was losing his grip. He had three murders to plan. His very existence – his life as a revered cleric and senior official of the Church – was in danger of collapsing. He could go to prison! He would be mocked, ridiculed, his name a synonym for scandal and deceit forevermore. He would be the Cardinal who shamed his office, his Pope, his Lord.
 
   Be rational, Dominic. Think through this. He glanced at notes he had made on a pad, laying out his thoughts so he could formulate a plan. John Spedino had to die, but the godfather was safely in a Federal prison in New York. He also had to get rid of Brian Sadler and that librarian in London. Conti didn’t even know that man’s name. This dilemma would be humorous, Conti briefly thought, if it were a stage play. He was plotting to kill a man whose name he didn’t even know. How in God’s name had he gotten to this point? He wasn’t used to arranging murders. Except when he used John Spedino now and then, of course. That was different. That extended back to the days when they were young and good friends. But now his so-called friend had betrayed him. Conti wouldn’t allow him to get away with it. Back to business. Figure this out, Dominic. Come up with a plan. You always have. You can do it again.
 
   Prison killings happen every day, at least in the movies. Surely Conti could get someone inside to do the job. That would be the easiest and would remove Spedino from the picture.
 
   Brian Sadler had said he was flying to London. That’s where his gallery is, Conti reflected. I can get someone to take care of him and the librarian at the same time. Some kind of accident. Of course it’ll be suspicious given the Fifth Avenue bombing and Brian’s involvement, but they’ll never pin it on me.
 
   He wasn’t satisfied yet with his plan, but he pressed ahead to the next step. He would find someone to pull this off.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifty-One
 
   New York
 
    
 
   The interrogation of former Mafia chieftain John Spedino was held in a secure room inside the facility where the godfather was incarcerated. The U.S. Attorney for Manhattan attended along with Underwood, Spedino’s attorney and the Deputy Director of the FBI in Washington. It was a high-profile cast for an important meeting.
 
   A court reporter created a record of every word spoken in the room. Two tape recorders provided redundancy. No one would miss a word of this testimony.
 
   Spedino’s attorney said his client wished to make a statement to begin the proceedings, after which the usual question-and-answer session could occur. The parties agreed and Spedino began to talk.
 
   And talk, and talk. John Spedino was an educated man and an eloquent speaker. In front of him lay a notepad on which he’d made several pages of entries. He referred to it often. He quietly described his long-time relationship with Dominic Conti, from the days when the Cardinal was a young cleric in Rome until now. The mobster talked about the Templars manuscript and Conti’s obsession to have it at any cost. He filled in the missing conversation that occurred just after the bombing, the part Conti had deleted from the tape recording he gave the FBI.
 
   Obviously John Spedino was coming clean because of his enmity toward his former friend. He had no need to further implicate himself, but he had chosen this path for one reason – revenge. His career as a criminal was finished. The rest of his life would be in a prison cell. And if it was to be, he was going to take his Judas to the cross with him. Regardless, those in the room were surprised at how calmly and quietly he described how he’d masterminded the Fifth Avenue bombing and the deaths of eleven people, the killing of Arthur Borland and the attempted murder of Nicole Farber. Those were personal, the godfather pointed out. They had nothing to do with Dominic Conti. Those were paybacks for previous wrongs against him.
 
   By the end of the day John Spedino had handed Dominic Cardinal Conti to the authorities, wrapped, bow-tied and on a silver plate. The cleric was in this up to his eyeballs.
 
   The godfather slept well that night in his prison cell. Ah, but revenge was a satisfying accomplishment.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifty-Two
 
   Vatican City
 
    
 
   Dominic Conti was at his desk in the Vatican early. He was close to a solution. On his notepad he outlined points. He would transfer ten million Euros from the bank to a personal account he’d set up in a tax haven country. Then he’d travel to Sicily, birthplace of the Mafia. He’d be incognito – no one would recognize him as a priest. He’d ask around, throw some cash at the right people and come up with a name. He’d hire a hit man who could arrange the whole thing. For enough Euros that man would kill Spedino, Sadler and the nameless librarian.
 
   Cardinal Conti was a desperate man. Thoughts had flown through his mind all night and he’d prudently jotted each one down. Sometimes the best ideas came to you in the middle of the night, he’d thought. He had them all on his notepad. Crazy ideas, ranging from hiring a demolitions man to blow up the Monument Club in London with Brian and the librarian in it, to using his priestly garb to get into the prison in New York City and hire a killer to assault John Spedino. Some of them were easier than others to wrap his mind around, but he wrote them all down.
 
   Around a quarter to nine a knock came on his office door and his secretary entered. Conti glanced up, then went back to work on his idea sheet.
 
   “Get me a cup of coffee when you have a chance, please,” Conti said without raising his head.
 
   “Eminence, there are some men here to see you.”
 
   What? Why would the secretary allow visitors into Conti’s office unannounced? What on earth was he thinking?
 
   The Cardinal glanced up, looked across his massive desk and down the long office to the door where his faithful assistant stood next to three persons – two Swiss Guards with pistols drawn and Frederico Messina, the head of the Gendarmerie Corps of Vatican City. He became lightheaded as bile rose into his throat.
 
   “The Pope wishes to have a word with you, Eminence,” Messina said, smiling. “Please come with us.”
 
   Conti glanced down at his desk. “I’ll just clean this up,” he muttered as he picked up the notepad full of his plans and ideas.
 
   Messina strode quickly to the desk and pulled the pad from the cleric’s hand. “Please leave everything just as it is, Cardinal Conti. We’ll take care of your things.” Conti’s shoulders sank. That little notepad would be the death of him.
 
   The Cardinal walked slowly around his desk, taking in all the personal mementos in the bookshelves of his office. Here was a record of his life – pictures with Popes and world leaders, little keepsakes he’d picked up in his travels, things he’d considered important.
 
   He knew this was the last time he’d ever see them. It made him sad. Given his religious upbringing, he should have been sorry he’d betrayed everything a man of God stood for. That thought crossed his mind but Dominic was sad because he hadn’t had time to finish the Templars project. He knew what was in the pit. He just wasn’t sure how to let the world know about it. He wanted the fame and glory for revealing it, but he hadn’t finished planning how to keep it from hurting the Church.
 
   Dominic Cardinal Conti was deeply saddened, but not because of things he had done. He was sad he’d gotten caught.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifty-Three
 
   Nova Scotia
 
    
 
   Brian met Harold Mulhaney at the Oak Island Inn at six am for breakfast. It was a gorgeous fall morning and they were ready to begin excavating the Money Pit. The crew had moved heavy equipment into place over the weekend and today at eight everything would commence.
 
   The crater on the northeast side of Oak Island looked like a construction site by nine am. Heavy equipment moved earth from the bottom of the indention and a boring truck sat idling nearby, waiting for its chance to move into place and begin excavating. The place was noisy – Brian and Harold watched a dozen men engaged in a variety of tasks.
 
   Brian’s cellphone rang. He saw the London number and walked to Harold’s pickup. He climbed in, shut the door and answered the call. It was significantly quieter inside the cab.
 
   Jeffrey Montfort’s usually cheerful voice was positively bubbly today. “Good afternoon, my good man!” the librarian said.
 
   “You sound chipper!”
 
   “Oh yes. I am chipper. I’ve found something I overlooked earlier. I don’t know if you even knew about this or not, but I’ve got something that’s going to make your life a lot easier!”
 
   “Don’t keep me in suspense. What is it, Jeffrey?”
 
   “When I first met you we perused a list of the documents and books Arthur Borland had viewed during his hours at the library. I believe I mentioned there were a few odds and ends he’d requested, but you and I focused on the Templars manuscripts. That was my fault, dear boy. I led you astray, I’m afraid.”
 
   Brian could hear the excitement in Jeffrey Montfort’s voice. The man wanted to reveal his information to Brian his way, in his own time, so Brian resisted the urge to hurry him up.
 
   “I can’t wait to hear what you’ve found.”
 
   “Do you recall Lord Borland mentioning anything about a man named Simeon Lynds? And that we have his diary from the early nineteenth century?”
 
   “Absolutely. We discussed it briefly. Arthur said Simeon was either a Templar himself or he was involved with those who were. I think Arthur believed Simeon Lynds found out from the Templars what was in the pit.”
 
   “I’ve read the entire diary in the past twenty-four hours. Didn’t get much sleep last night, frankly. I couldn’t put it down because I knew you were right there at the Money Pit. I knew today you’d be standing on the very ground where Simeon Lynds searched for the treasure in 1804. And I found something, Brian. This is so exciting I couldn’t wait to call you, but I had to get my friend from Cambridge University to do one more decoding project. Then I had to bide my time and wait until it was daylight on your side of the pond. Now it’s time to reveal my secret!”
 
   Brian was getting caught up in the man’s exuberance. Suddenly he was jolted back to reality by a harsh rap on the passenger window of the pickup. Harold Mulhaney was standing just outside the truck.
 
   “One sec, Jeffrey. Have to deal with something. I’ll be right back.”
 
   He put the phone on mute and opened the car door. Mulhaney told him the bulldozer had scraped the land down about three feet and they had uncovered a much smaller circular crater. “OK with you if we pull the dozer back and let the boring start there?”
 
   Brian gave his approval and returned to Jeffrey. “OK, I’m back. Ready to hear your secret!”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifty-Four
 
   Vatican City
 
    
 
   Dominic Cardinal Conti sat in the same chair at the Pope’s desk where Frederico Messina had interrogated him a few weeks ago. His life was crumbling before his very eyes. He had even vomited in the hallway a few minutes ago as he was being brought here. Some young priests had seen the whole thing – policemen surrounding him, the indignity of throwing up and soiling one’s priestly garb, and the shame of what these young priests would ultimately learn about him. It was all over. Dominic knew that. He just didn’t know what was next.
 
   After the usual formalities of greeting the pontiff, Conti was told to sit. The three policemen stood at the back of the Pope’s office. The pontiff said, “Dominic, I feel certain you know why you’re here. I’m willing to hear your confession if you feel the need.”
 
   “I do, Holiness. I have grievously sinned.”
 
   The Pope asked the officers to wait outside his office. He came around his desk and sat in a chair by the disgraced Cardinal. He held Conti’s hands in his own and the man told him everything. It took almost half an hour, so long that Officer Messina had quietly peeked in the door two times just to be sure everything was all right. Conti had cried real tears, not tears of contrition but tears of remorse…that his life of finery, wealth and stature was over.
 
   When the confession was finished the officers returned.
 
   “You’re going to be arrested now, Dominic,” the Pope said gently. “I’m removing you from all your duties in the Church and with the bank. I’m greatly disappointed in you. You’ve disgraced the priesthood and shamed yourself. You’ve cast a stain on the Church. Is there anything else you’d like to say before these men take you away?”
 
   “There is, Holiness. It’s for your ears only. May I approach you?”
 
   The officers instantly went on alert, fearful the deranged man might harm the Pope. But the gentle pontiff waved them away and walked around his desk. He spoke soothingly to the obviously agitated, mentally fragile cleric.
 
   “Come, Dominic. Speak, my child.”
 
   Conti whispered in the pontiff’s ear. The Pope’s eyes opened wide. He was clearly startled at what Conti had said. “How can you be sure?” he stammered. “Are you sure?”
 
   The disgraced Cardinal whispered, “It’s true, Holiness. A man named Brian Sadler is going to find what the Templars hid in the pit. The relics. I’ve finally figured out what they are. What they must be. There’s no other answer, given the information passed down for centuries in code.”
 
   Conti looked in the Pope’s eyes and said again, “The relics in the pit are the bones of Jesus Christ.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifty-Five
 
   London
 
    
 
   The diary of Simeon Lynds had given Arthur Borland information on his work at Oak Island and his possible ties to the Knights Templars. But Borland apparently hadn’t read the entire volume. It was excruciatingly detailed and tended to be repetitive – the librarian stayed with it to the end only because he felt it might provide a clue.
 
   And what a clue he had found.
 
   A dozen pages from the end of the diary was a page that had been inserted into the diary, presumably by Lynds himself. It was full of symbols – the very same ones that appeared throughout the Knights Templars manuscripts.
 
   “Brian, I can’t tell you how excited I was when I came across this page! I laughed, I cried, I jumped up and down! Thank God no one was here to see me – I was acting like a schoolboy.
 
   “I immediately went back to the Templars manuscript and confirmed the symbols were identical. To me that means that Simeon Lynds was a Templar for sure. He was there when the author of the Templars diaries wrote some of the entries and he definitely knew how to read the encoded pages. He knew the Most Holy Relics were in the pit because he had decoded the same pages you and I did!”
 
   “You’ve definitely got my attention, Jeffrey. When do I get to find out what Simeon Lynds’ page of code said?”
 
   “Soon, very soon. I’m so excited to tell you about this. Let me give you just a bit more background then I’ll reveal the secret!”
 
   Montfort said he immediately scanned and emailed the page of code to his professor friend at Cambridge for decrypting. Since there was only one page the decoding went very quickly and Jeffrey had his answer within two hours.
 
   “While you slept, Brian, I read about something you need. Something critical to the project you’re working on at this very moment!”
 
   Brian waited. Jeffrey’s penchant for the dramatic, especially coupled with his unbridled enthusiasm, could be frustrating at times. But Brian didn’t want to stifle his excitement. The man probably hadn’t had this much fun in years.
 
   “All right, Jeffrey. Shall we have a drum roll?”
 
   “Ah, if only we could. I wish I were there with you to see your face…but enough! I know you’re ready to hear what I learned. You of course know that the Money Pit has booby-traps – two tunnels that bring seawater from Smith’s Cove to the pit itself. Whenever a dig gets to a certain level, the pit always floods. It always happens and no syndicate, no matter how much money they spent, ever learned how to stop it. That single thing is the reason no one has ever gotten to the bottom of the pit…and the bottom of the mystery, for that matter.” He laughed.
 
   “Simeon Lynds was a Templar, and he had secret knowledge about the Money Pit. Why, you say? Because on that one sheet of coded symbols, the sheet he stuck in his diary, he revealed the way to turn off the tunnels that flood the pit.”
 
   Brian was stunned. This was monumental. With this information they would succeed in finding what was in the bottom of the pit. The Most Holy Relics of the Knights Templars. Whatever they were.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifty-Six
 
   Vatican City
 
    
 
   A brief press release from the Vatican made world news. The two-paragraph statement stated that Dominic Cardinal Conti, head of the Institute for the Works of Religion, had been relieved of all duties by the Pope effective immediately. The Gendarmerie Corps of Vatican City had arrested Cardinal Conti that day. He was charged with misappropriation of funds from the Vatican Bank for the purpose of engaging in criminal activity. An investigation was underway to determine possible links to other crimes, including the Fifth Avenue bombing.
 
   Back in the Gendarmerie office, Frederico Messina summarized the information he had gathered on the Cardinal’s crimes, including his complicity in the bombing of Bijan Rarities in New York. The notepad Conti had been holding when he was arrested was particularly damning. It showed his future plan to arrange the murders of Brian Sadler, the librarian from London and the Mafia godfather John Spedino. Conti was in serious trouble.
 
   In addition to removing Conti from his duties with the Bank, the Vatican issued two papal edicts. The first was a decree from the Pope removing Dominic Cardinal Conti from his office as head of the secretive Knights Templars. Secondly, in a sweeping move the Pope directed the Knights Templars be disbanded. Henceforth it would be a crime to assemble in the name of the Order. Interestingly, it was the second time in history a Pope had disbanded the Templars. The last time this happened the Pope had burned them all. This time it was a bit more civilized although the penalty for anyone caught disobeying the pontiff’s order was severe – excommunication from the Church.
 
   The Vatican has only rudimentary cells for the temporary detention of prisoners. The holding area is usually reserved for unruly visitors who break the rules or fail to respect the property of the Holy See. At the Pope’s order, Dominic Conti sat in one of these cells. Ordinarily he would have been immediately transferred to the City of Rome’s jail to await arraignment but the pontiff wanted to know more about this thing with Jesus’ bones. He wanted to find out what Dominic knew and how he’d found it. So the disgraced Cardinal sat in a tiny cell while his bored guard read a newspaper in the next room.
 
    
 
   -----
 
    
 
   The Pope prayed. It was the same prayer he had offered perhaps a hundred times since this distasteful episode with Dominic Conti had reared its ugly head. It was a prayer for guidance.
 
   The matter of the bones of Jesus was monumental. It would impact Christianity like nothing else ever had. The very basis of this religion was that Jesus Christ was immortal – the actual Son of God. Although he became a man, all Christians believe he died, was resurrected and ascended to heaven to live with his Father.
 
   There could be no bones of Jesus.
 
   If there were bones then he wasn’t the Son of God. He was just a man who wasn’t immortal at all.
 
   Atheists, Muslims, Jews and Christians alike would be interested in this little dilemma, for strikingly different reasons. As leader of the Catholic Church the pontiff had to bear responsibility for handling this affair. No Pope in history had ever faced such a problem. This one prayed once more for guidance. Then he ordered Dominic Cardinal Conti to be brought to his office.
 
   The men conferred in private for over an hour. Conti told the Pope what he read on the Templars’ encoded pages. He said the American Brian Sadler had read them too and he was going to Nova Scotia to find what was in the Money Pit.
 
   When they finished Conti asked the Pope what charges the pontiff expected would be filed against him.
 
   The Pope’s expression changed to one of sadness. “You have committed grievous sins, my child. The blood of many people is on your hands. You have lied, stolen and disgraced yourself and the office with which you were entrusted. Any speculation on my part as to what charges you will face would be just that – speculation. I urge you to pray for forgiveness, Dominic. And if you are a good man somewhere in your heart, you will pray for Christianity itself. You will pray that the bones of Jesus are not in the pit.”
 
   The Pope had to find out what this man Brian Sadler was doing in Nova Scotia. Something must be done quickly to stop him. Finding the bones would topple the world’s largest organized religion. The pontiff firmly believed this to be true. Brian Sadler could not find the bones of Jesus. He knelt and prayed.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifty-Seven
 
   Oak Island
 
    
 
   Sending a rotary drill down the shaft of the Money Pit was easy. A few obstructions were encountered but by noon they had drilled nearly eighty feet. A core sample of the material they removed was laid out on the surface near the pit. Brian and Harold would go through it after lunch.
 
   Brian hoped to find something at around a hundred feet then again at the bottom of the shaft. At the higher level early boring had indicated wood, perhaps a chest, and bits of metal. At the base of the Money Pit, over 150 feet down, he hoped to find a concrete bunker of some type with the Most Holy Relics secreted inside.
 
   The radio in Harold Mulhaney’s pickup was on as he and Brian drove back to the cabin for a sandwich and a beer. The noon news was being broadcast from Halifax. Brian caught the end of a story and the words, “charges against the Vatican-based Cardinal include using Church funds to perpetrate a crime.”
 
   He turned up the radio but that segment was over. Brian grabbed his phone – on CNN’s site he read the story of the removal of Dominic Conti from his duties and the charges against him. The article stated that other charges were being considered, including a possible link to the Fifth Avenue bombing in New York City a few weeks ago.
 
   Over lunch Brian told Harold how Conti had been connected to the Knights Templars manuscripts and the Money Pit. He had met the cleric only a few days ago in the Vatican to take possession of the manuscript. The volume was missing thirteen coded pages – now Brian figured the Cardinal had deliberately removed them to keep them secret.
 
   Brian’s mind raced. “And what if Conti was behind the assault on the librarian and me in London? What if it was all about getting that copy of the Templars manuscript so we couldn’t break the code? And if that’s true, go back one more step. What if he was involved in Arthur Borland’s death?”
 
   The more he thought about it, the more complex this all became.
 
   “Hold on there a minute, son,” Harold said in his practical way. “I ain’t a churchgoing man but you’re talking about a man who’s high up in the Catholic Church. Don’t you think you’re gettin’ a little farfetched accusing him of assault and murder? He’s a preacher or something. I think you’re barkin’ up the wrong tree, myself.”
 
   Brian had felt that way too but things were looking more and more as though the cleric was right in the big middle of all this. Why a man of the cloth, especially a man of his standing in the Church, would go to these extremes was a mystery.
 
   Brian amended his settings so he’d get notified if any more news became available about Dominic Conti.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifty-Eight
 
   Jeffrey Montfort emailed Brian the decoded sheet from Simeon Lynds’ diary. Brian sat in Harold Mulhaney’s truck and read the entire document. Not only were there detailed instructions showing exactly how to stop the seawater tunnels from flooding the Money Pit, there was a bitter explanation why Lynds himself couldn’t follow his own directions.
 
   The sheet revealed that Lynds was not only a member of the Knights Templars, he was their appointed leader in the early 1800s. He was a wealthy man from a nearby town who formed the Onslow Syndicate. Lynds used his influence to raise money from other men of means in order to search for the treasure in the Money Pit. He never told his partners he was privy to two Templars secrets. He knew how to stop the pit from flooding and he knew that something called the Most Holy Relics rested at the bottom. He didn’t know what the relics were – he just knew that the Order had guarded them for a thousand years.
 
   The oath of secrecy Lynds had taken as head of the Templars prevented him from revealing how to turn off the flooding. His partners would have asked questions he had taken a vow not to answer. Instead, according to the sheet in his diary, he planned to let the Onslow Syndicate’s money pay for the excavation of the pit. Once it flooded, as it invariably would, the group would eventually give up. Lynds would retain ownership of the site, return on his own and retrieve the treasured relics by using the secret he’d learned.
 
   Brian looked at an Internet site showing a timeline of the Money Pit from 1795 to the 1950s. The Onslow Syndicate did in fact disband in 1805 and Lynds remained involved with Oak Island. In fact forty years later a “Dr. Lynds,” probably a relative of Simeon’s, was a major investor in the next treasure-hunting syndicate, the Truro Company.
 
   The end of Simeon Lynds’ sheet revealed why he didn’t find the relics himself. He had put so much of his personal wealth into the Onslow Syndicate he couldn’t fund the next step – he ran out of money before he could implement the secret of turning off the floodwaters.
 
   In an unfortunate end to his chapter of the Oak Island mystery, Simeon Lynds died destitute, his dream unfulfilled.
 
   Two brief paragraphs at the end explained exactly how to block the floodwater tunnels. Brian got cold chills as he thought about men who had passed down these instructions from generation to generation – guidelines from the Templars engineers who built the pit in 1497, written down in code by Simeon Lynds in 1805. The directions were fairly simple; the hardest part would be finding two landmarks that were mentioned. They existed hundreds of years ago – Brian hoped they were still there today.
 
   At two am while Brian slept a quiet ding on his phone signaled a CNN news alert. Brian slept through it. He didn’t learn until the next morning that a crazed Dominic Cardinal Conti, muttering to himself in a Vatican holding cell, calmly removed the sash from around his clerical robe, knotted it around an overhead pipe, tested it for strength and prayed for forgiveness. Then he hanged himself.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifty-Nine
 
   In 1850 members of the Truro Company syndicate discovered the reason the Money Pit flooded. In Smith’s Cove Truro workers built a rock seawall, a cofferdam, to hold back the tides. They wanted to see the floor of the cove and they found something incredible.
 
   Simultaneously with construction of the Money Pit someone dammed the cove, drained it and removed a portion of the bed of the cove and the beach adjoining it. In an unbelievable engineering feat a solid layer of river stones covered with coconut fibers was placed on the sea floor. Where the area was above sea level the builders put sand over the French drain they had constructed.
 
   Water flowed easily via gravity to the shoreline. But these early builders weren’t finished. They built two water tunnels, each five hundred feet long, connecting to the French drain at the shoreline. These two tunnels intersected the Money Pit itself at around 100 and 150 feet, respectively.
 
   The result of this huge project was a simple booby-trap. When anyone attempted to excavate the Money Pit, things went fine until they removed dirt and rock at the hundred-foot level. When that happened a small portion of the wall would collapse into the shaft, driven by pressure from the seawater in the flood tunnel. If they somehow beat this trap another awaited them fifty feet down.
 
   Since the boys had discovered the pit in 1795 none of the well-financed syndicates had managed to beat the ingenious, unbelievable obstacles created by the builders and engineers centuries earlier. Everyone wondered what group had the capability and the willingness to build this amazing storage pit on an uninhabited island in what is now Canada. And everyone wondered how long ago it was built.
 
   Simeon Lynds had known the answers to both questions. The Templars had passed it down to him. Now Brian Sadler and Harold Mulhaney knew the answers too. In May 1497 the Knights Templars built the pit to hide the Most Holy Relics. They used complex engineering techniques and created a hiding place that held its secrets to this day.
 
   Brian and Harold read the instructions from Simeon Lynds’ diary a half dozen times. Leaving the crew to continue excavation of the Money Pit, they walked five hundred feet to the shore of Smith’s Cove.
 
   In the 1800s two large triangular stones were found between the Money Pit and the shoreline. No one knew if they were part of the puzzle or if they were merely natural rocks. Too large to move and with no known purpose, they fortunately remained in place. It took an hour to locate them in the tall grass and scrub, but Harold and Brian were successful. They knew from Simeon Lynds what had to happen next. It would be easier today than in 1497 when the flood tunnels were built.
 
   Brian moved ten men and the bulldozer to the area where the triangular stones rested. The machine moved one of them and the workers dug underneath it. They found a narrow shaft about two feet wide, lined with timbers. Brian lowered a rope until he heard it hit water. He pulled it up – ten feet below one of the flood tunnels ran underground to the Money Pit.
 
   The other triangular rock yielded identical results and another flood tunnel. They now knew exactly where the tunnels were located. Brian referred to the instructions Simeon Lynds had encoded. The workers felled small trees, removed their branches and crammed them tightly into each shaft like toothpicks in a holder. When the tree trunks rested on the floor of each flood tunnel and filled the vertical shafts the men added dirt and rock. The result was a plug that should stop the flow of water from Smith’s Cove to the Money Pit. Shortly they’d find out if the Knights Templars instructions given to Simeon Lynds were true or false.
 
   The Money Pit itself was over twelve feet in diameter. Brian’s new plan was to remove enough fill to lower a man 150 feet into the pit to retrieve whatever was at the bottom. Up to now he hadn’t started that part of the project because he was afraid of flooding at the hundred-foot level. Now he was confident that problem had been solved. They could be mere days away from discovering what the Most Holy Relics really were.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixty
 
   A young man in a Cooper Mini drove across the causeway from the mainland onto Oak Island. As soon as he was on the other side he encountered a burly guard with a holstered pistol and a leashed Rottweiler. The man stood in the middle of the narrow rutted road, blocking it. He held up his hand.
 
   “What’s your business, mister?”
 
   “Good morning. I’m traveling in the area. I’ve read about Oak Island and wondered if I could look around. It seems a fascinating place.”
 
   The man guarding the road noticed the stranger spoke English with a distinct accent. But then half of Canada did that.
 
   “You used to coming on people’s private property without asking?”
 
   The man in the Cooper responded pleasantly. “No sir, I’m not. I wasn’t aware this is private property.”
 
   “You didn’t happen to see the sign on the mainland, right before you drive across the causeway? It says ‘No Trespassing.’ Do you read English?” The man’s demeanor was curt and tough but the traveler in the Cooper remained upbeat.
 
   “I do, in fact. I saw the sign but hoped I would find someone like you with whom I could talk about seeing Oak Island.”
 
   “Well, we’ve had our talk. Turn your car around and get off the place.”
 
   The man did exactly that. He’d learned what he needed. The causeway was guarded, either by the owners of this half of the island or by Brian Sadler’s crew. It didn’t matter which.
 
   At the Money Pit, excavation by hand was underway in earnest. By now the pit had been cleared out so deeply that heavy equipment couldn’t be used any more. Brian’s crew chief put every man to work digging in the hole, removing bucketsful of dirt or pumping air down the shaft. By the end of the day they were down nearly a hundred feet and the shaft was twelve feet in diameter. The work stopped here because a few feet further they should come to the place where boring indicated wooden chests and metal would be found. Brian had a hunch where this stuff came from; if they found anything he’d be able to see if he was right.
 
   Tomorrow morning would tell the tale. Every other time in history someone had gotten to the hundred-foot level, the Money Pit had flooded. Brian hoped Simeon Lynds’ instructions worked.
 
   At two am a rowboat negotiated around the cofferdam Brian Sadler’s crew had built and landed on the shore of Smith’s Cove. Its occupant crept quietly toward the Money Pit, aided by a nearly full moon. He watched and listened closely for signs of a watchman.
 
   Close to the pit itself a guard sat in a chair next to a dying fire. He was drinking coffee from a mug and the Rottweiler that had been at the causeway that afternoon lay next to him. A shotgun was leaned against a tree close by.
 
   The intruder stopped as he heard the dog’s low growl. He retreated softly before the animal could announce his presence and rowed slowly back to shore. He had the information he needed. By day there was a guard at the causeway. At night the guard and the Rottweiler moved to the Money Pit.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixty-One
 
   There was jubilation at the site the next morning. The Money Pit was as dry as it had been the afternoon before. There had been no flooding – Lynds’ directions to stop the flood tunnels had worked perfectly.
 
   Brian was eager to discover the secret of Oak Island. He was pleased to see that Harold Mulhaney seemed excited too, at least as animated as the stodgy farmer could be.
 
   Last evening at the Oak Island Inn Brian had made his nightly call to Nicole. He’d told her his hopes that the pit wouldn’t flood and she said she hoped so too. She was fully comprehending now, asking questions and offering comments. She wasn’t her old self yet, but she was a world better than she had been only a week ago when he had last seen her. After his ten-minute conversation with her Brian called Nicole’s mother in Houston. They discussed Nicole’s encouraging progress. They kept in touch every day by email and she promised to let Brian know if she learned anything new about Nicole.
 
   This morning the crew was anxious to get started and work progressed well. Brian estimated they had two days of digging left before reaching the 150 foot level and what they assumed would be the bottom of the Money Pit. Today the crew in the shaft dug carefully until they came to an unusual platform – this one made of spruce instead of oak like all the others. They carefully removed the old logs and saw a deteriorated wooden chest below. Its lid had disintegrated and a thick layer of dirt caked everything. As the tunnels flooded long ago, mud had flowed upward, oozing over everything it touched. Once it dried anything there became encased in hard soil.
 
   The workers used short picks to flake off the encrusted mud. Finally one of them gave a shout. “I’ve found gold!”
 
   A bucket went down the hole on a rope and everyone heard a clunk as the man deposited what he’d found in it. Back at the surface Brian reached in the bucket and brought out a bracelet. It was filthy but there was no doubt it was made of gold.
 
   “A hundred dollar bonus goes in everyone’s pockets tonight!” Brian yelled. The enthused workers cheered. Down in the shaft two men knelt side-by-side and continued digging with bare hands and small picks.
 
   “Coins! We’ve got gold coins!” The workers on the surface went wild.
 
   This was the most encouraging thing of all. Coins were dated and dates would help determine the earliest time the gold could have been buried.
 
   The workers in the pit sent up a handful of mud-encrusted coins in the bucket. Brian and Harold dipped one or two in water and rubbed off the dirt. The gold coins had Spanish writing and were dated in the 1690s.
 
   Although this wasn’t the prize Brian Sadler sought, this discovery was significant even if nothing else was found. A horde of old Spanish coins would be worth a fortune to numismatists. More investigation would have to be done but Brian figured one of the pirate stories about Oak Island was true. His theory was that a privateer, quite possibly Blackbeard, came to Oak Island and used the Money Pit to hide his booty. Historians knew the pirate frequented this remote area in the early 1700s so the dates on the coins fit well.
 
   As is the case for all archaeological activity in Nova Scotia, Brian’s project had required a permit. He placed a call to the Office of Culture and Heritage Development and advised they had found treasure in the Money Pit. He was told he could continue excavating. A governmental representative would arrive tomorrow from Halifax. An official called later with instructions on where to temporarily store the items from the pit for safekeeping.
 
   By the end of the day the workmen had removed nearly two hundred gold coins and more than fifty pounds of various gold chains and bracelets. It was a small cache by comparison to other hordes discovered in the past, but Brian knew there were dozens of places along the remote coastline that pirates likely hid their loot. Whoever this pirate was, he hadn’t put all his eggs in one basket.
 
   When the workmen left the island at five, word spread quickly throughout the area that treasure had been found today. That evening Brian and Harold Mulhaney sat at the Oak Island Inn’s busy bar having a celebratory drink. A crowd of locals packed the tavern, re-telling stories of the pirates who had roamed this area. Brian and Harold were instant celebrities; as new townspeople showed up the pair was pointed out at the bar.
 
   The barkeep was as excited as the others about the treasure horde. He asked several questions and Brian gave him a summary of the day’s events.
 
   “How do you keep people from stealing the gold tonight?” the bartender asked. “Is it locked up somewhere? Or shouldn’t I ask?”
 
   Brian saw no harm in telling him what they had done with the things they brought up from the Money Pit. In fact he needed to spread the word that the treasure wasn’t on Oak Island any longer. They didn’t need unauthorized visitors.
 
   “The Cultural Office gave us instructions. We left a guard at the site tonight for security but there’s no treasure left there. The sentinel’s there just in case somebody gets nosy. The treasure itself was moved this afternoon to a bank in Lunenburg. It’ll be safe there until the people from the government in Halifax arrive.”
 
   A young man sat at the bar near Brian and Harold, listening to the conversation. He heard the bartender ask Brian, “So are you through looking? Was gold what you came here to find?”
 
   Brian’s answer was cautious. “We don’t know what’s at the bottom of the Money Pit. We think something is, but no one knows what. So far we’re the first to even reach the hundred-foot level without the shaft flooding. This find is a bonus – I would bet money it’s pirate treasure – but I also bet whoever buried it didn’t dig the Money Pit. He just borrowed the top half of it. I hope there’s more to come. We’re going all the way down.”
 
   “Is there more gold down there, you think?”
 
   “Who knows? Everyone here’s heard the tales about Shakespeare, aliens, crown jewels from fallen monarchies – all that stuff. After all this time nobody has a clue if anything’s down there or what it might be. Maybe we can find out. By day after tomorrow if all goes well we may know a lot more.”
 
   The patron at the bar hadn’t engaged in the conversation. He hadn’t even glanced toward Brian and Harold. He just nursed his beer. When the two left the tavern a half hour later the stranger paid his tab, walked to his Cooper Mini in the parking lot and drove away.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixty-Two
 
   At eight pm Brian was in his room preparing for a shower. It had been an exciting, exhausting day. His cellphone rang and he was thrilled to see the caller’s name displayed. Nicole. It was the first time she had called him since her wreck.
 
   “Hey,” he answered. “Is it you?”
 
   “It’s me,” came the familiar voice. “This is the first phone call I’ve dialed myself. I remembered how to do everything, Brian.” She started crying. Tears rolled down Brian’s face too as he thought how far she’d come, but how difficult even the simplest tasks were to someone who was struggling to regain their cognitive skills.
 
   “I’m proud of you, baby. You’re really getting better fast.”
 
   “I miss you, Brian. I hope you come back soon. And I saw your picture on the news tonight.”
 
   That was a surprise. “You did? Are you sure?”
 
   “Yep. You found a bunch of pirate treasure today. It made the national news.”
 
   With the entire area abuzz about Blackbeard’s gold he wasn’t surprised the networks had picked up the story. But no locals had contacted him for a comment. That was a little surprising.
 
   “Did they interview anybody about the treasure?”
 
   “There was a man on the newscast. I don’t remember his name. He had on overalls and was older than you are. Some man from the government also talked.”
 
   Most likely they had spoken to Harold. The old guy was reclusive but he was getting his time in the spotlight tonight. He’d take a look at the Internet later and see what Harold had said.
 
   “I’m hoping we can reach the bottom of the pit in the next two days, Nicole. Then I can take a few days off and come to Dallas. I can’t wait to see you.”
 
   After ending the call Brian watched the news story. He saw Harold Mulhaney expound on subjects from Edward Teach aka Blackbeard the pirate to what lay at the bottom of the pit. Brian held his breath as the interview continued. Harold was privy to most of the information Brian had learned about the Knights Templars and he hoped the old man hadn’t given away anything that should be kept confidential.
 
   And thankfully he hadn’t. Mulhaney had a mysterious look on his face and a gleam in his eye as he responded to the reporter’s questions. “Us locals have heard for years about what might be at the bottom of the Money Pit. Just today Mr. Sadler and I proved there’s something valuable there, and we ain’t even at the bottom yet. I think I know what’s down there. It’s old, it’s rarer than anything on earth and it’s priceless. That’s all I’ll tell ya.” And he shut up, refusing to answer anything more.
 
   Good for you, Harold.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixty-Three
 
   The representative from the Cultural Office in Halifax was at the Money Pit by nine am. Brian gave him a tour and let him speak with the men who had discovered the gold in the shaft. His visit ate up ninety minutes of valuable time but it was unavoidable. The government of Nova Scotia had been extremely helpful throughout the entire process and today was no exception. The man thanked Brian for his cooperation and left to visit the bank in nearby Lunenburg, where the gold was stored.
 
   Brian took Harold aside and congratulated him on a good interview. “You made national news in the States,” he said.
 
   Mulhaney just smiled. Brian almost laughed out loud. He had never seen Harold smile.
 
   “And thanks for keeping the Templar information confidential.”
 
   “No problem, son. My daddy used to say you gotta learn when to talk and when to shut your mouth. That was one time I had talked enough.”
 
   With renewed vigor the crew went back to work in the pit. Excavation continued and by one pm they were at a hundred and fifty-four feet, stopped by a piece of concrete blocking the pit. This was the best sign yet. It was exactly what Brian had hoped for – the early syndicates reported a cement vault with some type of wood inside at this level. Up until now the excavators had run across nothing more than the platforms of logs every ten feet that were described by earlier diggers, but suddenly they were excited.
 
   Brian stopped the work for the remainder of today. He explained to his men that there was a second flood tunnel just above the level where they were now. If that tunnel held during the night they could break through the concrete tomorrow and see what lay below. But if the Money Pit flooded it would be best not to have opened the concrete vault. If for some reason they couldn’t easily remove the contents this afternoon, whatever was there could be destroyed by flooding tonight. Better to wait for a new day and ensure the flood tunnel was properly dammed up.
 
   Brian gave his men a pep talk, thanking them for their hard effort and encouraging them to be ready to achieve their goal tomorrow. He asked them to get a good night’s sleep and meet him at the site at seven am, just after sunrise. If their luck held and the pit was dry, they would learn the secret tomorrow.
 
   Brian told his crew chief and two other men to stay so they could plan the strategy for tomorrow. As they sat with cups of coffee ten feet from the fabled Money Pit, they discussed what lay ahead.
 
   That night he spoke with Nicole and told her everything that had happened today. The excitement in his words was palpable as he explained the wonderful things that might be the Most Holy Relics. And she understood. She asked probing questions and mentioned things they’d discussed days earlier. He was more encouraged tonight than ever. She was on the way back. Not quite there yet, but definitely on the mend. He went to sleep a happy man in every way.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixty-Four
 
   The same rowboat landed on the beach at Smith’s Cove at 3:30 am. The man from the tavern was dressed completely in black, his face covered by a ski mask. He carried a dart gun and on his belt was a silenced pistol in a holster. He had a small backpack. He walked toward the Money Pit, staying in the shadows and listening for any sound of the guard’s presence.
 
   Thirty feet from the excavation point he saw the guard smoking a cigarette. The man was sitting in a lawn chair facing the intruder. He held an iPad in his hands and was staring intently at its screen. The dog was nowhere to be seen.
 
   The stranger moved quietly through the trees and brush until he was behind the sentry. He could hear the iPad now; the man was watching a movie. He moved to within five feet of the guard, raised his dart gun and fired. The guard toppled forward out of his chair onto the ground. The trespasser had ten minutes before the man would awake from the light anesthetic the dart had contained. That was more than enough time. He tied the guard securely to a tree and gagged him.
 
   Confirming no one else was around, the stranger opened his pack and removed two sticks of dynamite and a cap. With precision learned from years of practice he prepared everything and dropped the sticks into the Money Pit. A timer would detonate the dynamite in half an hour. The explosives were now lying a hundred and fifty feet down the shaft, on top of the concrete vault below. The guard would be safe from the detonation. But the bottom of the pit would be ruined.
 
   The water was calm as he rowed slowly back to the mainland, docked the boat where he had rented it, got in his Cooper Mini and drove to Halifax.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixty-Five
 
   At six am Harold Mulhaney sat in his pickup outside the Oak Island Inn. The sun would rise in twenty minutes – he and Brian wanted to be at the pit ahead of the work crew who had been told to arrive at seven.
 
   They crossed the causeway onto the island and drove to the Money Pit. As he got out of Harold’s truck Brian called out to the guard but got no response. The men looked around and heard a noise. The guard struggled against his ropes and gag, still securely bound to a large oak tree.
 
   They cut him loose. “This is exactly what I was afraid was going to happen,” Brian said after the man told him what had transpired during the night.
 
   “When I woke up from being drugged I was tied to this tree. In a few minutes I heard a loud ‘whump’ and saw smoke come out of the Money Pit. I never knew what hit me, but I think someone sabotaged the project, Mr. Sadler. I let you down. I’ve let the whole crew down, and everybody in this area who thought they’d find out today what’s in the pit.”
 
   Brian reassured the man. “Things are never as bad as they seem,” he said, more optimistically than the guard would have expected for having lost the prize he came for.
 
   The guard asked, “Do you think we still can go down into the shaft and open the concrete vault?”
 
   Brian and Harold walked over to the Money Pit. It was impossible to miss the seawater standing just thirty feet below them. One or both of the flood tunnels had burst and the pit had flooded up to sea level, just like every time before.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixty-Six
 
   Oak Island/Dallas
 
    
 
   By seven the entire crew had assembled at the site. Brian explained to them what had happened. Word had obviously gotten around the area the afternoon before. Plenty of people knew they had reached the bottom of the Money Pit and were preparing to open the concrete vault the next morning.
 
   Someone had other plans – he either wanted to sabotage the entire project or he intended to open the vault and steal its contents. If it were the latter he would have needed more help. Brian was inclined to believe someone had decided to stop his search for the Most Holy Relics. The perpetrator of this act had put explosives in the shaft. Now the pit was flooded and there was no way to know how much damage had been done at the bottom.
 
   To say the men were disappointed would be a vast understatement. They talked quietly among themselves, their eagerness to begin this exciting day quashed by the grim news of defeat.
 
   The work crew was sent home. Brian and Harold went back to his cabin near the Money Pit, loaded a small crate into the back seat of the pickup and drove to the Oak Island Inn. Brian’s suitcase was packed and ready to go. He threw it and his backpack into the truck bed and they drove to Halifax.
 
   At the Office of Culture and Heritage Development they met with the representative who had come to the pit two days earlier. They told him everything that had occurred since his visit to the site and handed over the crate they’d brought. The official was particularly concerned to hear about the assault on their guard and the bombing of the Money Pit. The official promised a governmental inquiry and said he would alert the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. The man assured Harold and Brian the Mounties would be on site immediately to open an investigation. He thanked Brian for his efforts and for the forthright and efficient way he had conducted the entire mission in Nova Scotia.
 
   Brian and Harold Mulhaney had a cup of coffee at the Starbucks near the Halifax airport. They talked about the amazing events that had transpired in the last week. They would keep in close touch; there was a lot left to do on the Oak Island project before they were finished. Harold would represent Brian on the scene from now on.
 
   He caught the American flight to Philadelphia, made a connection and was in Dallas that evening. He hadn’t told Nicole he was coming and the doorman at her condo agreed to let him go upstairs unannounced.
 
   Brian rang her doorbell and heard Shelia’s voice. “Who is it?”
 
   “Pizza delivery for Nicole Farber,” he said loudly.
 
   The caregiver responded, “We didn’t order a…”
 
   Then Brian heard the sound of banging – someone was frantically trying to open the door. Finally the lock turned and the door opened wide. Nicole was standing there sobbing, a huge grin on her face. She jumped into his arms. Neither of them talked for what seemed like forever. Then she said, “You’re a bastard for not telling me you were coming back.”
 
   “I wanted to surprise you.”
 
   “Well, you did. Get in here, Brian. And Shelia, I’m good for tonight and hopefully longer if I can talk this man into sticking around Dallas for a few days. You’re off for now. I’ll call you tomorrow about when I’ll need you back. Oh, forgive me! Brian, you remember Shelia. She’s the best and she’s been a working miracles for me!”
 
   The caregiver laughed at her exuberance. “You’re like a little girl, Nicole. Don’t you hurt yourself! Be careful with her, Brian. She’s mended well but she’s still fragile.”
 
   Nicole smiled and hugged Brian tightly. “Don’t you worry, Shelia! I’ve been waiting for this guy for a long, long time. He’s the best medicine for my recovery. He takes good care of me!”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixty-Seven
 
   A joint press conference was set for the afternoon after Brian returned to Dallas. Half of the broadcast was from the studios of CTV Halifax where the Minister of Culture and Heritage sat before the camera alongside Harold Mulhaney. The other half featured Brian in the Victory Park studio of the ABC affiliate, Channel 8 in Dallas.
 
   The press conference aired at 5:45 pm Dallas time, coinciding exactly with ABC’s national news. A half hour before the conference a release was distributed to the international press. The headline read “Ancient Box Discovered in Nova Scotia; Money Pit Gives Up its Secret At Last.” Social media sites like Twitter were going crazy – this broadcast was certain to break records for viewership given its exciting news.
 
   At the appointed time the Canadian reporter welcomed viewers to the show and introduced the Minister and Harold Mulhaney. “Mr. Mulhaney participated in the discovery of an ancient stone box over a hundred and fifty feet below the surface. The box was in a shaft built centuries ago by the Knights Templars,” the reporter announced.
 
   The feed switched to Dallas where Brian was introduced and his background as a renowned gallery owner and wealthy amateur archaeologist was explained. Video footage of Oak Island and the Money Pit ran as Brian described the area and the background of what brought him to the fabled place. As the camera came back to him, he used a large poster to explain the Money Pit. It pictured the shaft in cross-section from the surface to its bottom. The flood tunnels were shown, as were the ten-foot platforms of timber and the area where the gold coins and jewelry had been found.
 
   “Mr. Sadler, please explain to our audience how your foresight one afternoon a few days ago thwarted an attempt to sabotage your project.”
 
   Brian explained what had happened the afternoon the work crew reached the concrete barrier at 154 feet. He had stopped the work for that day, retaining three senior members of his crew on site to strategize.
 
   One day previously the men had discovered what appeared to be pirate treasure. By dusk word had spread like wildfire among the people living nearby. With a crew of twenty men it was impossible to keep a secret and Brian knew the townspeople would quickly hear that today they’d reached the bottom. Tomorrow Brian’s crew would open the concrete vault. This would be major news and everyone would be eager to learn what was up on Oak Island.
 
   By 1:30 pm Brian and Harold had made a decision. Instead of waiting to ensure the shaft didn’t flood during the night, they would take a major chance. Clandestinely the three workers would descend into the shaft and cut open the concrete vault. They had several hours of daylight left, hopefully enough to remove whatever was in the vault itself. If they couldn’t remove it the five of them would personally guard the site all night and pray to God the shaft didn’t flood before they could extricate whatever was there.
 
   While Brian and Harold waited at the surface the three crewmen labored in the shaft. The concrete had held remarkably well for hundreds of years, withstanding flooding of the shaft numerous times. A tiny hole was the only evidence of test boring in the early 1800s, and it had long ago plugged itself up with mud. The men used picks and at 2:40 pm they broke through the top of the concrete.
 
   Brian explained for the television audience that the vault itself was a cube four feet on each side. Tightly fitting inside it was a wooden box, the top of which came off easily. Nestled inside the box, protected on all side by cedar shavings, was a stone chest with ancient inscriptions and carvings of a fish on it. It was roughly a foot long, eight inches deep and ten inches tall.
 
   The three men who had opened the vault were sent home with hefty bonuses and a promise of secrecy until the government could be informed of the discovery.
 
   A picture of the box flashed on the screen. It was an ossuary with two parts: a lid and a base. Its purpose would have been to hold the bones of a deceased person. In ancient times ossuaries were used by many cultures; they would usually be placed in niches inside caves.
 
   Before the news broadcast Brian Sadler had asked an expert to examine the ossuary. He said it was Jewish, made during the period known as the Second Temple, its style placing it roughly between 100 BC and 100 AD. The carvings on the box were faint and difficult to make out. Further tests would determine if the marks were words like those found on other Jewish ossuaries.
 
   Switching back to the Canadian studio, the Minister of Culture explained what happened late that evening. Brian Sadler and Harold Mulhaney had placed a guard at the site. A police investigation revealed that an intruder landed a boat in Smith’s Cove, walked to the Money Pit and tranquilized the guard. He was tied up and gagged and the man dynamited the shaft, causing the flood tunnels to flow thousands of gallons of seawater into it.
 
   For the sake of archaeology, the Minister continued, it was fortunate that Brian Sadler had decided to remove the artifact in secret. The ossuary was now in a safe place within the government of Nova Scotia awaiting further examination both in Canada and the United States.
 
   The press conference ended with the Minister’s assurance of cooperation going forward. “We will engage in a close working relationship with Mr. Sadler and Mr. Mulhaney as we learn more about this incredible discovery.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixty-Eight
 
   Dallas
 
    
 
   The day after the press conference Brian received a call from the Archdiocese of New York. He knew the Archbishop; they had met several times as a result of Brian’s involvement in high-profile antiquities and the Church’s interest in many of his discoveries. The Church was important to Brian’s work and played a major part in some of the important pieces he handled.
 
   The Archbishop told Brian that the Pope was interested in the ossuary that had been found, especially in the ancient inscription that appeared on it. He asked if the pontiff could be informed ahead of the general public once Brian knew more about it.
 
   “Excellency, although I want to be cooperative I can’t guarantee that. The decision’s not just mine to make. I have a partner, Harold Mulhaney, and the Minister of Culture in Halifax has a vested interest in this project too. I’ll see what I can do; shall I let you know what I find out?”
 
   The Archbishop responded affirmatively and Brian asked, “If I may ask, why is the Pope personally interested in the box and its inscription?”
 
   The answer was sprinkled with a little humor. “Sometimes his Holiness doesn’t let me in on his thinking, Brian. I’d speculate that he’s interested in whose bones are in the ossuary, assuming you ultimately find there are bones at all.”
 
   Brian said he would try to let the Archbishop have advance notice of any discovery but couldn’t promise anything.
 
   The ossuary hadn’t been opened. The piece was so old and potentially so fragile that it had to be handled extremely carefully, and only by experts. Brian had conferred with the Minister of Culture and reached an agreement to bring it to New York where experts at the American Museum of Natural History could perform a close examination in every respect. It would be flown from Halifax the following week and Brian would be at the Museum when it arrived.
 
   It could take several days, maybe even weeks, before definitive information was known about the box. No one knew if this ossuary held bones, as one might expect, or if something else was in it. Brian knew the Templars called this the Most Holy Relics – plural. So it wasn’t just the box itself. It was what was inside. And the Pope undoubtedly knew about the Most Holy Relics from the research of Cardinal Conti.
 
   He thought about what scenario would make the Pope the most concerned. If the ossuary was being used for its original purpose, then it held bones.
 
   Brian was well aware of the furor that had arisen in the academic community a decade ago about another ossuary. A prominent Israeli collector turned up a first century bone box with the inscription “James, son of Joseph, brother of Jesus.” A tremendous battle had occurred between the Israeli Antiquities Authority and the collector, including a seven-year court battle to determine if the inscription was forged much later than the first century.
 
   The collector ultimately was found not guilty of forgery but the judge’s acquittal was accompanied by a caveat that he was not ruling on the authenticity of the inscription or that it was two thousand years old. To this day many scholars believed that ossuary proved the historical existence of Jesus for the first time ever. Many others labeled it a complete hoax.
 
   Brian considered what he had learned. Taking the Knights Templars manuscripts at face value, this latest ossuary was the repository for the Most Holy Relics. They had been in the care of the Templars since 1129, had been in Ephesus and in the late 1400s were moved overland to Bruges, Belgium, then by boat to Bristol and across the sea to a new place where a hiding place was constructed.
 
   Giovanni Caboto, or John Cabot, was the Voyager who carried the Templars and the Most Holy Relics. They built a pit and Cabot “involved himself in things best left to our brothers.” Much of his crew died of disease or food poisoning at the hands of the Templars. The rest, including Cabot, were “dispatched to their eternal fates” and the Cabot expedition of 1498 was never heard from again.
 
   One coded Templars sheet was nothing but Bible verses – the story of Jesus on the cross entrusting his mother to his disciple John, and the verses about Jesus’ burial and resurrection.
 
   Could the bones be those of Jesus himself? How could that be possible? Brian had been a regular churchgoer since he was a baby and he knew that Jesus Christ had risen from the dead and ascended into Heaven. No bones. No reburial.
 
   Brian knew this was what concerned the Pope. He was afraid the ossuary contained the bones of Jesus along with an inscription describing them. If Jesus hadn’t risen from the dead, John, the self-proclaimed “disciple whom Jesus loved,” would have been the natural choice to gather his bones. It was generally accepted by Bible scholars that John and the Virgin Mary went to Ephesus, where John continued his preaching and evangelizing, and Mary eventually died. There was even a shrine to her in Ephesus.
 
   What if John had transported Jesus’ bones when he and Mary went to Ephesus? Had he buried the bones there and did Knights Templars protect them over the centuries? If all that were true, Brian couldn’t imagine the earth-shattering consequences. Non-believers would have a field day. If you couldn’t believe that part of the Bible, what parts could you believe? It would be catastrophic in its impact on religion.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixty-Nine
 
   Toronto
 
    
 
   “This is a collect call from the Metropolitan Correctional Center in New York. This call is from…” – there was a pause – “John Spedino.” The recording continued. “To accept all calls from this number press *13. To decline all calls from this number press *15.”
 
   The man in Toronto who had destroyed the Money Pit pressed *13 on his single-use cellphone and immediately heard the godfather launch into a rage.
 
   “Good job you did for me,” Spedino said sarcastically. “I guess you’ve seen the news. Brian Sadler found an ossuary in the Money Pit. And say, you know they record all these calls. Especially mine.” He laughed sardonically.
 
   The man was careful in his response. “I did the job exactly as you directed. It was done as expeditiously as possible. If the timing was off that’s out of my hands.”
 
   “Out of your hands?” the mobster exploded. “You idiot. You were supposed to make sure…”
 
   The man disconnected. He wasn’t interested in the ravings of a man who could hurt him only with incriminating words. He tossed the phone in a trash bin as he walked down the street. John Spedino had been a powerful man once, the Canadian knew. But his upcoming trial and the massive evidence against him made Spedino completely powerless to retaliate. The mobster had no way to find the man, much less hurt him.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventy
 
   New York
 
    
 
   Two weeks later the examination of the ossuary was complete. Antiquities experts at the museum in New York opened the box, found decaying bones and immediately moved to preserve them from the air they hadn’t known in two thousand years. They would ultimately be carbon-dated to the first century AD.
 
   Working alongside the museum staff were two linguists from the Hebrew University in Jerusalem. They took rubbings of the faint inscriptions on the outside of the box and created computer-generated enhancement to make them legible. Some words were missing a few strokes here and there due to the extreme age of the box itself.
 
   The Minister of Culture and Harold Mulhaney agreed to allow Brian a courtesy call to the Archbishop in New York.
 
   The cleric took Brian’s call immediately. “What did you find out?”
 
   “Excellency, I think this is the proverbial good news-bad news call. I hate to be flippant about something the Pope considers so serious, but I think the good news for the pontiff is going to be this. If the inscription can be believed, the bones in the box aren’t those of Jesus Christ.”
 
   There was a faint sigh of relief on the other end of the conversation. “And…?”
 
   “I did a bit of research on the Catholic faith before I made this call, Excellency. I know you believe in Mary’s assumption to Heaven – God took the Virgin Mary’s body to Heaven after her death. So I think the inscription on the ossuary may be the bad news. The inscription says
 
   Mary, blessed Virgin, mother of Jesus, wife of Joseph
 
   “Archbishop, the Most Holy Relics guarded by the Templars for centuries are the bones of the Virgin Mary.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventy-One
 
   Dallas – Six months later
 
    
 
   The opening of Bijan Rarities’ new gallery in Dallas was a major event. The beautiful store in the Crescent Court was just blocks away from Nicole’s condo in the Ritz-Carlton. High-profile clients and celebrities joined news crews from Texas and the nation to toast Brian Sadler’s glitzy showroom in his home state of Texas.
 
   The Government of Nova Scotia had quickly reached an agreement with Brian and Harold Mulhaney on the division of the gold coins and jewelry. There were a number of laws on the books governing antiquities and treasure, given discoveries in the past and the province’s history as a hangout for pirates. In the gallery a side room was dedicated solely to the gold and it was the must-see highlight of the evening. The room was named the Collette Conning Hall in memory of Brian’s valued assistant in the New York. The area had displays of the exquisite Spanish coins and jewelry they’d found, all of which certainly had been buried by pirates. A diorama with thrilling tales of the buccaneers’ exploits entertained the visitors.
 
   The disposition of the bones and ossuary were more challenging. The artifacts obviously couldn’t be divided three ways so attorneys for Brian and Harold were negotiating with the provincial government toward a solution. Brian had offered to donate the half of Oak Island he had purchased from Harold Mulhaney to the government for a national park. Local and provincial officials already were planning a museum surrounding the Money Pit itself. It was sure to be a major tourist draw for this otherwise quiet locale. For now the bones and ossuary remained in the American Museum of Natural History’s sealed chamber for protection.
 
   Since he couldn’t show the ossuary itself Brian did the next best thing – there were videos and slideshows showing the excavation and the discovery. These ran on huge screens hanging from the ceiling along the main showroom walls. Photos of the artifacts also lined the walls. The guests loved the presentation, especially the press who occupied Brian with interviews as much as he’d let them. He gave them time but he had to circulate among his guests – in this crowd were people who frequented the top social scenes of New York, London or Dubai.
 
   Along with the celebrities and clients were two people who had become very close to Brian Sadler – Carissa Borland and Harold Mulhaney. He and Nicole would meet them tomorrow for lunch once things settled down after tonight’s gala event.
 
   This was Nicole’s first appearance in public since her accident. Outwardly she looked as beautiful and poised as she had always been. Inside she was still mending both mentally and physically, but her physician assured Brian she’d be fine for an hour or so. She sat in a chair and greeted dozens of friends she knew through her legal practice and social activities in this metropolitan city. Shelia stood close by and took her home once she began to tire.
 
   The party wrapped up and by eleven Brian was with Nicole. Back at her condo he changed into sweats and met her on the patio for a nightcap. He told her how he’d missed the glittering skyline of downtown Dallas. He sipped Pyrat Rum with a cube of ice; she drank Perrier from a bottle.
 
   “I’m glad we agreed on our future, Brian. I’m so glad you’re willing to be here with me, even if I’m not the person I once was. I promise I’ll try. I’ll try so hard to get back to normal.”
 
   Brian smiled and held her hand. “You’re great, sweetie. If nothing ever changes you’re just perfect right now. I want you just the way you are, and I’ll take care of you.”
 
   There were a number of things that still weren’t right for her. Nicole couldn’t drive – her reaction time was slow and her intuition and concentration were lacking. But she was wealthy – she could hire a driver if she needed. The best news was that her doctors said she’d likely improve over time.
 
   She also wasn’t ready to go back to work. Randall Carter offered to hold a place for her at the law firm indefinitely, but after a long discussion with Brian she decided what would come next. She resigned her high-stress, long-hours job and would eventually open a solo practice. It would be totally opposite from the crazy world of Randall and Carter, but at this point it sounded wonderful. And there was no hurry. She could take her time, get better and spend valuable moments with Brian right here.
 
   He had agreed to relocate to Dallas and move in with Nicole. The gallery here would be the flagship and they would split their time between Texas and London. As he traveled making acquisitions and seeing clients she would be free to go with him. Shelia would travel with them as long as Nicole required assistance. She’d made it clear that was fine with her.
 
   Nicole yawned and stretched. Brian smiled at her. “I know you’re tired, baby. Let’s go to bed.”
 
   She turned out the light and snuggled with him. He reached to the nightstand then turned to her and took her hand in the darkness.
 
   “Oh yeah, something I forgot,” he said as he placed a small box into her palm.
 
   “Will you marry me?”
 
   
  
 



Thank you!
 
   Thanks for reading the Archaeological Mystery Series.  If you liked it I’d really appreciate a review on Amazon, Goodreads or both.
 
    
 
   Even a line or two makes a tremendous difference so thanks in advance for your help!
 
    
 
   Please join me on:
 
    
 
   Facebook
 
   http://on.fb.me/187NRRP
 
    
 
   Twitter
 
   @BThompsonBooks
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