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PROLOGUE
––––––––
 
The Vatican Secret Archives 
Vatican City 
Three Months Ago 
 
The bishop, who was dressed in a black cassock with red piping and wore a purple biretta upon his head, descended the stairway that led to the Vatican’s Secret Archives. He was a tall man, about six-six, with a wide breadth to his shoulders. In his hand was a leather briefcase that had the emblem of the Vatican inscribed on its strap, the two crisscrossing keys of St. Peter—one silver and the other gold—beneath a papal tiara. 
At the bottom of the stairway was a heavy glass door that was covered with bomb-blast resistant glazing. Behind it were two men from Vatican Security. One was seated behind a desk, the other stood by the entryway. 
After the bishop lifted a wallet to show his credentials, the officer at the desk buzzed him in. Once inside, he greeted both officers with an engaging smile. “Good morning,” he offered kindly. “I’m Bishop John Emory from the Theological Seminary and Christian Faith College. I’ve been granted permission by the Pontifical Commission to access the Archives.” 
“Morning, Bishop,” stated the desk officer. “I assume you have the necessary documents?” 
The bishop nodded. “I have the communication from the Holy See about my introductory letter right here,” he said, lifting his briefcase and placing it on the desktop. “I’m afraid that the timing of my studies will not allow me to wait any longer for my entry card. So—” After he undid the strap and pulled back the flaps, the bishop reached inside and removed a suppressed Glock 9mm. In a moment too quick for the officer behind the desk to register what was happening, a bullet hole magically appeared in the center of his forehead. 
...Phfffft... 
The bishop then directed the weapon on the second officer, who appeared too stunned to react. 
After grabbing the briefcase and stepping away from the desk with his weapon directed on the guard, the bishop asked, “Do you want to live?”
The security officer nodded. 
“Then you must do exactly as I say. Do you understand?” 
Another nod. 
“I seek a particular book. One of great value. To retrieve it I’ll need you to provide me access.” 
“Please don’t hurt me. I have a family.” 
The bishop cocked his head inquisitively like a baffled dog. “Why do people always think that having a family should exclude them from situations like this? I never quite understood that since it makes no difference if you have a family or not. You’re at my disposal, which means that you do whatever I ask of you, whether you have a family or not.” He took a step closer and redirected his aim to the guard’s forehead. “And you are at my disposal”—He looked at the man’s name tag—“Security Officer Abramo, aren’t you? Whether or not you have a family. Yes?” 
The guard nodded. 
“Do as I say,” said the bishop. “And no harm will come to you. All I want is the book.” 
The guard gave a signal of understanding with a faint nod of his chin. 
“Very good, then.” 
After the bishop removed the dead officer’s name tag and tossed it into the briefcase, he was then led down a corridor that carved a path through the library that was protected by impenetrable glass walls on both sides. Books and tomes could be seen sitting on their shelves, with stacks and rows that seemed to go on forever. Steel cylinders that held ancient scrolls with delicate sheepskin that had yellowed over time were neatly stacked inside specially designed boxes. When they reached a revolving glass door that needed an entry card for admission, the bishop said, “Not here. The book I seek is in a very special room where it resides beneath a single light to showcase its value. It is a religious text with opening chapters that were penned by Saint Peter himself. Do you know the book I speak of, Security Officer Abramo?” 
He did. 
“Very good. Take me to the room which needs special access only you can provide.” 
Security Officer Abramo, with the point of the pistol resting at the base of his skull, led the bishop down a second stairway to an underground storage space that was added in 1980. This particular area was restricted for public viewing for articles dated after 1939, as well as the recorded personal affairs of cardinals dating from 1922 and onward. In the rear of this underground vault, however, and secluded behind thick panes of glass, was an area restricted to all with the exception of the pontiff and certain scribes of the Vatican. It was a dark chamber that showcased a single item, an ancient tome. Above the book, a single bulb illuminated a biblical-like beam of light to showcase this prize upon an ivory pedestal. The tome was thick, close to six inches, with a spine of tanned leather and pages that had browned. 
The bishop, who was in awe of this sight, never lowered the point of his 
weapon from the base of the officer’s skull. “You’ve done well up to this point, 
Security Officer Abramo. Now we have one little feat left to do, yes? I need you to get me inside that chamber.” 
With the mouth of the pistol placed firmly against Abramo’s skull, the bishop directed the security officer to an ocular eye scanner that was to the left of the glass doors. Not only did it measure the roadmaps of red stitching within the eyes, it also looked for pulsations to confirm that the orbs had not been removed from the sockets of their deceased owner and displayed before the reader, in order to gain access. 
When Abramo looked into the ocular reader whose scanning light went from left to right, then right to left, a mechanical voice in Italian declared a match and opened the door. 
As the set of glass doors parted with the sound of escaping air, the bishop smiled. “Thank you for your services, Security Officer Abramo. But I’ll take over from here.” 
...Phfffft... 
...Phfffft... 
Two muted shots to the man’s skull. Abramo fell quickly to the floor with his knees buckling and going straight down. 
After removing Abramo’s name tag, the bishop returned both the weapon and name tag to the briefcase, then walked to the podium that contained the ancient tome. Laying the briefcase down, the assassin, in admiration, ran the tips of his fingers over the book’s cover in a soft and skinning caress. He felt no sense of incredible warmth at the touch, no sudden eclipsing of spiritual bliss. Nor did he see the flashes of biblical images from the past, such as Christ upon the cross or His march through the stations until He reached Golgotha. There was no magic here, thought the bishop. No divine enchantments. It was, after all, only a book. 
Still. 
As he continued to trace his fingers lovingly over the aged leather of the tome’s cover, which held no title, he finally opened the book. The pages had browned and yellowed. And with age they had become delicate to the touch. The bishop shuddered as if a bone-chilling finger ran along the length of his spine, the feel of excitement as he read the first page, though it was in Aramaic, a language he did not fully understand. Nevertheless, he continued to run his fingertips adoringly over the ancient parchment as if the scribed characters were in braille. Then he whispered softly, “Written by the hand of Saint Peter himself ...By the hand of the first pope.” Gently closing the cover, the assassin lifted the book from the podium and placed it inside the briefcase. After strapping the briefcase shut, he quickly exited the chamber, went down the corridors, up the stairways, and entered St. Peter’s Square where he became lost within the crowd.
 



Chapter One 


–––––––– 
 
Apartment of Cardinal Alnasseri 
Rome. Italy 
 
Cardinal Alnasseri was not whom he appeared to be. In the eyes of his constituency he was well-respected and a strong candidate of the preferiti, should the pontiff’s throne become vacant. But the cardinal was not a priest at all, had never been ordained. Cardinal Alnasseri happened to be an ISIS operative and the brother to Mabus, who was a leading principal of the terrorist faction until he was hunted down and killed by Kimball Hayden in a village south of Raqqa, Syria. Since he looked like the real Cardinal Alnasseri, this gave him the opportunity to seize the cardinal’s position within the church. So, after the last Conclave, this man, whose real name was Abdallah Kattan, murdered the cardinal upon his return from Rome to Syria, and wore the priest’s identity like a second skin. 
Since few within the College knew the real Cardinal Alnasseri because the cleric refused to leave his post in war-torn Syria, he was respected, nonetheless, because his life always hung in the balance with hostile forces always an arm’s length away. When Abdallah Kattan killed the true cardinal, he decided to destroy the church from within like a cancer, rather than invade Vatican City in a losing cause that would unite the masses. He would be the carcinogen, the first of many cells to run wild and rampart, who would destroy Vatican City until it was nothing but a no-man’s land for a thousand years to come. 
But Abdallah Kattan had another purpose, as well. Kimball Hayden had killed his brother which indirectly suppressed a movement. As the city of Raqqa became overwhelmed by Coalition Forces with the self-proclaimed capital of ISIS falling, hostile cells were pushed further south towards Damascus. If his brother had lived to concentrate troops and cells elsewhere, they might have stood a chance against the Coalition’s advancement. Though ISIS continued to promote terrorism within the region, they had been severely weakened, though not crippled. 
Now Abdallah Kattan, the brother of Mabus who once reigned over ISIS, was now in the position to finish what his brother had started, though with different tactics. He would not be so overt by using suicide bombers, only for the Vatican to pick up the mess and move on. He would, instead, gut it from the inside out.
As he was resting inside his apartment reading the Koran, there was a light wrapping on his door. Closing the book and stuffing it beneath his chair, the man in cardinal’s clothing said, “Just a moment,” as he was getting to his feet. Opening the door, he was greeted in kind by Cardinal Restucci, whose nose and cheeks were brightly filamented with capillaries, and whose chin had a gelatinous wobble to it whenever he spoke. “Good Cardinal Alnasseri,” he said, smiling gingerly, “may I have a moment of your time?” 
“Of course.” Cardinal Alnasseri opened the door wide as an invitation to Restucci. 
Once Restucci was inside, Cardinal Alnasseri closed the door behind him and informed the cardinal to make himself comfortable. Taking a seat next to the sofa, the cardinal fidgeted himself into the cushion until he was content. “Thank you for seeing me,” he stated to Alnasseri. 
“So, what is it that I can do for you, Good Cardinal?” 
“I understand that you might be returning to Syria soon. Is this true?” 
Cardinal Alnasseri shrugged at this. “It all depends,” he told him. “As you know, Damascus is being overrun by ISIS insurgents who are being forced from Raqqa. Until the situation is handled to the satisfaction of the church that my safety can be guaranteed, only then will I return. Right now, the city may be in near ruins, maybe not, but the Syriac Catholic Church still stands. I miss my home and my people.” 
“That can take some time,” said Cardinal Restucci. 
“Perhaps.” 
“The church may send you elsewhere, in the meantime.” 
“That may be true as well. But I’ve heard no such reports.” Cardinal Alnasseri took a seat along the sofa, clasped his hands together, and began to bounce his fingertips nervously against his chin. “And this is the reason for your visit? To say good-bye to me on reports that are unconfirmed?” 
“No,” said Cardinal Restucci. “I’m here on a more pressing matter. One I had to be sure about.” 
“And that would be?” 
“Unfortunately, we’ve both become the participants in three Conclaves over the past five years, choosing three pontiffs in that short period of time, I’m afraid.” 
Cardinal Alnasseri nodded at this fact.
“And over those years,” Cardinal Restucci continued, “I’ve gotten to know the cardinal from Syria quite well.” Restucci paused while examining Alnasseri’s face for shifts that might have betrayed his thoughts. But Cardinal Alnasseri’s features remained even. 
When Alnasseri didn’t respond, Cardinal Restucci leaned forward in his seat. 
“And you,” he said evenly, “are not the man I met during those Conclaves. So, my question to you is: who are you?” 
Cardinal Alnasseri smiled at this. “You’re kidding me, right?” 
The lack of expression on Cardinal Restucci’s face, however, said that he wasn’t. 
“You don’t believe I’m the Good Cardinal Alnasseri, is that it? Is that why you’re here?” 
“Do you remember the first time we met when you were returned to the Vatican after your unfortunate affair in Damascus, right after the Vatican Knights intervened and saved your life? You didn’t even recognize me.” 
“Have you forgotten, Good Cardinal. I was kidnapped by members of ISIS. My life was threatened on a continuous basis. I believe I have the right to feel a sense of numbness and trauma after the event.” 
Cardinal Restucci slowly fell back into his seat. “I will say this much,” he began, “you look remarkably like him. Your eyes, however, are closer together. And whereas you have a noticeable chin cleft, the real Cardinal Alnasseri didn’t have so much as a dimple. Most of all, he had this extraordinary-looking mole on the bony protrusion of his right wrist.” He lifted the sleeve of his shirt and touched the bony part of his wrist to indicate the exact location. “This particular mole was shaped like a Playboy Bunny which, as you can imagine, became the brunt of several jokes. A mole I see you do not have. So once again I ask: who are you? And where is the real Cardinal Alnasseri?” 
“You come to my apartment to confront me about something so ridiculous—” 
“Ridiculous? Cardinal Alnasseri was a highly respected man because he chose to stay with his flock inside of a battle zone, which exhibited a great measure of courage. And because of this he was regarded as a member of the preferiti. Other cardinals may not know the real Cardinal Alnasseri because his visits only came by way of Conclave, meaning he was able to develop few relationships within the College before returning to Syria. I, however, happened to be one of those few who became close to him. You are not Cardinal Alnasseri.” 
“Is this what you really believe, Good Cardinal? That I’m a charlatan? And for what good reason, may I ask?” 
Restucci shrugged. “Only you know the answer to that question, I’m afraid.” 
The cardinals pinned each other with stares. 
Then finally from Cardinal Alnasseri, he asked, “And you no doubt let this absurdity be known to others?” 
“No,” said Cardinal Restucci. “Up until now I had my doubts until I saw that you possessed no such mole on your wrist. That I had to see for myself before passing judgment. But there were other measures as well, such as the way you move, the way you talk, your mannerisms. Nothing about you reminds me of the real Cardinal Alnasseri. Now I fear as to what truly happened to him.” Cardinal Alnasseri sighed heavily through his nostrils as he got to his feet. “Do you really want to know the truth?” he asked. “About Cardinal Alnasseri, I mean?” “I want to know what happened to him. I want to know about his welfare.” Cardinal Alnasseri walked to the window that overlooked Rome. No matter the lies he could tell, no matter the stories he could spin to justify his actions, he knew he’d been compromised. Then: “You want to know about the Good Cardinal, yes?” 
“Of course.” 
Cardinal Alnasseri moved away from the window and quietly maneuvered around the couch. “Very well, then.” He walked around the room removing a rosary from around his neck. “I’m afraid that the good cardinal has met with a rather disturbing outcome,” he admitted. “One you won’t want to hear about.” 
“Has he passed?” 
Cardinal Alnasseri began to wind one end of the rosary around his right hand, and then the other end in the left, creating a garrote. “And no doubt you will inform the College of this?” 
“Of course.” 
Cardinal Alnasseri moved behind Restucci’s chair. “Then let me tell you what happened to the real Cardinal Alnasseri,” he told him. “I’m sorry to say that his end came as a means to appease Allah, the same way that I’m about to please Allah by ending your life.” Cardinal Alnasseri reached over the back of the chair and wrapped the rosary around the cardinal’s throat. Cardinal Restucci was no match for the strength of the younger man as he lashed out with his arms and legs, the man gasping and choking. Then as Restucci’s struggles began to slow, 
Cardinal Alnasseri pulled as hard as he could on the cord until Restucci slumped forward in his seat with a fat tongue protruding from between his teeth When Cardinal Alnasseri removed the rosary, he noted that the whites of Cardinal Restucci’s eyes were blood-red from petechial hemorrhaging, the capillaries bursting against the strain of the strangulation. 
After allowing the cardinal to fall to the floor, Cardinal Alnasseri grabbed a cell phone and dialed a contact number. 
After the sixth ring someone answered in Arabic. “Hello.” 
“It’s Kattan,” Cardinal Alnasseri simply stated. “There’s a possibility that my position may have been compromised.” 
“You know this for sure?” 
Cardinal Alnasseri gave a quick glance at Restucci’s body. “No. The threat did say, however, that he told no one, before the moment of his final breath. But that may have been a lie as well.” 
“Now what?” 
“We continue until we confirm otherwise. Right now, I need a sanitation team to dispose of the initial problem.” 
“Where?” 
“My apartment in Rome. Make sure that the body is appropriately disposed of. And I do mean appropriately. The last thing I want is for questions to be directed at the principals inside the Vatican. That would only generate prying eyes, which would make our agenda much more difficult to achieve.” 
“Understood.” 
“How soon?” 
“I can have a sanitation crew there within the hour.” 
“Excellent. Now tell me what’s going on at the Damascus Front.” 
“We have an appointment with the Seller. An Iranian dealer. He has the item in question. The price, however, will be costly.” 
“Do we have the funds to cover it?” 
“We’re selling antiquities that were taken from Palmyra and the Mosul Museum. Though we have buyers, we cannot transfer funds safely to hidden accounts in the time frame they’re asking.” 
“How long?”
“Three days. He says if we don’t have the funds by then, then he’ll seek another bidder.” 
“How long before we can get the funds in question?” 
“At least two weeks.” 
“How much is the asking price?” 
“Ten million in American dollars.” 
“Negotiate,” Abdallah Kattan stated firmly. “Tell him we’ll offer fifteen million in American dollars, if he waits two weeks.” 
“I will try, Abdallah.” 
“Make sure this happens, Fariq. Do more than just try. Everything begins and ends with this man from Iran. Offer him a million dollars in American as good faith payment. If we don’t come through with the funds by then, then he can keep the money.” 
“You’re taking a risk, Abdallah. But I’ll do as you say.” 
“Keep me posted as to what the Iranian says.” 
“Of course.” 
Abdallah Kattan severed the conversation by folding the cellphone. Then looking at the corpse of Cardinal Restucci, he said, “Allahu Akbar.”
 



Chapter Two 


–––––––– 
 
The Vatican Secret Archives 
Vatican City 
 
Less than an hour after the assassin left the Secret Archives, the area was milling with investigative members from the Corps of Gendarmerie of Vatican City State, along with the co-directors of Vatican Intelligence, Fathers Auciello and Essex. 
The lead investigative officer of the Gendarmerie, Lieutenant Geno Zanetti, was in his early sixties, had gunmetal-colored hair and eyes, and a sizeable paunch from too many years of sitting behind the desk while investigating cases from a PC. Though his suit was stylish, it looked as unkempt as a wrinkled sheet. By his side stood Sergeant Giovanni Gallo, a smart-looking upstart who was young and lean and filled with ambition. Fathers Auciello and Essex were also on hand. The two, however, were careful not to cross into the investigative territories of the crime unit while they combed the areas around the bodies for trace elements. Inside the chamber, all four men surrounded an empty pedestal beneath a cone of light. 
“Two dead,” Sergeant Gallo said. “And for what? A book?” 
“It’s not just a book,” Father Auciello returned. The priest, a man who was Lincolnesque in appearance, began to circle the podium as if to study the dais for infinitesimal clues. Then: “It’s a diary that was started more than two thousand years ago by Saint Peter. In his own penmanship, the first pontiff wrote a journal of life before the crucifixion of Jesus, and of secrets thereafter.” 
Lieutenant Zanetti, with his hands inside his pockets, stated, “So the book’s value, I’m assuming, is priceless?” 
“Obviously.” 
“At the cost of the lives of two men.” Zanetti looked at the priests. “I wonder why?” 
Neither Father Auciello nor Father Essex answered, leaving the topic open for debate. 
“I’ll tell you why?” said Sergeant Gallo. He stepped closer to the podium and within the beam of the overhead light, the officer looked at the empty table where the book once sat. “ISIS is losing ground in a battle they cannot win. Their blackmarket cash flow from the oil fields have all but vanished. Their financial dependency is now based on kidnappings and the selling of antiquities, such as this book. They steal the tome. They sell the tome. And they continue to fund their cause.” 
“Perhaps,” said Father Auciello. 
“You have another idea?” 
The priest nodded. “The book has been stolen twice before. Once in 360. The other in 1355. And both times the consequences of these thefts resulted in the deaths of thousands, before the book was returned to the Vatican.” 
“And you believe there’s a tie between those thefts and to the one that happened here today?” 
“I hope not, Sergeant. In fact, I pray not.” 
“Why?” the lieutenant asked Father Auciello. 
“Because of the nature of the book’s contents,” the priest answered. “The church has gone to great lengths to keep these secrets safe from the public eye for centuries.” 
“That doesn’t answer my question,” said the lieutenant. “I asked why?” 
“Perhaps you don’t like the answer I gave you, Lieutenant Zanetti, but it’s the only answer I can give you. The nature of its contents has been protected by the Vatican for more than two thousand years, and will continue to be protected for two thousand more.” 
“Only if you find the book,” stated Gallo. “From where I’m standing, that may be a longshot, especially if ISIS stole it. Who knows, it might be half way to Syria by now waiting to go up on the auction block.” 
“Perhaps,” Father Auciello said as he continued to circle the podium. 
“But you don’t think so?” 
“I don’t know,” Father Auciello stated sincerely. 
“But you’re leaning elsewhere, is that it?” 
“In the business of intelligence, gentlemen, you learn not to look at one individual or make a rush to judgment.” 
As the hours, thereafter, ticked off at a glacial pace and the investigation appeared far from wrapping up, the co-directors of Vatican Intelligence returned to the Comm Center. There they retrieved digital tapes of the incident and ran them through the system, so that the numerous angles played out on a myriad of screens along the Comm Center’s wall. The intelligence unit, which was staffed by Franciscan priests, played the data by cleaning the images, stilling the images, sharpening the photos, and then applying the visual data to VisageWare, a state-of the-art facial recognition software program. 
Though the assassin appeared Caucasian, that did not weaken Sergeant Gallo’s theory that ISIS was behind the action, which was sound. Muslims came in all races and from many countries. 
As the program cycled through its database of faces numbering into the tens of millions, the program eventually tapped out without a match. The assassin was a ghost, an unknown. 
“We’ll keep looking,” Father Auciello said to Father Essex. “Pass the images around to the Mossad, MI6, the BND, and the CIA—maybe they’ll get a strike.” 
“And should they come up empty?” 
Father Auciello hesitated a moment before answering. “Then we wait until a trail emerges.” Both intelligence officers knew that in order to pursue a killer who possessed the most secretive tome regarding Catholicism, they would have to follow the breadcrumbs which, in this case, would be the bodies of innocent people. 
As soon as Father Essex left to contact other bureaus, Auciello was left standing alone to wonder. 
A book, he thought, written by the hand of Saint Peter ...And the many lives that are about to be in danger. 
The priest sighed despairingly knowing what the future was about to bring. 
Somewhere beyond Vatican City a killer roamed.
 



Chapter Three 


–––––––– 
 
Rome, Italy 
 
When the assassin reached his apartment, he set the briefcase and biretta on a table, popped the buttons of his cassock and removed the garment. His torso and arms were heavily tattooed with ink sketches of the Virgin Mother whose hands were clasped together in an attitude of prayer, and many crosses of different shapes and sizes. On his back were the tattoo markings of a pair of angel wings that stretched from shoulder to lower back. 
Opening the briefcase, he removed the large book and carefully placed it on the table. With fine traces of his fingertips, he ran them softly across the leather-bound cover. “Written by the hand of Saint Peter,” he commented softly to himself. Then he opened the book to the first page. 
The script was in Aramaic, a near-dead Semitic language that was spoken in scarce regions of southwest Asia and nowhere else. As a means to code the vernacular, Saint Peter added detailed cryptograms to force a difficult interpretation. 
Grabbing a mobile scanning wand, the assassin laid the unit flat against the page, then ran the wand slowly from the left side of the page to the right. He did this repeatedly with numerous pages, with the wand capturing the writing like Photostat copies within its memory files. After he collected the wand’s memory capacity of eighty pages, he then transferred the memory card to a laptop computer and downloaded the images. The laptop’s screen showed the crisp, clean images of the book’s pages. After the assassin typed commands to enable a decoding program, the computer took on a life of its own as it began to read and interpret the lettering and symbols. 
Easing back into his seat, the assassin watched the system react to the writings of Saint Peter. Knowing that he had to deal with an obsolete language that was filled within encryptions and mysterious symbols, he knew he would have to be patient. The sequencer, though it had been calibrated to interpret certain measures of Aramaic, would do little to deduce the hidden meanings of Saint Peter’s writings. When enough parts of the analyses had been gathered by the system to piece together a comprehensible meaning, the assassin would have to determine the rest by filling in the gaps with his own interpretations. 
As the program attempted to decipher the symbols and codes, the assassin wondered how long he would have to wait to begin his mission in full. Days? Months? Years? 
Getting to his feet, the assassin went to his bedroom. The windows were heavily draped, leaving the room in darkness. Against the wall was a large cross whose edges were surrounded by filaments of neon light. When he switched it on the light burned a bright red, which gave the room a sinister cast. Getting to his knees and clasping his hands together, the assassin began to mouth the words to a prayer. As soon as he was done he reached underneath the bed, removed a box about the size of a humidor, placed it on the bed, and opened the lid. Inside was a whip for self-flagellation. Removing the item and gripping the handle within his right hand, the assassin started to flog himself by slapping the tails against the tattooed angel wings on his back, causing his skin to turn red and raw, and then bleed. The angel’s wings were becoming stained, the white ink deep within his flesh turning red as he cried out for divine forgiveness. When he was sure that he had been purged of his sins and the murders of the guards justified, he returned the whip back to its box and slid it beneath his bed. 
Now as he stood within the dim cast of light that was being thrown from the neon edges of the cross, the assassin bathed within this crimson light with saintly patience as if waiting upon divine direction, while his angel’s wings continued to bleed.
 



Chapter Four 


–––––––– 
 
Damascus, Syria 
 
Several days after the murder of Cardinal Restucci in Rome, Damascus, unlike the beauty of Rome, was looking more like a war-torn landscape with each passing day. But in the Warehouse District, which was governed by those who were wealthy enough to afford their own battalions, Fariq walked to the gates with an aluminum suitcase and three armed men. After the team had been relieved of their arms, Fariq and his unit were escorted to a hangar-like building. In the background where the city of Damascus seemed so far away, columns of smoke could be seen rising skyward. There were also the occasional sounds of distant bomb bursts. After the hangar door was opened, Fariq and his men were escorted to a stairway that led to an office on the third level. Once there, they were invited into a large office where several heavily-armed men with automatic weapons were strategically placed around the room keeping guard. And sitting behind the desk where he studied Fariq with caution and interest, was a man of dark-complexion and a pencil-thin moustache. 
Fariq, carrying the suitcase with both hands, bowed his head. “Allahu Akbar,” he said. 
The dark-complexioned man said, “You are the one called Fariq, yes? You’re the courier to Abdallah Kattan?” 
“I’m sorry for being late,” said Fariq. “Damascus is starting to become a difficult place to travel from one point to another without coming across some type of conflict.” 
“Fifteen minutes won’t kill me,” said the dark-complexioned man. “But if you’re late again, Fariq, it may kill you. My time is valuable. But I understand that Kattan wishes to renegotiate.” 
“He does.” 
“The terms of our agreement is to be met today. Ten million dollars in American money, or I find another buyer.” He looked at the suitcase. “And that seems a little small for the money I’m asking for.” 
Fariq stepped cautiously forward, the man appearing sheepish in manner. 
“Houshmand, I am here to offer you a much greater deal, if you can wait another ten days. We are routing the money into our accounts as we speak. But as you know, we must do so with caution.” 
“So, what you’re telling me, Fariq, is that you don’t have my ten million in U.S. funds.” 
Fariq pointed to Houshmand’s desktop and lifted the suitcase. “May I?” 
“No, you may not.” Houshmand snapped his fingers, which galvanized an armed guard to grab the suitcase and lay it on the floor far from Houshmand’s desk, where he opened it. Inside was one million in United States currency. 
“You come into my office,” said Houshmand, “with a fraction of what you owe me, and Kattan thinks that’ll be acceptable?” 
“Kattan’s terms are as follows. If you wait for the funds to process, we’ll pay you fifteen million dollars total. In ten days, if the funds don’t come through as expected, then this money is yours to keep. At that time, you can seek another buyer.” 
Houshmand seemed to mull this over, an additional five million. Then the Iranian, who was quite diminutive in size, rounded the desk and went to the suitcase. 
The money was stacked in bundles of hundred-dollar bills. Then to Fariq and without looking at him, he said, “Ten days?” 
“That’s all we ask for.” 
“And when that time comes and goes without hearing from you, Kattan won’t take offense at not getting this money back? He will not send a goon squad?” 
“No,” said Fariq, shaking his head. “These are Kattan’s terms, in good faith. Your money in ten days if the remaining balance of fourteen million dollars in American currency cannot be delivered for the sale.” 
Houshmand nodded at this. Then, “Kattan’s terms are acceptable. You have ten days from today to come up with fourteen million dollars. Upon transfer, then the item is yours. If not, the sale is cancelled and the suitcase and everything in it becomes mine by default.” 
“Those are the terms.” 
Houshmand turned to Fariq. “Agreed.” 
Fariq nodded his affirmation of the new deal. Then he asked, “May I see the item?” 
Houshmand paused at this, the Iranian saying nothing for a long moment before saying, “Of course. For fifteen million dollars, you should see what you’re purchasing.” After a few snaps of his fingers, a large man entered the room carrying a metal container that was roughly the size of a portable cooler. 
“Open it,” Houshmand ordered. 
The large man undid the clasp, and carefully raised the lid. 
Fariq’s eyes flared to impossible sizes, the man enamored as if he was seeing the Holy Grail. 
Then with a wave of Houshmand’s hand, the man closed the lid and locked it. 
“The balance of fourteen million dollars is to be paid in ten days, Fariq, and not one day later. Is that understood?” 
“Abdallah Kattan will be most pleased.” 
“I don’t do this for Kattan or for religious reasons. I don’t care what his cause is. I do this for profit, Fariq. It’s business and never personal. In ten days if the terms are not met, Kattan better not think about retaliation.” The Iranian swept his hand across the room to emphasize his guards. “As you can see, I’m well prepared to take on all comers. A business deal is a business deal. If Kattan cannot meet the deadline, the fault belongs to him since he renegotiated the terms of the new deal.” 
“He understands. Kattan is a man of his word.” 
“We shall see,” said Houshmand as he returned to his desk. “Ten days, Fariq. Not a minute more.” Then he waved for his men to show Fariq and his bodyguards out of the complex. 
When they were gone, Houshmand stared at the open suitcase on the floor and at the stacks of bills. A million dollars with fourteen more to come. 
While sitting at his desk as bombs burst in the distance, as fires burned uncontrollably in parts of the city, nothing was bad enough to erase the smile off Houshmand’s face.
 



Chapter Five 


–––––––– 
 
Brussels, Belgium 
Three Days after Fariq’s Visit in Damascus 
 
The man was in his eighties. Though he had been quite athletic during his life, his aged body had bent to the shape of a question mark over time. With tufts of white hair blowing with the course of a mild breeze, Adalgiso, with a cane in his hand, labored up the steps to his apartment on the fourth floor. Removing his jacket and hooking his cane over the rung of a coatrack, Adalgiso went to the living room expecting to see his cat on the couch meowing delightfully at his return. 
“Zurie, where are you?” 
Nothing. 
Then louder: “Zurie.” 
After Adalgiso rounded the sofa and chair with the cat nowhere to be seen, he said, “Daddy’s got a treat for you, yeah.” 
Silence. 
“Zurie?” 
His bedroom door opened while it protested on its hinges, but only far enough for a cat to squeeze through. 
“Zurie?” 
In the shadows of the bedroom the cat called out to him, a cry of panic. 
“My dear Zurie, are you injured?” Adalgiso pushed the door aside and entered the room. In the corner wedged in between the nightstand and the wall was his Zurie, a tiger cat with orange markings. “There you are,” he said. As he got onto his knees to pull her free from the tight recess, the cross he was wearing around his neck slipped out of his shirt and dangled freely. “My sweet Zurie. Come. What’s the matter with—” Then he noticed the cat’s eyes were following something over his shoulder. Sensing he was not alone, the old man turned. A large man whose arms were heavily tattooed with Christian images stood over him, and appeared impossibly tall as he studied the old man from eyes that were as black as obsidian glass. 
“Who are you?” Adalgiso managed to ask.
The intruder reached down with a powerful hand, grabbed the old man’s collar, and hoisted Adalgiso to his feet. 
“What are you doing?” asked the old man. “What do you want? I have no money.” 
The tattooed intruder reached behind him and pulled out a butterfly knife, swung it expertly until the blade fixed itself, and brought it to the old man’s throat. 
“Why are you doing this?” Adalgiso asked him. “I don’t understand.” 
“You don’t have to,” stated the intruder. Then he ran the blade across Adalgiso’s throat, causing his skin to pare back enough to reveal the man’s gullet. As the assassin released Adalgiso, the old man fell to the floor clutching his throat. Blood continued to pour through the gaps of his fingers while his eyes flared with alarm. In time the image standing over him began to fade away. The outer edges of his peripheral vision started to close in, with the spreading darkness beginning to pinch out the light. Then in time, with the tattooed man the last thing he would ever see, came absolute darkness. 
After the assassin yanked the cross from around Adalgiso’s neck, he exited the apartment. 
Later, as hours passed and day turned into night, Zurie finally left her confines to lap at the blood that flowed from her master’s wounds.
 
Chapter Six
 
––––––––
 
Leipzig, Germany 
The Following Day 
 
Edelina Böhm was driving home from her final class at Leipzig University when it started to rain. At first it was like a spitting mist, and then it turned into a torrential downpour, the rain coming down so hard that she could barely see through the windshield. Slowing her car down to meet the weather conditions on the back roads and turning on her hazard lights, Edelina drove well below the speed limit. But when visibility became non-existent, she pulled the car over to wait out the storm. As the radio played, she eased back into her seat and started to reminisce. She had met her boyfriend for breakfast in the Student Center with the conversation between them about the day ahead of them, such as classes, studies, exams—the prerequisites of a better future. She also— 
There was a sudden wrapping against the window that startled her. With the water cascading heavily down the driver’s side window, it was difficult for her to see who it was. 
“Are you all right?” someone asked. The voice was masculine. 
She nodded. “I’m fine. Thank you. I’m just waiting for it to let up a bit before I get back on the road.” 
“Are you sure? I’m here to help if you need it.” 
“No. I’m good. Thank you.” 
Then he gave her a signal to roll down the window by circling his hand. 
“No-no,” she told him. “Really. I’m good.” 
“I can’t hear you, ma’am. I need to know if you’re all right.” 
She raised her cellphone to show him that she had access to help. “I’m fine!” she hollered. Then she waved the cellphone with emphasis for two reasons: (A) to let him know that she could contact law enforcement with a touch of a finger, and (B) she hoped it would be enough to send him away, since she could feel the creep-factor beginning to rise. “I’ll be all right! Really!” 
After giving her a thumbs-up, he returned to his vehicle. 
With the aid of her rearview mirror, the man appeared fuzzy by the rain-covered window as Edelina watched him return to his car. But he never closed the door to his vehicle. Instead, he reached inside to grab a tool of some kind and made a return trip. When he reached her door, he stood silently beneath this baptismal downpour and watched her through the glass. The shape remained distorted by the cascading water against the glass, making it hard for her to see his features. Then with the slowness of a bad dream, Edelina watched him raise the tool with both hands, and bring it around in a horizontal arc. The side window shattered into pieces of chipped glass. As hands reached in to grab her, Edelina fought back by slamming her phone against the man’s wrist as he tried to grab her keys from the ignition. When he pulled them free, Edelina scurried across the front seat until her back was against the passenger-side door. Through the broken window, she could see the man holding a crowbar in one hand while dangling the car keys in the other, letting her know that he had rendered her impotent to get away. What was odd, however, was that he was wearing a short-sleeved cleric’s shirt and a Roman Catholic collar. 
A priest? 
“What do you want from me?” she cried. 
“You were born from sin; therefore, you’re an apostolate of hell.” 
“You’re out of your mind!” She brought the phone up and began to type numbers. 
When the attacker saw this, he leaped forward with the tip of the crowbar and knocked the phone free. As it fell to the floor amongst the pieces of broken glass, Edelina reached for it. But the assailant brought the crowbar down and smashed it directly on her kneecap. Immediately she saw flashes of bright light before her eyes as white-hot pain suddenly shot through her body in an electric charge, the agony so bitter that she bit her tongue hard enough to draw blood. 
Undoing the door handle behind her, Edelina fell away from the car and onto the wet pavement. 
The attacker rounded the vehicle with the crowbar in his hands. 
Getting to her feet, she limped toward the tree line of the nearby woods. “Why are you doing this?” 
The man said nothing as he closed the distance between them. 
Just as she reached the copse of trees, she fell because the pain was too great. 
The man stood over her with the crowbar in his grip, watching her as rain pelted him until the strands of his wet hair hung wildly across his forehead. Then she saw the number of tattoos that covered his arms. Sleeves, they called it; a term indicating tattoos that adorned the flesh from wrist to shoulder. On one arm was an image of Jesus who wore the Crown of Thorns. On the other was the Mother Mary who held her hands together in prayer. The rest of his skin was a canvas of fine art that was covered with crosses of different sizes, with some appearing to weep droplets of blood. 
“Why?” she asked him. 
The priest said nothing. 
“Please don’t hurt me.” 
The priest holding the crowbar took a step forward. He was a large man who was heavily muscled. Then he pointed the curved end of the tool at her with accusation. “You are an abomination born from sin.” 
She could see the madness in his eyes, the dark voids as cold as his frosty tone. “You’re a priest!” 
“I am a vessel of God.” The priest raised the crowbar high above his head. “And I have been chosen to make the world pure from sin!” With a spark in his eyes that seemed to be borne from blood lust, he brought the bar down again and again. Blood spatter struck his face and his clothing, the rains washing him clean. “A cleansing,” he cried, striking the woman over and over until her skull finally caved. “A purification!” 
After he exhausted himself, the priest returned to Edelina’s car, grabbed her cellphone, and began to make his way west. 
He had so much more to do.
 



Chapter Seven 


–––––––– 
 
Eiffel Tower 
Paris, France 
10:47 P.M. The Following Day 
 
On the second floor of the Eiffel Tower when sightseeing was normally low in the late evening, a mechanic was conducting a diagnostic check on all five lifts to ensure that the operating systems were running smoothly. While he was checking the state of the third lift, he was surprised to hear the hum and whine of a neighboring elevator working its way toward his level. When the lift stopped and the door opened, the silhouette of a tall man exited the cab and went directly to the rail that overlooked Paris. Even in the rain the City of Lights was spectacular, the lights glowing like a cache of diamonds spread over black velvet. 
“It is a gorgeous night,” the man stated in flawless French. “Isn’t it?” 
The mechanic looked up from what he was doing. Nobody else was on the tier. 
Then: “Are you talking to me?” 
“Unless you see anyone else here who is among us?” 
The mechanic went back to connecting alligator clips to a pair of leads to get a read on his power meter. “Yeah. Whatever,” he stated with disinterest. 
“You appear to have an interesting job,” stated the silhouetted man. 
“It pays the bills.” The mechanic grabbed a pen that was wedged behind his ear and used it to mark the power recordings in a small book. 
“I’m sure it does, Lamont Charbonneau. And I’m sure it also pays for services you seek within a certain gentlemen’s club, yes? In fact, I believe you have an affinity for a young lady who goes by the name of Starbright. But, of course, we both know that’s not her real name.” 
At the mention of his name the mechanic looked up. “Do I know you, monsieur?” 
The shadowy figure turned around to face the maintenance worker and stood as still as a Grecian statue. 
“Do I know you?” Lamont repeated. The mechanic, who was a large man, placed the meter, book and pen on the platform, and stood to his full height. Though he was tall and thick with brawny arms and a bull-like neck, he still didn’t measure up to the man standing in front of him. “I asked you a question, monsieur. And I’m trying to be polite here. Do I know you or not?” 
“No. You don’t. But I know about you, Lamont Charbonneau, better than you know yourself.” The man stepped out of the shadows by the railing and moved into the light. He was powerfully built with a wide breadth to his shoulders and bore the heavily muscled arms of a weightlifter that were profoundly tattooed. Around the collar of his cleric’s shirt was the Catholic band of a priest. 
“Father,” Lamont said softly, as if stunned. “You came here because...” He let his words drag so that the priest could finish off the sentence for him. 
“I came here as a vessel of God. I’m here to punish those who shame the principles of Catholicism.” 
Charbonneau had no idea what he was talking about. “If you came all this way to seek my confession, Father, I gotta say that I’m not really a believer.” 
“Which is all the more reason.” 
When the priest came forward, Lamont noted the number of tattoos on the man’s arms. Then when he looked into the holy man’s eyes, he saw nothing but cold indifference. “What exactly do you want from me?” Charbonneau asked him. 
“What I want to do, Lamont Charbonneau, is to cleanse the world of shame.” 
“And you’re telling me this because...” 
The priest lashed out and grabbed the mechanic by the throat with a strong hand. Charbonneau’s eyes flared with alarm as he slapped the priest’s arm that was as thick as a ham hock, his mind suddenly wheeling because he couldn’t understand how such a pious man could be capable of incredible violence. Then he began to gag on his own spit as his face began to turn scarlet, and then purple. 
Within moments the outer regions of his peripheral vision started to turn black with dark rings beginning to close inward to blot out what little light was left. In panic he slapped at the tattoo of Jesus adorning the Crown of Thorns to loosen the priest’s grip. But the clawed hand around his throat continued to squeeze him like a vise. And with fingers as thick as sausages, they were now beginning to dig into his flesh in what Lamont Charbonneau believed was meant to crush out his life. 
“You are an abomination born from sin!” cried the priest. His eyes widened with murderous fever filled with sick passion. Then the priest drove a fist into Lamont Charbonneau’s solar plexus, which knocked the air from the mechanic’s lungs. With one hand around Lamont’s throat, the priest grabbed Charbonneau with his second hand and hoisted him off his feet. 
As Charbonneau’s sight continued to close in from the edges until his world was nothing but a pinprick hole of light, the grip on his throat loosened. He was looking up at a canopy of stars above him, at the twinkle of the universe’s lights. 
And then he was in a state of freefall. 
His body appeared to have no weight to it, no control. 
The stars above. 
The Earth below. 
In the end, there was nothing but darkness. 
 



* * * 
 
Even from the height of the Tower’s second level, the assassin could hear Lamont Charbonneau’s body hit the surface with the same sound as a melon hitting the pavement. Grabbing his cellular flip phone, the priest thumbed a single numeral on the number’s pad and brought the phone to his ear. After two rings someone picked up, a male. 
“Where are you?” 
“In Paris.” 
“You have news for me?” 
“Male Caucasian. Age thirty-nine. Last name: Charbonneau. First name: Lamont.” 
“Recorded.” 
“Next?” 
“London. Female Caucasian. Age seventy-one. Last name: Gibbons. First name: 
Marsha.” 
“Specifics?” 
“You’ll get them when you get to London.” The man hung up. 
After tucking the phone away, the priest noted Lamont’s personals on the floor by the elevator. One item that caught his eye was a gold pen which shined beneath the light. Picking it up and examining it between his thumb and forefinger, he saw that it was custom made since Charbonneau’s name was inscribed on it. Tucking the pen into the pocket of his cleric’s shirt, he began to descend the stairs with London on his mind.
 



Chapter Eight 


–––––––– 
 
The Comm Center of Vatican Intelligence 
Vatican City 
 
Fathers Essex and Auciello were pouring over recent findings of three deaths scattered throughout Europe that did not appear to have any connection. In Brussels, a man in his eighties had his throat slit. In Leipzig, a nineteen-year-old student was bludgeoned to death. And in Paris, a lift mechanic was tossed over the railing of the Eiffel Tower’s second tier, the act of the killing caught on a distant camera that did little to shed light on the killer. 
“Three deaths by three different methods, presumably by the same man,” Father Essex stated with his heavy British accent. “Usually an assassin will fall in love with a certain way of killing and stick with it.” 
Father Auciello agreed. “Perhaps it’s not one man,” he said. 
Father Essex nodded. “Perhaps it’s a group of men.” 
Father Auciello descended the steps to a lower tier to get a better look at the monitors against the wall. Most of the screens showcased hotspots around the globe, such as the southern part of the Philippines, Syria, and combat points in northern Africa and in the Middle East. On the left monitor but broken up into three separate grids were the postmortem photos of the victims, two males and a female. Lamont Charbonneau and Edelina Böhm were unrecognizable, the damages to their bodies too great. Adalgiso François, however, appeared as gray as the underbelly of a fish as he lay on the coroner’s table. His throat was slit, the slash a purple-red with the lips of his wound parted enough to show the gristle underneath. 
To the world there would be no obvious connection that tied them together. Three people of different ages and genders who never realized that the other existed— Belgian, a German and a Frenchman—only for them to have a unique connection even they didn’t know about. Since their killings possessed no particular style of execution or any indication that they knew one another, law enforcement would never be able to link the murders. 
People like Lamont Charbonneau, Edelina Böhm and Adalgiso François were well-known to the Vatican when their names were written in the sacred tome upon the day of their birth. Now that sacred tome was in the hands of assassins, with the fates of many more in jeopardy. 
“Obviously,” Father Auciello began, “they were able to decode the writings of the scribes.” 
“And what would have taken decades to decipher can now be done in months through technology.” 
“We can rule out ISIS since we know that the book is not being auctioned off to support their cause. It’s being decoded for a specific agenda that cannot continue.” 
Father Auciello examined the photos on the monitors. Three innocent people through no fault of their own were dead, he thought, all because of a shared DNA sequence. 
“If they found three names in such little time,” said Father Essex, “who knows how many they’ll be able to access in the months to come.” 
“We need to get that book back into the Vault where it belongs,” Auciello stated. “Problem is, we have no idea who took it or where it is.” 
“I think we can guess who has it now,” said Father Essex. 
“Opus Dei,” Father Auciello stated evenly. “They did so twice before when they were known as the Prelature Order of the Cross. There’s no reason to believe they wouldn’t do it again.” 
“Why now?” asked Father Essex. “After all these centuries?” 
“The answer to that is very simple, I’m afraid. It’s a sick world out there and it’s getting sicker all the time. There will always be madmen and fanatics. That will never change.” The Franciscan priest then climbed the steps and joined Father Essex’s side. “Do we know who the next in line is?” he asked him. 
Father Essex nodded. Moving to a console, he began to move apps around the console’s dashboard. In 1980, the Vatican added a section to the Sacred Archives to store digitalized works from information taken from old books and ancient parchments. Father Essex was uploading digitalized pages from the tome that had been stolen. 
The symbols and writing on the wall’s monitor appeared as hieroglyphics, the characters an archaic form from an ancient time. “The information will remain marginally encrypted,” he said, typing commands on a keyboard so that the mainframe could crunch the data, “even after it’s been decoded.”After the system determined the page’s cipher to the best of its ability from Aramaic to English, a line came up on the screen. Misha Gabon//Londinium//471908:0356 
“There you have it,” said Father Essex. “The next in line if we don’t act soon.” 
Misha Gabon was a code name, Londinium was the code’s location, and the series of numbers registered the moment of birth. Misha was a Chaldean Aramaic word for Marsha, and Gabon for Gibbons. Londinium was what the Romans called London during their rule in 43 A.D. And the string of numbers noted the year, day, month and the exact time of the target’s birth. 
“Marsha Gibbons in London,” said Father Essex. “Born August nineteenth, 
1947, at 3:56 A.M.” 
“You know this for certain?” 
“Her name follows Lamont Charbonneau. Since the assassin appears to be interpreting the book’s ciphers and killing by the arrangement of names on the list, this gives us reason to believe that Gibbons is next.” 
“They’re interpreting the ancient codes faster than anticipated,” said Father Auciello. 
Father Essex agreed. “There’s no doubt they’re using a program to break the ciphers.” 
Father Auciello turned to face Father Essex with eyes that were quite inquisitive. 
“What about the Guardians?” he asked him. “Can we get them onsite until we can send a team of Vatican Knights?” 
Father Essex said. “They’ve been activated. But we both know that the Guardians are no match for an elite assassin.” 
Father Auciello realized that the Guardians were a minimal fix to a dire situation. The Guardians were non-violent people who could barely raise a fist against an adversary. They would, however, serve as an obstacle to save another, with the possible cost of their actions a moral sacrifice of their lives. “We need to speak with the pontiff in close council,” he finally said. “And quickly.” 
“I agree. And Kimball.” 
“I’m sure the pontiff will want him there, as well.” 
“I’ll set it up,” said Father Essex. “Thirty minutes inside the Apostolic Palace.” 
When Father Essex left, Father Auciello wondered how close the assassin was to the next victim.
He would soon get his answer.
 



Chapter Nine 


–––––––– 
 
The Office of Monsignor Dom Giammacio 
Vatican City 
 
Kimball Hayden was a man who always wore a suit of armor that was pieced together by a single bolt, a tough exterior that was sometimes difficult to hold together. Inside the office of Monsignor Dom Giammacio, Kimball Hayden always found it difficult to keep that bolt secured. 
“Kimball, there’s little time left, and you’ve barely said a word,” the monsignor pointed to the wall clock. “In fact, we have less than ten minutes.” 
“No offense, Padre, but you know I don't care much for these sessions.” 
“We've been over this how many times before, Kimball? And we both know you're here at the courtesy of the pontiff.” 
“I am here at the courtesy of Bonasero Vessucci.” 
“You’re here because you still have doubts about where you are between the Darkness and the Light. You’re here because deep down inside, whether you want to admit it to yourself or not, you want to be here. And deeper still, Kimball, you want to know the truth as to whether the deeds of your past as an assassin still outweighs the good that you have done as a Vatican Knight. You want me to validate that the Light is within your reach.” The monsignor brought a cigarette to his lips and regarded Kimball carefully through one eye, while closing the other against the curl of smoke before adding, “But I’m not going to do that, Kimball. Not today. Not tomorrow. Not ever. Not anymore. The only one who can validate that the Light is within his reach is the one who holds the doubt of being able to do so. I will no longer sit here and tell you that the Light has been within you all along. Nor will I sit here and tell you that the redemption you seek had been met long ago when you decided to aid the church. If you don’t believe it by now, Kimball, perhaps you never will.” 
Kimball leaned forward in his seat. “What’s the matter, Padre, wake up on the wrong side of the bed this morning?” 
The monsignor waved the hand with the cigarette at Kimball dismissively. 
“That’s not the point,” he told him. “You come in here every week and pull the same stunt. You say nothing until the last ten minutes, then suddenly you want to open up.” 
“You think I come here, Padre—” 
“And that’s another thing,” the monsignor interrupted. “Stop calling me padre. I’m a monsignor.” 
“You think I come here, Padre, because I like to hear your voice? You have no idea where I’m at.” 
“I know you’re angry. And I know as much of a tough veneer you like to put on, but deep down inside you’re fracturing. I see the breakages, Kimball. I see it when men who want to be good end up showing nothing but the capabilities of their extreme violence when frustrated. And in you, Kimball, I see a man who serves as the fulcrum between sinner and saint, a man-child who wants others to validate his goodness because he’s too blind to see it for himself. It’s this validation from others that keeps you going until you become too pent-up by quarrelsome emotions, which suddenly turns you into a creature of darkness.” 
Kimball was stunned by the priest’s abruptness. “You sit there in judgment all you want, Padre, but I do what I do because you have absolutely know understanding as to what—” 
“What? What you’re going through? Is that what you’re going to tell me?” He took another drag from his cigarette, his hand visibly shaking. He knew he was pushing Kimball to his limits. “Well, let me tell you something, Kimball. It seems that the only battle you can wage and never win is the one against yourself.” Kimball eased back into his seat, his eyes locking firmly with the monsignor’s. “Yes, I know,” the monsignor continued. “You’ve killed men, women and even children as an assassin for the United States government. You’ve killed with impunity and at will because it was free to do so. This is another road we’ve been down so many times before, about your job missions and the killing of innocents. We’ve also been down the road about how you’ve managed to serve the church well in missions that saved countless lives—people who couldn’t protect themselves. But in the end, Kimball, I will dance with you no longer. It’s time for you to uncage that dark animal you hold deep inside you, alone.” 
“Alone?” 
“Alone.” 
Kimball nodded in an ‘I see’ manner. Then: “When I came on as a Vatican Knight I knew I wouldn’t come aboard just to put out fires. I never saw the point in putting a Band-Aid over the wound instead of cutting away the cancer. Yes, I killed in the name of the church because I couldn’t allow a man who deals with sex trafficking of minors to continue his trade two weeks after we saved one group of children, only for him to gather another group and start the trade all over again. And yes, I returned to the Middle East to take down leading members of ISIS knowing that beating them in battle is not beating them at war. I killed them knowing they would build new armies with new recruits. And I did this knowing that the church would disagree with my actions because taking a life outside of the act of saving myself, or a team member, or someone who is incapable of saving themselves, could never be condoned in the eyes of the Vatican. But here I am. So, my question to you is why?” 
The monsignor continued to look at Kimball through his one eye. 
“You know what, Padre, that caged animal you talk about serves me just fine. I think I’ll keep it right where it is.” 
There was a light wrapping on the monsignor’s door. 
“Come in.” 
When the door opened, a bishop from the Holy See poked his head inside. 
“I’m sorry to disturb you, Monsignor, but Mr. Hayden’s presence is required at the Apostolic Palace regarding a matter of great urgency.” 
“Of course,” said the monsignor. “We were wrapping up anyway.” 
When the bishop closed the door, the monsignor stamped out his cigarette in a tray filled with butts. “Same time next week, then?” he asked expectantly. 
“As always.” 
The moment Kimball left the office and closed the door behind him, the monsignor reflected. Kimball was a good man with a good heart, but he was also a man capable of great violence. To exorcise the dark animal within him might be—as Kimball alluded to—taking away his strength. 
Lighting up another cigarette, the monsignor wondered how effective Kimball would be if he followed the rules mandated by the church. Or how different the world would be if he didn’t give in to the darkness and angers that often guided him. 
It would be worse, he told himself. Much worse. 
In a dreamy sort of way, the monsignor smiled. Sometimes, he thought, selected men who carry a certain darkness are needed to pave the way to the Light.
 Perhaps people like Kimball Hayden needed to continue feeling inadequate about his ongoing search for the Light, because he needs to serve through Darkness. 
The monsignor continued to smoke and think and wonder.
 



Chapter Ten 


–––––––– 
 
London, England 
 
In Vatican City where a group was gathering inside the Apostolic Palace, a woman was getting onto a train in the Piccadilly Circus’ tube line. It was early afternoon and the congestion was heavy. Finding a seat, the woman reached into her bag, pulled out a thick novel, and opened it at the dog-eared page. Many stood hanging on to the rail, and for the most part nondescript-looking people. But at the far end of the train stood a priest who appeared anything but ordinary. He was a tall man who was thickly built with large arms, a massive chest and tree-trunk thighs. He also wore the Roman Catholic band around the collar of his short-sleeved shirt. But his most outstanding feature was the tattoo markings along both arms, his flesh the canvas detailing the fine art of Jesus wearing the Crown of Thorns, a weeping Mother Mary who had her hands affixed in constant prayer, and several Christian crosses. The woman, however, was too engrossed in the novel to take notice. Others, however, did. Two bobbies inside the train kept their watchful eyes on the priest, neither afraid to pin the cleric with deep and glowering stares. And a woman with dyed hair as black as raven feathers kept the priest under observation as well, though she appeared to study him with neutrality and less with judgment. The priest was aware of these people too—could sense them drawing a peculiar bead on him with interest outside of his tattoos. 
Guardians! 
As the train rode the tube to Waterloo, the woman, in her seventies, packed her book and got off the train, while remaining completely oblivious of the world around her. 
When the priest exited at the train’s opposite end, he began to push his way through the crowd with the thick bands of his muscles flexing, the strength behind them enormous. The images of Jesus and Mary becoming animated by the movement of his muscles along his forearms, the illustrations seemingly to take on lives of their own. Even within this sea of bobbing heads the woman remained in his sight, the priest pushing his way forward to close the gap between them. As the woman climbed the stairs to reach the street, the priest made it to the bottom of the stairway when a hand alit upon his shoulder. The grip was strong enough to hold him back. 
“Now-now, bloke, what’s the rush ‘ere?” It was one of the two bobbies. Both had their sticks out. 
The priest gave a sidelong glance to the woman climbing the steps. The woman with the dyed-hair was right behind her, a shield who divided him from his target. Then back to the bobby, he said, “I’m afraid I’m pressed for time.” “Ah, an American,” said the second bobby, who raised his club and pointed its tip at the priest’s collar. “And what order are you from?” The priest looked up the stairwell. Both the woman and the dyed-haired lady were gone. 
Then back to the bobby, he asked, “I’m sorry. Have I done something wrong?” 
“Just curious, is all,” said the bobby who continued to point his club. “You appeared to have a certain interest in that woman, yes? Something rather unhealthy, perhaps? At least to her?” 
“I’m afraid I must go,” said the priest, turning. 
But the first bobby grabbed the priest’s shoulder once again to anchor him. 
This time, however, the priest reacted swiftly and violently. 
The cleric pivoted on his feet and lashed out with the blade of his hand, a perfect strike to the bobby’s throat. There was a crack upon impact, the bobby’s eyes flaring to the size of communion wafers as he went to his knees, the man gagging. 
As the second bobby raised his club, the priest grabbed the officer’s wrist and gave it a violent torque. The action destroyed the bones so abruptly, the bobby’s hand now hung at a nauseating angle. As the club fell from the constable’s grip and to the floor, the priest caught it in midflight and directed it on the officers. He struck the first bobby along the side of his neck, a strong and arcing blow that immediately broke bones. As the constable fell to the platform, the second bobby, from his knees, could only watch as the club came down in a blur. It only took a single blow to forever immobilize the officer. 
Tossing the club aside to the confusion and horror of those who witnessed the interaction between the bobbies and the priest, the man with the tattoos raced up the stairs to the street. As he reached the avenue, he saw the women take a corner, but not before he and the dyed-haired lady had locked eyes, even if it was only a moment. She was still following the target, he considered, to protect the woman.
The priest gave chase. 
 



* * * 
 
The lady with the dyed hair was in her late twenties, loved heavy-metal music, loved to dress like a Goth, and loved God above everything else. When she received a call to intervene on behalf of the church, she didn’t even question the reason why. She knew that she needed to perform in a way that was necessary to save the life of the woman she was following. As she was leaving the station, she saw the bobbies stopping the priest for questioning, a predetermined ploy that was to allow her and the target time to draw distance. But when she looked over her shoulder a moment before she rounded the corner of the street, she saw the priest closing in. 
The bobbies had failed. 
Now it was up to her. 
Reaching inside her spangled purse, the dyed-haired lady pulled out a knife, thumbed the switch, and watched the blade pop out of the handle with a snicker. 
The priest was closing fast. She could almost hear his footfalls. 
She gripped the handle of the knife and prayed to God, asking Him to give her strength. 
When she could sense the priest upon her, when she could see his colossal shadow partnering with hers along the sidewalk, she turned. With the knife at the ready, the priest grabbed her wrist, wrenched it cleanly to one side, snapped the bones within, grabbed the weapon, and slashed her throat. The entire sequence of events took less than two seconds, the priest’s motions were that quick and precise. As the woman fell to her knees with her good hand over the gash of her wound, the priest depressed the switch, which caused the blade to slide back into the handle, pocketed the weapon, and left her to die. 
His target, who was completely unaware as to the happenings that surrounded her, entered her flat that was approximately fifty meters from his position. 
The priest closed in.
 



Chapter Eleven 


–––––––– 
 
Rome, Italy 
 
As his station required, Cardinal Alnasseri made his appearances at the Vatican. But not without a sense of mild paranoia, thinking that Cardinal Restucci may have proposed his suspicions to others. Just because no one appeared to act differently to Alnasseri’s approaches, this didn’t mean that a few within the College didn’t have their inquiries about his character as well. 
After the body of Cardinal Restucci had been removed from his Rome apartment by an Islamic sanitation crew several days prior, Abdallah Kattan, as Cardinal Alnasseri, continued to have concerns that Restucci was the first crack in the dam, with his story as the cardinal from Syria beginning to show fractures. Calling Fariq on an encrypted line, the Arab picked up after several rings. 
“Abdallah Kattan,” was all Fariq said in greeting. 
“You’ve made contact with Houshmand, yes?” 
“As you specified.” 
“And?” 
“The deal was acceptable. One million in U.S. currency was offered to him as a good-faith payment. Within ten days he will receive an additional fourteen million more for the item.” 
“Have you seen it?” 
Fariq sounded as if he was sucking air through his teeth. “Oh yes, Abdallah. It was truly spectacular. There’s no doubt that Allah favors us.” 
Kattan smiled on his head. “That’s good news, Fariq. And the additional funds?” 
“We have the money. It’ll be in the account before the time’s up.” 
“Excellent. Since my position here at the Vatican may have been compromised, we may have to step up the timetable. Tell me, have you found the Mechanic?” 
“I did. He’s willing to piece together the unit for one million U.S. dollars.” 
“This project is starting to get expensive, Fariq.” 
“But won’t the outcome be worth it, Abdallah?” 
The false cardinal nodded at this. “You’re right. There’s no cost that can be attached to the absolute destruction of the Vatican. Now tell me about this Mechanic.” 
“He was an asylum seeker from North Korea who made his way south. After he’d been processed and granted sanctuary, he disappeared. Now he’s willing to sell his services to those who are willing to pay the price. In this case, one million dollars.” 
“I want him in Rome as quickly as possible,” Abdallah Kattan said. 
“He’s in Barcelona. We’ll have him on a flight to Rome within a day or two. As soon as he arrives, we’ll inform you of his whereabouts.” 
“Excellent. I'll need to convey to him as to what's expected of him for the price he's asking.” 
“Understood.” 
Closing communication, the man who proxied for Cardinal Alnasseri stood on the balcony that overlooked the city of Rome. So far, everything appeared to be running in accordance with the operation. The item for purchase was well within reach. And the Mechanic was onboard for a fee. By the end of the month, should there be no disruptions, Vatican City, a country that was the size of an 18-hole golf course, would become a no-man’s land for centuries. As he considered these thoughts, the corner of Abdallah Kattan’s lips rose into a one-sided smile. I am the spreading cancer who will destroy the church from the inside out, he thought. I am the metastasizing agent. Then he returned to the comfort of his seat, which was the same chair he murdered Cardinal Restucci, and began to read the Koran.
 



Chapter Twelve 


–––––––– 
 
The Papal Chamber Inside the Apostolic Palace 
Vatican City 
 
Inside the papal chamber, Pope John Paul III; the co-directors of Vatican Intelligence, Fathers Auciello and Essex; and Kimball Hayden were all gathered. Outside of the pontiff who sat behind his baroquely-designed desk, everyone else sat in wing-backed chairs. 
“Three dead,” said Father Auciello started. “All confirmed to be from the lineage.” 
The pontiff nodded his head disapprovingly. “Now the killings begin,” he said, 
“like they did for more than a hundred years after the book was stolen in the year 360, and for decades more after it was stolen for a second time in 1355.” 
“Killings?” Kimball asked. Then: “What book are you talking about?” 
“I’m talking about the Brimstone Diaries,” the pontiff answered. 
“The Brimstone Diaries?” 
Father Auciello nodded. “When the murders of the Vatican guards happened inside the Secret Archives,” he began, “a very special book was stolen. The Brimstone Diaries. Since then we’ve had members of Vatican Intelligence canvassing the entirety of Europe looking for the book.” 
“But you haven’t found it yet,” Kimball intuited. 
“No.” 
“But you know who has it.” 
The pontiff nodded, then said, “We believe it to be Opus Dei.” 
“You believe? Or you know? I mean, Opus Dei wasn’t created until 1928. So, how could they have been responsible for the book’s appropriation if they didn’t exist when the murders started to take place centuries ago?” 
“Opus Dei is a development from the Prelature Order of the Cross, which was created long before the black plague started to run its course through Europe. But as we gather evidence on this,” Father Essex told Kimball, “we’re coming up short. Opus Dei is a shot in the dark since their ancestral organization took part in the book’s theft on two prior occasions with devastating results.” 
“But you don’t know for sure if it’s Opus Dei.”
Father Auciello shook his head. “What we do know is that people listed within the Brimstone Diaries are being killed off systematically. Just like they were for more than a hundred years after it was first stolen in the year 360 by the Prelature Order of the Cross, and once again after 1355, right after the Black Death nearly wiped out the entire line and half of Europe with it.” 
“What line are you talking about?” Kimball asked. “And what exactly is this book?” 
“The Secret Archives,” said the pontiff, “as you know contains tomes and articles that have been secreted away and can never be revealed to the public. They contain truths in which the principals, such as myself, and in some cases, believe would hurt the church. The Brimstone Diaries was one such book.” 
Kimball leaned forward in his chair. Yes, of course the church had its secrets, but all nations and governments did, always trying to hide their dirty little secrets under the carpet. The church, however, being cast in the light of piety had far more to lose. Then: “So why am I here?” Kimball asked evenly. “What is it you’re not telling me about the Brimstone Diaries? And why wasn’t I informed about this when the guards were killed? All you told me at the time was that a sacred item had been stolen.” 
“Which is true,” stated the pontiff. “An item was stolen.” 
“But you didn’t tell me what. And now three people are dead because of it.” 
“Kimball, at the time we believed that the book could be obtained by the efforts of Vatican Intelligence,” the pope answered. “And not all things of secret are to be shared with the Vatican Knights. There is a circle of silence that must be maintained. But now, seeing that three members of a sacred faction have been assassinated, we need to bring in the Vatican Knights to protect the interests of the church.” 
“And what interests might they be? And let’s start with the beginning, shall we? 
Let’s start with the Brimstone Diaries.” 
And that was exactly what they did. They started from the beginning.
 



Chapter Thirteen 


–––––––– 
 
London 
 
When Marsha Gibbons entered her flat and closed the door behind her, she placed her bag in the hallway and went to the living area. The room was cramped with spartan furnishings. There was a seat and matching hassock, a magazine rack and a stand. In front of the chair was a small table that supported a thirteen-inch TV. Grabbing the remote on the stand, she aimed it at the television and hit the button. A moment later the TV came on with the words of closed captioning showing at the bottom of the screen. 
Marsha Gibbons was deaf. 
Laying the remote aside and going into the kitchen, she opened a cupboard and grabbed a small tin. Inside were tea bags. After setting aflame a burner and placing the kettle on the fire, Marsha returned to the living room. 
The television was off, the screen blank. 
Baffled, she grabbed the remote and depressed the button. 
Nothing. 
When she took aim by pointing the control directly at the television, that’s when she saw a reflection of something darting across the screen behind her. 
Barking a cry and dropping the remote, Marsha wheeled around to confront this shape. 
But nobody was there. 
Slowly, she began to edge her way down the hallway feeling a sense of alarm. And like a cat she began to mew, nothing but soft whimpers as tears began to build up along the rims of her eyes. 
I’m not alone! 
When she reached the end of the hallway, she grabbed the knob and opened the door. Across from her were the wrought-iron gates of the lift. As soon as she was about to step into the landing, a hand as large as a skillet wrapped around her mouth and pulled her inside the flat. 
Though she resisted to the point of exhausting herself, the attacker released her. When she turned around to acknowledge her intruder, her eyes immediately fell upon the white band of a cleric’s collar. A priest? Then she noted the displays of art that were wonderfully showcased on his flesh. Jesus was wearing his Crown of Thorns, and the Mother Mary prayed. When she looked the priest in the eyes, however, all she could see was a man who operated with the cold fortitude of a machine. 
This man had come to kill her. 
Falling to her knees and clasping her hands together in an attitude of prayer, Marsha tried to ask for forgiveness, though her words were somewhat distorted due to her infliction. 
Reaching for his wristwatch, the priest grabbed a small pin above the watch’s face and pulled it. A metal cord began to unreel, the line itself a metal filament with serrated edges. 
A garotte. 
The woman, now sobbing and shaking her clasped hands desperately before the priest, bowed her head in submission and prayed. 
The priest, who stretched the cord to its maximum length, leaned over, wrapped the garotte around her throat, and lifted her off the floor. “I am a vessel of God,” he cried out. “And I have been chosen to make the world pure from sin!” 
With blood lust in his eyes he began to pull the cord tight, until the serrated line cut deep into her flesh. 
After he laid the body of Marsha Gibbons aside, he returned the cord to its spool inside his watch, went to the hallway where he rummaged through her bag, grabbed the thick novel she was reading, and left the flat.
 



Chapter Fourteen 


–––––––– 
 
The Papal Chamber Inside the Apostolic Palace 
Vatican City 
 
“Right after the crucifixion of Jesus,” the pope began, “the apostle Peter continued to spread the word of Christ throughout the lands, eventually becoming the first pope of the Roman Catholic Church. As he took on the first reign of Catholicism, he began to memorialize the life and passing of Jesus and Mary Magdalene. In this diary, which was written by the hand of Saint Peter, he chronicles the union of Jesus and Mary Magdalene as a conjugal relationship between husband and wife, with the joining providing a child between them, a girl. Since the church did not want to closely tie Jesus with Mary Magdalene because of her association with prostitution, the church saw a need to bury the truth.” 
Kimball nodded his head disapprovingly. “You’re telling me that God and Jesus could forgive Mary Magdalene of her past sins, but the church couldn’t?” “You have to understand, Kimball, the church did not want the masses to believe that the church would condone such actions, or that prostitution would be acceptable. To constantly sin and justify such actions would only lead to the justification of other sinful acts. The church did not want scandals to follow since the practice was to teach morality, not immorality.” 
“And the child that was born to them...” 
“Was deemed a child born by sin who grew to become a mother of her own.” 
Silence prevailed for a long moment before Kimball finally broke the silence. 
“So, Saint Peter chronicled the life of a child who carried the genetic bloodline of Christ through this tome called the Brimstone Diaries?” 
“It wasn’t called the Brimstone Diaries until after its theft in 360,” said the pontiff. “What was once a diary by Saint Peter, eventually turned into a genealogical chart of the bloodline that’s been constantly updated by Vatican scribes over the years. When the Prelature Order of the Cross took the volume in 360, those who carried the blood of Christ were being murdered systematically. The same as we see what’s going on right now. Back then it took decades for agents of the church to track down those responsible for the executions, as well as to return the book to the Secret Archives. That’s when the tome was termed the Brimstone Diaries, by those within the Prelature Order of the Cross who looked upon the bloodline as the church’s dirty secret. Christ was the Redeemer of our sins. It should have been us on that cross and not Him. Yet the Prelature Order of the Cross considered the bloodline tainted with sin, and that anything involved with Christ should remain pure until His Second Coming. So, anyone who was born from a woman who was associated with prostitution was considered sinful against the name of God and Jesus. The purge was unsuccessful, of course, but not until many were killed during the process. “Thereafter, the church created the Guardians, those who believed in the value of the bloodline as something sacred, and thereby monitors those who carry the blood of Jesus.” 
“I don’t get it,” said Kimball. “Why keep it a secret? Why not let the people know of this miracle? Why not let them believe in something that’s truly holy?” “Because those who carry the genes of Christ would never be able to live out a simple life,” Father Auciello intervened. “Can you imagine the people pounding at your door wanting to touch the skin of someone who was a descendant of Christ? Or what about the crazies who would target these people just to make a name for themselves, like killing them for some sick religious purpose only they could understand? Worse, what if the women were raped because the rapist’s only intention was to have his child be a part of this bloodline, by sowing his seed?” Father Auciello nodded his head disagreeably. “No, Kimball, the Brimstone Diaries are meant to keep a record of the bloodline, while protecting these people so they can live out a normal life as possible. They are here because they remind us that God still walks among us through them. We are truly blessed.” 
Kimball saw his point. The world and the minds that reside in it are often chaotic, with people doing crazy things for crazy reasons. 
“But there must be tens of thousands,” Kimball said. 
“The Prelature Order of the Cross had many agents who believed that they were doing God’s work, just like the Nocturnal Saints who saw to cleanse the church of its controversies and corruptions. The Prelature Order of the Cross was no different in their ideologies. In 1355, four years after the Black Plague wiped out fifty percent of Europe, as well as nearly everyone within the sacred bloodline, the organization stole the tome once again and nearly cleansed the entire lineage of Jesus. Again, agents of the church were able to ascertain the book before the rest of the volume could be interpreted.” 
“So, we’re talking about what here? How many thousands of descendants since?” asked Kimball. 
Father Essex said, “Thousands.” 
Kimball scoffed. “And you really think that the Prelature Order of the Cross, or Opus Dei, has the number of crusaders to take them out?” 
The pope leaned forward in his seat and placed his hands on his desktop. 
“Kimball, it took the Germans less than four years to wipe out six million Jews. During Operation Barbarossa in 1941 when the Axis powers invaded the Soviet Union, Himmler visited Bia³ystok in July 1941 and requested that any Jew left behind the German-Soviet borderline was to be regarded as a ‘supporter’ of the Russian regime. Based on this reformation, Himmler gave officials full authority for mass murders behind the front-lines. By August 1941, every Jewish man, woman, and child was shot, this being the first phase. In the second phase of annihilation, all the Jewish inhabitants in Europe were transported by trains to gassing facilities. More than one million Jews were murdered by these means before the plans for the Final Solution were fully realized in 1942. Only then was the decision made to annihilate the entire Jewish population in camps that were fitted with permanent gas chambers to kill large numbers of Jews in a short period of time. By the end of World War Two, there were only three-and-a-half million Jews left.” The pontiff eased back into his seat. “What I’m saying, Kimball, is that all crusades first begin with an idea, and then with implementation. Should that implementation gain a head of steam, who’s to say how far Opus Dei, if it is Opus Dei, would go to succeed in their efforts. That is the reason why we learn valuable lessons from history; to stop the spread of sickness. What we must not do, is take for granted the capabilities of our enemies. And for those reasons, Kimball, you and a team of Vatican Knights must get that book back before it can be deciphered in its entirety. We cannot afford innocent people who have no concept as to how important they are to Christianity die. We must preserve the line. If we don’t get that book back,” stated the pontiff, “there’s a chance that with today’s technology and the power of Opus Dei, the bloodline could be wiped out within a decade, if the Brimstone Diaries were updated properly by the Vatican scribes who maintain them.” 
“And you want me to gather a team and go where?” 
“To London,” said Father Essex. “The next two names on the list reside there.Right now, we have the Guardians watching over them.” 
Then from Father Auciello: “But the Guardians are not soldiers, Kimball. They’re layman who have little to no combat skills. They serve as obstacles when a threat gets too close to the target. Right now, we have a pair of bobbies watching a target as we speak. Marsha Gibbons. Other Guardians are moving in to surround and support a second focus of interest, who’s also in London.” 
“Let me guess: you want me to put the thumbscrews to those in the Opus Dei field office and its principals.” 
“No, Kimball,” the pontiff stated softly. “You need to protect the assets. And it appears that whomever is doing this is operating systematically, with the names coming up in order as they were scribed within the tome. The process of interpretation may be slow at first. But as the software program learns the encrypted code and begins to break it at an exponential rate, it will most likely list the names spelled out in the diary. Once that information is obtained and downloaded into the informational databases of our adversary for all to see, there’ll be nothing the church can do to save those people. We need that book before they can decipher its contents. And we need that book as soon as possible. Go to London, ask questions, and get the answers we need to find that tome.” 
“If they have a software program that can decode the writings within the book, and seeing that they have assassinated three people already, the program must be learning at an accelerated rate. You did say it took several years to decipher when it was stolen before, yes?” 
The pontiff nodded. “Centuries ago.” 
“Computers, once they get a grip on a decrypt sequence, can squeeze those years down to weeks.” 
“Or sooner,” stated Father Essex. “Three dead already. With the fourth, no doubt, soon to come.” 
“Marsha Gibbons,” Kimball confirmed. 
Essex nodded. “Which is why we need to get you to London as soon as possible. We have people there, but they’re not Vatican Knights. From what we’ve seen of the victims, their lives are being ended as if it was personal, with force and brutality. And Gibbons, who is next on the list, remains in jeopardy.” 
“How quickly can you get my team to London?” 
“If you galvanize now,” said Father Essex, his eyes rolling ceilingward while trying to decide on the time necessary, “two and a half, maybe three hours.” 
“Get our contacts ready at the London base,” Kimball told him as he got to his feet. “I want to hit the ground running as soon as I get off the plane.” 
“Of course,” Father Essex returned. Then: “We’ll maintain contact while you’re en route and provide you with necessary data along the way.” 
“Good enough.” 
As soon as Kimball turned to exit the papal chamber, the pontiff called after him. “Remember, Kimball, the optimum goal here is to return the book to the Vatican. Remember who you are and what you represent to the church. Please try to keep the effects of committing harm to others at a minimum.” When Kimball reached the door and hung his hand on the knob, he said, “Your Holiness, so that you understand ...combat is combat. It’s never child’s play.” Then he left the chamber.
 



Chapter Fifteen 


–––––––– 
 
London 
 
The man in priest’s clothing made his way back to his flat in London’s eastside. The apartment was dark, the drapes drawn. When he walked into the bedroom he got onto his knees, reached underneath the bed, grabbed a suitcase, and placed it on the sheets. After unzipping the case and opening the lid, he took the paperback novel he had appropriated from Marsha Gibbons and gently placed it inside the suitcase along with Adalgiso’s crucifix, Edelina Böhm’s cellphone, and Lamont Charbonneau’s custom pen. After locking the suitcase, he returned it to its rightful spot beneath the bed and grabbed the small box next to it. Placing the box on the sheets and opening the lid, the man shuddered with sexual delight when he saw the whip. 
Getting to his feet and removing his shirt to reveal the tattooed angel’s wings upon his back, the assassin grabbed the whip and started to flog himself until the tats began to bleed, while asking forgiveness for taking the lives of the two constables and—perhaps—the dyed-haired woman, until he felt that his actions had been justified in the eyes of God. When red welts and stripes appeared on the tattooed wings, he returned the whip to its box and headed for the bathroom. In the mirror, while turning his backside so that he could see the reflection of his tapestry, he noted the damage to his skin and to the wings, and fully believed that God would heal him through divine intervention, since the assassin’s job was too important to the cause. 
Rolling his shoulders while pinning the eyes of his reflection with a mutual stare, the assassin eventually left the bathroom and headed for the living room. Against the wall a cross burned red with neon light, which poorly illuminated the room with a reddish glow. Grabbing his cellphone from a nightstand beneath the neon cross, he dialed a quick-call number by pushing a single digit on the keypad with his thumb and waited. After the third ring someone picked up. 
“Go.” 
“The target has been dealt with. But not without collateral damage. I was, however, able to escape by dodging the cameras.” 
“You said collateral damage. How many?”
“Three. Two constables and a woman, all Guardians.” 
“Guardians. You know this for sure?” 
“Positive. The woman turned on me with a knife. I had no choice but to neutralize her.” 
“God will forgive you, my Brother. But since the Guardians were involved, that tells me that the Vatican knows and will continue to call out their watchdogs.” 
“I can handle them.” 
“Be careful, my Brother, you may now have to wade through the sea in order to get to the island. A bloody battle it may be.” 
“Has the decryption program come up with others?” 
“Just one. He’s in London as well.” 
“Send me the data so that I can prepare.” 
“Of course.” 
After severing the call and placing the phone on the table, he got on his knees before the neon cross, put his hands together, and began to mouth the words of a prayer in Aramaic.
 



Chapter Sixteen 


–––––––– 
 
En Route from Rome to London 
 
While on a charter flight from Rome’s Leonardo da Vinci Airport to Heathrow in London, Kimball was pouring over documents on a laptop. Jeremiah, Isaiah and Joshua were also using tablets to absorb the mission’s objectives, which included the appropriation of the Brimstone Diaries, as well as to neutralize any intentions considered hostile to the citizenry of the church. Halfway through the flight, Kimball received an incoming feed from the Command Center of Vatican Intelligence, which was located beneath the basilica. Tapping the screen, Father Auciello’s image appeared on the monitor. “Father Auciello,” Kimball greeted. “Data?” The Jesuit priest on the screen nodded. “Kimball, I need you to link me in with the others onboard. I want all of the Vatican Knights to see this.” As soon as everyone with a tablet adjusted their settings, they were linked to Kimball’s modem to share incoming messages. 
“Ready,” Kimball told the Jesuit. 
“Two hours ago, your mark was found dead in her apartment. Apparently by the way of garroting. We were, however, able to catch the assassin through security and CCTV cameras.” After Father Auciello leaned over to type a command on the keyboard with a few taps of his fingers, he said, “You ready for the feed?” 
“We’re ready.” 
As soon as Father Auciello hit the ‘ENTER’ key, a granular recording surfaced on the screen. The feed was a recording taken from a security camera inside a London tube station. From the scripted markings at the lower left of the screen, it was Waterloo. It depicted a man in priest’s clothing who exited the train, then was detained by two constables for reasons unknown. After a few moments of conversation, the priest on the monitor suddenly went on the offensive with a series of fluid moves. He disabled the officers quickly with a fighting technique that could only be brought on by years of training, then crippled them before they could respond to the moment. The priest performed gracefully with his arms and hands nothing less than poetry in motion, as he stole the officer’s baton and used it against them. Just a couple of damaging blows was all it took; the club perfectly placed to attack the kill spots, with one to the neck and the other to the crown of the man’s skull. 
“This image was taken about two hours ago at the Waterloo station in London,” came Father Auciello’s voice through a speaker, though the tube image was still playing on all the tablets and screens. “The woman we sought to protect was leaving the line when this man exited and started to tag her.” Freezing the image on a telestrator from Father Auciello’s end, he was able to draw a yellow circle around the cleric in question. “A priest,” stated Father Auciello. Then he zoomed in on the priest’s arms, which were massive logs of muscle that were heavily tattooed. On one arm was the tattoo marking of the Virgin Mother, and different styles of Catholic crosses in different colors of ink. On the other arm, along with numerous crosses, was the image of Jesus adorning the Crown of Thorns. Then he backed out of the image to put a new one up. This one was a head-photo shot of the man, the image crisp and clean. 
“This guy’s no priest,” Kimball told him. “His skillset as a fighter tells me that he’s upper-end military. Most likely Special Forces.” From the posted image on the screen, Kimball could see the angular features and strong jawline. With the width of his shoulders and the size of his arms, there was no doubt in Kimball’s mind that this man was an elite fighter. “He’s definitely no priest,” he finally added. 
“We were able to gather enough facial landmarks from this photo for VisageWare. She came up with zero strikes, Kimball. Of all the photos we have in our database regarding millions of faces across the globe, this guy isn’t one of them. 
He does not exist.” 
“A highly-specialized spook?” 
“Always a possibility,” said Father Auciello. 
“No hits at all?” 
“Not even close. The highest was a six-percent match.” 
Kimball, along with his team of Vatican Knights, continued to watch their screens. 
“What happened to the priest after he left the tube?” Kimball asked. 
“After the security cameras lost sight of him inside the underground, we were able to hack into the CCTV cameras on the boulevard. And this is what we got.” The Vatican Knights watched as the assassin did little to hide his intentions as he closed in on the woman, who appeared oblivious to the danger that followed.
While the priest was narrowing the gap, a young woman with dyed hair turned against him with a blade in her hand, the steel glinting. In a move that was smooth and effortless, the priest removed the knife from her grip and slashed her throat, all within a second and without losing a step to his stride. The woman, with her hands pressed to her throat, fell to the ground. 
The priest kept walking. 
“The constables are dead, I’m afraid,” Father Auciello spoke. “And the woman remains in critical condition, but she’s alive.” 
“Were they Guardians? The constables and the woman?” 
“They were,” said Auciello. “But as you can see, the Guardians, outside of their devotion and faith to Christ, have minimal skills to bring to the table. Whoever this person is, he does not exist. And that, I believe, is something we can all agree upon, since there is no doubt that this man is a highly-trained combatant.” “What about examining the global military and black-op databases?” 
“We have. And he’s a ghost. His classification may be well above our abilities to appropriate data from whatever black-op agency he comes from, because their firewalls would be too thick to penetrate.” 
“Dig as deep as you can.” 
“It would take too much time to cultivate through such walls. And that’s something we don’t have.” 
“Doesn’t matter. You must dig as deep as you can. You must go through every known intel group, including everything that’s attached to the CIA as a black-ops arm. In this business, and believe me when I say this, we all had identities. You just have to be diligent enough to go out there and find it.” 
“We’ll keep digging, Kimball, since the matter is one of grave importance, obviously. But my point is: information gathering takes a while, even with today’s technology at our fingertips, so time is not a luxury here.” 
“It never is and never will be,” said Kimball. 
“No. I guess there’s never enough time when you need it most.” 
Kimball tapped a button to bring Father Auciello back onscreen. Then to the face of the monitor, Kimball asked, “What happened to the priest after he slashed the Watcher’s throat?” 
“Once the last of the Guardians went down, the target was without protection. The priest went on to fulfill his objective by garroting her. A moment later we catch the assassin on video exiting the premise, but then we lose him. He evaporated like the ghost he is, Kimball. We can’t find him on any of the CCTV scans in London after he left the flat.” 
“He probably knows he’s being watched, which means he either changed his appearance out of camera’s range—probably with a hat, an added limp or a new coat. Something. Or he was picked up by a second person in a vehicle that was out of the CCTV scan.” 
Then Isaiah, who was Kimball’s second lieutenant, asked, “Now that the original mission has been compromised, I assume the mission goal now is to retrieve the book and return to base?” 
“No,” said Father Auciello. “There’s another. In London. And it’s the fifth name on the list after the name of Gibbons. He’s an American professor who will be speaking at an engagement within the next two hours.” 
“You do realize we’re not capable of protecting everyone in that book, right? A name today. Ten names tomorrow. Who knows how many names they’re deciphering every day.” 
“Which is why you need to get that book, Kimball. Without the book they’re powerless.” 
“The book may not be in London at all,” Kimball said. 
“That may be true,” Father Auciello returned. “But there’s at least one person in London who does know of its whereabouts. Find the person, then you find the book.” 
“You’re talking about the assassin?” 
“We have his face on record. If he gets within range of a CCTV cam in London, we’ll find him through FRS and notify your unit.” 
“Good enough.” 
“One more thing,” Father Auciello said. “You’ll be met at the airport by Father Ferrano. He’s the field operative for Vatican Intelligence there. He’ll clue you in as to the next stage of the operation.” 
“Father Ferrano. Got it.” 
“I know I don’t have to tell you, Kimball, but getting the Brimstone Diaries back is paramount.” 
“Understood.” 
By closing the lid of his laptop, Kimball severed the connection. London was a big city with lots of hiding spaces, he thought, as he looked out the window. But he also knew that the next victim would draw the killer close like steel to a magnet. 
And when he did show, the Vatican Knights would be waiting.
 



Chapter Seventeen 


–––––––– 
 
London 
 
The assassin was praying to his neon sign when his laptop chimed. By its tone he had received an incoming message. Getting to his feet, with the tattooed wings upon his back that were red and raw from multiple lashes, the man went to his computer, flipped the lid, and tapped the ‘ENTER’ button. 
A file came up with no information in the subject line. 
Tapping the icon of the file with the point of his finger, it opened on the screen. There was a photo of his next target. A man by the name of Robert Bowman, a professor of Philosophy at the University of Las Vegas, Nevada, who was doing the circuit of promoting his bestselling book, Science is the New God. “A blasphemer,” whispered the assassin. “A heathen with the blood of a prince coursing through the soul of a devil.” 
For a long time, the killer studied the screen. He remembered every nuance and feature of his target’s face. He memorized the man’s quirks, his history, anything of importance that would help him track down his prey. After marking the file as dead, he scrubbed it clean. Everything about a man named Robert Bowman was completely erased from the hard drive. But there was little to know of the man since his celebrity status propelled him to the top of popculture with a meteoric rise. 
“Heathen,” the man hissed disdainfully. 
Then he noted the time on the wall clock. In less than an hour Robert Bowman was going to speak at an engagement regarding his book, inside a hall that sat 400 people. 
Going to his closet he opened the door. Inside were different pieces of clothing to meet a certain look, all on hangers. There was a bishop’s outfit; a constable’s uniform; a pair of doctor’s scrubs; the garments of a hobo, the fabric torn and tattered; and the uniform of a British special-forces operator. Reaching inside, he grabbed the constable’s uniform. 
After putting on the outfit that covered his tattoos and checking himself in the mirror to measure specs, he grabbed his T-baton, which was actually a one-shot firearm with a .45-caliber discharge. All he had to do was point the tip of the baton at the subject and depress a small button at the base of the handle. After sliding the baton into a ring that was attached to a belt, he then placed two knives into a special girdle around his waist, then fashioned his coat in a way to hide their bulk. 
Now the assassin was ready to move forward. 
Knowing that Robert Bowman would be surrounded by Guardians, many would be killed on this day, this he knew. Whenever a target spoke freely inside a public forum, collateral damage was rarely an avoided tragedy. 
But God will forgive me. 
Once a priest and now a constable, the killer left his flat and made his way to Conway Hall on Waterloo Road. Within the hour he would locate and confront Robert Bowman ... 
...And then he would dispatch him with a single kill shot to the middle of his forehead.
 



Chapter Eighteen 


–––––––– 
 
Heathrow Airport, London 
 
According to his biographical record, Father Ferrano was a Jesuit priest who served as a sniper with the Army Rangers and racked up a recorded fifty-two kills in contentious hotspots throughout the Middle East, including Fallujah, where he killed twenty-seven hostiles alone. He was tall, about six-three, and weighed approximately two hundred pounds of lean muscle. He was a man of dark complexion with black hair, deep brown eyes, and a strong and angular jawline. Across his upper lip was a laser-thin moustache that gave him the appearance of a 1920s movie-star. 
After he received communication from Intelligence regarding the arrival of the Vatican Knights, Father Ferrano waited for them in an SUV next to the ramp to avoid the crowds inside the terminal. Once the small charter landed, Father Ferrano drove the vehicle to the plane. As the Vatican Knights disembarked, Father Ferrano was waiting for them. 
Kimball exited first, the man forced to bend low to get through the doorway and descended the steps to the tarmac. 
“Mr. Hayden,” said Father Ferrano as he extended a hand. “It’s an honor to meet you, sir.” 
Kimball looked at the man’s Roman Catholic collar. Then: “Father Ferrano?” 
After the Jesuit nodded, they shook hands. 
As soon as the team entered the unmarked SUV, Father Ferrano drove the vehicle through the checkpoints and off airport property. Once the vehicle turned onto Stanwell Moor Road, it maneuvered south and then east on Southern Perimeter Road, then to the heart of London. 
“Do you have additional information from the Vatican?” Kimball asked the priest. 
Father Ferrano nodded. “One name,” he answered. “Robert Bowman. Caucasian male, early thirties, no family on record. Both parents and a sibling were killed in an auto accident, and another sibling died of cancer. Bowman is the last of his particular line. In less than thirty minutes from now, he goes on stage at Conway Hall to talk about his book. Once he’s done, that’s when we move in to place him into protective custody. And we do this as quickly and as quietly as possible.” 
“As quickly and as quietly as possible? Then I have to assume that Bowman has no idea as to what’s coming his way.” 
“No, sir. Not at all.” 
After taking a series of left and right turns, they came to Oxford Street, which was a busy part of London’s downtown region. After turning on New Oxford Street and then onto Theobalds Road, Father Ferrano made his way to Red Lion Square and parked the vehicle close to Conway Hall. 
Inside the SUV, Father Ferrano turned to the Vatican Knights seated in the back. “Underneath your seats,” he told them, “you’ll find suppressed weapons and pancake holsters for each of you. You’ll also find beneath these seats the jackets that bear the emblems of the Vatican Knights, and Bluetooth devices for communication. Strap on your firearms, then use your coats to conceal the weapons.” Saying nothing more, Father Ferrano exited the vehicle and waited for the Vatican 
Knights to ready up. 
After the Knights had prepped, they left the darkly tinted-windowed SUV wearing jackets that were specifically tailored to cover the weapons they carried. On the right lapel of each jacket was the emblem of the Vatican Knights, a coat of arms that set the unit apart from the rest of the clergy. Centered within the coat of arms was a Silver Cross Pattée set against a blue background. The colors were significant for the fact that silver represented peace and sincerity, and blue the traits of truth and loyalty. Positioned alongside the design stood two heraldic lions with their forepaws holding the edges of the shield to stabilize it. The implication of the lions was a symbolic representation of bravery, strength, ferocity and valor. “The engagement begins in forty minutes,” said the Jesuit. “And what we have here are two options.” Father Ferrano removed a folded piece of paper from the inner pocket of his coat, then spread the paper over the hood of the vehicle. It was the schematics to the Hall. “We can have a two-man team watching for the assassin from exterior positions. Or, if he’s already inside, we position a team from several points surrounding the presumed target.” The priest started to mark off four points with a Sharpie to signify positions close to the stage. “Conway Hall isn’t very big. However, if we position ourselves at these locations I marked off, that would give the ground-floor team the ability to carefully watch over the zone they’re assigned to. We now know what this guy looks like. But don’t get locked on to his MO as dressing as a priest. If he believes he’s been compromised by the Guardians, he might decide to change things up a bit. Nevertheless, he’s a big guy that sticks out in a crowd—loaded with tats unless he decides to cover them up. If he chooses to err on the side of caution, he’ll likely take position somewhere along the catwalk with a rifle. A fifth player should be up there”—He circled the catwalk on the schematics— “to make sure that the assassin doesn’t get the chance to draw a bead on his target.” 
Kimball turned to Isaiah. “That’ll be your position,” he told him. “Up there along the catwalk. The rest of us will be on ground level close to the podium except for Father Ferrano, who will monitor the entryway. If anyone sees anything anomalous, and I mean anything, use your Bluetooth to communicate. Questions?” 
There were none. 
Then Kimball turned to Father Ferrano. “Questions, Father?” 
The Jesuit shook his head. 
“And keep in mind that the optimum thing here is to achieve the means without collateral damage,” added Kimball. “If possible.” 
After Father Ferrano folded the schematics and returned them to the vehicle, he said, “We’ve less than fifteen minutes before Bowman takes the podium.” 
Kimball noted the Jesuit’s statement by saying, “Time to position up.” 
The Vatican Knights maneuvered through the rear entrance, whereas Father Ferrano went to the front of the Hall where a crowd of protesters gathered. People were chanting and waving signs, with the masses berating Bowman for his atheistic views and saying that science was not God. 
As Father Ferrano took position approximately fifty feet from the protestors, he carefully examined the crowd. He saw those who were young and old, and others who were both crippled and strong. He heard chants that bore the words ‘Bowman’ and ‘the Eternal Lakes of Fire.’ But he did not see the tattooed man. 
While Father Ferrano maintained his post, he enabled his Bluetooth. “Kimball, can you read me?” 
“Loud and clear, Father.” 
“I don’t see the subject in question.” 
“Copy that. Continue to survey the area. We’re setting position inside the Hall.”
“Copy. And out.” 
Father Ferrano continued to maintain his position. 
 



* * * 
 
At least a dozen constables set a line before Conway Hall to keep the protestors at bay. One bobby, however, repeatedly slapped the club of his T-baton into the palm of his hand as a show of force, though no one in the crowd dared to contest him. As the line of constables maintained a steady wall, the bobby fell back and entered Conway Hall. 
Behind him, the masses continued to chant. 
 



* * * 
 
Father Ferrano watched a constable enter the building, a man who was significantly larger than most. Then over his lip mic, he said, “Kimball, we may have a ‘potential’ walking into Conway Hall dressed as a bobby. I couldn’t get a good look at his face, but he’s a considerably large man. No tats to speak of since his arms were covered by the sleeves of his uniform.” 
“Copy that.” 
When communication was broken, Father Ferrano kept his eyes on the crowd. 
 



* * * 
 
The constable walked through hallways that milled with people such as reporters and photographers, the officer angered by the notoriety and attention that Bowman was getting over his viewpoint that science was the true God. 
A blasphemer! 
An apostle of Hell! 
A contaminate to the bloodline! 
The constable continued to thread his way through the crowded hallways until he exited through a doorway that led to a corridor behind the podium. Walking the length of the hallway, the constable entered the backstage area and began to ascend the steps to the catwalk. 
As he reached the catwalk high above the stage, he made his way around the platform so that he was facing the stage. The shadows around him remained unmoving, the darkness that enveloped him now his ally. Taking his T-baton— which was a club that had a short side handle sitting at a right angle to the shaft, and was about six inches from one end of a two-foot rod—the assassin used his fingers to grab the slightly protruding tip at the baton’s end, where he then extended a telescopic barrel from the club’s length to create a long-barreled rifle. Once done, he unscrewed the short-side handle from the baton to expose a trigger, then fastened the short handle to the barrel’s tip, turning it into a suppressor. Inside the barrel was a single round, a .45 caliber. 
Getting onto a bended knee, the assassin watched over the audience as they began to file in and take their seats. 
As the crowd began to settle, the assassin noticed four oddly dressed priests. 
From the waist on up through the parted jackets they wore, they appeared pious in their traditional cleric’s shirt and Roman Catholic collar. From the waist down, however, they appeared militant in their cargo pants and combat-issued boots. As the arena’s lamps dimmed apart from the stage lights, the crowd began to cheer. 
Robert Bowman, the man who prayed to his God of science, was about to take the podium. 
High upon the catwalk the assassin leveled his weapon, took aim, and waited for the keynote moment. 
 



* * * 
 
The Vatican Knights were spread out evenly across the ground floor as people began to parade inside the hall to take their seats. 
Kimball Hayden was situated in front of the stage, searching. If there were Guardians in the audience, he could not detect them. More so, the assassin in the video was a no show, which meant that if he was there at all, then he must have taken to the shadows. 
Kimball spoke into his lip mic. “Isaiah?” 
“Right here.” 
Kimball looked up at the catwalk tiers that were steeped in shadows. “I can’t see anything up there from my position.” 
“There’re a lot of catwalks up here, Kimball. A lot of darkness, too.” 
“He’s not down here and the seats are filling up fast. I’m thinking he’ll take to the shadows in an area that gives him an unimpeded line of sight with a firearm, assuming he’s here at all.” 
“Copy that. Moving to the sections where such a shot would be available.” 
“Copy.” After cutting off contact, Kimball called on the Vatican Knights who were scattered across the room. No one had seen the assassin or anyone who looked remotely like him. After Kimball called on Father Ferrano, the priest acknowledged that the crowd of protestors was growing. But he had not seen the person of interest. When he asked Kimball about the constable in question, Kimball stated that he had seen no such person, at least not in Conway Hall. Just as he was about to sever communication with Father Ferrano, the luminosity in the auditorium began to dim except for the stage lights. 
Robert Bowman was about to take the stage. 
 



* * * 
 
Isaiah moved quietly through the shadows forty feet above the auditorium. Seats were filling to capacity. Then as the lights began to dim, the shadows around him began to deepen. As applause sounded below, Isaiah moved along the metal grating of the catwalk when he spotted a silhouette that appeared blacker then black. It was as still as a bronze statue, and something that didn’t seem to have any semblance of life to it. 
Slowly removing his suppressed weapon from his holster, Isaiah closed in. 
That was when Robert Bowman took the stage below.
 



Chapter Nineteen 


–––––––– 
 
Robert Bowman was a professor of Practical Science and Philosophy from a university in the United States, who was born and raised as an evangelical Protestant in a Bible-belt state. As he grew up, Bowman eventually favored the practical knowledge of science over the impracticality of Biblical miracles, stating that there was a scientific answer for everything that was deemed to be magic during the Golden Age of Holy wonders. 
After publishing his second volume based on the words of Arthur C. Clarke who once stated the ‘magic was science not yet understood,’ Robert Bowman illustrated this by describing the scientific methods that we now know about today that could explain away these ancient miracles. 
Once he stood behind the podium, Robert Bowman began his speech by stating that he was not an atheist by any means. He did, however, believe that Biblical miracles could have been governed by the Hand of God through the intricacies of science, by managing everything from the smallest microbe to the largest creature on the planet to serve a purpose. In other words, Nature was perfect. 
“For instance,” he said, “let’s talk about the plagues in Egypt that forced Pharaoh’s hand to release the Jews from bondage. The first of these plagues, as we all know by now, was that the Nile River turned into blood. Why? Scientifically speaking, the river turned the color of red due to an algae bloom, which is common today. In turn, this bloom changed the Ph levels which became toxic to the fish and frogs. Therefore, the fish whose dietary staple was to eat the frogs’ eggs subsequently died off, while the frogs took to land in record numbers to avoid the poisonous bloom. 
“Thereafter, as the frogs succumbed after having been forced from the river, their carcasses soon attracted lice and flies. In turn, the disease-carrying lice caused bluetongue in cattle, which is a fatal virus that wiped out nearly seventy percent of Egypt’s livestock. 
“The flies, also attracted to the deceased frog carcasses, then spread the glanders bacteria to humans, which caused boils. 
“From this domino effect of a disrupted ecosystem came the Three Days of Darkness. Right after the plague of boils, a sandstorm lasting three days was so intense that it blotted out the sun, causing darkness. During this time, the heat of the sandstorm collided with a cold front, which caused the hailstorms. And because of this weather system, the high winds pushed the locust population from Ethiopia and into Cairo. In turn, locust dung combined with the wetness of the hail resulted in the creation of micro-toxins. Then as these micro-toxins were fed to the first born, whose immune systems could not handle the poisons, which resulted in their deaths. 
“All these plagues happened as a direct result of a faltering ecosystem. To the Egyptians back then I’m sure this appeared as voodoo magic, which we can now explain today as natural effects caused by science and nature. But the question remains on whether the timing was directed by the Hand of God. Did He time these effects by using Nature as His influence over Pharaoh? Perhaps. But the conclusion here is that our advanced knowledge of today’s science can now explain the causes of the plagues that forced Pharaoh’s hand.” 
After Bowman allowed time to pass as a moment of dramatic pause, he then said, “Now let’s talk about Exodus when Moses led his people to Mount Sanai, which is actually not in Egypt at all but in Saudi Arabia...” 
Bowman continued to lecture.
 



Chapter Twenty 


–––––––– 
 
Blasphemy! 
Heathen rants! 
The assassin took aim with his firearm. Bowman was on stage behind the podium speaking about Moses, about Exodus. 
“It is said in the Bible that Moses followed the pillar of fire by night and the cloud by day, until they reached the promised land. What are we talking about here? Well, there are six volcanoes in Saudi Arabia of which five were dormant. Only one was active during the time of Exodus. Only one. So, the cloud by day was the plume of volcanic ash due to an eruption, and the pillar of fire was the molten spew from the caldron by night. Again, science has confirmed that one volcano was active during this time in the entire region of the Middle East. Did God once again use His divine powers to exercise the forces of nature as a guiding force? Was the spew of ash and lava a beacon to Moses used to guide him across the desert plain? Perhaps...” 
As Robert Bowman spoke, the assassin continued to seethe with anger and hostility. 
Pointing his weapon so that Bowman’s head was within the crosshairs of the makeshift rifle, the assassin placed his finger on the curve of the trigger and began to apply pressure. Just as he was about to pull the mechanism, he caught a fleeting shadow at the corner of his eye. It was quick moving, the shape at the outmost peripheral vision of his sight. 
The assassin knew that his position had been compromised but was able to maintain his sight, his calm, then pulled the trigger the moment the shape was upon him. 
...Phffft ... 
He was able to get off the shot that sounded no louder than someone spitting. 
 



* * * 
 
“Perhaps by the will of God?” said Bowman, who was referring to the active volcano which may have served as the lighthouse to guide the people to the promised land. “So I say again: was Nature being directed by a spiritual force—”
At first it sounded like an annoying gnat buzzing around the ear, that waspy hum that quickly came and went. Then there was a slight burning sensation against his ear, which quickly turned to white-hot agony. Leaning over the podium and wincing against the pain, Bowman reached for his ear, felt the oddity of hanging flesh, and brought his fingers away covered with blood. For a long moment he studied his fingertips dumbfoundedly, the speaker going so far as to wiggle his fingers for some odd reason. 
That was when he was tackled to the floor by a large man wearing a cleric’s collar. 
Soon thereafter, the audience began to scream. 
 



* * * 
 
Just as Isaiah reached the assassin, the odd-looking rifle went off with a muted sound. 
Looking over the railing, Isaiah noted that the round may have nicked Bowman by the way the speaker appeared perplexed while looking at his blood-glazed fingertips, until he was finally tackled to the floor by Kimball Hayden. Immediately, the assassin got to his feet and swung the weapon at Isaiah in a horizontal arc, the rod cutting a horizontal arc that knocked the gun free from Isaiah’s hand and to the catwalk. But the Vatican Knight was just as swift by countering with a series of fisted blows to the killer’s chest, the strikes coming fast and furious as the Vatican Knight’s arms moved with the speed of engine pistons. As Isaiah knocked the larger man off balance with countless blows, the assassin dropped his weapon to the audience below. Then he cried out with volcanic rage as he cocked his arm and drove it forward like a ram, with the punch knocking Isaiah off his feet and against the rail with the impact so hard it caused internal stars to circle within his vision. 
As he attempted to get to his feet, the assassin was already on top of him. 
Grabbing Isaiah by the lapels of his jacket, the killer lifted the Vatican Knight off his feet with the intent of casting him over the side. But Isaiah lashed out with his knee and drove its point against the large man’s ribs, driving air from his lungs. His grip never lessened, however, as he raised the Vatican Knight high over the railing. Isaiah looked down—a forty-foot drop, nothing but rows of seats with people scurrying for the exits. Then he turned against his foe and clapped both hands over the assassin’s ears, and hard, the action shattering both eardrums. As the assailant dropped Isaiah, the Vatican Knight was able to catch the railing on his way down and hung precariously with one hand. As his feet dangled wildly over the auditorium below, the assassin lifted his shirt to reveal a belt filled with throwing knives. Grabbing two from the girdle, he closed on Isaiah with a knife in each hand. 
 



* * * 
 
Little could be seen from Kimball’s position below, but he knew enough to realize that a skirmish was going on along the catwalk. After checking Bowman to see if he was all right outside of a piece of his earlobe missing, Kimball tapped his lip mic. 
“Isaiah?” 
Silence. 
Then louder: “Isaiah?” 
Still nothing. 
Above him on the catwalk two shadows continued to battle, the shapes morphing into different sizes as they converged on one other, nothing but black on black with no definable outlines to them. 
After Kimball left Bowman in the hands of the Vatican Knights, he raced to the upper tiers of the catwalk. As soon as he reached the mid-level tier, that was when he saw Isaiah catch the railing as he was being tossed over the side. Now hanging precariously over a forty-foot drop with one hand grasping a rail, Kimball could see rage spelled all over the assassin’s face as he moved against Isaiah with a pair of knives. 
With no options and too many stairs to climb, Kimball withdrew his suppressed weapon, took aim, and fired off a shot. 
...Phfttt ... 
The Vatican Knight had missed his mark. 
 



* * * 
 
Just as the assassin raised the knives to plunge deep into Isaiah, a bullet skipped off the railing by Isaiah’s hand and coughed up a spark. The ricochet of the round off the metal caused the killer to flinch and fall back, which gave Isaiah the opportune moment to swing a leg up and hook it around the post. With the agility of a monkey, he was then able to climb over the railing where he took to solid footing against the metal grating, as the assassin came at him with both knives swinging. The man in the constable’s uniform swung the blades with fluid and practiced motions, which told Isaiah that he was not a novice with double-edged weaponry. As he closed the gap between them with the knives slicing the air with the sound of whispers, Isaiah was forced backward along the catwalk with space running out. Isaiah looked to his left, then to his right—a forty-foot drop on both sides. In front of him was a colossus of a man with broad shoulders and a tree-trunk neck, the assassin a seasoned killer. 
The knives moved diagonally first with one hand and then the other, the killer cutting perfect Xs in the air. As he pressed Isaiah to the last few feet of the catwalk, the Vatican Knight engaged the much larger man by ducking and then lashing out his foot, which connected against the assassin’s knee. The constable cried out as he stumbled in his approaching gait, from both pain and surprise. Returning to standing form, Isaiah attacked his opponent with a series of sidekicks with his feet connecting solidly against the man’s chest. The assassin fell back, stunned, the kicks coming too fast for him to comprehend as the Vatican Knight’s leg came at him in a sequence of blurs. Then in a flash of a moment, Isaiah struck the man’s jaw with his heel with such impact that his assailant’s head snapped viciously back. But it wasn’t enough to down the large man as he simply shook his head as if to cast away the cobwebs, then was ready to go at it again, the killer now smiling with malicious amusement. 
Isaiah was astonished by this since men often fell to these series of practiced moves, the kicks a brutal hammering too much for the human body to absorb. But the assassin shook it off as if it was a mere nuisance, and once again began his approach with both knives swinging. 
Isaiah once again found himself backing up along the catwalk as the assassin advanced on him with rage in his eyes, while managing a predatory grin. His arms now moved with a chaotic design to them with the knives moving faster and faster until the actions became almost indefensible—nothing but the raging movements of a madman. 
Isaiah looked for his opportunity but found little as the assassin pressed forward like a furious bull that no longer worked as a skilled fighter, but as a crazed man who swung the knives with reckless abandon.
To Isaiah this opponent was close to an immovable force, a juggernaut who was like a block of granite weighing down on him. As the assassin closed the gap between them on the catwalk, Isaiah jumped from his poised stance, and threw a roundhouse kick to the killer’s jaw and connected. The knives dropped to the grating as the man’s eyes rolled upward into his head until nothing showed but slivers of white. Then Isaiah drove on him with a series of pummel strikes to the chest, blow after blow, punch after punch, the assassin, however, unwavering in his stance. 
Then the killer’s hand whipped out and grabbed Isaiah by the throat and tightened his grip, the Vatican Knight suddenly subdued as he was single handedly lifted off the metal grating of the catwalk and held aloft. Isaiah shot his legs out and struck the assassin with coordinated kicks that had no effect, the killer still maintaining his predatory grin. 
And then the focus began to fade from Isaiah’s sight as his world began to darken. The periphery of his vision started to close in from the edges with a blackness that started to pinch out the surrounding shadows for an even greater darkness. Isaiah began to gag and lose strength, his kicks and blows useless against the much larger man. 
Then the assassin noted the Roman Catholic collar. A priest? 
His smile quickly melted away. “You don’t fight like a priest,” he said, squeezing. 
Isaiah began to turn different shades of coloring, going from red to burgundy, then from the color of burgundy to a hue of purple. 
“You don’t fight like a priest,” he repeated, studying the collar as if trying to figure out its intent. Then: “It matters not if you see fit to protect a heathen. God will judge you the moment you cross His Threshold of Light, where He will then send you to the Lakes of Eternal Fire.” 
Isaiah was beginning to lose all strength, his life beginning to ebb against the man’s tightening grip. 
Then from the assassin: “Time for judgment.” 
Just as he was about to close a second hand around Isaiah’s throat, the large man received a blow to the back of his head. Dropping Isaiah to the metal grating of the catwalk, the Vatican Knight sucked air into his lungs with a raspy pull. Pivoting quickly on the balls of his feet with a hand to the placement of the blow, the assassin confronted another man who also wore the collar of a priest. 
He was larger than the first and more muscular. And he possessed cerulean blue eyes that pinned him hard anger. Here was a man, the assassin thought, though he wore the band of piety, who was capable of great violence. 
The killer looked at the suppressed weapon in Kimball’s hand, saw the point of the barrel and the opening of its circular mouth. “Are you going to shoot me, priest?” 
“I’m not a priest,” Kimball answered. 
“Then you’re a demon who masquerades as a man of virtue, which you’re not if you choose to protect a blasphemer.” Then the assassin swung his arm at Kimball, the limb as large as a ham hock and nothing but muscle, missing as Kimball drew a step back. When the killer descended on Kimball, the Vatican Knight raised his weapon and set off a muted shot. 
A bloodless wound magically appeared in the center of the assassin’s forehead with a ribbon of smoke slowly drifting from the hole. The assassin stood his ground, though he wavered in his stance, before he walked past Kimball like something from a zombie apocalypse with movements that were choppy and uneven, until he stopped ten feet away. It was as if he was on the cusp of dying, but still within the area between life and death until his body fell over the railing to the auditorium floor below. 
The large man impacted against the seats which disfigured his body, his bones snapping into odd and twisted configurations. 
After aiding Isaiah to his feet, both men looked over the railing of the catwalk to the auditorium below. The room was clear, and Bowman had been ushered out by the Vatican Knights to his safety. 
Kimball patted Isaiah on the back. “Are you all right?” 
With a hand still to his throat, the Vatican Knight nodded. Then: “I hit him with everything I had,” he told Kimball. “I would have floored everyone else. But this guy kept coming.” Then he looked at Kimball. “I swear, hitting him was like hitting a block of stone. He just wouldn’t go down, no matter what I threw at him.” Kimball continued to look down at the body of the assassin, who lay as a broken heap. 
Now to locate the Brimstone Diaries, he thought. 
After hooking an arm around Isaiah, Kimball Hayden aided his second lieutenant to the lower level.
 



Chapter Twenty-One 


–––––––– 
 
Vaughan House 
Westminster Cathedral, Central London 
 
“What is this place? Where am I?” Robert Bowman appeared both scared and agitated as he sat inside the Chancery Offices of Vaughan House, which was part of the Metropolitan Curia in central London. His injured right ear was covered with gauze that appeared like a single muff. “The police will be looking for me. You know that, don’t you?” 
Father Ferrano was inside the office with Kimball Hayden. Ferrano was pacing the room slowly with his arms folded while Kimball sat idly in a chair. Bowman, who sat opposite Kimball with his chest puffed out in a manner of macho posturing, also attempted to put on an air as a man of great importance. 
“Mr. Bowman,” Father Ferrano said without looking at the man, “please understand that you are under the protection of the Vatican. Right now, you’re inside the Chancery Offices of the Metropolitan Curia in central London.” 
Bowman’s eyes fluttered with confusion. Then: “I’m under the protection of whom?” 
Father Ferrano stopped and looked at the professor. His arms remained crossed. “The Vatican.” 
“The Vatican,” said Bowman. “As in the Vatican of Vatican State? That Vatican?” 
“Is there another?” Kimball asked. 
Bowman looked at the Vatican Knight who was dressed piously from the waist up, but as a soldier from the waist down. “You were the one who tackled me on stage, weren’t you?” 
Kimball nodded. 
Bowman’s eyes appraised the man sitting across from him. He was broad of shoulder and thick with muscle. The features of his face were strong and angular. But he also possessed the unseen tangible of someone who could be extremely dangerous, despite the Roman Catholic collar around his neck. Bowman leaned forward in his chair. “You’re not a priest, are you?” 
“No,” said Father Ferrano, interceding. “He’s a Vatican Knight.”
“A Vatican what?” 
“Knight,” Ferrano said. “A Vatican Knight. He’s part of an elite commando group whose purpose within the church is to protect those who cannot protect themselves. And you, Mr. Bowman, should be quite grateful that he intervened when he did. Otherwise, your body may still be lying at the base of the podium you lectured from.” 
Bowman looked at Kimball and saw the fierceness within his cerulean blue eyes. Then to Father Ferrano, he asked, “I assume that somebody tried to kill me over my viewpoints?” 
“Obviously. But at this point we’re not sure if it’s simply an individual, or if it’s a fanatical cabal.” 
“But you have your suspicions as to whom it may be.” 
Kimball nodded. “A few.” 
“You mind telling me?” 
Kimball looked at Father Ferrano, who nodded that it was all right to do so. 
“You’re sure?” Kimball asked. 
“He’s going to find out anyway. He needs to know.” 
“Well, that’s rich,” Kimball said as he faced off with Bowman. “That such a man as yourself who comes from an exalted bloodline is an atheist.” 
Bowman held his hand up and patted the air. “First of all,” he began, “I am not an atheist. I’m simply proffering a different viewpoint where God and Nature are one and the same, and that Nature is a perfect and governing force behind everything that realigns situations that have become unbalanced in life. When populations become too great, then Nature unleashes a virulent to control the masses, be it man or beast. Here, the microbe becomes king. My viewpoint is just another way to look at our spiritual surroundings the same way that Joseph Raphson looked at pantheism.” 
Kimball Hayden had no idea what he was talking about. 
“I see that you’re closed to my viewpoints,” Bowman stated to Kimball. 
Kimball, however, shook his head. “No,” he told him. “I believe that all men should believe whatever they want to wholeheartedly. I’m just saying that there’s a great irony involved here. Something you don’t quite understand.” 
“Such as?” 
Father Ferrano stepped forward until he stood beside Kimball, who remained seated. “Soon after the crucifixion of Christ,” the priest went on, “Saint Peter created a journal that memorialized the life and death of our Savior. In this book, which had been titled The Brimstone Diaries by the operatives from the Prelature Order of the Cross, Saint Peter had listed a series of names which eventually became a genealogical chart of Christ’s bloodline, after the true history of his life was recorded.” 
Bowman gave him a nonplussed look. “Bloodline?” 
Father Ferrano nodded. “Jesus and Mary Magdalene were a union. And from that union a child was born to them prior to his crucifixion, which Mary Magdalene raised. In time, that child begat children who then begat other children, creating a lineage.” 
“I still don’t understand.” 
Kimball leaned forward in his seat. “Several hundred years ago conservatives saw the bloodline as tainted and born from sin, since Mary Magdalene had been associated with prostitution. The Prelature Order of the Cross and conservative cabals like them sought to diminish this bloodline by terminating all who carried the blood of Christ to purify a line, which should have ended upon the moment of Jesus’ crucifixion.” 
“And you’re tying this to me how?” 
“You’re tied to this,” said Father Ferrano, “because your name is listed in the Brimstone Diaries, along with thousands of others. The book had been maintained by Archive scribes over the centuries, who recorded everyone attached to the ancestry, until the book was stolen a few days ago. Since then, those who had been listed before you were killed.” 
“And I was the next in line.” 
Father Ferrano nodded. 
Appearing exhausted and confused, Robert Bowman no longer puffed out his chest in bravado. Instead, he appeared more deflated. “You’re telling me,” Bowman whispered, “that I’m a descendant of Jesus? Is that what you’re saying?” 
“It’s a kick in the ass, isn’t it?” said Kimball. “Given the irony regarding your beliefs on science and Christianity.” 
“But there must be hundreds of thousands of descendants.” 
“Perhaps,” said Father Ferrano. “But the Brimstone Diaries were a documented account of everyone born to the bloodline, as well as those who had been murdered off over the centuries. Agents who believed in the tainted-line theory effectively culled the line over the centuries through murder. During the Black Plague, which nearly wiped out the population of Europe, the disease had done the job for them. But with the book now in the hands of hostile operators and with today’s technology, the entire line can be systematically wiped out within a decade or two.” 
Bowman started to rub his temples. “This can’t be happening.” 
“It is,” said Father Ferrano. 
“And the assassin?” 
“At the coroner’s,” Kimball told him. “We’ll be making a visit to gather information as to his identity and try to backtrack his trail. We need to know if he’s part of a faction, like Opus Dei.” 
“What about local law enforcement?” 
“Local law enforcement knows nothing about The Brimstone Diaries,” Father Ferrano intervened. “Or of its contents or the nature behind the murders. This is an in-house matter that’s being investigated solely by the Vatican.” 
“You mentioned Opus Dei,” Bowman said nervously. “You believe they appropriated the book?” 
“They had come to mind,” said Kimball. “Since they had stolen the tome twice before.” 
“This is the twenty-first century, not the pre-Middle Ages. Opus Dei didn’t exist back then.” 
Father Ferrano didn’t bother to explain the history of the faction. Instead, he said, “Sometimes, Mr. Bowman, people are not open to change, no matter who’s behind the theft. That’s simply the nature of humankind.” 
“So now what?” Bowman asked. “I can’t stay in hiding forever.” 
“You’re right,” said Kimball. “You can’t.” 
“Then what?” 
“You need to be patient,” the Vatican Knight answered. “All I can say is trust us, since the Vatican is working to correct the situation.” 
“How? My life is on the line here.” 
“Everything begins and ends with the body inside the coroner’s office,” Father Ferrano told him. “We’ll find out who it is and go from there.” 
“And Opus Dei?”
“The offices of Opus Dei will get a visit from us for sure, Mr. Bowman. Believe me,” stated Father Ferrano. 
“And the book?” 
“It’s something we need to find before it does more damage,” said Kimball. 
“What if it isn’t one man at all, but a league of killers? Then what?” 
“Then my team will handle them,” Kimball said. 
“Are you sure they’re capable? These Vatican Knights?” 
“Oh, yeah,” said Father Ferrano. “They’re more than capable.” 
Robert Bowman, however, maintained his concerns.
 



 Chapter Twenty-Two 


–––––––– 
 
Leonardo da Vinci Airport 
Rome, Italy 
 
In North Korea, Hyo Kim was known as the Mechanic. He was a leading scientist in Kim Jong-Un’s arsenal of nuclear scientists and techs who, under the authority of Jong-Un, could fully manage the operations to develop a successful hydrogen bomb program, until he defected. Having assumed a new identity with matching credentials and undergoing several operations to reconfigure the features of his face, Hyo Kim was now Hoon Kang, a mercenary who sold his skills to those with a high-cash offer. In this case, it was ISIS, who offered one million in American currency for one week’s work, providing they had all the materials at hand. 
Getting off the plane and exiting the terminal, he was greeted by a man named Fariq. He was thinly weak in appearance and seemed hardly the type of man who would possess the ear of a high-ranking official as Abdallah Kattan. Fariq, standing outside the terminal, held a sign that read: KANG. 
When Kang saw the man and a black SUV idling by the curb, he simply motioned to Fariq to get in the driver’s seat, while he took a seat in the back. 
As the vehicle pulled away from the curb, Fariq said, “Welcome, Master Kang, to Rome. I do pray that your trip was a joyous one.” 
“Kattan,” was his answer to Fariq. “Why is he not here?” 
“As you know, Master Kang, Abdallah Kattan is very busy.” 
“Too busy to meet with me?” 
“Abdallah Kattan does extend his apologies,” Fariq told him, though this was a lie. To people like Abdallah Kattan, anyone not in league with Allah was beneath him. Then from Fariq: “I am to serve as your host and conduit to Abdallah Kattan. 
As you already know, the operation is one of a delicate nature, so Kattan must be absolutely careful in this undertaking from beginning to end.” 
“Still,” said the North Korean, the scientist sounding annoyed. 
To Fariq, he sensed that this North Korean had elevated himself to a stature worthy of a red-carpet treatment and a man of a haughty nature. Nevertheless— and as much as Fariq despised the man the moment he ordered Fariq to take the driver’s seat with a dismissive wave—he knew that the man’s value to the operation was paramount, so he treated Kang with feigned respect. 
“The money sent to your account was satisfactory, yes?” Fariq asked him. 
Kang, however, ignored the Arab as they passed the House of Augustus upon entering the Palatine Hill in Rome. A few minutes later, the North Korean asked, 
“My room, I’m assuming it is of the highest quality?” 
“It is, Master Kang.” 
“And the factory for which I am to work at?” 
“On the outskirts of Rome. Inside a warehouse. No one will bother you there.” 
“What about the pieces involved for the assemblage of the product? I sent a request to Kattan upon the receipt of his good-faith funding to my account.” 
Fariq nodded. “The operation is in motion as we speak. We’ve received some of the parts, but not all.” 
“I expected everything to be ready upon arrival. Now I’m hearing that this is not the case?” 
“I apologize, Master Kang, but some of these parts must be obtained through the black market, if not all. And that takes time.” 
“If I must spend additional time in Rome to complete the project, that will cost Kattan more money since my time is quite valuable to me ...It is never free. The cost will be an additional one hundred thousand dollars per day, in American funds. Make sure that Kattan understands this.” 
“I most certainly will, Master Kang.” 
Fariq, maintaining calm, continued the drive Master Kang to his hotel.
 



Chapter Twenty-Three 


–––––––– 
 
The Apostolic Palace 
Vatican City 
 
Many days after Cardinal Restucci’s disappearance, the pontiff received word of his departure after several cardinals had reported him missing. “Perhaps he returned to the diocese in Spain,” stated the pontiff, who sat behind his desk inside the papal chamber. Sitting opposite him was the Cardinal Secretary of State, or the prime minister of the Holy See, the good Cardinal Benedetto Caruso. 
The cardinal nodded. “He has not returned to Spain. This much we know for certain. And Cardinal Restucci is a man of responsibility. He would not disappear without telling anyone.” 
The pontiff seemed to consider this for a long moment, and then, “You worry for his welfare?” 
“I do. He informed others within the College that he had much to do before he returned to Spain, such as the doctrine he had been working on which remains incomplete.” 
“And you called the diocese in Spain, of course.” 
The cardinal nodded. “I fear something terrible has happened to him.” 
“His apartment?” 
“All his attire remains.” 
After a pause the pontiff said, “Contact the polizia and file a report. I agree that Cardinal Restucci is a man who does not go missing without cause.” 
“I’ll contact the bishops within the Holy See to start the process immediately.” 
When Cardinal Benedetto Caruso got to his feet, the pope extended his arm and allowed the cardinal to kiss the Fisherman’s Ring before he left the room. 
When Pope John Paul III was alone, he thought the situation would eventually remedy its way out, and that the good cardinal would show himself. But the fact was that he nor anyone within the College would ever see Cardinal Restucci again.
 



Chapter Twenty-Four 


–––––––– 
 
Rome, Italy 
 
“You have sinned a mighty sin!” The preacher was beside himself with rage, his face crimson as the cords of his veins stuck out along his neck and against his forehead. “You have sinned mightily within the eyes of the Lord!” 
Two boys, both ten years old, wept as they kneeled before a neon cross that buzzed with electricity as it flowed through the glass tubing of red light. 
The preacher was looking heavenward with the Bible held high in his hand. “Forgive them, Lord, for they know not what they do!” 
The boys continued to whimper, knowing the fate that was about to befall them. 
“Forgive them, Lord, for lessons must be taught! Punishments must be handed out to drive out the wicked!” 
The boys, in unison, bowed their heads and prayed. 
“Punishments, Lord! Punishments!” 
The preacher lowered the book and undid his belt. Removing the leather strap from his waistline, he folded it so that the belt was looped. “Punishment, boys, for the sins of your eyes looking at dirty magazines, and at the harlots and whores who were unclothed and indecent. For looking upon these harlots with lust in your eyes that should be reading verses in the Bible, instead!” 
The preacher stood behind the first boy with the belt in hand. “I will drive away the wickedness in your souls! I will cleanse you of your taint and bring back purity.” The preacher raised his Bible high in one hand, and with the other he brought the strap down against the boy’s back, raising an angry red welt. When the boy barked out in pain, the preacher gave him a second slap and then a third, until the boy cried out no more. Then he moved on to the second child, held the belt high, and brought it down again and again and again, until the boy lost sight of the red neon cross hanging on the wall before him, and lost consciousness. 
“Cast off you demons of Darkness!” the preacher cried out. “And allow these boys to once again drink in the Light!” 
The man sat in the shadows of his apartment remembering every moment as if it had happened yesterday, even though twenty years had passed. It was a time where his brother was his only comfort and when the belt ruled over a household.It was a time when the demons of temptation had been whipped from their souls repeatedly and replaced with the Light of Virtuousness. And it was a time when a priest who had grown mad over time had also become their teacher in life. In London and Rome, the headline news was about how Robert Bowman had escaped an assassin’s attempt with the assassin now dead, and the constable, who was believed to have neutralized the killer, had yet to be named or identified. The man rose from the chair, went to the TV, then rammed a fist against the screen, smashing a point into the glass where it appeared like a spider’s web, before pushing it off the stand. Then he raged through the apartment destroying everything in his path. Tables were crushed beneath his hammer blows, the legs buckling. Holes were punched into the walls. Mirrors, paintings and wall adornments were either smashed or torn down. And the faucet in the kitchen sink was ripped right out of the basin, tubes and all, which caused an eruption of water to spray ceilingward. As his anger peaked, he took the Brimstone Diaries and tossed it against the wall, and hard, the weight of the book punching an indent in the drywall where it struck. Then he took the wand that explored the pages of the tome to decipher its codes and smashed it repeatedly against a table until it broke. Holding the half-wand before his eyes, it was only then that he realized what he had done. 
His ability to decode the book had been stolen away by his rage. 
After dropping the broken wand and calming down, he made his way to the prayer room where the cross hung against the wall. Flipping the wall switch, the cross blinked, hummed and came to life on the wall, filling the room with a red light. After he removed his shirt to reveal the wings of angels on his back and a plethora of other tattoos, which included the Virgin Mother and Jesus, who adorned the Crown of Thorns, the man reached under the bed, grabbed a box, and removed a whip. 
Holding the whip tight in his grasp, he spoke to the cross. “I have sinned by giving into rage and anger. I have sinned when I should have reasoned. In anger is Darkness, which I need to cast out.” 
As he gazed upon the neon cross, the man began to flog himself until the tattooed wings on his back began to bleed.
 



Chapter Twenty-Five 


–––––––– 
 
Vatican Intelligence 
The Vatican 
 
In London, like most large cities, the eyes of Big Brother came by way of CCTV cameras that were located on every street corner and on almost every post. Once the assassin in a constable’s uniform had been pinpointed, it wasn’t difficult to retrace his path by reversing the tapes from the cameras’ storage files. Vatican Intelligence was able to discover the faux constable in front of Conway Hall, and from there began to reverse the CCTV footage to retrace his movements. Though the footage was grainy and poor in most cases, the build and makeup of the assassin was unmistakable. 
Fathers Essex and Auciello were able to mark the man’s journey in reverse from Conway Hall to the starting point of his flat. From many cameras that coordinated with one another to capture the assassin from different angles, the facial recognition software programming could not identify the man at all. When they had finally retraced the man’s steps to point A, which was the starting point where the assassin exited from his residence, Father Auciello said, “Type in the coordinates and tap into the orbital satellite.” After a few taps on the keyboard from a tech, an overhead image of the area appeared on the display screen. It was the entire city of London with a red dot marking the point of interest. 
“Now zoom in,” Auciello stated evenly. 
The image on the screen increased in size to the given coordinates until rooftops could be clearly seen. 
“Zoom in,” the priest ordered once again. 
This time the eye-in-the-sky satellite was able to home in to the precise flat. 
“Mark the coordinates and give me an address.” 
The tech typed a series of commands into the system where it crunched the data and gave the assassin’s address, which showed up on the screen. 
“Excellent,” said Father Auciello as he patted the tech on the shoulder for a job well done. “You know what to do.” 
After incorporating this information into the databank, the tech then forwarded the information of the assassin’s point of origin to Kimball Hayden and Father Ferrano, whose work in London was only beginning.
 



Chapter Twenty-Six 


–––––––– 
 
London, England 
 
Outside of Kimball Hayden and Father Ferrano who were on their way to the coroner’s office, Robert Bowman remained at the archdiocese under the protection of the Vatican Knights. The traffic, however, was heavier than normal as they crossed the Tower Bridge. 
“How long have you been a field operative for Vatican Intelligence?” Kimball asked the Jesuit. 
“Not long,” he answered. “Only two years. Before that I was an Army Ranger who served in the Middle East as a sniper.” 
“A sniper?” 
Father Ferrano nodded. “Fifty-two recorded kills to my name. A record I’m not proud of when most in the ranks would be.” 
Kimball let a quiet moment pass before he asked, “And now you seek salvation through the church, is that it?” 
Father Ferrano sighed through his nostrils. “Perhaps,” was all he said. And then: “What’s your story?” 
“I worked for the United States government. Didn’t find it all that appealing. 
And then I left.” 
“Just like that?” 
“You work in Vatican Intelligence. You trying to tell me that you know nothing about my past?” 
Father Ferrano gave off a light smile. “Of course, I know,” he said. “Everyone knows about Kimball Hayden.” 
“Then why ask?” 
“I wanted to see how comfortable you were talking about what we used to be ..to what we have both become. Me, I had a keen eye for the long-distance kill. 
When my first target came up in the crosshairs of my scope, I wanted to pull the trigger because I wanted to know what it was like to have the power to steal away someone’s life. When I pulled the trigger, when I made my first kill, I was celebrated by the people around me for a job well done. But agony and guilt quickly set in. In time I had sleepless nights because the image of the bullet smashing his life from his body kept playing inside my mind repeatedly like a living nightmare that wouldn’t go away. Then when it came to my second kill I wondered if the pain Iwas sensing would double. So, the second kill, Kimball, at least for me, was the most difficult. It wasn’t the first kill. It was the second.” 
“And?” 
“When the time came to take down the second target, I pulled the trigger. And I found myself quite surprised that the guilt didn’t intensify at all but ebbed. In time the kills became easier as I became desensitized to what I was doing, my mind able to justify the act of killing.” 
“If you became all right with what you did, then why are you here? With the church?” 
“I said my mind was able to justify the act, not my conscience. In time, Kimball, with most of it spent in Fallujah, I had fifty-two kills under my belt. Then the day came when number fifty-three fell within my crosshairs; a terrorist with an RPG. I had a clean shot—saw an opening. But I didn’t take it. A second later, a military Humvee fully occupied with American troops turned onto the street. And due to my inaction to pull the trigger the hostile was able to get off the shot, killing all inside. Four good Americans lost because I suddenly had a pang of conscience and couldn’t pull the trigger. Not after fifty-two recorded kills. And to this day I’m not sure why I failed to perform my duty.” 
Kimball took everything that Father Ferrano said with absorption. Though his story differed greatly from Kimball’s, he wasn’t much off the target either. Kimball absconded from his duty as an assassin after an epiphanic moment when he killed two shepherd boys who compromised his position in Iraq. 
“What about you?” Father Ferrano asked him. “Your first kill, I mean.” 
Kimball hesitated before answering. “I was seventeen,” he answered. “I killed the man who murdered my mother.” The Vatican Knight offered nothing more since there was nothing to add. When he made his first kill, he did so out of anger and nothing else. There was no remorse or contrition. Kimball simply felt hollow and without guilt for what he had done. But like Father Ferrano, he was able to justify his actions and accept them in time. Then he thought about how easy it was to justify any action over time, no matter how heinous that act may be. The easiest thing man could do, he told himself, is to justify the terrible things he has done in life.
“And after that?” the priest asked him. 
“You know what I did. I worked as a black-arm operative for the CIA as an assassin.” 
“I know that. And I know that Bonasero Vessucci saw something special in you. What he saw in you was the quality of a good man who seeks the Light, but also a man who is unable to find it because he cannot forgive himself. I, on the other hand, have moved past the guilt. On that day when I failed to perform my duty to save the lives of four good Americans when I could have prevented it, I lost all respect from my peers and from myself. The church, like you, gave me hope. To seek salvation from God, I swore that I’d never raise a weapon against another man again. Never. So now I work the field in the Middle East, usually with the Mossad, to gather evidence I hope will save the lives of others.” 
Kimball remained quiet, the Vatican Knight not wanting to share his thoughts about his feelings or emotions, since it wasn’t in his makeup to do so. 
After they crossed the bridge and made their way to the coroner’s office, the air between them was one of silence. When they finally arrived, they exited the vehicle and entered the building. 
When they approached the service desk, Father Ferrano showed his credentials and was told to sign the log book, along with Kimball, whose cursory chickenscratch was undecipherable. 
After passing through the newly formed security checkpoints they were escorted to an examining room that held the body of the assassin. Inside were three investigators from the New Scotland Yard, who seemed rather perplexed upon the interruption of two priests who entered the room. 
The lead investigator held his hand up and started to pat the air. “Hang on now,” he said, moving towards the priests. “Something I can help you with?” 
Father Ferrano held out his credentials for the detective to see. 
The detective nodded before asking, “And to what purpose would Vatican Intelligence see fit to come into this chamber?” he asked. 
“That, Detective, cannot be divulged. This investigation, like yours, holds the same qualities of confidential interests to the Vatican, as it does to New Scotland Yard. So, if you’ll please step aside.” 
The detective worked the muscles in the back of his jaw, the man obviously displeased about the intrusion. When he looked at Kimball, however, and saw the burning within his eyes, he stepped aside. “I certainly don’t want to stand in the way of the Vatican, though it should be understood that this investigation falls within the jurisdiction—” 
“We won’t be long,” Father Ferrano interrupted, as he made his way to the stainless-steel table that housed the body of the assassin whose broken body had been reset to appear ordinary in death. 
The man’s face was livid with arterial lines running along his face and neck. The tattoos that covered his body, however, masked the rest of the lines that were most likely coursing along his limbs. In the center of his head was the bloodless wound of a bullet hole, a near-perfect circle. 
“Those tattoos,” remarked Father Ferrano. “I’m going to assume that they have meaning and merit to them.” He removed his cellphone and started to take photos of the images. First of the Holy Mother, and then of Jesus, who adorned the Crown of Thorns. Then after tapping an app on the phone, a screen came up that allowed the taking of digital prints. When Father Ferrano grabbed the assassin’s finger and began to roll it against the screen, the detective started to voice his disapproval. That was when Kimball told him to ‘back off.’ Hearing the menace in Kimball’s 
voice, the detective, stunned by the priest’s abruptness, reminded them that they may be tampering with evidence, and that it was up to the coroner to make determinations, not the Vatican. Father Ferrano, however, ignored him as he repeated the process nine more times until every fingerprint had been gathered, and then sent to Vatican Intelligence for possible identification. 
“Turn him over,” Father Ferrano said to Kimball, which really caused the detective to protest. 
“I must reiterate,” the detective stated harshly, “and I don’t care if the Vatican is involved in this for whatever reason. But you cannot touch the body in fear of disrupting trace evidence.” 
“If you have a problem with what we’re doing here,” Kimball told him, “then you’re more than welcome to file a complaint with the Vatican.” 
Waving his hand angrily and dismissively at Kimball, the detective turned and walked away while muttering profanities under his breath. 
When Kimball turned the large man onto his side, he noted the tattoos of angel’s wings on his back. The skin had scar tissue from multiple floggings, which marred the original beauty of the etchings.
“Here,” said Kimball, “you need to look at this.” 
When Father Ferrano rounded the table, he saw the tats and took a few photos, which he also sent to Vatican Intelligence. 
“We’re done here,” he stated evenly to Kimball, who gently laid the body onto the table where the Vatican Knight sized the assassin with appraisal. He was a large man at six-six with less than eight percent body fat, nothing but muscle. And because of these dimensions, Kimball also looked for signs of steroid use such as the protruding brow, the flushed skin or muscle bloating. This man, however, showed none of these signs. He was simply a physical freak of nature, a wall of granite as Isaiah had stated. When Kimball saw his second lieutenant throw punches and kicks along the catwalk that would have taken most men down, this man seemed to absorb the blows instead of being repelled by them. Then he examined the tattoos with closer examination to see if he had any tats beneath the religious symbols, like the shadows of old tattoos that may give evidence that he at one time belonged to a branch of special forces. Kimball, however, didn’t see anything outside of overlapping crosses. 
“You good?” Father Ferrano asked him. 
“I think we’re done here.” 
As they started to leave, the detective called after them by threatening to contact the principals at the Vatican, if they disrupted any trace evidence in their examination of the assassin’s body. 
Getting into the vehicle in the parking lot, Father Ferrano started the vehicle and drove from the lot area. 
“Did you find something of importance?” the priest asked him. 
Kimball shook his head. “Nothing. If he was in the military, the prints you took will discover that fact. He had no markings on his arms. Not even a remnant of an old emblem that may have been covered over by the new designs. I was thinking that he may have been a ghost working for a black-ops force.” 
“Or for Opus Dei,” Father Ferrano tossed in. “But it’s not ISIS, that I’m sure of. 
If his biographical record is out there, they’ll find it. Vatican Intelligence will go through every database necessary to find him. Military, criminal, all of them.” But for some reason Kimball didn’t think it would be that simple. 
After all, such elite fighters as this assassin didn’t come directly from basic training. They were from a mold based on years of development.
In silence, they drove to the London office of Opus Dei.
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven 


–––––––– 
 
Vaughan House 
Westminster Cathedral, Central London 
 
Robert Bowman was as giddy as a child. Headline news was reporting the assassination attempt on Bowman’s life. Bowman, though his whereabouts remained unknown, was believed to be safe. 
“Do any of you have any idea how many books I’m going to sell after this?” he stated rhetorically to the Vatican Knights who guarded him. “Any idea at all? I struggled at the university because of their ‘publish or perish’ ideology. I clung to the edges by my fingernails trying to make a name for myself. Always clawing and scratching my way to the top of the heap. Though Science is the New God elevated me to a more respectable position, this type of media will catapult me directly to the mountain’s peak.” 
Isaiah, Jeremiah and Joshua looked at each other, the Vatican Knights sensing that Bowman had no idea of the gravity of danger that surrounded him. 
Isaiah shut off the television. 
Bowman, who pointed to the set, said, “What are you doing?” 
“You don’t get it, do you?” Isaiah stood before Bowman and crossed his arms over his chest. “That piece of gauze you’re wearing over your ear was the first shot across the bow. A near miss that missed the mark of your forehead by inches. You’re lucky to even be alive, let alone to be standing here.” 
“But I am standing here.” 
“That’s right. You are. At least for the moment.” 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” 
“It means, Mr. Bowman, that we can provide you safety until we discover who is behind this. It doesn’t matter why. It may take days, weeks, months, even years. 
Until that time, you will not exist in the eyes of the public. You’ll have to go underground.” 
“Underground?” He walked over to the TV. “Did you just hear what the media said about me? They spoke about me as a writer. They even posted the cover of my book. My photo. This time tomorrow I’ll be a celebrity.” 
“This time tomorrow, if we’re not careful, you’ll be dead.”
Bowman remained silent. 
“Mr. Bowman,” this came from Joshua, a large and beefy man from Germany, his country of origin, who spoke with an accented clip. “Your life, as you know it, will never be the same. There are people out there who know what you are, who your ancestors are. And that puts a target on your back. This,” —he pointed to the tv— “only draws unwanted attention. More will come out from whatever hole they’re hiding in to finish off what the assassin started. A bullet to the ear is a small price to pay for your life. And it’s up to us to make sure that it stays that way. Your safety is paramount in the eyes of the church.” 
Bowman’s face appeared to slacken. “Are you telling me that you’re holding me hostage? Even if it’s for the rest of my life?” 
“Mr. Bowman,” said Joshua, “if we allow you to walk out that door, you’ll be dead within a few hours.” 
“How do you know it’s not a one-shot deal? Maybe this guy was a religious fanatic. Did you think about that?” 
“Of course. But for every fanatic there are ten more like him. Now that your face has been posted all over the tele, every religious nut will rise for a cause that’s not their own because the assassin missed his mark, to finish off what he started. 
And that’s only one scenario.” 
“There’s another?” 
“Are you going back to the Opus Dei thing? Or to the Prelature Order of the Cross which evolved into Opus Dei?” 
“This isn’t a joke,” said Isaiah. “And don’t treat it as such. Over the centuries the Prelature Order of the Cross and extremely conservative groups over the centuries slaughtered anyone connected to the bloodline. And you, Mr. Bowman, should you be a target of such organizations, will never be safe unless you’re under the protection of the church.” 
The bulb of enlightenment suddenly went off over his head, the philosopher now realizing that the life he always wanted, the life he always dreamed of, was slipping away. Walking towards an empty chair, Bowman allowed his knees to buckle so that he fell into the cushion, the motion itself one of defeat. “I’ll never see the light of day again,” he said distantly. “I’ll never be able to walk down a tree lined street in the Spring. I’ll never be able to have a family without putting them in jeopardy.” He looked at Isaiah. “From this point on my life will be nothing but a living Hell.” 
“Not true,” Isaiah returned. “The Vatican will take care of all your needs. Believe me.” 
After a moment, Bowman asked, “May I have a glass of water.” 
Jeremiah got to his feet. “Of course.” 
When the Vatican Knight returned, he offered a sweating glass of ice-cold water to Bowman. “Here you go, mate.” 
Bowman took the glass and stared at it for a long moment. Then he dipped his finger into the water and started to stir it. A moment later he removed his finger and continued to stare at the glass. 
“Is something wrong, Mr. Bowman?” Jeremiah asked him. 
“No,” he said. “I’m just waiting for the water to turn into wine.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight 


–––––––– 
 
Rome, Italy 
 
Though Master Kang was impressed by his hotel room, he was not overly delighted by it. In North Korea everything had a cold grayness to it, with signs of poverty everywhere. Now he wanted polish instead of tarnish, with gold and brass plating everywhere and drapes that were pleated with scalloped edges fringed with gold tassels. He wanted a bed with an ornate headboard and a mattress he could float on. And he wanted a balcony view of the House of Augustus, which he got. Three hours after his arrival, there was a knock on the door. When he opened it, Abdallah Kattan was standing on the threshold with a look of indifference on his face. “Master Kang,” he said. He was wearing a suit, shirt and tie, which made him appear less like a cleric and more like a business man. Then the Syrian pointed to the room behind Kang. “May I?” 
Kang opened the door to allow Kattan entry. 
With his hands clasped behind the small of his back, Abdallah Kattan entered the room and went immediately to the balcony. The view of the ruins was beautiful, he considered, with the moment being highlighted by the blue sky and the few renegade clouds that floated dreamily, and the mild sweep of a pleasant breeze. “A lovely view,” he said. “I do hope, Master Kang, that you appreciate the sight as much as I do.” 
But Kang went immediately into the business aspects of the conversation. “I understand the parts necessary for the project have yet to arrive. You do understand, Kattan, that my time is money, yes?” 
“As I’ve been told by Fariq, which is why I’m here.” 
“You need to know this.” 
“I understand your position, Master Kang.” Kattan turned to face Kang with a measure of heated disdain in his eyes. “Now you will understand my position. 
You’re now in Rome, which is my territory. You work for me. I don’t work for you. I pay you. You receive the money, and then you do as I tell you. You don’t tell me ...I tell you. Is that clear?” 
Kang lifted his chin in defiance. “If you want the project completed properly—” 
Kattan removed a knife that had been in the back of his waistband and produced it. With a push of his thumb on the switch, a blade shot forward from the hilt. It was long and keen and had a mirror polish to it. Then he started to tap the knife’s point against Kang’s chest. “If you fail me, Kang, I will drive this knife through your chest and skewer your heart. Do me right, then you will receive every American dollar you deserve right down to the last American penny. Is that clear?” He stopped tapping the knife against his chest and placed the point of the weapon at the soft tissue beneath Master Kang’s chin, which indented the flesh, and pushed slightly upward to drive the North Korean onto the tips of his toes. “I said, is that clear?” 
“It is.” 
When Kattan pressed the button, the blade slid back into the hilt. Kang, now relieved, eased back to the soles of his feet for solid footing. Leaving the balcony, Kattan entered the living area with Master Kang following. Behind them, the sheer drapes that led to the outside landing lifted and floated like phantoms with the course of a light breeze. Then from Kattan: “Listen to me, Master Kang, and listen clearly. The pieces are arriving by couriers every day, at a piece or two at a time. Should they be stopped and searched, a couple of pieces on their own will never draw suspicion, as would several pieces that may indicate the building of an WMD. Do you understand?” 
The North Korean nodded. 
“More than sixty percent of what you asked for has already arrived and is at the site to be assembled. The other pieces will be here over the next two days. In that time, you will begin the project until all the pieces arrive. With every piece that one of my soldiers bring to me, is another soldier to add to my army when the time comes. Do you have the size specifications as to the dimensions of the product I want you to construct?” 
The North Korean told him the numbers by heart. 
“Very good, Master Kang. This item must sit perfectly inside a very special crucible that is being made by the Craftsman. The project of this item is almost complete and will be here in two days’ time. Four days from now, Master Kang, the item I have hired you to piece together must be finished. Then, of course, you will be paid in full.” 
“Four days’ time, yes.”
“So, you see, Master Kang, we’re still on time. Not a second more. Not a second less.” 
Kang simply stared at Abdallah Kattan, the man not betraying a single emotion. Kattan, who headed for the door, stopped and turned to face the North Korean. “And one more thing,” he said. “If you even consider disappearing, I want you to know one thing: I have eyes everywhere. If you attempt to leave the city, let alone the country, I will have my people carve you up into bits so small that the curs who run freely through the alleys will feast on your remains. Do the job I ask, then you will be rewarded as agreed upon. This you have my word on. Leave, however...” Kattan let his words hang long enough for Kang to get the gist of the hidden meaning. 
“I’m not going anywhere,” he told the Syrian. 
Kattan, who was smiling at Kang in return to show off his perfect rows of teeth, said, “Very good, Master Kang. I honestly look forward to working with you.” 
And then the man named Abdallah Kattan, who masqueraded as Cardinal Alnasseri, was gone. 
 



* * * 
 
When Kattan reached his vehicle and saw Master Kang looking down at him from his balcony, the Syrian did not acknowledge him with a good-bye wave. Instead, he got into his vehicle, pulled out his cellphone, and thumbed a number on his keypad. 
“Yes, Abdallah.” It was Fariq. 
“The wheels are in motion,” he told him. “The funds have been transferred in full to Houshmand’s account in Damascus. I need you to coordinate the efforts with Houshmand to deliver the package into your hands, where you will then transport it to Rome through the proper channels. Do you understand?” 
“I do.” 
“You have three days, Fariq. By then Kang will have completed his task, so the timing of this operation is everything.” 
“Yes, Abdallah. Of course.” 
“Bring a trusted courier with you to pick up and transport the item through the safest channels. Without the item, there can be no true victory for Allah.”
“Understood.” 
“And one more thing,” said Abdallah Kattan. “Contact the Craftsman in Milan and tell him that we’ll need the replica by tomorrow. Have our liaisons there move the item to Rome immediately.” 
Then again from the subservient Fariq: “Of course, Abdallah. As you say.” 
Kattan snapped the phone shut and looked up at Master Kang’s balcony. The North Korean was nowhere in sight. Starting the vehicle, Abdallah Kattan pulled out of the parking lot and returned to his apartment where he would once again don the second skin of Cardinal Alnasseri.
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine 


–––––––– 
 
Milan, Italy 
 
He was known in certain circles as the Craftsman, an aged man with unscrupulous standards who forged counterfeit pieces of high-end objects to sell on the black market. Several weeks ago, however, he had been contacted by a man of Syrian decent who flashed a wad of American dollars with the promise of more to come, should he devise a specific crucible to replicate the one that was showcased inside the Basilica di Santa Maria Maggiore, in timely fashion. Accepting the offer, the Craftsman agreed on a settled amount which would be transferred to his account in the Caymans. 
Today, the call to collect the item had finally come. 
The Craftsman stood back to admire his creation, a perfect facsimile of the one inside the Basilica di Santa Maria Maggiore in Rome, right down to its exact proportions. It was a masterful rendition of the old man’s skills which painstakingly took several hours a day to craft. But the time that had fatigued him and the effort that had sometimes tested his patience was well worth the final product, as he stood there admiring the piece. It was a first-class replica of the Sacra Culla, a gold-plated crucible that contained the pieces of Jesus’ crib and was located at the reliquary crypt before the main altar at the Basilica di Santa Maria Maggiore, which was about three miles from Vatican City. Under the directive of Pope Pius IX, it was constructed by Virginio Vespignani to contain the sacred relic of the Holy Crib. But the old man’s craftsmanship, he was sure, had rivaled Vespignani’s. Smiling with pride, the Craftsman nodded at his creation with approval and contacted the Syrian, who informed him that a courier would pick up the item immediately. 
Under the glare of a single bulb, the crucible shined with a beautiful halo of light.
 



Chapter Thirty 


–––––––– 
 
Vatican Intelligence 
The Vatican 
 
The Jesuit staff of Vatican Intelligence had received the prints and photos provided by Father Ferrano regarding the assassin in the morgue and had run them through facial recognition and the IAFIS, the Integrated Automated Fingerprint Identification System, which is used by the FBI as an identification and criminal history system, and through Interpol’s databases. So far, there was nothing solid as the information scrolled through all the classifications looking for a match. As the team scrambled looking for answers as to who the assassin was and where he came from, Fathers Auciello and Essex knew that patience had to be the true virtue here, if they were to gather anything at all. But as of right now they remained clueless with the hope that Father Ferrano, along with Kimball Hayden and the Vatican Knights, could open the case wide enough to provide some insight to the Opus Dei field office in London. 
Onscreen, the data continued to scroll through databases containing millions of names.
 



Chapter Thirty-One 


–––––––– 
 
Office of Opus Dei 
London 
 
The Office of Opus Dei was a nondescript building with no signage to explain its purpose. It was, however, located within a lavish area that was dedicated to high-end industry, and appeared to have been designed with respectable funding. Being a zealously conservative Roman Catholic order, Opus Dei—which was formerly known as the Prelature of the Holy Cross—had come into existence in 1928 with church approval in 1950, but only if the controversies that labeled them as ‘questionable’ disappeared. They didn’t, at least not completely. Nevertheless, Opus Dei was able to coexist amicably with the Vatican over the past eight decades. 
The receptionist at the front desk was a pretty woman, early twenties, whose nameplate read: Lyn Askew. When Father Ferrano and Kimball entered the office, she greeted them with a smile that quickly faded the instant she noted their Roman 
Catholic collars. “Hello,” she said, her practiced smile returning. “Is there something I can help you with?” 
“I’d like to see Mr. Donavon, please,” answered Father Ferrero. 
“Do you have an appointment?” 
“No. But I assure you that the matter we come for is of the utmost urgency.” 
“I’m afraid that Mr. Donavon’s quite busy right now. Perhaps you can come back—” 
Kimball saw DONAVAN written on the door behind Askew. “Is that his office?” he asked, pointing to the door while rounding her desk. 
“Excuse me, Father, but you can’t interrupt Mr. Donavon when he’s busy.” 
“I’m not a priest,” Kimball told her evenly. Then he opened the door to Donavon’s office which was ornately decorated with top-shelf paintings, an elaborate baroque-style ceiling, and floor-to-ceiling drapes made of royal purple velour with gold fringes. Behind the lavishly styled desk sat Donavan, who appeared to be surprised by Kimball’s intrusion. 
“Something I can help you with,” he saw the collar, “Father.” 
“I’m not a priest,” said Kimball.
“But I am,” added Father Ferrano as he entered the room. 
Lyn Askew was behind them trying to explain to Donavon that both gentlemen had entered on their own accord. 
“It’s all right, Lyn,” he told her. “I’ll take care of it from here. Thank you.” 
After she closed the door, Donavon asked, “Now, what can I do for you two gentlemen?” 
“We’re here to ask you a few questions,” said Father Ferrano, who removed his wallet to show Donavon his credentials. 
Leaning forward in his seat and narrowing his eyes, Donavon nodded and acknowledged the priest by saying, “Vatican Intelligence. But not the both of you.” He gave Kimball a quick once-over and noticed that he was piously dressed from the waist up, and military dressed from the waist down. “And a Vatican Knight,” he soon added. “So, this has to be big if the Vatican saw fit to send a member of its intelligence corps along with one of its elite commandos.” Then with a one-sided smile he sarcastically said, “I’m honored if you thought I was so dangerous.” 
“You’re not,” said Kimball, who neared the desk. “All we ask is a moment of your time.” 
“About what?” 
“About certain killings throughout Europe ...And the recent attempt on the life of Robert Bowman at Conway Hall.” 
“The writer?” 
“That’s right,” said Kimball. 
“And you think that I, or at least the members of Opus Dei, had something to do with it, is that it?” 
“We had to start somewhere,” Kimball told him. 
“And your investigation begins, obviously, at the doorstep of Opus Dei? Why would that be?” 
Father Ferrano took a few steps forward while appearing calm and emotionally stunted, whereas Kimball remained keyed up and tense. Then from Father Ferrano, he said, “It begins with Opus Dei because it seems history has a habit of repeating itself. I’m talking about the theft of a certain book.” 
Here, Donavon looked genuinely dumbfounded. “What book?” 
“The Brimstone Diaries.” 
The nonplussed look quickly faded, and Donavon nodded as he eased back into his seat. “I see,” he finally said. “And now the accusing finger points directly at us because you think Opus Dei is behind the theft and the killings. Talk about a rush to judgment.” 
“The thought had crossed our minds,” the Vatican Knight stated. 
“Yeah, well, I hate to burst your bubble, my friend, but Opus Dei had nothing to do with neither the theft nor the murders.” 
Kimball moved to within a foot of the desk with his massive size, though menacing, got little reaction from Donavon, who continued to sit in his chair with his tented fingers bouncing off the point of his chin. 
Then from Donavon: “You two walk into my office and expect to get an admission of guilt just like that? Seriously?” 
“We are merely seeking a solution to the problem,” said Father Ferrano. “We need to stop the killings.” 
The director of the Opus Dei field office appeared to mull this over before asking, “And Bowman, obviously, is part of the scared bloodline?” 
“He is.” 
“And the others? Those who were killed throughout Europe? Their names were gathered from the tome as well?” 
“They were.” 
Donavon paused a moment while continuing to bounce his fingertips against his chin in thought. Finally, he said: “Let’s get one thing clear. We have nothing to do with the theft of the Brimstone Diaries. The past thefts you alluded to was due to an ancestral organizational template to Opus Dei, the Prelature Order of the Cross. True, conservatism is still the primary philosophy of our organization. But this isn’t the Middle Ages, either. I wish the Vatican would understand that we’ve evolved into an order based on civility, rather than old-time superstitions. Now, we may have our controversies, but the Vatican is certainly not without their own, either. We have a modest relationship with the church and wish to keep it that way. We don’t go around dressing up as knights who wear tunics with Maltese crosses on them and spread justice by the blade of the sword. We’re business people who wear suits and ties in the same manner that you wear your Roman Catholic collars.” 
Kimball was getting a strong sense that Donavon was telling the truth, since he did not pick up any facial expressions or body English to indicate otherwise. The manner of Donavon’s tone, the expressive certainty behind the measure when he spoke, also lent validity that he was being candid. 
Kimball turned to Father Ferrano, who was looking directly at Donavon. A moment later, the priest removed his cellphone from his pocket and opened the gallery app. As pictures loaded, Father Ferrano tapped the first digital photo, which expanded over the entire screen. 
“May I show you a few photos?” he asked the field director. 
Donavon didn’t say a word. He merely flexed his fingers in gesture that told Father Ferrano to hand over the cellphone, which the priest did. When Donavon saw the photo of a man lying supine on a morgue table, his face suddenly fell with an odd looseness to it. It was something Kimball had come to know as the look of recognition. 
“You know him, don’t you?” asked the Vatican Knight. 
Donavan continued to scroll through the photos without answering—saw the tattooed angel wings on the man’s back before handing the cellphone back. 
“Yeah,” he stated softly. “I knew him. I’m assuming he’s the one who was involved in the killings?” 
“He was most definitely involved with the assassination attempt on Bowman, and the murder of a woman in London who we now know belonged to the sacred bloodline.” 
Donavon nodded as if he was in self-debate over topics within his mind, sometimes agreeing and disagreeing over different aspects of this self-conversation before saying, “His name’s Walton Gemini.” 
“And what is he to Opus Dei?” asked Kimball. 
“Nothing.” 
“Then how do you know him?” 
After a moment’s hesitation, Donavon said, “About a year ago he became a candidate to enter the order. He had all the hallmarks such as faith and conservatism, and he said all the right things. He was also sponsored by someone within the organization who vouched for him.” 
“But?” 
“During the months of processing we began to see the man under the skin. We also got a glimpse into his background that didn’t settle well with the principals, either.”
“Such as?” 
“His father was a defrocked priest—a fire-and-brimstone type who thought that corporeal punishment was the proper means to evict any wickedness from the soul. We started to see that with Gemini over time.” 
“To see what?” Kimball pressed. 
“That he was a man with a brutal nature who believed that violence was the cure to cast off the demons of wickedness. Purity, he said, could only be made through war since the soul was the battleground between good and evil.” He turned to Kimball. “Over time we came to see that he was not a well-balanced person, but an extremist who’s conservative thinking was brought on by years of abuse rather than the teachings of love. Walton Gemini was not a man of sound mind, so we decided to terminate his processing into the organization. Within those months he did have access to our Archives. Perhaps it was then that he learned the histories of Opus Dei and the Prelature Order of the Cross, and the book you speak about. The Brimstone Diaries.” 
“You know this for sure?” Kimball asked. “That he had access to the tome?” 
Donavon shrugged. “Access, yes. Did he read the histories gathered within the Archives? That I don’t know. All I’m saying is that it was possible that Walton Gemini learned about the Brimstone Diaries from our library ...which may have triggered something inside him.” 
“Maybe,” said Kimball. “And you said that this was about a year ago?” 
Donavon nodded. 
“After you terminated his processing into the organization, then what?” 
Another shrug. “He simply disappeared. We never heard from him again.” 
“Never?” 
“No. Never.” 
Kimball and Father Ferrano communicated a look to one another that became a symbiotic acknowledgement between them that didn’t have to be shared by words. They both believed that Donavon was telling the truth about Opus Dei not having anything to do with the theft or the killings. 
Then from Father Ferrano: “Thank you, Mr. Donavon, for your time. The Vatican appreciates your cooperation in this matter.” 
As they headed for the door, Donavon called after them. “There’s something else,” he said. “Something you need to know.”
They stopped and turned, the men waiting on Donavon. 
“He has a twin brother who’s just like him, maybe worse. And by that, I mean he’s as tightly wound as his brother was, if not tighter. His name is Martin. The only difference between them is that Martin has a lateral scar along his face that pulled at the skin enough to reveal the pink tissue within his left eye. Outside of that, they appear the same. They’re both very large people who don’t share an ounce of compassion between them ...but a ton of madness.” 
“Was he also in the process of becoming Opus Dei?” Father Ferrano asked him. 
“We had entertained his application, but we never looked into it since he didn’t have a sponsor. Once his brother was terminated, so was Martin Gemini. I hope this helps.” 
“It does, Mr. Donavon,” said the priest. “And thank you for your time. The Vatican truly appreciates the ongoing and cooperative nature of your organization.” 
Donavon nodded his approval at this. 
A moment later they left the director alone in his office.
 



Chapter Thirty-Two 


–––––––– 
 
Rome, Italy 
 
Two young boys prayed before their neon god of the red cross, each asking for forgiveness so that they wouldn’t have to endure the sting of the preacher’s whip. When they had exhausted themselves mentally, emotionally and physically, the boys embraced each other and sobbed inside this chapel, which was a locked closet. From beyond the door they could hear the preacher crying out to God to forgive the boys, for sin is a necessary tool of learning to distinguish the difference between right and wrong. “To sin, Lord, requires punishment as a tool of learning! To submit to Your rule defines goodness and virtue, which must be praised!” 
Over the years the boys continued to pray to this red neon cross until it became the symbol of their salvation and temperance. To sin invited lashes from the whip, the self-flogging medicinal to their psyches. And as they grew the brothers became one, a unification that served God well. 
Now that his brother was in the arms of his Savior, Martin Gemini was left to walk through this sinful world as the last of his kind—as a Soldier of Righteousness. 
As he walked through the streets of Rome, Martin Gemini unknowingly drew stares from people due to his remarkable facial blemish. Unlike his twin brother Walton, Martin Gemini’s most outstanding feature was an old scar that ran laterally down his cheek to his top lip, with the scarring pulling down the corner of his lower eyelid enough to expose the glistening pink tissue within, which happened to add a Frankensteinian grotesqueness about him. It was also a constant reminder from his father who had laid open the skin with a lashing when he was a child, the strap parting the flesh to release the demons within. He even recalled the moment quite clearly when he kneeled before his neon God and bled freely from the wound with his brother by his side, the boys weeping as their father cried out to God. “Dear, Lord! I have opened a gateway from the sinner’s soul by parting the flesh! Cast out thy demon through this portal and send it to Hell!” 
The words, though biting, still stung after all these years, even with his father having been buried long ago. 
“I will continue to fight, my Lord, though my brother stands by Your side. I will finish what we started.” 
As he said this to no one in particular, he nevertheless drew the attention of those around him.
 



Chapter Thirty-Three 


–––––––– 
 
London 
 
After they left the Office of Opus Dei, it was Father Ferrano who proposed a question first from behind the wheel of the SUV. “Do you believe him?” he asked Kimball. 
The Vatican Knight sighed through his nostrils. And then: “Yeah ...I do. I don’t think Opus Dei has anything to do with this at all. And I don’t believe that ISIS has a stake in this either, since the targeting and killing of individuals is not their method of operation.” 
“I agree. And not only that, but Muslim belief is that Jesus was one of God’s greatest messengers. So that bolsters the belief that they had nothing to do with this.” 
“So, we’re left with what?” 
“The fanaticism of individuals.” 
While returning to Vaughan House, Kimball received a message on his cellphone. In the message box was a communication from Vatican Intelligence. 
They were able to retrace the assassin’s movement to a certain location, though it wasn’t precise. But it did narrow the field down to within one of four rowhouses in the area. 
After Kimball relayed the addresses to Father Ferrano who then redirected the vehicle, he then contacted Isaiah. “I received a communiqué from Father Auciello stating that the assassin’s steps had been retraced to a possible residence. I need you and Jeremiah to meet Father Ferrano and me at the location, in case things go sour. Have Joshua stay behind to coordinate Bowman’s removal to the Vatican where we’ll need to keep him under surveillance twenty-four-seven.” 
“Is Opus Dei involved in this?” asked Isaiah. 
“No. Everything seems to come down to the fanaticism of a few.” 
“A rogue group?” 
“Possible. But I want backup in place to handle the situation if necessary.” 
“Understood.” 
After Kimball gave him the coordinates of where to meet him, he shut off the phone and returned it to his pocket. Then he opened his jacket and removed his suppressed weapon from its holster, checked it, then returned it. 
“Expecting a confrontation, are you?” Father Ferrano asked. 
“If this guy is anything like his brother, absolutely. I watched Isaiah throw a dozen punches in two seconds against the assassin inside of Conway Hall, and he didn’t even put a dent in the guy’s armor. And Isaiah is one of the best in the world at what he does and has no equal, as far as I’m concerned. This guy was like a runaway freight train. And the only way to stop him was by putting a bullet in his head, which I did because I had no other choice.” 
For the duration of the trip thereafter, Father Ferrano drove to the assassin’s address in London in silence.
 



Chapter Thirty-Four 


–––––––– 
 
God is neither a He nor a She, but a supreme spiritual force who controls the trillions upon trillions of components in Nature at any given time and moment, by manipulating everything from the smallest living organism of the microbe to the largest creature on the planet, to Nature’s perfection. God is Nature. And Nature is perfect. Robert Bowman sighed as he looked at the recent passage he had written that was to be in a follow-up to his latest bestseller, though a title had yet to be named. No one is ever going to read this, he thought. Though the assassin missed his mark, Robert Bowman died, nevertheless. My life is forever changed. After highlighting the passage on the computer, Bowman hesitated a moment before he finally hit the DELETE button, which caused the screen to go blank. Sitting back in the chair, the professor began to reflect. He grew up in a small suburb to a mother and father who lived simple lives. He went to school. Joined clubs. Excelled at academics. Went to college. Avoided fraternities to further his studies. Went on to be one of the best in his class. And then he finally made a name for himself with a book that finally made notable listings, such as the New York Times and USA Today bestseller lists, with his name in print for all to see. “Robert Bowman,” he murmured. “A descendant of Christ and a plague in the eyes of some. Congratulations, Mr. Bowman. You finally made it on top long enough to be pushed off the pinnacle of success.” Then he stabbed the button hard with the point of his finger and killed the computer. 
“It’s not all bad,” said Joshua with a German clip to his accent from behind. 
Then the large man entered the room. “You will forever be revered by the Vatican.” 
“All my life I wanted a rock star’s recognition. I wanted success so badly that I stayed up nights dreaming about it.” He turned in his chair to face Joshua. “They say that if you envision something long enough, then it’ll happen. And it did to me, though briefly. Now I’m about to end up right where I started. I’m about to become nameless once again.” 
Joshua sat on the armrest of a nearby sofa, his large frame causing something within the piece of furniture to whine in protest. “I’m afraid that you fail to see something that is much greater than your own personal conquests of achievement.”
“What? That I’m a descendant of Jesus?” 
“Exactly. You come from a bloodline of someone who happened to be the king of kings. Therefore, you are a prince.” 
“A prince? I’m nothing but a man on the run from people who are trying to kill me. My life, as I know it, is over. It’s gone. No matter what happens from this point on, I will never be able to make a difference again.” 
“Is that what you believe?” 
“It’s what I know. I’ve been exposed to those who know the truth. And the church will forever hide me because of the blood that runs through my veins and the genes that make me what I am. I’m no messiah,” he added. “I’m just a regular schmuck who had dreams of becoming famous or infamous, depending on one’s religious viewpoints. I wanted to be the object of controversy.” “And you were granted that moment, were you not?” Joshua got to his feet, the man tall and large with a wide breadth to his shoulders. Yet his nature seemed gentle and kind. And then: “Look, Mr. Bowman, it may not have been a long time at the top, but you did have that moment of success that you envisioned, yes?” 
“True,” he answered. “But I wanted more.” 
Joshua started to wag his forefinger at Bowman, as if to admonish him. “Nownow, Robert, you had your moment. Now God has a different course for you. 
Don’t you see? Your life is not over, it’s beginning.” 
Bowman smirked and thought: if you say so. Then he turned away to stare at an empty screen. 
From behind, Joshua said, “I’ve received orders from the Vatican that we’re to return to Vatican City. We leave tonight. Please, Mr. Bowman, see this as a blessing rather than a curse.” 
“Yeah. Sure. Whatever.” 
When Joshua left, Robert Bowman wondered where his new direction in life would take him. Then he raised his hands before him and examined them carefully, first turning them over to study the palms, then once again to inspect the backs of his hands. There were no signs of stigmata or traces of spiritual wounds. Nor was there anything to indicate that he was special at all. 
Lowering his hands, Robert Bowman sat unmoving in the chair for hours, until the light through the windows finally faded to darkness.
 



Chapter Thirty-Five 


–––––––– 
 
London 
 
By the time Father Ferrano and Kimball Hayden reached the assassin’s location that had been given to them by Vatican Intelligence, Isaiah and Jeremiah were just pulling up to the curb in an SUV. As they gathered across the street from the residence in question, Kimball said, “There’s a good possibility that the assassin’s not alone here. There may be a second person involved in this as well. A brother. If that’s the case, you know enough to expect the shadows around you to come alive, so be ready. The optimum goal here is to find the Brimstone Diaries.” After a beat, he then asked, “Questions?” 
There were none. 
“All right,” Kimball told them. “Let’s do this.” 
Once they were on the landing where they scoped the surrounding area and sighting few who had little to no interest as to what they were doing, Kimball removed his suppressed sidearm and fired off two muted shots at the locking mechanism. The lock itself suddenly disappeared as the rounds punched it inward. 
Opening the door, which protested mildly on its hinges as it swept open, Kimball led the way with his firearm scanning from right to left, then left to right. The hallway was dark and the odor musty, like a stagnate cellar. A coat rack at the end of the hallway had a jacket draped over one of its hooks which gave it a marginal shape of a man, though it was as still as a Grecian statue. Recognizing that the outline was nothing more than a coat rack, Kimball moved on in absolute silence. Isaiah and Jeremiah, who also had their firearms out, branched out to clear the rooms. Father Ferrano remained by the door until the Vatican Knights went from room to room to sanitize the residence. Once Kimball yelled the ‘all clear” signal, everyone gathered inside the flat’s central room, which was the living area. The room was spartanly furnished with few items, such as a chair and couch that smelled stale and moldy, along with having foam bleeding through the rips in the fabrics. A scarred table stood between them, a rickety piece of furniture. And there were no framed pictures or adornments hanging on the walls, either. The windows, however, were covered over with tinfoil to keep out the light, which also elevated the heat inside the apartment.
After searching the room and moving on to others, it was the bedroom which provided the bonanza they were looking for. Like the central room, tinfoil was placed over the windows to shut out the light. A laptop was on the table, though it was off. And on the wall above the bed, which was the only wall item hanging in the entire flat, was a large cross. 
When Kimball traced his fingers along the edges and felt the tubing, he told Isaiah to flip the switch. When he did ropes of neon light suddenly flashed, hummed and buzzed to life, the room illuminating with the color of crimson. In the light Father Ferrano and the Vatican Knights appeared drenched in blood, their clothes saturated, so Kimball peeled away the tinfoil from the windows to allow the natural light to neutralize the red. 
As they examined the areas of the closets, which held costumed clothing and most notably a priest’s outfit, Kimball also discovered a pair of boxes underneath the bed whose mattress had dipped heavily over time from a great weight that had been constantly pressed against it. 
Placing the boxes on the bed, he opened the first. Inside were simple items such as a cellphone, a nametag, a pen and a paperback novel, nothing of any true value. When he opened the second box, he discovered a whip whose flogging tails were heavily spotted with the color of dark chocolate, that of dried blood. 
“Father Ferrano.” Kimball called the Intelligence field officer over to examine not only the whip, but the contents in the other box as well. 
Ferrano narrowed his eyes while first looking at the whip, then at the cross, then stepped away from the bed to note the dried blood drops on the floorboards by the bed. “This is where he flogs himself,” he said, “in punishment with the whip you now hold in your hand. And this is where he pays penance for the sins he committed in the eyes of God. And that”—He pointed to the cross on the wall— 
“is the symbol for which he believes connects him to God. A spiritual conduit.” 
“And these?” Kimball pointed to the items in the second box. “They don’t appear to have any value to them, even though it looks like he might have maintained them as if they did.” 
First, Father Ferrano examined the pen, which had an inscribed name on it, nodded, and returned it to the box. Then he grabbed the paperback and rifled through the pages, returned that. Then he grabbed the nametag of the deceased guard inside the Secret Archives, and read it carefully before returning it. Finally, he grabbed the cellphone and was able to discover its owner in the apps and files before he returned it to the box. Stepping aside and rubbing his chin with his thumb and forefinger in thought, he said, “I believe they’re trophies.” 
“Trophies?” This came from Jeremiah, who holstered his sidearm and stepped forward. Isaiah remained in the hallway to watch for possible intrusion. 
“It appears that our assassin here,” stated the priest, “is collecting items from his kills. The cellphone”—He pointed to the device— “belonged to Edelina Böhm, the first victim who had been murdered in Germany. And the pen, that was from Lamont Charbonneau, in Paris, and victim number two. The paperback—though it has no name attached to it—I’m going to presume belonged to victim number three, Marsha Gibbons. And the nametag belonged to one of the guards inside the Secret Archives.” 
Kimball shook his head in disbelief. “For what purpose?” 
“Collecting the pen, the cellphone, the nametag and the book are trophies which are the hallmarks that reveal tendencies of a serial killer. Or, it could be that these trophies had been collected simply because they belonged to those within an exalted bloodline. Maybe he offered these to his neon cross as proof of his service to God.” The priest shrugged. “It’s hard to say, really. But there’s no doubt in my mind that the man was wired to perform inadequately within society.” 
“In other words, he was sick?” 
“Very sick. And worse, there’s an individual out there who may or may not be involved in this as well. His brother. It might serve the Vatican well to track him down before he turns his one-man religion into a crusade, if he happens to be wired like his brother.” 
“A question remains, however,” Jeremiah mentioned. “The book. It’s not here. 
So where?” 
“It could be hidden in a bank box, a vault, it could be in one of a million places,” said Father Ferrano. 
“Or it’s in the hands of his brother,” said Kimball. Then he turned to the laptop. “In an apartment that’s barely furnished,” he said, “that computer is likely to be the key to everything we need to know.” Grabbing the laptop, he held it up for all to see. “When we transport Bowman to the Vatican this goes with him,” he said, referring to the processor. 
Father Ferrano nodded. “The forensics team will be able to mine it for all intrinsic data, even if Gemini deleted it. If he’s been corresponding with his brother, then it could possibly lead us to the Brimstone Diaries before more names are gleaned from it.” Then the priest looked at the laptop. “We’re getting close,” he said. 
“Yeah. But not close enough,” said Kimball. “If his brother is involved, then he may decide to leapfrog over Bowman and go after the next name on the list. As you said before, Father, what we really need to do is find this man before he turns his religion into a crusade. It’s a sick world out there and it’s getting sicker all the time. Factions rise and fall all the time, but the agenda of doing harm always remains the same. It wouldn’t take time to recruit an army of those who possess a similar ideology.” 
“We may be too late,” said Father Ferrano. “There may be an order already in line.” 
“That’s why we need to find the assassin’s brother,” he told him. Then he held up the laptop. “And that’s why we need to get this to forensics. I believe everything begins and ends with this piece of hardware I’m holding.” 
After scouring the flat for hidden locations and possible loose boards large enough to hide a tome underneath but finding no treasures, they had concluded that the book was elsewhere. 
Leaving behind the trophies, Father Ferrano, along with the Vatican Knights, left the flat with the red neon cross buzzing and humming, with no one kneeling before it in homage.
 



Chapter Thirty-Six 


–––––––– 
 
Milan, Italy 
 
In Milan, the Craftsman was inside his shop when he received a pair of visitors, both of Syrian descent. They moved about the shop as if they owned shares of the Craftsman’s trade, the two betraying no emotion as they eventually confronted the old man who wore a tanned leather apron that appeared as aged as he was. “The crucible,” said one of the Syrians. “Your account should reflect payment in full.” 
Giving a nod while untying his apron, the Craftsman then beckoned them to follow him to a nearby room. On a shelf beneath a workbench and covered with a chamois cloth was the item they had come to collect. Seeing that the Craftsman was struggling to remove the crucible, the Syrians aided the old man and lifted the crucible to the tabletop, where it landed with a heavy thud. 
Pulling the cloth free, the golden receptacle shined with an aura that spread over their faces. 
“It’s exactly like the one in the Basilica di Santa Maria Maggiore,” stated the Craftsman, “right down to its finest detail. In all due honesty, I must say that it’s probably my finest piece crafted.” 
The Syrians ignored him as they seemed to marvel at the item, at the fine technique. 
Going to the gold-plated crucible, the Syrian whose name was Bafiyet lifted the metal lid to look inside. Unlike the real crucible which was hollow, the internal system of this item was specifically designed with slots and grooves and panels to hold something securely within. All it needed was the perfectly-fitted item to be lowered into the crucible and fastened. 
“May I ask what you plan to do with this?” the Craftsman asked. 
“No,” Bafiyet returned smartly. 
Without looking or acknowledging the Craftsman, the Syrians lifted the heavy item and carried it to a waiting SUV. Once the gold-plated crucible was placed inside the vehicle, the Syrians, without acknowledging or thanking the old man, simply drove off and made their way to Rome.
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven 


–––––––– 
 
Damascus, Syria 
 
While the crucible was being delivered into the hands of the Syrians in Milan, Houshmand was delivering his package to Fariq in Damascus. 
“Payment has been made in full,” Houshmand confirmed from the seat behind his desk. “Therefore, the package now belongs to Kattan.” Snapping his fingers, one of Houshmand’s acolytes immediately left the office. Then Houshmand pointed to a vacant chair in front of his desk for Fariq to take, which the Syrian did. 
Once Fariq was settled, Houshmand said, “It’s 2,300 kilometers from here to Rome. It’ll be a difficult journey to transport such an item across many borders and through many lands.” 
“This has been in the planning for many years,” Fariq told him. “Since then we’ve developed many safe channels and established powerful contacts. First, we will fly from Damascus to Istanbul. From there, we will drive to certain points to meet up with our liaisons in Bulgaria, Serbia and Slovenia. With the aid of these contacts, we’ll be in Rome in two days.” 
Houshmand nodded his approval. Then: “The package, as you know, contains a three-kiloton yield. It’s a little less than one-third of the yield that took out Hiroshima. It’s small but effective.” 
“It will definitely produce the effect we’re looking for,” said Fariq. “Everything always moves by the will and power of Allah’s Hand. We are simply his devices to promote what should and shall be.” 
“Then in the name of Allah,” said Houshmand. “Allahu Akbar.” 
“Allahu Akbar.” 
Just then, the acolyte returned carrying a container which appeared heavy by the way the cords of his muscles stuck out in his arm. After placing the lead-lined box on the desk, Houshmand gestured to him with a quick sweep of hand to open the lid. Flipping the clasps and raising the top, Fariq became enamored as his eyes lit up at the burnished sphere that sat inside its foam cushion. 
“Three kilotons of Allah’s might,” said Houshmand. “The box is lined with lead, so it’ll be safe to transport. Once it arrives in Rome, your man will know what to do with it.” Then another wave from Houshmand which told the acolyte to secure the lid, which he did after snapping the clasps in place with two audible clicks. 
“Questions?” Houshmand asked Fariq. 
“No.” 
“Very good, then. May Allah see you to Glory.” 
Fariq smiled and nodded. “A few days from now,” he said, “Vatican City and half of Rome will be reduced to ashes. This ...I know will happen.” 
Then from Houshmand, who would never see Fariq again, said “Allahu Akbar.” 
Fariq’s smile blossomed. “Allahu Akbar.”
 



Chapter Thirty-Eight 


–––––––– 
 
Heathrow Airport 
London 
 
It was late evening when the Vatican Knights and Father Ferrano returned to Rome with Robert Bowman in a chartered jet. Though Bowman continued to offer his theories about God and Nature as a unified spiritual force to Father Ferrano and the rest of the Knights who sat in the front of the plane, Kimball tuned them out as he sat in the rear. 
His thoughts centered on Shari Cohen, whom he had thought often about over the past few months. In his mind’s eye he could see the glimmer of light that sparked off a tooth when she parted her lips to smile at him. He saw the same sparkle in her eyes that were the color of newly minted pennies. And he wondered what life would be like if she embraced him and accepted him into her life, rather than to be indifferent about his advances. 
Closing his eyes, he smiled and dreamed of a life away from the Vatican, where he could develop a relationship with someone he cared about, like Shari Cohen— his love, his life, his dream. He envisioned a home on a plot of land with hills of green grass surrounding it. He saw flower beds blooming with a riot of colors. And he watched Shari tend to them with a small spade, until she drove a hand across her sweaty brow only to streak it with soil. Then she turned to Kimball and smiled, the two laughing. In the background their children played, a boy and a girl, along with a dog, a yellow lab, who bounded and played and loved their children as much as he and Shari did. Here, inside his mind, life was good. There was no more killing, no more bloodshed, there was only this home inside of a rural area that was surrounded by indescribable beauty and love. In his mind was Heaven. In his mind— 
“You mind? I hope you’re weren’t sleeping,” said Bowman. “It seems like you were thinking about something pleasant. I hope I’m not bothering you.” 
Kimball opened his eyes and took a long pull of air into his lungs, only to release it as a sigh through his nostrils. “No,” he said. “Please ...take a seat.” 
Bowman sat next to Kimball but didn’t say anything for a minute or so. But then: “Tell me, what’s it like to be a Vatican Knight? How do you commit yourself fully to a God whom you’ve never seen or heard? I’m curious, since there’s no evidence of God’s existence outside of blind faith.” 
Kimball remained quiet. 
“Is it because you fear something? And you believe in Him because you’re hoping that God will forgive you for the things you’ve done, just in case?” 
“Just in case of what?” 
“Just in case God does exist.” 
“Why are we talking about this?” 
Bowman crossed his arms over his chest. “Because I think of the same thing,” he admitted. 
“Do you?” 
Bowman nodded as he looked straight ahead to the fore of the plane. “I truly believe in a spiritual and a natural divineness that controls everything to perfection through Nature, since Nature is an absolutely perfect machine. And because my thinking is not conventional, I wonder from time to time if I’m wrong, perhaps thinking that if God does exist in a conventional manner, will He damn me for my conformist beliefs and send me to Hell.” 
When Kimball turned to him, he saw that Bowman’s eyes remained forward. It was odd, Kimball thought, that a man who made his living as a religious conformist held similar fears as he did, about whether God would forgive somebody who lived their lives beyond the framework teachings of the Bible. Turning and leaning his head against the headrest of his seat until he, too, was looking forward, Kimball said, “Not a day goes by without me thinking about whether I’ll be forgiven or not. Not a day goes by where I don’t fear the consequences of my actions.” 
“Then why do you do it?” Bowman asked him. 
“I do what I do,” said Kimball, “thinking that if He does exist, then He’ll forgive me and bless me with a life that I want ...Instead of the life I have.” 
“So, you’re unhappy at the Vatican?” 
“No. But I believe there has to be something better. Something I can wrap my arms around and embrace it wholly.” 
Bowman nodded. Then: “You’re talking about happiness.” 
Kimball remained silent. 
After a few bumps in the air from turbulence, Bowman quietly got up and returned to the front of the plane, leaving Kimball alone once again. 
The Vatican Knight, who closed his eyes so that he could dream of another life in another time, saw nothing but darkness within his mind’s eye.
 



Chapter Thirty-Nine 


–––––––– 
 
The Warehouse District 
The Outskirts of Rome 
The Following Day 
 
Inside of a warehouse located on the outskirts of Rome, Master Kang was examining the pieces necessary to fabricate an WMD. Each piece had been couriered in by members of Kattan’s ISIS unit for a total number of twenty-pieces, from twenty-six different insurgents. 
The warehouse was vast with an open floor that had myriad stations for the processing of general assembly goods and commodities, like military-grade hardware. But the warehouse had shut down at the end of the Second World War due to the end of the conflict. Now the building was an aged fossil whose windows had broken long ago and its roof showing signs of buckling. 
In the center of the warehouse was Master Kang’s workstation, which was a series of tables pieced together like one long table at a medieval feast. On top were the separated pieces with some as small as a thumbnail. By themselves they would not draw inquiries if discovered by border or security agents, which is why Kattan asked for each piece to be delivered individually through safe channels, with all the pieces gathered except for one, which was en route from Damascus. 
As Master Kang spread the pieces across the tables, he took extensive time to study every article. A digital timer, the grades of wiring, the primary and secondary triggers, the harness, explosive lenses, everything to nuclearize a weapon that was greater than a dirty bomb, but capable of driving a mushroom cloud from the hypocenter of the blast, which would be the Basilica di Santa Maria Maggiore in Rome. Upon detonation, with the bomb resembling Russia’s Cold War units that were about the size of a five-gallon bucket, Rome and Vatican City would become wastelands for thousands of years to come. 
While Master Kang examined the products, Kattan entered the facility wearing a smart-looking suit surrounded by the members of his brewing army and took position next to the North Korean. 
“Master Kang,” he said. “Good to see you again. I assume that you’re happy with the articles you see before you.”
“High quality,” was all he stated in a clipped manner. 
“Of course,” said Kattan. 
“And the crucible?” 
“But a few moments away,” answered Kattan. “It’ll be here very shortly, which is why I’m here. I would like to see it as much as you do.” 
The North Korean gave Kattan a sidelong look. “You do understand that the device you asked me to create will not have as much impact as you think it might.” “Master Kang, the Basilica di Santa Maria Maggiore is roughly five kilometers from Vatican City. All I need to know is if the device, even in its crudest form, is capable of destroying half of Rome and Vatican City, on a three-kiloton yield.” 
“Yes, of course.” 
“Then there’s nothing more to discuss. You’ve been paid. The pieces are as you requested, nothing but top quality. And the final two pieces to this puzzle you’re about to piece together are on the way. Now my question to you, Master Kang, since everything is time sensitive, is how long will it take you to manufacture the device once all the pieces are in place.” 
“Two days,” he answered. “The most difficult part will be assembling the sphere into the case.” 
“The sphere you speak of, Master Kang, as we speak, has arrived in Serbia and will be here within two days. So, everything appears to be moving along nicely.” 
At the other end of the building, a cargo door was lifted manually by an insurgent who had an AK-47 festooned across his back like a bandolier and was allowing an SUV to enter the warehouse. With a gesture of his hand and with few words exchanged, the driver then sped across the open floor until he came upon Kattan and Master Kang. Getting out of the vehicle and opening the hatch, the driver removed an item covered with a chamois cloth from the rear and labored to place it on the table before Master Kang. 
“Remove the cloth,” ordered Kattan. 
The driver did as he was told, the Syrian stripping the cloth from the crucible like a magician who whips a tablecloth out from under glassware and crockery. The crucible glowed with an aura of gold. The angels that adorned it were magnificent. The craftsmanship was undeniably pure and precise, the vessel an exact replica where untrained eyes could not determine the counterfeit from the genuine artifact.
“Perfect,” Kattan whispered in awe as he went to the crucible to trace his fingers softly over its surface, which was as smooth as ice and just as cold. “Magnificent.” And then to the driver, “Remove the lid and be careful.” 
The driver, whose muscles strained because the lid was heavy, placed it on the table next to a few of Kang’s wares. Looking inside, Kang and Kattan studied the interior fixtures that had been soldered on by the Craftsman to secure the pieces like mounting rods and brackets. 
“Is it up to standards, Master Kang?” asked Kattan. 
The North Korean, however, didn’t appear to hear him as he reached inside and started to feel for looseness of any welded pieces. Finding everything proper and to specs, Master Kang said, “It’s perfect.” 
Kattan nodded his approval at this. “Excellent. Then we can proceed, yes?” 
“All depends,” said Master Kang. “Unless we have the final piece, it’s useless.” 
“That piece, Master Kang, as I told you before, is on its way from Serbia. From now until it gets here, you can begin the phases of manufacture now that you have all that you need in front of you.” 
The North Korean nodded. “Understood.” 
“Very well, then. Have at it, Master Kang. I’m sure you’ll do a wonderful job given your classification of knowledge and skills.” 
Saying nothing to Kattan, Master Kang went immediately to work. 
 



* * * 
 
Just outside the warehouse, Abdallah Kattan was standing by the SUV with one of his ISIS lieutenants, a man by the name of Hussein Massan. In the distance was the magnificent city of Rome, which, as far as Kattan was concerned, was an empire about to fall for a second time. 
“Allah has blessed us,” Hussein Massan told him. “Everything is falling into place without opposition.” 
Kattan held a hand up at that, the gesture telling Massan not to get his hopes too high. “Do not get overly excited, Hussein. The crucible is nothing more than a crucible, until it is fitted with the final piece. Anything can happen between here and Serbia. Let us pray that Allah guides Fariq safely through the channels.” 
“And the team?” 
Kattan thought about this. For years he’d been planning to breach the ranks of the Vatican and to kill it like a cancer from the inside out. So far, he had established the breach as Cardinal Alnasseri, but he was also sensing a rising suspicion within the ranks. After Cardinal Restucci’s disappearance, he was wondering if the suspicions he was detecting had been drawn from his own sense of paranoia. 
Though cardinals had little acknowledgement of one another outside of the diocese they captained in faraway lands, it was only the Conclave that brought them together. Other times they would gather upon the orders of the pontiff to discuss clerical matters of grave importance, which were far and few between. Nevertheless, the disappearance of Cardinal Restucci was giving rise to conspiracy theories within the circle of clerics. Would talk finally fall back on him? he wondered. Would accusing fingers begin to point his way? Would Vatican officials begin to wonder and ask questions? Would his true background as an ISIS commander be exposed? 
Kattan closed his eyes to collect himself. But the sense of paranoia remained, prompting him to say, “The team will move and see this through,” he told Hussein. “They will cut a swatch through the land as the sword of Allah and bring down the false prophets once and for all.” 
“They will be pleased to hear this.” 
“They will be more pleased when they reach Paradise,” he returned. 
“So, your plans for the team?” 
“When the time comes, Hussein, each man in my unit will know what to do. The primary objective here is to see that the replica is exchanged for the real crucible. The remnants of Jesus’ crib will sell on the black market that will not only pay for this mission, but for future missions as well. In the meantime, half of Rome and the entirety of Vatican City will be nothing more than a smoldering crater upon the landscape. This I have seen for many years through visions granted to me by Allah. And in three days’ time, Hussein, those visions will finally come true.” 
“Then I will have the men pray unto Allah until then.” 
Kattan nodded. Then: “Let them understand that Allah will embrace them all.” 
“I will, Kattan.” 
Then Abdallah said, “Now go, Hussein, and see to the men. Prepare them for the final battle against the king of false prophets.” 
After Hussein bowed and walked away, Abdallah Kattan continued to look over the vista of a distant Rome. The city which sits upon the Seven Hills, he thought, will once again come to ruins. 
His army was gathering. 
His weapon of mass destruction was being pieced together. And his agenda that he’d been planning for years of destroying his enemy from within was about to come to fruition. 
Three days, he told himself. That’s all I need. Just three days. 
But if there was one thing he had learned over time, anything at all, it was that anything can happen. Especially when the Vatican Knights were always an arm’s length away. But if he should be exposed and fail in his endeavors, should that accusing finger finally fall on him as the insurrectionist that he is, Abdallah Kattan had little concerns. 
Inside the Vatican, should he fail, another would not, because inside the Vatican there was another like him. 
Abdallah Kattan, who slowly raised one corner of his lip, smiled. 
Allahu Akbar.
 



Chapter Forty 


–––––––– 
 
Rome 
 
The Brimstone Diaries had never left Rome, the tome whose pages had been started by the hand of Saint Peter and added to over the ages by Vatican scribes. Now, as Martin Gemini traced his fingertips over sheets that were as delicate as dry parchment, he recalled the moments when his war was fought by his brother’s side. Though he was not the field operator like his brother Walton, he was by far the more cerebral of the two. But he was just as dangerous, if not more so, as his twin due to his volcanic nature. 
When Opus Dei considered his brother to be a part of their league, that was when the history of the tainted bloodline was discovered. It was learned through the organization’s historic accounts that a volume called the Brimstone Diaries existed within the Vatican’s Secret Archives. And that the tainted bloodline of Jesus Christ flourishes. 
Pressing his palms against his temples to calm the pain, Martin could hear his father’s voice crying out with a fire-and-brimstone rage of such an atrocity, and that the blessed line should have ended on the cross with the Messiah’s crucifixion. “Those born from the womb of sin shall carry sin in the name of Satan!” 
Martin grimaced as the pain of his father’s voice screamed inside his head. 
“And those who continue to spread Satan’s seed shall eventually inherit the Earth, if the soldiers of God do not rise up with holy conviction to stop Satan’s reach!” 
The white-hot pain in Martin’s skull was so crippling that it dropped him to his knees. “Stop!” he yelled, the large man now cradling his head. “No more, Papa, please!” 
“And there you kneel,” he heard his father say from the grave. “There you are upon your knees when you are supposed to be a servant of God. You disgust me, Martin. You’ve always been a great disappointment to me. At least your brother served God until his sacrifice unto Him was complete.” 
“I said stop it!” 
“Get up,” he could hear his father say. “Get off your knees and take up the scepter of battle that your brother had carried and use it to smite down the wicked!” 
“I don’t know where Bowman is!”
“Then by God’s direction, Martin, seek him out! Seek them all out and let God decide their fates. If you sit there and do nothing, then in the eyes of the Lord you are nothing but a useless soul who will burn in the Eternal Lakes of Fire!” 
“No!” 
“Yes! Do you believe for one moment that the Lord Almighty will turn a blind eye away from your decision to remain idle? He will not! You have been granted a great mission in life! You have been given a great purpose! Kneel no more and follow in your brother’s footsteps! God knows you have been gifted with the physical tools to see this through!” 
As his father’s voice receded, as the pain drifted away, Martin Gemini was able to get to his feet and focus. The world was a little less dizzy, a little less fuzzy, the items within his apartment in Rome now coming into clarity, especially the neon cross on the wall. 
Closing his eyes, he whispered, “Yes, Papa, I’ll continue to carry the battle scepter and soldier on.” How he would do this, however, had yet to come to him in revelation. But he was sure it would do so in some divine manner. After flipping the cover to the Brimstone Diaries closed, Martin Gemini, who had disappointed his father greatly with his idleness, pulled a box out from underneath the bed and removed the whip. Kneeling before the neon red cross high on the wall before him, he began to flog himself as punishment with his penance coming by way of multiple lashes that caused the angel wings on his back to bleed.
 



Chapter Forty-One 


–––––––– 
 
Serbia 
 
After the short flight from Damascus to Istanbul, and then a drive over tough terrain to Bulgaria, Fariq made it to Serbia and hit all the required checkpoints that had been predetermined ahead of time by ISIS principals. With the road bumpy along the backroads, Fariq was worried about the state of the sphere inside the lead-lined container, but he was placed at ease by the driver when he was informed that the sphere itself was harmless without the chain reaction of the triggering mechanism. Still, it didn’t satisfy Fariq enough that the sphere, which was the size of a grapefruit, was capable of leveling half of Rome and the entirety of Vatican City, while bouncing on uneven roads. As the trip continued and the roads became a little less bumpy, Fariq was sure that everything was moving along smoothly under the direction of Allah’s guidance. Such as the friendly checkpoints where the eyes of the inspectors turned away as they held their palms out to be greased, which they were, and substantially. After that the roads from Slovenia into Italy became smoother, the travel becoming less punitive to their backsides. Soon, thought Fariq, ISIS will once again reign as a global terror. As the vehicle drove through the scenic route of Italy’s most gorgeous terrain, the Syrian could barely contain himself as he smiled inwardly.
 



Chapter Forty-Two 


–––––––– 
 
The Vatican 
Vatican City 
 
While Robert Bowman was meeting with the pontiff where there was exalted pleasure on both sides of the meeting—with Bowman meeting John Paul III and the pontiff meeting someone who came from the most cherished bloodline— Kimball Hayden found himself alone with Father Ferrano outside the front entryway of the Apostolic Palace, which was protected by a pair of Swiss Guards. 
“We’ve yet to find the book,” stated the priest. 
“We will. We now know that there’s another out there,” said Kimball. “Somewhere. We know what he looks like. Forensics has the computer which will help trace his actions. It won’t be long before the system tracks him down, now that we’re confident that Opus Dei is not involved. My team will locate Gemini and bring him in.” 
“Well, let us hope and pray that the Gemini brothers didn’t turn their religion into a crusade,” said Ferrano. “If they did, then the job for the Vatican Knights may be too great to overcome, since there’s nothing more dangerous than an enemy who’s faceless.” 
“Thing is, Father, we have at least one face to this. Once we find Gemini, we’ll find the book.” 
Father Ferrano, however, didn’t sound as confident when he said, “I pray that you do.” 
“And you?” 
Father Ferrano looked at the basilica’s dome and then at the rest of the city. 
“Once we find the Brimstone Diaries,” he said, “then I’ll return to the Middle East where I’m needed most. I’ll gather intel along with members of The Mossad, and then I’ll pass them on to other agencies like the CIA and MI6. It’s what I do with Vatican Intelligence. And it’s what I’ll continue to do until I can do it no longer.” “And when is that, Father? Until you can do it no more, I mean? Until you see the Light?” 
The priest nodded. “Or until I die, whichever comes first. But let us both pray that I find the Light before my life ends,” he said, laughing softly. Then on a more serious note, he added, “Seeking salvation isn’t easy for neither one of us, is it?” 
“No.” 
“Perhaps,” said Father Ferrano, “we’ve already been forgiven but don’t know it yet. Hmm? And I say this because the hardest thing for any man to do is forgive himself. This we both know, yes?” 
Kimball didn’t respond. He simply gave the priest a neutral look while keeping his thoughts to himself. 
“The thing with Gemini,” said Father Ferrano. “is that fanatics like him do not reason well since they are blind to any form of rationalization. And that makes him dangerous, Kimball, no matter the skillset your team possesses to neutralize him.” 
“We’ll deal with the situation properly.” 
“I’m sure you will.” The priest gave Kimball a slight nod of his head as if bidding farewell. “If you’ll please excuse me,” he said, “I’ve much to do.” 
“Of course.” 
With his hands clasped behind the small of his back, Father Ferrano left the Vatican Knight under a wonderful blue sky and a few scudding clouds.
 



Chapter Forty-Three 


–––––––– 
 
Rome, Italy 
 
Feeling dirty after donning the second skin of Cardinal Alnasseri once again, Abdallah Kattan reminisced when his brother Mabus captained the ISIS legion in the central and southern parts of Syria, until Kimball Hayden hunted him down and planted the terrorist’s head on a pike that bordered the village he terrorized. It was a statement by the Vatican Knight that the people were now safe, and that Mabus’ reign had ended with the same brand of cruelty he had ruled by. Inside of his flat in Rome, the man who became Cardinal Alnasseri was standing on his balcony when there was a rapping at his door. Without turning, he shouted, “Please, come in!” 
The door to the apartment opened and then closed. 
Footfalls sounded across the marble floor as someone approached. 
Then turning with his arms folded defensively across his chest and his back against the balcony railing, Cardinal Alnasseri confronted his guest. “Where have you been?” 
“In London,” stated the man. “Where I was doing my due diligence in the scheme of things.” 
Cardinal Alnasseri turned away from his guest to once again overlook the scenery from his balcony. 
A moment later, Father Ferrano joined his side. 
 



* * * 
 
With a clear sky that offered little chance of rain, Father Ferrano admired the beauty of Cardinal Alnasseri’s view. “It’s a shame,” he finally said, “that all this has to go away.” 
“We’re getting close to our targeted date,” said Cardinal Alnasseri. “Only a couple of days, in fact.” 
“The hardware is complete?” 
“Not yet. Fariq is transporting the final piece as we speak. Master Kang is developing the unit and prepping it for the sphere.” 
“But you fear that something can happen within that time, yes?”
Abdallah Kattan said, “I fear the Vatican Knights. And I fear the one who leads them.” 
“Kimball Hayden.” 
“You know he killed my brother, right?” 
Father Ferrano nodded. “I’ve read his file. It’s always an advantage to know your foe better than he knows himself. Kimball Hayden will not be a worry when the moment comes, since the interests of the church lay elsewhere. Though there is an investigation underway by Vatican Intelligence regarding the disappearance of Cardinal Restucci.” 
Cardinal Alnasseri nodded. “Which they’ll never find since he’d been diced into pieces so small that the rats had feasted well, or so I was informed by Fariq.” 
“Since I remain on the inside,” said Father Ferrano, “I’ll continue to monitor the situations as they move along. If I hear of any red flags, Kattan, I will surely pass them along.” 
“All I need is a couple of days.” 
“And you shall have them.” 
“What about Kimball Hayden?” 
“I’m afraid he has his hands full at the moment. But don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll have your vengeance against the man who murdered your brother.” 
“It has always been my vision to replicate what he did to Mabus by placing his head on the end of a pointed staff on the edge of Vatican City, like he did with my brother’s head along the border of the village he once ruled.” 
“You might as well forget that notion right now,” Father Ferrano told him. 
“He’s a man who always keeps one eye looking forward and one eye looking behind. It would be nearly impossible to catch him with his guard down. Be happy with the idea, Kattan, that in two days’ time he will burn in the Abyss.” 
“Still.” The man in cardinal’s clothing brought his hands up before his face. 
They were shaking badly, his rage barely contained. 
Father Ferrano noticed the severe trembling. “You need to calm down, Kattan,” he told him. “What you want is small in comparison to what Allah wants. In the end the man you want dead will be, though it may not be how you image it in your mind. You need to focus.” 
Abdallah Kattan lowered his hands, drew in a deep breath, and released a heavy sigh. Then: “You’re right.”
“Focus,” Father Ferrano repeated. “And rewards will be shared by all.” 
“You know me,” said Kattan. “I’m a person of calm demeanor. But Kimball Hayden—” He cut himself off. 
“Don’t let the notion of vengeance corrupt you,” said Father Ferrano. “Allow Allah His will.” 
Looking at his hands once more, Kattan had gained a measure of control. They were no longer shaking as he gripped the railing of his balcony. Then he said, “Keep me posted about everything that goes on with Vatican Intelligence.” “I have been sharing intel from Vatican Intelligence all along with our brothers in the Middle East,” Father Ferrano told him. “Which has aided in our ability to evade positioning forces.” 
“I’m talking about the Vatican Knights,” Kattan said. “Especially Kimball Hayden. I know what he’s capable of. I’ve seen it firsthand in Syria.” And then: “Do you know what they call him in the Middle East. 
Father Ferrano turned to Kattan, who continued to look out over the landscape, and answered, “The Devil’s Magician.” 
“That’s right,” said Kattan. “The Devil’s Magician. Remember that as the time gets closer.” 
Saying nothing more, Father Ferrano turned and left the apartment. On the balcony with eyes that were as dark as pitch, Abdallah Kattan, in the guise of Cardinal Alnasseri, watched the sun slowly set in the west.
 



Chapter Forty-Four 


–––––––– 
 
Rome 
 
In an area close to the Coliseum, Father Ferrano was on his laptop typing away inside of his apartment. The lights were off and the glow from the monitor’s screen cast ghoulish shadows along his face. As he sat promoting ISIS propaganda through the web, Father Ferrano was a chameleon who wore the cloth of a priest interchangeably by segueing easily from a man of a pious nature, to one whose venture in life was to bring down the Vatican from the inside out. 
Born from an American father and a Syrian mother, he entered the world as Joseph “Joey” Ferrano, though his Syrian name was Faisal Naba, which was the name given to him by his mother since he had been born on Syrian soil. His father had been a U.N. Inspector investigating allegations of possible WMD concealment in Iraq, and his mother a housewife, with his father outside of his element in Iraq when the second conflict broke out in 2003. During the bombing raids his father had been killed, so Joseph “Joey” Ferrano, or Faisal Naba, along with his mother, returned to the comfort of her family members where they sat out the war. During this time Faisal Naba, though he looked much like his father with a dark complexion and olive-colored skin, discovered anger and hatred and all the divisive things his father had stood for as an American. People in his land were dying by the scores; friends, family and people who had no connection to the war but were forced to hide in the ruins of one bombing fallout after another. 
As he grew so did his anger for the Americans, making him ashamed that he shared a bloodline through his father. But he found comfort with the Islamic State and believed in their ideologies that Allah would guide them from the wasteland to create a nation under one God and one rule. He believed that strength came from within, and that Allah provided that spark. As he grew and developed, Joseph “Joey” Ferrano dropped his name for Faisal Naba, his given name from his mother, and sought to fight the Coalition Forces that were governed by the Great Satan. He had grown through the ranks with intelligence that was elite and his command strong. He had insight and awareness, which kept the Syrian-American always a step ahead of his enemy. But he was a realist as well, knowing that ISIS was too ill-equipped to take on such commanding forces of the Coalition and win. That was when he met Mabus, a ruler and a king of ISIS who mastered the takeover of central and southern Syria, making the land a self-proclaimed capital of the regime. Still, this kingdom was only temporary, which was something Faisal Naba knew but could say nothing in fear of retaliation for not believing in the power of Allah. 
Then as the Coalition forces spread throughout the north, Faisal Naba was driven to the central area where he met Abdallah Kattan, who was the brother of Mabus. Together they forged an alliance and became close, their ideologies the umbilical tie that bound them together as brothers fighting for a similar cause. But when Mabus was killed by Kimball Hayden the dynamics shifted. Legions appeared to be lost now that the head of the snake was removed and promptly sported on a stake at the edge of the village he ruled, with the achievement of Mabus’ death letting the insurgents know that their king was no longer the absolute tip of the spear. 
Even here and far from the incursion of Coalition Forces, ISIS was losing ground to the Vatican Knights. Once Kimball Hayden showcased Mabus’ death which signaled the beginning of the end, Faisal Naba and Abdallah Kattan found a solution of their own. Abdallah had done so by spiriting away the life of Cardinal Alnasseri to usurp his position, the Arab a remarkable doppelganger whose features resembled the true cardinal with marginal differences. 
Joseph “Joey” Ferrano, or Faisal Naba, was able to break the ranks by developing false biographical records that had been expertly planted into the hacked data files of certain intel agencies for background investigations. It was true that Ferrano was of American heritage through his father, the history noted and recorded. But it was Ferrano who went into the databanks to create a history that never was, such as being a sniper for an Army Ranger regiment. Once this was completed, he developed additional information regarding his Jesuit communion to the priesthood. That, coupled with his military career, opened doors for him to work the field as an intel operative on behalf of the church, who would work in collusion with other notable agencies such as the Mossad and the CIA, which he did as a double agent. Whenever data was accumulated regarding the movement of ISIS troops, Naba would inform them prior to the assault against them from Coalition forces. But he also knew that the creations of biographical records would eventually raise red flags and eventually blow his cover. 
Either way, together they would destroy the enemy from within, with Abdallah Kattan and Faisal Naba breaching the ranks of the Vatican only to walk amongst the enemy unseen until the dome of St. Peter’s Basilica crumbled, and that the State of Vatican City was reduced to a ruin like their homeland. Now, after years of planning, and with the Arabs being a patient people, they had positioned themselves with the final stroke of the city’s downfall only days away. The Vatican, along with Rome, would become a poisoned environment for thousands of years to come. 
Finishing his statement that would reach the black hearts of those who sat before their computers romancing ideals of one rule under one God, the man who was both Joseph Ferrano and Faisal Naba logged off after masking his cyber trail. But it was only a matter of time before they would trace the messages back to him, as well as to discover his true past and history. But it didn’t matter, he thought, since the Vatican was about to become a wasteland. 
“And when it does,” he said out loud to himself. “Father Joseph Ferrano will die, and Faisal Naba will live.” Then silently to himself: it’s inevitable. 
Getting up from his seat, Father Ferrano removed his Roman Catholic band from his collar, placed it on the table, and retired for the night.
 



Chapter Forty-Five 


–––––––– 
 
Vatican Intelligence 
The Vatican 
Early Morning Hours. 2:17 a.m. 
 
Techs had poured over the files from the laptop that had been taken from the assassin’s quarters in London. After encrypting the data, they were able to establish and confirm communication from a second source regarding the systematic killings of the messianic bloodline. The encrypted data marked the names, dates of birth, their location, everything needed to hunt down the target with the information having been decoded from the pages of the Brimstone Diaries. Then, when retracing the signature point of the incoming emails, they were able to detect the location through the sending unit’s IP address. They were coming from Rome. After Fathers Auciello and Essex were notified in the early morning hours, the co-directors immediately notified Kimball Hayden. Within fifteen minutes, Kimball was inside the Intelligence Command Center beneath the basilica. 
“You have something?” he asked the co-directors. 
“Sorry to wake you,” said Father Auciello. “I know it’s early.” The Jesuit turned to the console and began to type commands onto a keyboard. On a monitor against the far wall, a series of corresponding emails showed on the screen like the communicating texts of a cellphone. “The emails were encrypted, but we were able to decipher them easily, even though they tried to mask and erase their cyberfootprints,” he said. 
“And these are the cleaned-up versions?” 
Father Auciello nodded. “The communication between the parties reveal that the assassin in London was the foot soldier who’d been traveling across Europe to take out the messianic bloodline. The communication from the home-base front suggests that the second person involved was forwarding the targeted-killing information from a point right here in Rome.” 
“Rome?” 
Father Essex nodded. “It appears, Kimball, that the Brimstone Diaries never ventured far from the Vatican’s Secret Archives.” 
“Do we know this for sure?”
“We’re not positive since the IP addresses were attached to a pair of laptops, making them mobile, obviously. But the interpreted codes taken from the tome were forwarded from point A, which is Rome, to point B, which was where you found the assassin’s laptop in London. It was obvious that the London assassin was mobile, whereas the second operator was at a stationary point when he was decoding the pages and forwarding the intel. The brains and the brawn, so to speak.” 
“You have a physical address?” asked the Vatican Knight. 
Father Auciello typed additional commands into the computer, which brought up a map of Rome. In the center was a red teardrop-shaped icon to note the current address of the laptop. After hitting a specific button, it turned the screen from street imagery to satellite imagery, and then he zoomed in to a precise location marked by the red teardrop, which was a flat in the northern part of Rome. “The computer was activated six hours ago for a complete online activation of twenty minutes,” stated Auciello. “Whether or not the second operator bugged out since then—we don’t know.” 
Kimball looked at his watch. It was 3:36 a.m. “I’ll gather a team immediately,” he said. “We can be on the premise in thirty.” 
“We’ll contact Father Ferrano,” said Father Essex. “If the book is there, he’ll appropriate it and return it to the Secret Archives.” 
“Good enough.” With that, Kimball turned and hustled from the Comm Center.
 



Chapter Forty-Six 


–––––––– 
 
Rome 
Early Morning. 4:12 a.m. 
 
Martin Gemini had always been an insomniac, the man sleeping a maximum of four hours a day, which was enough to recharge and revitalize him for the coming day’s events. 
When he had learned of his brother’s death, the news had also set forth inquiries of Robert Bowman’s whereabouts, who was missing and then later suggested by the media that he had gone underground to escape the violence. In his apartment in Rome, Martin Gemini was kneeling before the red neon cross with his hands clasped together in an attitude of prayer. “Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned. In ways to serve You—” 
Somewhere in the room an alarm began to go off in warning, cutting him off from prayer. And he knew the sound, what it signified. Getting to his massive height with his flesh a remarkable canvas of tattoos, Martin Gemini went to the laptop, flipped the lid, and booted it up. After tapping a few buttons, the monitor came to life. The screen was separated into a grid pattern of four different locations within the apartment, such as the stairways and corridors, the alarm something he always enabled after the midnight hour. 
The first grid was empty, the area already bypassed by the time he got the laptop going. But the second grid showed movement of a military force, six members in all. 
Martin Gemini cocked his head slightly and stated softly, “And whose little boys are you, I wonder?” 
Then with one hand he typed commands on the keyboard until that grid surfaced on the entire monitor. 
Five men were moving forward with the points of their weapons in the ready position, a skilled force, with a sixth man appearing unarmed. As they made their way along the corridor towards his room, Gemini zoomed in. He could see a speck of stark white peeking out from the collars of their shirts. As he homed in for a closer evaluation, there was no doubt that they were wearing the Roman Catholic collars of priests, which caused him to cock his head even further to the side inquisitively. Then the third alarm went off, meaning that the unit had reached the eye of the third camera. After a few more taps, Gemini brought up the third screen. On the monitor, he watched the team advance towards his door, which was located at the end of the hallway. 
Martin Gemini closed the lid of his computer knowing that he had been compromised. 
Then, while looking at the light of the neon cross which reflected red off his skin, he said as he opened his arms wide in mock crucifixion, “I have prepared for this moment, my Lord.” 
That was when the fourth alarm went off. 
The intruders had reached the door to his apartment. 
 



* * * 
 
Kimball held up his hand with three fingers up, then began to tick them off from three... 
...to two ... 
...to one ... 
Initiation. 
The door flew inward from Kimball’s kick, the doorjamb breaking into myriad pieces as shards of wood skated down the hallway. The Vatican Knights entered the apartment with the team branching off to clear the rooms off the central corridor. Kimball continued straight down the hallway. Isaiah and Joshua went to the left; Jeremiah and Moses to the right. Father Ferrano was an arm’s length away behind Kimball. 
The rooms to the left were clear. 
The rooms to the right were clear. 
Ahead, the living area. 
Kimball moved into the room with his head on a swivel by first panning the point of his weapon to the left, and then to the right. 
Nothing. 
On the table was the laptop, the lid closed. 
And against the wall and burning a crimson red was a neon cross. 
Kimball stood and listened. Then the hairs on the back of his neck tingled like a sixth sense, much like a dog who raises its hackles when sensing great danger. 
Kimball maintained his weapon, held it steady. 
The neon cross continued to hum and buzz. 
Ahead was a closet. The door was closed. 
From the left Isaiah and Joshua joined him; then from the right Jeremiah and 
Moses. 
The Vatican Knights were standing in a row before the closet. Father Ferrano stood behind them with the priest anticipating the door to swing wide like the lid of a Jack-in-the-Box, the surprise expected though terrifying. 
Kimball motioned his hand for Isaiah to move forward to open the door, which he did with remarkable care and prudence. 
Holding the knob for a moment as if to feel the pulsations of life behind the door, Isaiah yanked it wide and stepped back with his weapon directed toward the shadows within. 
The closet was empty except for a pair of pants and a shirt that dangled on two hangers. 
Nevertheless, Kimball continued to sense something wrong, that a darkness was pooling close by as if gathering strength. 
Then Kimball gestured to his team to keep eyes and ears open, and that— 
Suddenly the bookcase against the wall appeared to rise from the floor and fell forward, the piece of furniture heavy as it took flight and landed on Jeremiah and Moses, knocking them to the floor with the bookcase holding them underneath. In the red light of the neon, Martin Gemini stood openly naked with his body a living canvas of religious images. Like his brother, he was a tattooed facsimile with Jesus adorning the Crown of Thorns on one arm, and the Weeping Mother on the other, with a myriad of crosses decorating the rest of his flesh. On his back, and what the Vatican Knights could not see, were the angel’s wings. As Gemini stepped forward with madness waging fiercely in eyes that burned red from the light of the neon cross, Kimball noted the incredible height of the man as well as his great muscle mass, the man a physical freak of nature like his brother, and perhaps just as dangerous. 
Kimball directed his weapon to Gemini’s center mass. “On the floor!” 
But Gemini countered Kimball’s order by raising his hands to his side as if to embrace all those before him, and said, “I am a soldier of God who will destroy those who trespass against His will!” 
“I said, on the floor! I will not repeat—” 
But Gemini was quick and powerful. Reaching down with impossible speed, 
Gemini lifted the bookcase and hurled it at the Vatican Knights, who drew their aim away when they scattered from the bookcase’s trajectory. 
Reaching down and grabbing the backs of Jeremiah’s and Moses’ necks with a Vatican Knight in each hand, Gemini raised them off the floor and held them aloft. Then he slammed them together like cymbals, the collision knocking the Vatican Knights so hard that their eyes rolled up into their heads until nothing showed but slivers of white, and then he dropped them to the floor where they landed as boneless heaps. 
In fast and fluid motion, Gemini crossed the floor and kicked aside the point of Isaiah’s weapon, which went off with a burst. As the room lit up with muzzle flashes, the expended rounds stitched across the wall and smashed into the neon cross, damaging it. The red light was gone, as was the constant hum. The only light in the room now was the glow of the street lamp outside the window. When seeing the damaged cross and the way it hung drunkenly against the wall, the sight of its damage propelled Gemini into an uncontrollable rage. The moment the tattooed man launched himself forward, Kimball responded by trying to hit the man in close quarters by ramming the stock of his weapon into the man’s solar plexus. But Gemini slapped the attempt away, his reflexes quick and catlike as he drove on Kimball, the large man eclipsing him. But Kimball was also fast, the man a seasoned warrior who knew how to counter from sheer instinct. 
As Gemini knocked the weapon free from Kimball’s hands, the Vatican Knight came at him with a series of blows and punches, his fists pummeling the man’s tattooed chest with the back-and-forth motion of an engine’s pistons. Yet the punches seemed to have little effect. Then Kimball came across with a series of elbow strikes—left, right, left, right, left, right—the points striking the man’s jaw, which no doubt threw the large man off his game as his legs began to go gelatinous beneath him and threatened to buckle. 
...left, right, left, right, left, right ... 
Isaiah leapt over the downed bookcase and added his own sequence of front kicks with his right foot, the impacts knocking Gemini against the wall, before he moved in with a series of straight jabs with his fists. 
Kimball was in the front and Isaiah was to the side, both punching, kicking and hammering away. But Gemini gathered himself, the large man lashing out with his piledriving fist and striking Kimball with a clean shot to the chin. As the Vatican Knight stumbled backward while seeing internal stars, Gemini shot his arm across in a horizontal arc at Isaiah. But the Vatican Knight ducked from the man’s swing while continuing to throw his own chops, with his hands and fists hitting key areas of the man’s body to disable him. But Gemini remained on his feet, a difficult man to bring down. 
As Kimball shook off the cobwebs, Joshua and Jeremiah entered the fray with the commandos using the stocks of their weapons to bring the man down. Now Gemini was a towering rage of mass and muscle as he grabbed Isaiah by the front of the shirt, hoisted him high off the floor, and rammed him into the drywall, caving it in. As Isaiah fell to the floor, the tattooed man turned on Joshua and Jeremiah, who continued to hammer away to bring the big man down. They struck his abdomen, kicked his knees, elbowed his chin—yet he kept on coming, the large man screaming with savage fury. 
Joshua, a big man himself, bull-rushed the man and pinned him against the wall, then threw a knee into his groin, which caused Gemini to moan and retch. Gemini, however, countered with a headbutt that drove the Vatican Knight back, grabbed Joshua by the collar, yanked him forward, and gave him another head thrust. The impact was so great that a wound opened on Gemini’s head. Joshua, however, received the brunt of the force that sent him to the floor. Jeremiah was on his feet and began to throw a series of roundhouse kicks that struck home by hitting Gemini’s cheek, then his chin, the side of his head, all knocking the large man backward. Isaiah was able to get to his feet, though slowly, then entered the mix by throwing blows to Gemini’s throat using the blades of his hands, throwing chop after chop, with his hands moving in blurs. Kimball came forward gritting his teeth, ready to attack. 
Joshua and Moses remained on the floor. 
And then Gemini moved as a man with nothing left to lose since he knew that he was about to be overwhelmed. 
He raised his arms that were as thick as pythons, cried out in a rage, and lashed out wildly. He grabbed Jeremiah by the throat and flung him into Kimball, then he knocked Isaiah off his feet with the Vatican Knight taking flight and landing on a table, which broke beneath his weight. 
Father Ferrano stood before the tattooed man with his face a mask of terror. Fumbling for his sidearm while keeping his eyes on the behemoth that was coming for him, Father Ferrano was able to remove the pistol, took aim and pulled the trigger. 
There was nothing but a dry click. 
Gemini continued to approach him with his teeth bared. 
Another pull on the trigger. 
Another dry click. 
Gemini was almost on top of him. 
“The safety!” someone yelled. “Release the safety!” Father Ferrano had no idea who was calling out to him. 
Thumbing off the safety, Father Ferrano took aim and pulled the trigger. This time the gun went off with a loud report. The round, however, missed its target and took out a quarter-sized hole in the wall behind Gemini. 
The large man, who appeared perplexed by the sound of the gunfire, stopped and turned to examine the hole in the wall. Then he turned and drove on Father Ferrano by piledriving the flat of his palm into the priest’s chest, which knocked the cleric off his feet and to the floor, where he skated on his backside for a few feet before coming to a stop. 
Having been winded with starbursts of light popping before his eyes, Father Ferrano could see this towering mountain of rage moving towards him. He saw the tattoos move and take on a life of their own with every flex of the large man’s muscles. He could see Jesus wearing the Crown of Thorns, the Messiah’s face a portrait of sadness and pity. And then there was the Holy Mother who wept with misery. 
Bringing his weapon up once again, Father Ferrano got off a pair of shots. One round went to Gemini’s left, hitting something glasslike such as a vase. The second shot missed his head entirely and ended up high on the wall and close to the ceiling. 
Again, the large man strangely stopped to look at the holes. 
Then as he turned and lunged at the priest, two bullet wounds appeared on Gemini’s flesh; one on the shoulder and the other just beneath the left clavicle, with the edges of the wounds paring back like the blooming petals of a red rose, which caused the big man to stumble and fall to his knees. 
Turning to give a sidelong look at Kimball through his deformed eye, Gemini saw a ribbon of smoke rising from the mouth of Kimball’s weapon. 
“Don’t move,” Kimball told him. 
But the big man smiled and laughed. “I have dealt with much greater pain from the lash of my father’s belt,” he said. Then he rose to his feet, the man a behemoth. Then he brushed at the wounds as if to sweep them off his skin, smiled, and acted as if they were nothing but mere nuisances. 
Then he advanced on Kimball. 
“On your knees!” the Vatican Knight told him. 
“If I fall to my knees, priest, it will only be before my God ...Not before you.” 
Gemini moved as if his wounds served no pain or agony, but as additional decoration to his tapestry of flesh. 
Another hole appeared in the large man’s chest, a wound that smoked. This, however, had the effect that Kimball was looking for, as Gemini fell to his knees, looked at the broken cross on the wall, and smiled peacefully. His eyes seemed to wander about the room seeing vistas only he could imagine in his mind, a place of peace. 
Looking at his chest, he could see blood coursing heavily over the markings of his skin. 
Then he looked at Kimball and saw the Roman Catholic collar around his neck, then allowed his sight to fall to the mouth of the smoking barrel of Kimball’s gun. 
Then from Gemini: “Father,” he whispered. And then he fell forward and hard, his great weight crashing against the floor and causing it to tremor beneath everyone’s feet. 
Martin Gemini was gone. 
Lowering the point of his weapon and sighing, Kimball then pointed to Father Ferrano and asked him if he was fine. He said he was as he got to his feet and holstered his weapon. With the rest of the Vatican Knights feeling fine except for Joshua, who would need stitches to knit the wound shut, and Moses, who no doubt was suffering from a concussion, gathered themselves inside a room that was as hot and cloying as a sweat box. 
“This guy was an animal,” said Isaiah. “Like his brother. A slab of stone who just wouldn’t fall.” 
“Madness is a power unto its own,” said Jeremiah. “It’s like he felt nothing at all.” 
Kimball noted the man’s back as he lay on the floor, saw the angel’s wings and the scarring of previous lashes. “It looks like he’d been dealing with pain for most of his life,” he said. “I guess pain was so much a part of him that he had learned how to live with it. He learned how to cope with the agony. That’s why he wouldn’t go down. He was used to dealing with pain as if it was something natural.” 
Then everyone examined their surroundings. The place was in shambles. From the wreckage, however, Father Ferrano found the tome beneath the smashed bookcase, lifted it, used the sleeve of his coat to brush off the dust, and held it up for all to see. “I have it,” he said. “I have the Brimstone Diaries.” After acknowledging the find, Kimball once again returned to the tattoos of angel’s wings on Gemini’s back. They were perfectly done, the artistry magnificent. The only flaws were the blemishes that came by way of a whip’s tail. Kimball could only wonder how someone could go through life in pain, both physical and mental, without the aid of a helping hand. And the answer was simple. 
It was because the life of the Gemini twins was natural to them, so they knew nothing else. In other words, they learned how to live with the harmony of madness. 
After Father Ferrano removed the book from the premise with the Vatican Knights in tow, the authorities soon arrived only to find a tattooed man lying dead upon the floor of his apartment ... 
...And a broken neon cross hanging askew upon the wall.
 



Chapter Forty-Seven 


–––––––– 
 
Inside the Papal Chamber 
The Apostolic Palace 
Vatican City 
Later that Afternoon 
 
“The book has been sequestered inside of a vault that is deemed impassable,” stated the pontiff. “I can assure you that it will not be stolen again.” 
Kimball sat across from John Paul III on the opposite side of the papal desk. After Father Ferrano returned the book to the Vatican’s Secret Archives, Kimball wondered if the existence of such a tome was prudent to have around at all. “It’s been stolen three times already,” he said to the pontiff. “It’s still a treasure, regardless. But as long as the book exists, thousands of lives will continue to be in jeopardy that don’t have to be.” 
“What are you asking, Kimball? That the church destroy the tome?” 
“Exactly. We don’t know if there are others out there like the Gemini twins. Probably not. But that book contains the messianic genealogy line of people who have no knowledge as to whose bloodline they share. For no reason at all their lives will always be in jeopardy through no fault of their own. It’s not fair to them. 
It’s not fair to Robert Bowman. And it’s certainly not fair to those who have lost their lives at the hands of the Gemini brothers.” 
“It’s sad, no doubt, Kimball,” stated the pontiff, who appeared impartial in tone and appearance. “But the book recounts the history of Christ before and after his death, with the details written by the hand of Saint Peter. And you want me to destroy it?” 
“Your Holiness, it’s obvious that the book cannot contain everyone within the bloodline no matter how much the ecclesiastic society and its scribe tries to maintain the recordings. There are those who have escaped through the cracks and have gone undocumented, no matter how diluted the bloodline may be. But those whose names are written upon those pages will always be targets to fanatics, should the book once again disappear into the wrong hands.” 
“Your concern, Kimball, is noted. But the book remains under the jurisdiction of the church, the Vatican, and will be highly guarded from here on in. There’s no need to worry. Besides, it’s the duty of the church to protect the welfare of its citizenry. And is there no greater citizenry than those who come from the bloodline of Christ?” 
“This time we dodged a bullet with a few good people dying when they didn’t have to. I’m only concerned about the next time. And believe me, Your Holiness, there will be a next time when the world is fighting their battles based on religious sentiment.” 
“I’m sorry you disagree with my opinion, Kimball. But the book is safe. In fact, it rests inside an impregnable vault deep within the Secret Archives. And new protocols and guidelines have been set. New names to be scribed within the tome will be done so under the watchful eyes of an entire security team. The book is safe.” 
After a long moment of silence between them, Kimball got to his feet. “Thank you for your time, Your Holiness.” 
“The door is always open for you, Kimball. You’re always welcome to my chamber.” 
Bowing his head, the Vatican Knight left the room thinking that the Brimstone Diaries was a fitting name for the tome. Those whose names were written within the pages or their offspring, would always be targeted, should the book once again find its way into improper hands. 
History was always due to repeat itself whether it be decades or centuries—but repeat itself it will. 
If he had thought about it, he would have taken a match to the tome and gladly watch the pages burn.
 



Chapter Forty-Eight 


–––––––– 
 
Warehouse District 
Outskirts of Rome 
Following Day. 2:13 a.m. 
 
Fariq arrived at the warehouse several hours later than expected and blamed it on heavy traffic. In the back of the vehicle was what was referred to as “Allah’s Hammer.” The sphere, it would be said, a precious token from Allah to tear down the castle and kingdom of false prophets. 
As the case was removed from the SUV and placed on the table, Master Kang was careful in handling the item. Standing close by to watch the entire operation unfold were Abdallah Kattan and Father Ferrano. Since Master Kang created the internal core to seat the piece perfectly with the wiring and triggering mechanisms, he fitted the sphere into its concave seat and secured it. After two hours of reexamining, securing, checking and finalizing the manufacture of the WMD, Master Kang stepped back with a pompous grin that showcased how pleased he was with the outcome. 
“It’s done,” he said. “It’s complete.” 
Abdallah Kattan stepped up to the crucible to look at the roadwork of wires and devices inside, as well as the burnish sphere of Allah’s Hammer. “Nice,” he whispered. “I’m very pleased at what you’ve done, Master Kang. Even more so, I’m sure that Allah is truly pleased.” 
Father Ferrano looked inside the crucible at all the configurations of metal, computer boards and wires. It was incredible how something so small had the power to provide unbelievable damage, all due to the utilization of the atom. “So small,” he commented. “And this will do the job as promised? To take out Vatican City and half of Rome.” 
“Do you doubt my expertise?” Kang sounded a bit heated, if not insulted. “I’ve been doing this job for years working on the North Korean team—slaving and developing and excelling at the nuclear division to the point where we finally rattled the saber of the United States, putting them in fear of our arsenal.” 
Ferrano held his hand up in submission. “I meant no insult to you, Master Kang. I only sought confirmation, that’s all.”
“How much confirmation do you need outside of my word?” 
Father Ferrano simply walked away after that. 
“Now,” Master Kang redirected his attention back to Kattan. “The weapon has been assembled as promised. Two days additional work is additional cost, as negotiated.” 
“You’ve been paid enough, Master Kang. And paid well, I might add. There’ll be no additional funds sent to your account since the money needs to go toward the cause.” 
“You promised.” 
“I promised that you would walk away from here alive and safe, so that you can enjoy your money.” 
“You promised.” 
“Did I?” 
“Yes.” 
“Seems to have left my memory. I have no recollection of additional funds for additional time. Only that you would be paid well upon completion of the device, which you have been.” 
“You lie.” The moment Master Kang took a few steps toward Kattan, Fariq stepped forward and pointed the mouth of his sidearm to the North Korean’s forehead, which prompted the Asian to stop dead in his tracks. 
“Are you a fool, Master Kang?” Kattan asked unemotionally. “Take one more step and my man here will kill you right where you stand.” After looking at the crucible, he once again directed his attention to Master Kang. “You’ve done a good job and have been paid well for it. So, it is what it is. Be happy with what you have. And perhaps you should learn how to manage your temper, Master Kang, if not your penchant to leap before you consider the dangers that lie before you.” He pointed to Fariq. “Consider yourself lucky, Master Kang, since I did not order my man to kill you. Next time you shall see no such reprieve. Consider this moment one of appreciation for what you have done, yes?” 
The North Korean nodded. 
“Very good, Master Kang. Now tell me, have you enabled the weapon to go off twenty-four hours from now?” 
He shook his head ‘no.’ 
When Kattan snapped his fingers, Fariq moved forward and pressed the point of his pistol against Master Kang’s forehead. 
“You will do so now, Master Kang. And you will do it properly. Understand?” 
Another nod from the North Korean. 
“Then do so,” ordered Kattan. 
With the point of the firearm now pressing against the Asian’s temple and dimpling the skin, Master Kang went to the crucible, reached inside, and flipped a toggle switch with the pad of his thumb, then stepped away. 
Inside the shell a digital display with red LED numbers began to count down. 
...23:59:57... 
...23:59:56... 
...23:59:55... 
“Is that it?” asked Kattan. “It’s active.” 
The North Korean nodded, then softly answered, “It is.” 
Kattan then motioned to Fariq to lower his weapon, which he did, while stepping back and keeping his eyes on Master Kang. 
“Then your job here, Master Kang, is done. My men will see you to the airport. 
Do have a good flight.” 
While Fariq ushered Master Kang roughly toward the exit of the warehouse with pushes and shoves, Abdallah Kattan informed his people to place the lid on the crucible and lock it in place. Once done, everyone stood back to admire the quality of the piece, which was a remarkable assembly of polished metals that shined against the overhead light. 
“Death has never been made to look so beautiful,” Abdallah remarked faintly. 
Then he turned to Father Ferrano beside him. “Tomorrow night,” he told him, “we move on the Basilica di Santa Maria Maggiore to exchange the real item for the fake. Though there will be security, I assume?” 
“Of course,” said Father Ferrano. “Right now, we’re running totally in the shadows with no obstacles in sight. There’ll be no Swiss Guard to contend with since they’re the Vatican’s private army that never leaves the city. And the Vatican Knights move on the word of Vatican Intelligence, which has no knowledge of this operation whatsoever.” 
“Excellent,” said Kattan. “We’ll vacate the premise immediately and sanitize the warehouse to eliminate any trace evidence. Then we’ll galvanize our forces tomorrow evening and breach the Basilica di Santa Maria Maggiore. By this time tomorrow, Vatican City and the domed basilica which sits upon its land will be nothing but smoldering dust and ash. Allah will be victorious.” And then in a shout for those around him to repeat, he yelled, “Allahu Akbar!” 
Then in unison as expected, everyone yelled, “Allahu Akbar!”
 



Chapter Forty-Nine 


–––––––– 
 
Comm Center of Vatican Intelligence 
Vatican City 
9:23 a.m. 
 
After Kimball left the pontiff’s chamber regarding the continued existence of the Brimstone Diaries by claiming it to be more of a detriment than a treasure, the Vatican Knight had also been nagged by thoughts ever since his confrontation with Martin Gemini. And because these ideas continued to plague him throughout the day and evening, he had spent the early morning hours inside the Comm Center of Vatican Intelligence to pour through the databanks that were tied to the CIA, NSA and the Pentagon. 
After hours of investigation and setting forth inquiries to certain principals within the intel community, Kimball fell back into his seat and stared at the monitor before him. There were still a lot of open-ended questions. But most of the answers he received confirmed his suspicions. 
By morning’s end, with investigations still ongoing by the principals of the CIA, NSA and the Pentagon Brass who wanted their own answers regarding Kimball’s inquiries, the Vatican Knight was completely satisfied with what he discovered, though only 80% of the questions had been met with practical answers. Then he launched an exploratory search of the Vatican’s Secret Archives. After discovering what he needed to know, Kimball, after logging off and getting to his feet, left the Comm Center of Vatican Intelligence.



Chapter Fifty 


–––––––– 
 
Rome 
Early Evening 
 
The sun had set. And the sky was a canopy filled with glittering pinpricks of light when Father Ferrano exited the quiet streets of Rome and entered his apartment. 
After removing his Roman Catholic collar and tossing it on the nightstand, he then undid the top button of his shirt. Going to the kitchen, the priest grabbed a tomato from a basket on the island, retracted a butcher’s knife from the block, and started to cut the tomato into slices. When he was half way through, Father Ferrano suddenly stopped what he was doing and stared at the tomato for a long moment, as if to appraise his carving. After a long moment elapsed with the man remaining as idle as a statue, he finally said, “Are you going to remain in the shadows? Or do you eventually plan to make yourself known?” Then Father Ferrano went back to slicing the tomato. 
From the shadows of the living room, Kimball Hayden moved into the light of the kitchen. His features remained impersonal, but his eyes blazed with raw savagery. 
“To be honest,” Father Ferrano said while maintaining his focus on the tomato, 
“I’m surprised it took you this long.” 
“Then you know why I’m here?” 
“I realized my error a few hours after the incident,” said the priest. He stopped cutting and white-knuckled the knife. 
“So, you want to tell me who you are?” Kimball asked him. 
The priest shrugged. “I’m Father Ferrano.” 
“That’s what your biographical record states.” When Kimball took a step into the kitchen, Father Ferrano readjusted his grip on the knife’s handle, which Kimball noted. 
“My father was a U.N. Inspector who actually named me Joseph Ferrano, that much is true. But my mother, who is Syrian, gave me the name of Faisal Naba after my father’s untimely death, since it was not wise for a Syrian to bear an American name at the time. Especially when you live in Syria when the walls came crashing in around you from the continuous sorties by Coalition forces, which we all know was captained by American chieftains.” 
“I knew you lied to me and to the church the moment we retrieved the book from Martin Gemini,” said Kimball. 
Father Ferrano concurred by nodding. The knife was still in his hands. “It all came down to the moment of the shooting, didn’t it?” 
Kimball took another cautious step into the kitchen before holding his ground. 
“An elite soldier as an Army Ranger, especially a sniper as you have claimed to be, would know the anatomy and nomenclature of any weapon he handles. You didn’t know enough to thumb the safety when Gemini attacked you. And your shots were well off target. A sniper would have hit center mass with a tight grouping of shots. 
Yours went wide at close range.” 
Though Father Ferrano continued to stare at the tomato that bled juices on the counter, a smile surfaced on one side of his face. “And now you’re here because you have some of the answers, but not all, is that it?” 
“Pretty much.” When Kimball took another step forward, Father Ferrano took a step backward with the knife tightly gripped in his right hand. “I put inquiries into certain agencies that have your biographical file downloaded into their databases,” he told the priest. “It appears Joseph Ferrano does exist with having been a sniper with the Army Rangers—the same story you related to me. But it also appears that the file may have been injected into the databases via hacking to create a man who never was. Right now, a face-to-face investigation has commenced with people in units you professed to have served with. But I get the feeling that no one has ever heard of the name Joseph Ferrano, especially not a sniper. I think it’s only a matter of time, Naba. I’m also going to assume that you created and injected the same files into the Vatican Intelligence database as well, which included a date of a false ordainment.” 
The one-sided smile broadened. “So now what?” 
“So now you’re going to tell me why. And you’re going to tell me everything.” 
Father Ferrano held the knife up in display. “I don’t think so.” 
Kimball rounded the island that divided them. “Oh, I think you will.” 
Father Ferrano bent his knees and ground his feet against the floor, which Kimball mirrored as they prepared themselves for engagement. 
When Kimball moved to his left, Father Ferrano moved to his right. The blade of the knife shined against the overhead embankment of lights as if to highlight its sharpness. And then Father Ferrano launched himself forward swinging the knife in perfectly formed arcs and swings, the man no novice to double-edged weaponry. 
He drove Kimball back, the Vatican Knight taking all the moves in with keen observation. And as Father Ferrano came around with another horizontal slash, Kimball grabbed his wrist, twisted it in such a way that Ferrano barked a cry, and then he threw three lightning-fast jabs to the priest’s face. 
...whump ... 
...whump... 
...whump... 
A blood gout erupted from Ferrano’s nose, a rope of thick red liquid that drenched the front of his shirt as he stumbled back with the knife still in his possession. After the priest quickly regained himself, he came forward once again as the aggressor, the man swinging and gouging the air in perfect display. The blade whispered as it sliced back and forth before Kimball with flawless choreography to his moves. And once again Kimball was driven back to the kitchen counter. Father Ferrano closed in swinging, the blade now moving in a blur. Kimball tried to make his move but couldn’t. The knife was moving too quickly. If only he had his own blades to counter. 
Then Father Ferrano was upon him, the man now bringing the knife down with a diagonal sweep, the chop missing and striking the counter, which coughed up a spark as Kimball quickly ducked to the side, turned, and threw a kick to the side of Ferrano’s knee, which hobbled him. When Father Ferrano tried to stand, Kimball was on top of him. The Vatican Knight then drove the point of his elbow to the crown of Ferrano’s head, the powerful impact jamming the priest’s neck downward to cause white-hot pain to shoot down his spinal column. 
But Ferrano was relentless as he tried to get to his feet. But Kimball grabbed the man’s wrist and twisted it so that Ferrano’s weight worked against him, and then he flipped the priest into a full circle through the air before he hit the floor, and hard, the knife skating a few inches free from Ferrano’s hand. Kimball, after picking up the knife and then forcing Ferrano onto his stomach, quickly placed a knee on his back to immobilize him, then forced Ferrano’s arm upward at such an awkward position that the priest barked a cry. After forcing Ferrano’s fingers apart so that it resembled a Vulcan salute, that V-shaped splay that divided the fingers equally, 
Kimball placed the edge of the knife’s blade between the middle and ring fingers. “You will tell me everything I want to know,” he told Ferrano. “Or so help me, I will saw this knife through your hand, wrist, all the way down your arm until I reach your elbow, if I have to. Now talk. I want to know why you have breached the Vatican ranks as a priest.” 
Father Ferrano tried to struggle free out from underneath Kimball’s weighted knee and failed. 
“I’m not kidding,” he told Ferrano. “Why have you breached the Vatican ranks as a priest? What’s the purpose behind it?” 
“I’ve nothing to say,” Ferrano was able to muster. 
“No?” 
“NO!” 
Kimball started to saw the knife through the soft flesh, the blade beginning to bite deep between the bones of the knuckles. Ferrano cried out with agony. 
Kimball stopped sawing. “Talk.” 
The priest shook his head, refusing. 
“I meant what I said, Ferrano, or Naba, or whatever, about slicing you all the way down to your elbow. Now talk.” 
“You can’t do this.” Father Ferrano sounded exhausted. “You’re a Vatican Knight.” 
“You said you read my biographical record. If that’s true, then you know I often move to the beat of my own drummer.” 
“If that’s true, then you shouldn’t be a Vatican Knight if you choose not to follow their ethical code ...You don’t deserve to be a Vatican Knight.” 
Kimball leaned over him. “You know something, Ferrano? You just might be right about that.” When he pulled away, he asked, “Now, are you going to talk to me or not?” 
Ferrano didn’t say or do anything. 
“Last chance, Ferrano. I won’t ask again.” 
When Father Ferrano remained quiet, Kimball said, “It’s your choice,” and began to saw the blade of the knife until it was below the knuckles and nearly halfway through the hand before he stopped. 
Father Ferrano bucked madly beneath Kimball’s knee to extract himself, but the actions proved futile. 
“This will all stop when you tell me what I need to know. I have no wish to continue. Believe me. But I will do as I promised if you don’t. Once I cut through the rest of the hand and the wrist, there’s nothing but soft flesh between the bones of your forearm until I reach the elbow. Your choice, Ferrano. I can either stop or continue on.” 
Finally, the priest relented and tapped out. In the subsequent hour that followed, Father Ferrano told Kimball everything he needed to know, which included Kattan’s faction and the hub of their activity. 
When the warehouse where the terrorist faction was alleged to be was canvassed by the Vatican Knights, the area was found to be sanitized and the terrorists missing with no idea where they had moved to, which led to minimal options to find them. 
Nevertheless, Kimball was working on an idea.
 



Chapter Fifty-One 


–––––––– 
 
Cerveteri, Northern Lazio 
Metropolitan City of Rome 
11:06 p.m. 
 
After sanitizing the warehouse, Abdallah Kattan had moved the hub of the operation to the town and commune of Northern Lazio, which is a region in Rome, waiting inside an abandoned depository for the moment of the final commencement. Though Fariq appeared anticipatory of what was to happen, Kattan appeared agitated. With twelve heavily armed insurgents waiting for a final jihad against Vatican City to begin, Kattan kept looking at his watch. 
“You appear upset,” Fariq commented to Kattan. 
“Naba was supposed to be here two hours ago with updates as to how to proceed to the Basilica di Santa Maria Maggiore without coming into contact with security.” He took another glance at his watch. “And time is growing increasingly dangerous as long as the timer of the device continues its march toward zero hour. My worry is that he may have been compromised.” 
“He was not a soldier as we are,” Fariq told him. “He was an intelligence gatherer who worked both sides of the fence to pass along intel to our brothers in the Middle East. Now that the Vatican is about to become ruins, perhaps he no longer saw the benefit to stay behind.” 
Kattan considered this already. Then he produced his cellphone and held it face forward to Fariq. “No return texts or calls. And that, Fariq, is not the Faisal Naba I know.” After tucking the cellphone into a shirt pocket, he added, “We cannot wait another minute. We need to exchange the fake relic for the real one. I have a buyer in Switzerland who is willing to pay a black-market value that’s five million in American dollars above the asking price. And that, Fariq, will finance the cause for a long time to come.” Abdullah Kattan then placed a hand on Fariq’s shoulder. 
“Tell me, my brother, are you ready for Paradise?” 
Fariq raised his chin and smiled with unbridled pride before pounding his chest once with his fist. “Allah will embrace me for His cause, like a father who greets a son.” Then he extended his hand out to emphasize the armed soldiers around him while saying, “All of us are ready to die for Allah, Abdallah. We’re ready.” 
Abdallah Kattan, however, was not on the same page as these people and had no interest in dying or being martyred. Kattan’s interest was purely motivational by increasing the funds to keep the war going on as many fronts as possible. After Kattan patted Fariq’s shoulder a couple of times, he said, “We need to move now, since the device continues to wind down to zero hour. We have wasted too much time waiting for Naba, and we’re well beyond schedule. I need to be far from the blast site with the crucible that contains the true remnants of the fabled cradle when the weapon goes off.” 
“I understand, Abdallah.” 
“And your team?” 
“They will set a perimeter within the shadows that surround the basilica before entering. Should there be any opposition, then it will be met with furious valor.” After a couple of more pats on Fariq’s shoulder, Abdallah Kattan lowered his hand and waved to the insurrectionists. In Arabic, the man who once dressed as Cardinal Alnasseri spurred them on with chants of Allahu Akbar. 
After several cries of Allahu Akbar while raising their weapons high at every exclamation, they were then ordered into their vehicles where they would drive to the Basilica di Santa Maria Maggiore. 
Though the basilica was not in Vatican City, it was close enough to wipe it clean from this planet. More so, there would be no opposition to contend with, such as Vatican Security or the Swiss Guard, and most especially against the Vatican Knights. 
As the vehicles made their way south, Abdallah Kattan was glad to be rid of the second skin of the cardinal’s cloak, with the filth of the robe always making him feel unclean. And no more would he have to face Kimball Hayden and hide the venom in his eyes when he did so. In a couple of hours, he thought, he would avenge his brother’s death by killing his murderer. 
And Kimball Hayden and the Knights who fought beside him would be nothing more than footnotes in history the moment St. Peter’s Basilica burned to the ground. 
Abdallah Kattan looked nervously at his watch. 
In his mind, time was getting too close for comfort.
...02:53:28... 
...02:53:27... 
...02:53:26... 
 



* * * 
 
The Basilica di Santa Maria Maggiore, Rome 
12:53 a.m. 
 
The Basilica di Santa Maria Maggiore was a magnificent structure that was situated a few miles from Vatican City. The façade of the basilica faced a wide-open piazza that was cordoned off by decorative wrought-iron fencing, a minor obstacle deemed by Kattan as he watched the piazza from a distance through NVG binoculars. 
Other members were watching from a distance as well to determine approachability, with every member of the team hooked up to lip mics. 
Kattan looked at his watch. 
...00:46:12... 
...00:46:11... 
...00:46:10... 
Then into his lip mic, Kattan asked, “Any hostiles or targets from anyone’s vantage points?” 
There were three teams already on the landscape with Fariq inside the vehicle with Abdallah Kattan. As communication came in from all units stating that the piazza was quiet and that nobody was showing up on thermal imagery, Kattan gave Fariq the order to make a pass close to the wrought-iron gate. 
After making a drive-by without drawing attention, Fariq slowed the vehicle and stopped. In the back was the WMD. 
“Units check in,” Kattan said into his lip mic. Still, the reporting teams caught no motions through their devices. 
The piazza was clear. 
“Move.” 
Backing the vehicle close to the fence, Fariq opened the hatch door in the rear, and with the aid of a four-man crew that came forth from the shadows, grabbed the crucible and managed to lift it over the fence, carry it up the stairs and across the stone landing, until they reached the grand doorway of the Basilica di Santa Maria Maggiore. The entire operation took twenty seconds according to Kattan’s watch, as Fariq drove the vehicle into the shadows beyond the piazza. The only thing that bothered Kattan was the red brake lights that shined like beacons when Fariq parked the SUV. 
On the fortieth second, they were joined on the stone landing by teams two and three. The men were wearing Kevlar and carrying suppressed automatic weapons. The door, when tried and as expected, was locked. So Kattan motioned to the team leader of Unit Two by pumping a fist toward the locking mechanism, which team leader acknowledged by nodding his head, raised his weapon, and sent off a couple of rounds into the lock. After a pair of muzzle flashes and a couple of subdued noises that sounded like loud spits, the operator pushed the door wide and entered the basilica with his head and weapon on a swivel. The team maneuvered into the church with every other man alternating their sides of entry, with even-numbered men moving to the left and the odd-numbered men moving to the right, the teams fanning out. 
The basilica was empty, which Kattan found odd considering the treasure within. It wasn’t likely that the crucible containing a valued prize that was on the same level as the Shroud of Turin or the Holy Grail would go unprotected. Yet this was the case. 
And a red flag to Kattan. 
As the teams spread out panning their weapons from left to right, then up and across, Abdallah Kattan made his way to the center of the church with two team members carrying the fake crucible behind him. 
In the center of the church and beneath the dome that was adorned with colorful frescoes, was the divine structure of two bronze angels that guarded the stairway that led down to the Reliquary of the Holy Crib. 
Forcing the gate aside, Kattan ordered his topside team to keep watch as he and his team descended into the reliquary. Using their NVG goggles to guide them below, Kattan and his two-man team made their way to a short hallway whose walls were decorated with vibrant-colored frescoes. At the end of this short hallway and on display was the Sacra Culla, the holy crucible that contained the pieces of Jesus’ crib. Whereas the sight would steal away one’s breath due to exhilaration at such a sight, Kattan’s was stolen away after seeing only dollar signs. In this crucible that was filled with pieces of ancient wood, was the fortune that would see ISIS through many battles. 
Speaking softly into his lip mic, Abdallah Kattan ordered his people to carefully remove the genuine relic and replace it with the false one. When the fake crucible was poised on the altar with the true Sacra Culla now sitting at his feet, Kattan lifted the heavy lid to look at the bounty within. Pieces of splintered wood, he told himself, worth a king’s fortune to someone who was willing to pay fifteen million dollars in American currency. But when the lid was removed, Kattan felt a sudden shock to his system as if his heart misfired deep inside his chest. 
The crucible was empty. 
Rearing back, Kattan immediately spoke into his lip mic with urgency. “Fariq! 
...Fariq!” 
Nothing came back but the sound of white noise. 
 



* * * 
 
After Fariq parked the vehicle inside the shadows west of the basilica, he grabbed his suppressed weapon, an MP7, from the passenger side seat, and closed the door until it locked with a soft click. When he rounded the van and began to make his way back to the Basilica di Santa Maria Maggiore, he was confronted by a tall shadow that was blacker than black. The highlighted feature that stood out from this shape was the stark white square of the Roman Catholic collar around his neck. 
A priest. 
The moment Fariq attempted to spin and turn his weapon on the shape, the shadow lashed out with a fist that connected with Fariq’s jaw, the Arab’s head snapping back with such violence that pinpricks of light ignited in his mind’s eye as starbursts of white embers. When he tried to gather himself, the shape was already on top of him, the black mass pummeling its way forward like a ram, beating and pounding with straight jabs and punches, the strikes landing until Fariq could stand no more. 
As the Arab stumbled and lost his footing, he pulled the trigger with the point of his weapon moving vertically upward with the rounds going skyward. But in those brief muzzle flashes that seemed to explode with the slowness of a bad dream where everything inexplicably appeared to decelerate, Fariq saw within the pulsating light the face of a man who could not mask his rage, and a person who wore the garments of a priest who was capable of great brutality. Here was the priest who is not a priest, the one who worked in the Dark to serve the Light. 
As Fariq hit the ground, a whoosh of air was knocked from his lungs. But as he swung his weapon at his opponent, Kimball Hayden easily kicked it aside, the weapon flying free from Fariq’s hands and into the shadows. 
When Kimball reached down and grabbed the Arab by the front of his shirt until the fabric bled between the Vatican Knight’s clenched fingers, he quickly hoisted Fariq off the ground and to his feet, where he held him close and eye to eye. 
Though the shadows remained deep, Fariq could still see the unforgiving eyes of Kimball Hayden. They were without mercy, or tolerance, and without godliness. Here was a man who was conceived in Darkness to rampage against his enemies. 
“A demon to some,” Fariq whispered. “And an angel to others.” 
When Fariq tried to raise his hand to grab one of Kimball’s wrists, the Vatican Knight slapped it away. 
And then from Fariq: “Are you the one who murdered the brother of Abdallah Kattan? The one who placed the head of Mabus’ head on a pike for all to see?” Then, after cocking his head slightly to the side, he asked, “Are you the one they call the Devil’s Magician?” 
But Kimball’s answer came as a series of unyielding blows to Fariq’s face, the Vatican Knight motivated by rage as his fists pounded the bones of the Arab’s face until he could feel them move and shift beneath his knuckles. When the Arab’s features appeared as a pulpy mass, though he continued to breathe through ruined nostrils as blood bubbles constantly formed and popped, 
Kimball laid him against the brick and removed the man’s headset. Donning them so that they fitted properly over his ears, Kimball could hear Kattan’s voice: “Fariq! ...Fariq!” Removing the headset and lip mic, Kimball tossed them to the brick and crushed them beneath the heel of his boot. After resetting his earbud, Kimball said, “Tango neutralized. All factions are inside the basilica. Close in and remain within the shadows.” 
As soon as Kimball’s teams acknowledged his orders through his earpiece, the Vatican Knight stood over Fariq. The Arab’s breathing was irregular as the pull of his chest started to make wheezing and whistling sounds, not quite a death rattle but close. From the corner of one nostril a blood bubble continued to inflate and pop with the rhythm of his breathing. The man was a mess, his face a mash of clay-like flesh and smashed bones. 
“You’re lucky I didn’t kill you,” Kimball commented softly. Then he stepped over Fariq and used the shadows as his ally, as he pressed onward to the basilica. 
 



* * * 
 
“We’ve been compromised,” Kattan said as he lowered the stem of his lip mic. 
“Now I know why Faisal Naba never showed.” He turned to his two acolytes. “He betrayed us. And because he did, certain principals within the Vatican removed the real crucible containing the Holy Crib and replaced it with a false one.” In frustration, Abdallah Kattan kicked the fake receptacle. Then: “They know we’re here. Right now, they’re closing in from all sides and from all fronts. And we have nowhere to go.” Kattan leaned against the fresco-painted wall within the Reliquary of the Holy Crib, thinking. Fariq had been erased from the equation, Kattan’s team already down by one. 
That left eleven others, including himself. The last thing Abdallah Kattan wanted to do was to die, despite the cause. He wanted to lead others into martyrdom but not himself. Yet here he was, corralled into a position with no other alternative. Then to one of the two acolytes, the one known as Salim and a youth in his late teens, he said, “Check the device. And tell me what it reads.” 
Salim, after pushing the heavy lid of the crucible aside, noted the numeric readings. 
...20:14... 
...20:13... 
...20:12... 
Then to Fariq, Salim said, “Twenty minutes.” 
Twenty minutes, Abdallah Kattan thought as he rested the back of his head against the wall. Across from his was a fresco of the Virgin Mother looking over a crib that irradiated a golden light, a halo. The smile on her face was kind and gentle ...and would soon be wiped away from a heat so great that everything for miles around would be nothing more than smoldering ruins. In twenty minutes, he thought, that pretty smile of yours will evaporate.
Then into his lip mic, he said, “Eyes and ears open, people, our positions have been compromised and forces are approaching as I speak. In twenty minutes the unit will ignite. In twenty minutes, the Hammer of Allah will show the world how truly powerful His might is. But I need twenty minutes. Fight, my brothers, and prepare yourselves for Glory. Prepare to be embraced by the arms of Allah as you seek your way to Paradise.” Then he looked into the young eyes of Salim, a child on the cusp of becoming a man, and then into the eyes of the second acolyte, a seasoned fighter who had seen too many battles, too many atrocities, the man incredibly hardened by life. “In twenty minutes,” Abdallah Kattan said softly, “we shall all be together in Paradise.” Then the Arab feigned a smile, which didn’t go unnoticed by the soldiers around him. 
“It will be a great honor, Abdallah,” said Salim. “Surely Mabus will be waiting.” Kattan nodded. Mabus. My brother. The one who was to lead us to the wonder of one nation under one rule. Then out loud, he said, “We shall see everyone, Salim. Everyone we have ever shared a life with. Mother. Father. Brother. Sister. Everyone.” 
Then from Salim: “Will it hurt?” 
Kattan shrugged. “I don’t know. I never died before. But it does not matter. An instant of pain will bring an eternity of unimaginable bliss.” 
Getting to his feet, Abdallah Kattan examined the beauty of all the frescos that surrounded them. Then he noted the magnificence of the altar and its surrounding displays, with the Reliquary of the Holy Crib itself a museum. A moment later, he said, “Twenty minutes, my brothers. Fight like you have never fought before. Join your brothers topside and be ready to wage a war that’s being directed by the Hand of Allah, yes?” 
Salim and his brother in arms raised their weapons high with one hand. “Allahu Akbar!” 
With dampened spirits, Kattan returned the chant with far less animation. “Allahu Akbar!” 
Salim, along with his older counterpart, hurried up the reliquary’s staircase with a touch of valiancy, with Salim taking two steps at a time. 
Kattan, feeling weighted down, once again took a seat against the colorfully painted wall. I don’t want to die, he thought. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. I send others to their death. Then he embraced himself as a chill as cold as a glacial frost eclipsed him. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. Then as he began to rock back and forth while enfolding himself, the Arab began to sob. 
...18:22... 
...18:21... 
...18:20... 
 



* * * 
 
The Vatican Knights, along with members of the Italian military police, the Carabinieri, since the Basilica di Santa Maria Maggiore was on Roman territory and therefore their jurisdiction, used the shadows as they closed in from all sides. Kimball’s team consisted of Jeremiah and Joshua. Isaiah’s team was made up of Simon and Thomas, all names and callsigns taken from the New and Old Testaments. The Carabinieri was comprised of two dozen well-trained soldiers who wore the Robocop shin, knee, forearm and elbow guards that were constructed from a special composite, and Kevlar helmets with the boon of gadgetry that ran along the top of their head like a Mohawk cut. 
Everyone moved across the brick-laden piazza with their weapons held at eye level and used their NVG scopes to cut through the shadows. 
They were quiet and catlike, their footfalls soundless. 
When they reached the doors of the basilica which had already been compromised, the Carabinieri team leader festooned his weapon across his back, grabbed the door with his left hand, and held up his right hand showing three fingers, and began to tick them off. 
...Three ... 
...Two ... 
...One ... 
That’s when he whipped the door open to allow his team to rush in. 
And then that’s when all hell broke loose. 
 



* * * 
 
The moment team leader opened the door, a second team member was to toss in a flashbang. But as soon as the door opened an explosion rocked the area that was powerful enough to knock the set of double doors off their hinges and into the piazza. Team leader and his teammate went sailing along with the doors, their bodies pitched high and far into the piazza where they landed as twisted, horrible heaps of broken bodies. 
The moment the Carabinieri attempted to commit a frontal assault, they were cut down by powerful gunfire. Rounds from armor-piercing .50 caliber machine guns smashed their way through the Kevlar as if they were little more than rice paper, the ammo punching holes easily through the material. The exit wounds were the size of human fists as gore and gouts of blood exploded from backsides. Kevlar helmets also exploded like ripe melons, the caliber of the weapons too great. 
The Carabinieri fell dead where they stood while others fell back, and as blood pooled and dripped on the bricks from fatal wounds, Kimball held his team back. Kattan’s team was obviously well-equipped and well-trained. 
In the back of the basilica, Team Two was having equal difficulty as they tried to breach the church. Timed with the entry of Team One who were in front of the basilica, Team Two’s entry in the rear also met with gunfire. Rounds pierced and devoured flesh, the bullets knocking off limbs at the shoulder, or sometimes at the knee or at the hip. Carnage was everywhere as cries filled the night. When Team Two tried to pull back, Kattan’s assassins from rooftop edges fired down on them. Their ammo, however, was of a smaller caliber that had little effect on their armor. 
But showing themselves was an advantage for the Vatican Knights. 
 



* * * 
 
In the rear of the basilica, Isaiah was watching from the shadows close by. He could see the Carabinieri in retreat, at least what was left of them. Then he looked along the ridge of the basilica’s roof and saw the muzzle flashes as bullets continued to rain down on the withdrawing unit. 
Isaiah tapped his earbud. “Thomas, are you in position?” 
“I have three tangos on the rooftop.” 
“You know what to do.” 
“Copy that.” 
 



* * *
 
Thomas was the Vatican’s Knights master sniper. On top of a building that was parallel to the basilica but approximately 100 meters west to the rear of the church, the Vatican Knight had set up his station to provide cover from rooftop shooters. The moment he saw the muzzle flashes, he quickly put his eye to the scope of his Barrett .50 Cal sniper rifle, placed his subjects within the crosshairs, got a fix on their position, and then he started to dial in, first targeting the one on the left. After he homed in on the target’s head and held it within the crosshairs, he slowed his breath, concentrated, then pulled the trigger. Through the scope he watched the results of his shot after the weapon bucked and resettled. One moment the terrorist was firing down on his opponents, the man oblivious of what was coming his way, and then his head exploded like a ripe cantaloupe, the body falling loosely to the area of the roof behind him. 
Then Thomas set his sights on the second man, the one who was in the middle, and followed through with his killing, the heavy-caliber bullet decimating the man’s head from the jawline up. 
When target three went down, the shooting stopped. 
Into his lip mic, Thomas said, “Rooftop targets neutralized.” 
It was also Isaiah’s cue to move forward on his front. 
 



* * * 
 
Kattan was cradling himself inside the reliquary when he heard the explosions. Once the first volley ended, he began to rock back and forth. All his life he had followed in his brother’s shadow, always wanting to be heralded by those who looked at him as a demi-god and a vessel of Allah. But deep down he knew himself to be a coward, a man of supposed conviction whose only allegiance to Allah was to send legions to their deaths in the name of religion. 
Then came the bursts of gunfire. 
...I don’t want to die ... 
...I don’t want to die... 
...I don’t want to die... 
Kattan continued to rock quickly on his backside, faster and faster as if to keep up with the pace of the gunfire. 
If his brother Mabus had seen him, Kattan knew he’d be gravely disappointed in his younger brother.
You’re no hero to Allah, he could hear him say. You’re nothing but a child in a man’s body. And yet there are children who would gladly take up arms in the name of Islam, rather than to cower in the shadows as you do. 
...I don’t want to die ... 
...I don’t want to die... 
...I don’t want to die... 
You, my brother, will have no place in Paradise. 
As the gunfire continued, Abdallah Kattan began to sob. 
 



* * * 
 
Kimball, Jeremiah and Joshua moved into position by the front opening where a pair of wooden doors used to be before they got blown clear from their hinges. They were joined by three members of the Carabinieri, who were decked out in full riot gear. 
Kimball, speaking softly into his lip mic, remained in communication with Isaiah, who was manning the rear with Simon and a pair of soldiers of the Carabinieri. 
“Isaiah, are you in position?” 
“That’s affirmative.” 
“These people are heavily armed with high-caliber weapons. Initiate two flashbangs. One to the left, the other to the right. Enter. Then engage.” 
“Copy that.” 
“On my count.” 
“Ready.” 
Kimball began to countdown. “Three ...Two ...One...” 
With a flashbang in each hand, Kimball stepped in the center of the opening and tossed two flashbangs into the basilica. One went forward and to the left, the other tossed forward and to the right, before he stepped out of sight and behind the cover of the wall. But not without instigating a barrage of gunfire as an outpouring of rounds stitched across the floor of the basilica towards Kimball, and up along the wall, all missing. 
In unison, the grenades went off. 
When a flashbang detonates, there’s an extreme and violent blast that creates concussive waves that debilitates the senses. Cognitive minds are stunned and numbed by these effects which make any physical actions impossible to manage, such as pulling a trigger. 
After the blinding blasts, Kimball and company entered the basilica with their weapons raised to eye level and panned for targets. Three extremists were stumbling about as their minds tried to comprehend the moment, with two trying to blink away the haze in their eyes to realign themselves. The third moved about as if he was something from a zombie apocalypse, taking steps that were choppy and uncoordinated. 
Kimball, through the green lens of his NVG scope, took direct aim and pulled the trigger. One by one the rounds struck center mass, the three men quickly falling in unison to the floor of the basilica as gelatinous heaps. All three were dead before their minds had a chance to register their death. 
That left five active terrorists within the basilica, their locations unknown. 
As Kimball and company pressed forward with their heads on a swivel, all the members were panning the points of their weapons from left to right, and then upward. 
As they neared the Reliquary of the Holy Crib, Kimball called out to Team Two. 
“Isaiah, do you copy?” 
“I copy.” 
 



* * * 
 
When Kimball counted down to the moment of action, Isaiah had mirrored Kimball’s movements by tossing a pair of flashbang grenades as ordered, one to the left and the other to the right. With the expected effects giving the Vatican Knight the advantage over his enemies, Isaiah and his team entered the church from the rear. 
Here, only two of the extremists guarded the entryway, both confused by the immediate rocking of their world and the sudden blindness from a great light. As they stumbled and tried to wink their way to cognizance, as one tried to raise his weapon against Isaiah, both Isaiah and Simon opened with shots to center mass. Muzzle flashes went off in synchronicity as the Vatican Knights neutralized their enemies, with the muted sounds of their gunfire no louder than someone coughing lightly. 
As the terrorists danced in pirouettes before falling, the Vatican Knights pressed on with two members of the Carabinieri in tow.
That was when Kimball called out to Isaiah. 
“Isaiah, do you copy?” 
“I copy.” 
“Moving toward the Reliquary of the Holy Crib. Factions in the fore have been neutralized. Number of tangos down an additional three. Keep your heads on a swivel.” 
“Copy that. Tangos down by two in the rear. Moving forward to your location.” 
“Copy.” 
 



* * * 
 
Salim, a boy who wanted so badly to be a man and who romanced the imaginary visions that he would become a hero to his people the moment of his martyrdom, had never been so frightened and exhilarated at the same time. From the shadows he and Jamal, the seasoned vet who had witnessed atrocity after atrocity and had become so numbed by the violence, watched their teammates go down. No one was communicating through their lip mics, the sound coming back at them as nothing but dead air. 
Then to Jamal, Salim whispered, “We are the last, my brother.” 
Jamal nodded in the shadows. “I have fought many battles, Salim, too many to count. I knew this day would come. And I embrace it.” 
Salim closed his eyes and tried to tell himself the same, that he was ready. But deep down the flame of romancing the ideology of waging a great jihad all but diminished, the fire snuffed out. What he was feeling now was regret and the shame of feeling such a way, believing that Allah would condemn him to Darkness for losing faith. 
When he opened his eyes, Jamal had his weapon raised and directed to the subjects that made their way forward to their position. “Are you ready for Paradise, Salim?” he asked softly. 
The boy who was yet a man white-knuckled his weapon. “I am,” he lied. 
“We will have little chance to penetrate their armor,” whispered Jamal. “Go for face shots. Allah will guide your hand to steadiness.” 
A direct shot to the face shield was a low-percentage shot, this Salim knew. Worse, he did not believe that Allah would guide anything, let alone his hands steady for kill shots. 
“When they get closer, Salim, they will see us through the night-vision scopes.
When they direct their weapons on us, move forward with your finger on the trigger. Allah will do the rest. And in turn, as we are struck down, we will both see the Light that will guide us into His arms.” 
Salim suddenly felt his scrotum crawl and a sour lump in his throat. His life was about to come to an end. 
Thirty meters away and closing was Kimball Hayden and his team. 
 



* * * 
 
Abdallah Kattan could not hear a thing. And right now, there was nothing more terrifying to him than absolute silence. 
The Syrian, moving quietly across the floor on his hands and knees with his assault weapon secured on his back, went to the bottom of the reliquary’s stairway, and looked up the steps. He could see the magnificent domed ceiling and its drawings, even in quasi-darkness. And he listened. 
Nothing. 
Not even whispers. 
Then slowly, he began to crawl backwards toward the altar where the shadows were deep and dark, becoming a part of them. 
And in terror, Abdallah Kattan, who for a long time posed as Cardinal Alnasseri to breach the ranks of the Vatican, prayed unto Allah to spare his life. 
 



* * * 
 
Kimball moved forward as point-man with his head on a swivel. Jeremiah and Joshua were behind him, and the Carabinieri officers were behind them, with the unit pressing forward in a V-formation. 
To Kimball’s right and deep inside the shadows, his NV scope picked up two figures. One a man, the other a boy, and both were armed with assault weapons. 
“Two tangos at two o’clock,” Kimball said into his lip mic. “Engage! Engage! Engage!” Before the last word left his lips, Kimball had already pulled the trigger. 
 



* * * 
 
Salim and Jamal, when they realized that they had been made, vacated the shadows and moved against Kimball’s team, the warriors shouting praises to Allah. Rounds coursed through the air, both coming and going, as the waspy hums of their flights passed by ears. Muzzle flashes lit the area with a strobe-light effect. 
The smell of gunpowder filled the air. 
The teams converged on one another. 
And then a bullet struck Jamal’s shoulder, which knocked him off balance, only for him to regain himself quickly and charge forward holding his weapon with one arm, with one hand, firing off as many rounds as he could before the magazine ran dry. 
Salim did the same, his weapon spitting out what seemed to be endless rounds of gunfire. More whining zips passed by his ears, near misses, near hits, until one struck his side below the rib. The agony that followed was excruciating, the area suddenly blossoming into a tabernacle of pain which drove a scream that was a praise to Allah. Then he stumbled forward until his ammo finally found the marks that were perhaps guided by the Hand of Allah, after all. A pair of rounds punched holes through two of the face shields of the Carabinieri officers, the Plexiglas shattering into a network of spiderwebs before both soldiers went to their knees, wavered a bit, and fell forward, the men no longer amongst the living. 
Kimball moved forward, as did Joshua and Jeremiah, the Vatican knights closing the gap and firing, their shots now finding their marks, all spot on. 
Bullet smashed bloodless holes in the bodies of Salim and Jamal. The two now dancing awkwardly like marionettes on a puppeteer’s strings. Jamal went down first, the man finally taking a fatal shot to center mass. Salim, however, dropped his weapon, fell to his knees, and stayed at that position until the Vatican Knights were on top of him. Joshua kicked the weapon aside, whereas Jeremiah and the remaining Carabinieri officer scoped the surrounding area. 
Salim looked at Kimball and noted the Roman Catholic collar around his neck. 
His breathing was becoming ragged and labored as blood started to ooze from the corner of his lips. Then he pointed to the collar. “A ...priest.” 
“Hardly.” Kimball got to a bended knee and got close enough to smell the metallic scent of Salim’s blood. “Where are the others?” 
Salim’s breathing became even more ragged, more like a rattle in his chest. 
As Salim started to drop his head, Kimball placed his forefinger underneath the boy’s chin and raised it so that they were eye to eye. “Listen to me,” he told Salim, “you’re going to die and nothing’s going to change that. If you truly want to save yourself, then you need to tell me what I need to know.” With his finger still holding up Salim’s head, Kimball leaned forward so that the tips of their noses were nearly touching. “The one called Abdallah Kattan,” he said softly. “Where is he?” Salim, in what was an involuntary reaction to Kimball’s question, unknowingly allowed his eyes to wander toward the direction of the Reliquary of the Holy Crib, before he caught himself and redirected his gaze into Kimball’s eyes. But it was all that Kimball needed to know. Nodding, Kimball said, “Thank you.” As if on cue, Salim, with his chest offering one last death rattle, closed his eyes and fell forward. 
Then into his lip mic, Kimball said, “Isaiah?” 
“Go.” 
“Have your team check for rogue targets and have them clear the rest of the church. I’m heading for the Reliquary of the Holy Crib. Meet me.” 
“Copy that.” 
Kimball, now getting to his full height and telling his team to clear the basilica alongside Isaiah’s team, began his slow progression toward the top of the reliquary’s stairs. 
 



* * * 
 
Kattan was hunkering down by the altar when the firefight ended. The silence was unnerving as he gripped his assault weapon tightly, the weapon suddenly heavy in his hands. From his position he caught a glimpse of two shadows at the top of the stairway—one large, one small—before they disappeared off to the sides of the railings. Kattan waited in silence that seemed eternal. Inside the crucible on the altar behind him, the clock continued to wind down. Then from the top of the stairway something metallic clicked and bounced off the stairs as a flashbang made its way down into the reliquary. As Abdallah Kattan raised an arm to shield himself from the blinding and concussive blast, the grenade went off. In the subsequent moment of its explosion, Kattan could see nothing but a flash of white light that stunned him to the core. His senses went dull, his way of thinking numb. The world around him seemed to spin and spiral out of control in this great illumination, after his body had been knocked to the floor from the concussive waves.
 
When his eyes started to focus, and as the pinprick bursts of light began to fade away, he ultimately became cognizant enough to realize that he was facing the dual points of automatic weapons that had been leveled inches from his face. When his gaze moved on from the mouths of the gun’s barrels and to the Roman Catholic bands in their collars, he immediately realized that he was in the presence of the Vatican Knights. 
Beside Kattan and to his right was his weapon, which he had lost during the blast. 
“Go ahead,” said Kimball. “Reach for it.” 
Kattan focused on the mouth of Kimball’s weapon, saw the darkness of its hole that was waiting to spend a round. Then he raised his hands. “I don’t want to die,” he said. 
Kimball moved closer and pressed the point of his MP7 against Kattan’s forehead. The metal was hot to the touch. “Abdallah Kattan,” he said. “Brother to Mabus.” 
“Whom you killed.” 
“Your brother was an animal who deserved nothing less.” 
“You separated his head from his shoulders and placed it upon a pike.” 
“To show the people of the village that they no longer had to fear the man who terrorized them. I wanted to let them know that they were free.” 
Kattan swallowed as a bead of sweat trickled from his hairline and down his temple. Behind him the clock within the crucible continued to countdown. All he needed was twenty minutes. What he got instead was seventeen. 
“I don’t want to die,” he repeated. 
“You won’t,” Kimball told him. “But you’ll probably wish you were after you reach a Blacksite.” 
“I don’t think you understand,” said Kattan. “It’s inevitable. Us dying.” 
Kimball suddenly caught on. 
The Vatican’s planted Sacra Culla was on the reliquary’s floor, whereas the artificial relic that had been provided by Kattan sat upon the altar. The real Sacra Culla that contained the Holy Crib was safe inside Vatican City. 
Then from Kattan: “Surely you were apprised by Father Ferrano,” he said. “Who betrayed our position the moment he had been compromised.” 
“You mean Faisal Naba?”
“No. Father Ferrano. A man of true Syrian blood would never betray his people. And as you know, Father Ferrano came from an American father and a Syrian mother. It was the paternal side who deceived us. Not the Syrian side. Therefore, the American in him, this Father Ferrano, was the coward who betrayed us. Not Faisal Naba?” 
“Whatever.” Kimball stepped around Kattan, who continued to raise his hands, and went to the replica on the altar. It was a splendid rendition of the real Sacra Culla, thought Kimball, an exact duplicate. The artistry of its metallurgy was precise in every detail. 
After removing the lid, Kimball’s breath hitched, the sudden sucking sound catching Isaiah’s attention. 
“Kimball, what is it?” 
Kimball’s face had a red hue to it from the light shining up from the digital display. He immediately diagnosed the unit for what it was. He recognized the burnished sphere. The wiring. The triggering mechanisms. It was close to the Russian models of the Cold War era, he considered, when small-yield nuclear devices were condensed down to fit in five-gallon canisters. 
Kimball read the timer as it ticked down to detonation. 
...00:02:16 ... 
...00:02:15 ... 
...00:02:14 ... 
“That son of a bitch lied to me,” he said. 
...00:02:13 ... 
...00:02:12 ... 
...00:02:11 ... 
“Did he now?” Kattan commented. “Perhaps the Syrian side of Father Ferrano did not betray us after all.” 
When Kimball nearly cleaved the man’s hand in half, Father Ferrano, or Faisal Naba, confessed to everything right down to involvements from those within the church in a well-thought-out conspiracy that was meant to dismantle the Vatican from the inside. It had taken years of planning, years of patience. And that Abdallah Kattan, the brother to Mabus, spearheaded the drive with furious ambition after he had learned that it was Kimball Hayden who had murdered his brother. 
...00:02:09 ...
...00:02:08 ... 
...00:02:07 ... 
Kimball closed his eyes. No matter its yield, the weaponry of mass destruction was too close to Vatican City. In two minutes, he knew that the Vatican along with half of Rome would burn to ruins. 
There was nothing he could do. 
“Isaiah.” 
“Yeah.” 
“Faisal Naba lied to me,” he stated evenly. “It’s not filled with low-grade explosives at all, as he had stated.” 
In his agony, Father Ferrano told Kimball a partial truth, which also happened to be a partial lie, that the replica would be filled with low-grade explosives to make the Vatican believe that the pieces of the Holy Crib were destroyed in the blast, when in reality it was being sold on the black market in order to fund ISIS in future operations. With the Vatican believing that the remnants were destroyed, then there would be no need for a papal investigation to find what no longer existed. 
“What is it?” Isaiah asked him. 
“It’s a low-yield WMD,” he answered. 
...00:01:56 ... 
...00:01:55 ... 
...00:01:54 ... 
The moment Kattan heard what he believed to be defeat in Kimball’s voice, he allowed his eyes to gravitate towards his weapon on the floor. As self-preservation started to take control, as his cowardly traits began to surface, Abdallah Kattan reached for his weapon by diving for his assault rifle. But Isaiah was equally as fast as he drove a foot down on the back of Kattan’s hand and pinned it to the floor. As Kattan cried out, the Syrian swung his leg around to cut the Vatican’s Knights legs out from under him. But Isaiah leapt over the attempt, landed, then drove the butt of his weapon into Kattan’s face, rendering him unconscious. After kicking the weapon aside, he went to Kimball’s side to look inside the crucible. Red numbers were counting down. 
...00:01:33 ... 
...00:01:32 ... 
...00:01:31 ...
“Do you know what that is?” Kimball asked him. 
“I can hazard a guess, but I really don’t want to.” 
“If you were to hazard a guess, you’d probably be right.” 
...00:01:27 ... 
...00:01:26 ... 
...00:01:25 ... 
When Isaiah went to his lip mic to warn the others, Kimball stopped him. 
“They can’t run fast or far enough to get away from its blast,” he told him. “I don’t want them to know what’s coming. It’ll be over before they know what happened to them.” 
Kimball then turned at Kattan who was lying on the floor with his mouth slightly agape, before turning his attention to Isaiah. “I want you to know that you have always been a great soldier, Isaiah. But you’ve always been a greater friend.” Isaiah nodded his appreciation at this before saying, “And it has been an honor, Kimball, to both serve you and be your friend at the same time.” They turned to the digital timer and watched the red numerals count down while feeling no greater impotence. 
...00:01:17 ... 
...00:01:16 ... 
...00:01:15 ... 
“Now the mystery will finally be answered,” Kimball said, though Isaiah wasn’t sure if he was talking to him or to himself. 
“There is no mystery, Kimball,” Isaiah told him. “And this is certainly not the end.” 
“We’ll see.” 
“There is the Light.” 
“We’ll see.” 
“And you have earned the right to enter it.” 
“We’ll see.” 
“All you have to do, my friend ...is believe.” 
Kimball Hayden remained quiet as they watched the last moments of their lives tick away. 
...00:00:03 ... 
...00:00:02 ...
...00:00:01 ... 
...00:00:00 ...
 



Chapter Fifty-Two 


–––––––– 
 
Master Kang dreamed of a life far from the madness of the crowd, only to pop his weary head out occasionally to see what opportunities there were to keep him going financially. Abdallah Kattan had offered him that opportunity, a sweet financial windfall that would keep him off the radar for years to come. But for him to blend in, he would have to seek out Asian countries where he could disappear. First, he thought about the Philippines; too dangerous, though he could live like a king for many years, if not a lifetime. But that was too close to Islamic extremists in the south, should Kattan decide to send troops to hunt Master Kang down. Then he thought about Thailand, a country with a stable government. But considered against it. Instead, he set his sights on Japan, a leading nation in the world with a great institute of education, finance, a First-World country that could provide a lot of protection. Even though his finances would not go as far in Japan as it would in the Philippines or in Thailand, he was sure that he had made the right choice. With money he had earned from Abdallah Kattan, and with the proper investments, Master Kang could still live a good and luxurious life that had avoided him when he was the minister of science in North Korea. No more living like a pauper for me. Looking out the window and seeing nothing but darkness below, the ocean a bed of absolute black, Master Kang still fumed over the way he had been treated by Abdallah Kattan. The threats. The lies. The man’s ambition was so great that he was blinded by the fact that all power began and ended with the Master. So, if Kattan wanted to push his weight around, then Master Kang would push back with passive aggression. With no additional funds added to his account as promised by the ISIS leader, Kang would proffer an incomplete device until all funds were paid in full. 
Master Kang looked at his watch. 
In Rome, it was zero hour. 
And the North Korean smiled. 
No one gets the best of Master Kang in a deal, he thought. 
If Kattan wants the weapon enabled instead of the timer, then he would have to forward additional funds into his account to receive the necessary instructions to fully engage the device. This time, because of Abdallah Kattan’s deceit, he would triple the asking price. 
But in the weeks to come, Master Kang reached out to couriers to contact Abdallah Kattan, but the Syrian who once adorned the clothing of a cardinal would never be found. 
Nevertheless, Master Kang remained a happy man until members of the North Korea’s espionage unit discovered his whereabouts in Tokyo, where they took care of him in a manner that Kim Jong-un expected. 
Like Abdallah Kattan, Master Kang was never heard from again.
 



Chapter Fifty-Three 


–––––––– 
 
The Basilica di Santa Maria Maggiore 
Rome, Italy 
 
The weapon had not gone off. Inside the crucible, the digital timer read zeros across the board. 
“I don’t get it,” Kimball whispered. 
“Maybe it’s a counterfeit to distract us from the real placement of the real weapon.” 
Kimball, however, dismissed this. There would have been no reason to create a second replica because Kattan had no idea that he had been compromised, or that he would be. “No,” he said. “This is it. This is the device.” It simply did not go off. 
Which begged the question of ‘why?’ Miswiring perhaps? A dysfunction within the operating mechanics itself? There were so many questions but no answers. 
Getting onto his lip mic, Kimball contacted the Carabinieri command post and informed them that a WMD had failed to go off, and that an experienced team was needed to neutralize the weapon immediately. 
And suddenly the whole of Rome seemed to be galvanized. 
 



* * * 
 
The bomb experts were surprised to see a piece of weaponry so expertly designed with the capability to level a part of Rome and Vatican City, and they were startled to discover that the device had not gone off for one simple reason: it had not been activated; only the timer. Once the WMD had been neutralized, Kimball found himself alone inside his chamber at the Vatican, thinking how close they were to complete and absolute annihilation. This place, this walled-in room that had been created with castle stone that was the color of desert sand centuries ago, was his home and a place he adored. No bigger than a jail cell and quite spartan, he nevertheless found it peaceful. On one side of the room was his cot, his military manuals, a nightstand and a lamp. On the other side was a place for worship, such as a kneeling rail that had never been knelt on, a votive rack filled with candles that had never been lit, and a podium which held a Bible whose pages had never been lifted or turned. In the middle of the room and high up on the wall was a stained-glass image of the Mother Mary who held out her arms in invitation, which Kimball never accepted. I have never been good enough to accept your embrace, he told himself. Then laying on his cot with his hands pressed behind his head as a makeshift pillow, he looked ceilingward and engaged in thoughts about his future. Could he surrender such a life at the Vatican and move on? Did he want to move on? 
He closed his eyes. 
In his mind’s eye he saw a counter life far from this room and far from Rome. 
He was in the United States working an honest labor for honest wages. He lived in a small house with white-picket fences surrounded by beds of flowers that bloomed in a riot of colors. The grass was as green as Irish hills and well maintained. A dog barked, a yellow Lab, or perhaps a mini-schnauzer, whatever dog Shari Cohen loved more was fine by him. Then he saw her dazzling smile from rows of teeth that were ruler-straight and as white as pearls, as she beckoned him with a wave of her hand. As he neared her he could see the luxurious texture of her skin that was the color of tanned leather, and eyes that shined as if they were newly minted pennies. 
And then the image faded... 
...And Shari was gone. 
Behind his closed lids there was nothing but darkness, a horrible emptiness. 
Opening his eyes, they eventually fell upon the stained-glass image of Mother Mary. 
“Why do I see nothing beyond her beckoning me? Why won’t you let her accept me?” 
As expected, there was nothing but silence. 
Turning over on his cot, Kimball, in time, fell asleep inside a chamber that was no larger than a jail cell.
 



Chapter Fifty-Four 


–––––––– 
 
Vatican City 
The Following Morning 
 
Several hours after the replica of the Sacra Culla was removed from the Basilica di Santa Maria Maggiore, Kimball was called into the pontifical chamber inside the Apostolic Palace. After he took his rightful seat before the papal desk, Pope John Paul III greeted him with a genuine smile, the man pleased with the effort Kimball and his team had put in to counter and neutralize Abdallah Kattan’s mission plan. 
“I’m eternally grateful for what you have done, Kimball. I truly am.” 
“There’s nothing to be grateful for,” said Kimball. “We simply got lucky on this one.” 
“Perhaps. But it was you who discovered the fact that the Vatican had been compromised by those who held hostile intent in their hearts. If you hadn’t discovered the truth, who knows what might have happened.” 
“If I may be candid, Your Holiness, the breach of the ranks should never have happened to begin with.” 
“I agree,” stated the pontiff. “And believe me, Kimball, we’re doing all we can to make the Vatican safe on all fronts. Vatican Intelligence is updating all biographical records and reexamining all protocols. Father Ferrano’s record was correct regarding his American father and Syrian mother, with his American name the name of record. His Syrian name, given to him by his mother after the death of his father, was not recorded since the civil war had broken out and records were not systematically kept. Therefore, Joseph Ferrano, or Faisal Naba, was able to fill in the gaps over time by hacking into systems and implanting a false biographical history.” 
“And Cardinal Alnasseri?” 
“Unfortunately, I believe that the real Cardinal Alnasseri has been embraced by God. There was no way to determine that a doppelganger had usurped his position to breach the ranks of the church. Vatican Intelligence is also working on that front to assure that such activity never happens again.” 
Kimball nodded, believing that ‘working’ on the problems would not be enough, since there was no sure way to stop ambition if it was great enough. 
“But there’s another reason why I called you to my chamber,” said the pontiff.“It’s in regard to the Brimstone Diaries.” 
“In what way?” 
The pontiff cocked his head as if to say, ‘you know what I’m talking about,’ then asked, “When you were performing your inquiries of Father Ferrano inside the Comm Center of Vatican Intelligence, did you by chance alter or disable the computerization of the Vatican’s Vault?” 
“You know I’m fairly computer illiterate,” he answered. 
“That doesn’t answer my question.” 
“Why would you even ask me such a thing?” 
“I ask you, Kimball, because the Brimstone Diaries are once again missing. Someone has taken it from the Vault.” 
“I guess your vault wasn’t impregnable after all, which proved my point, Your Holiness. You can’t stop ambition if it’s great enough.” 
“Kimball, that book is a holy relic whose preamble of writings had been penned by Saint Peter. If you know anything about its whereabouts, you need to tell me now.” 
“I had nothing to do with its theft,” he answered evenly. 
But his answer did not go without a disturbing expression from the pontiff, who raised an eyebrow in suspicion. “So that you know, Kimball, Vatican Intelligence is looking into this.” 
“That’s fine.” 
“If that book finds its way into hostile hands, it could be detrimental to the lives written within those pages.” 
“Which was my argument to begin with, if you remember.” 
“That is not your call, Kimball. That book belongs inside the Holy Vault as a treasure.” 
Kimball sat there like a child being scolded, the man quiet and solemn. 
“Do you know where the book is?” the pontiff asked in a voice that was firm. 
Kimball shrugged. “I had nothing to do with its theft.” 
Far from being appeased, the pontiff said, “Then you may go. And be assured, if Vatican Intelligence discovers otherwise, this will not bode well for you if anything happens to it.” 
“Duly informed, Your Holiness.” 
The pope’s features quickly softened. “Kimball ...I don’t want anything adverse to come out of this situation between you and the church. You’re an important part of this community, a major asset. But if you know the whereabouts of the book and if it should happen to show up inside the Vault, no questions will be asked. I promise.” 
“Understood.” 
“Please take my words into consideration.” 
“Of course.” 
The pontiff sighed in what Kimball took to be a sign of regret. “You may now leave my chamber,” he said. “And please, remember that you’re a Vatican Knight. Which means: Loyalty above all else except honor.” 
Standing, Kimball bowed in respect and left the pontiff’s chamber, leaving Pope John Paul III to wonder if Kimball had lost his way. 
 



* * * 
 
That evening, as Kimball Hayden walked along the Ponte Sant'Angelo Bridge that crossed over the Tiber River with the dome of the St. Peter’s Basilica in sight, he also bore with him a backpack. Earlier in the day he had confronted the pontiff and lied, an action that pained him to his core like punch to the solar plexus. But Kimball believed that this necessary evil was essential because his job as a Vatican Knight was to protect those who could not protect themselves. And as long as the Brimstone Diaries existed, he knew that the messianic bloodline would forever be in jeopardy. 
Standing along the concrete rail flanked by two statues that had been sculpted by Bernini and Morelli, Kimball removed the tome from his backpack and placed it on the rail. Opening the cover, he glanced the tips of his fingers over the Aramaic scrip that had been penned by the hand of Saint Peter, the first pope. A blessed book, for sure, he thought, as the feel of the parchment beneath his fingertips were rough from age. Listed within these pages from the moment of Christ’s crucifixion to current times, were the names of good people who had no idea that the blood that ran through their veins was more noble than the blood that ran through the veins of kings and queens. And yet they died for it at the hands of fanatics and madmen. 
Then he could hear the pontiff’s words inside his head as if it was a voice speaking to him from the end of a long and distant tunnel, the cadence hollow: And please, remember that you’re a Vatican Knight. Which means: Loyalty above all else except honor. 
But, Kimball asked himself, is what I’m about to do honorable? 
The Vatican Knight sighed as he allowed his fingertips to stand on the pages. 
Loyalty above all else ...except honor. 
Then one by one he began to tear the pages from the binding and allowed them to float downward to the running waters of the Tiber. In time, as he emptied the book of all its pages and felt a certain dirtiness as to what he was doing, which was perhaps an added stain to his soul, Kimball truly believed that he was saving the lives of good and innocent people since the book would no longer exist. When he had torn every page from the tome, he then knocked the ancient binding off the rail, which sailed briefly along the currents of the river, until it finally disappeared beneath the surface. The Brimstone Diaries, whose beginning pages were started by Saint Peter, was no more. 
Leaning over the railing, Kimball retreated into his thoughts. Father Joseph Ferrano, or Faisal Naba, would be sent to a Blacksite to be mined. In whatever hole the governments of the United States and Italy pitched him, Ferrano would suffer a much greater pain than his injured hand that had nearly been divided. And Fariq, after the bones of his face settled and healed after they’d been wired together, would suffer the same fate as Abdallah Kattan, with the war against ISIS far from over. Robert Bowman, whose questioning viewpoints regarding God but shared the bloodline of Jesus, would work as part of the Vatican machine in South Africa, as a man with a new name and guise who would scribe documents on behalf of the pope. 
And as for the Gemini twins, nothing of their backgrounds had been discovered as to how they obtained their fighting skills, or if they had been operatives planted so deep, nothing about them would be discovered other than they were the sons of a preacher gone mad. 
Sighing, Kimball closed his eyes until he could hear only the rush of the water beneath him. As long as fanatics and madmen continued to walk the Earth, he thought, and with good elements always contesting evil, the Vatican Knights would always serve as the force to maintain the balance between the Darkness and the Light. And if he’s capable, Kimball knew that he would always serve as the fulcrum between sinner and saint. 
I work in the Dark to serve the Light. 
Opening his eyes, and as the last few sheets of the Brimstone Diaries floated on the river’s surface before becoming saturated and forever disappearing, Kimball Hayden had one last stop to make. Pushing off from the railing as the angel sculptures looked down on him, Kimball made his way to the grottos beneath the basilica.
 



EPILOGUE 


–––––––– 
 
The Burial Chambers beneath St. Peter’s Basilica 
Vatican City 
 
The ancient hallway was long and had a low ceiling, which caused Kimball to bend slightly at the waist so as not to strike his head against the arched ceiling. Electric torches lit the way, having replaced the aged ones long ago. Nevertheless, the illumination was minimal with the feeble light casting macabre shadows along the walls, as if they were caused by dancing flames. When he reached the tomb of Leviticus, his one-time lieutenant and close friend, he kissed the cool marble stone of his burial chamber and thought about how much he missed him. 
After spending a moment in gratitude and worship, he then moved on to the tomb that housed Bonasero Vessucci, a friend who had been much more than that. He had become a man whom he had grown to love and cherish, as if the bond between them was between father and son. 
Placing his forehead against the tomb, Kimball began to speak as if Bonasero was alive and well. “I miss you,” Kimball said, smiling faintly. “It’s been rough, however.” Then the Vatican Knight sat on the steps that led down into Bonasero’s chamber. “I talked to Leviticus,” he said. 
There was an echoing of his voice inside the grotto. 
A moment later, as the chamber went from subterranean cool to a comforting warmth, he closed his eyes as a hand alit softly upon his shoulder. Within moments he could feel this indescribable pleasure swim slowly throughout his body, this alien feeling eclipsing him like the ripples of a pond spreading outward. It was the feeling of absolute peace. 
“I destroyed the tome against the wishes of the pope,” he said. “Worse, I lied to him. I told him that I had nothing to do with the tome’s theft when, in fact, I disabled the security system when I was making my inquiries on another matter, raided the Vault, and took the book.” 
“Did you feel that your heart was in the proper place?” a voice said from behind. 
It was gentle and kind and paternal, the voice of a saint. 
“I felt that the book was a detriment to the lives of others. It truly was a Brimstone Diary.” 
“Kimball, do we as men see all things differently? Do the enemies on both sides of a war see their cause as the just one, even though they see this cause from opposite ends of the spectrum?” 
“I’m tired,” he said, “of trying to determine between what’s right and what’s wrong.” 
“The difference between right and wrong, Kimball, is up to the man who looks at the problem that lies before him. You made a judgment that you believed served a purpose as a Vatican Knight in the end, did you not? You believed that if the book was once again appropriated, then the lives of good and innocent people would be in jeopardy; therefore, you took what you thought was the proper action to see that this never happens again. These people are now and forever safe due to your actions.” 
“But I lied to the pontiff.” 
“And this pains you?” 
“It does. I’m not sure if he would understand.” 
“Perhaps not, Kimball. Be we make mistakes. That’s what makes us human and less like a god, don’t you think?” 
“I’m far from perfect.” 
“Yes, you are. But you’re also a man with good judgment who believes that what he does is for the good of all, no matter the misstep behind the action. If you truly feel contrition for the act of the lie, Kimball, then state the truth before the one you lied to and accept the consequences. Perhaps then your conscience will be cleansed, yes?” 
“I feel the act of the lie has stained me deeply, and that the Light is now beyond my reach.” 
“Perhaps, Kimball, you sense remorse. And is remorse not a part of a man with good conscience?” 
Kimball sighed, not wanting this indescribable warmth to disappear. And then: 
“Perhaps.” 
“Don’t sell yourself short. Serving the church in a manner that you do, Kimball, is quite valuable. The Vatican recognizes this fact. Your presence here guarantees the one thing expected from a Vatican Knight, and that is to protect those who can’t protect themselves. Always remember that. Maybe, just maybe, the pontiff will see this as well, should you decide to confess your action you believe to be wrong. But I’m sure that he will see a way to forgive you ...I know I do.”
When the hand fell away from his shoulder, the warmth of absolute bliss left with it as well. As he opened his eyes and turned to look down the long hallway behind him, nobody was there. 
After kissing the tomb of Bonasero Vessucci good-bye, Kimball returned to the Apostolic Palace and made his confession before the pontiff, and made it known that the Brimstone Diaries were forever lost. 
And in the end, like the Voice of the Hand had stated, John Paul III had seen the Light of Kimball’s decision and forgave him. 
 



THE END 
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