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Now a certain man named Simon had previously practiced 
magic in the city and amazed the people of 
Samaria, saying that he was someone great. All of them, 
from the least to the greatest, listened to him eagerly, 
saying This man is the power of God that is called 
Great. And they listened eagerly to him because for a 
long time he had amazed them with his magic. But when 
they believed Philip, who was proclaiming the good news 
about the Kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ, 
they were baptized, both men and women. Even Simon 
himself believed. After being baptized, he stayed 
constantly with Philip and was amazed when he saw the 
signs and great miracles that took place.

Now when the apostles at Jerusalem heard that 
Samaria had accepted the word of God, they sent Peter 
and John to them. The two went down and prayed for 
them that they might receive the Holy Spirit (for as yet 
the Spirit had not come upon any of them; they had only 
been baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus). Then 
Peter and John laid their hands on them, and they 
received the Holy Spirit. Now when Simon saw that the 
Spirit was given through the laying on of the apostles 
hands, he offered them money, saying Give me also this 
power so that anyone on whom I lay my hands may 
receive the Holy Spirit. But Peter said to him, May 
your silver perish with you, because you thought you 
could obtain Gods gift with money! You have no part 
or share in this, for your heart is not right before God.
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CHAPTER ONE







4:20 A.M., MONDAY, DECEMBER 1, 2008

NEW YORK CITY



Jack Stapletons transition from restless sleep to fully 
awake was instantaneous. He was in a runaway car plunging 
down a steep city street, rapidly closing in on a line 
of preschoolers crossing in pairs and holding hands, 
unaware of the calamity bearing down on them. Jack 
had the vehicles brake pedal pressed to the floor but to 
no avail. If anything, the cars speed was increasing. He 
screamed at the children to get out of the way but caught 
himself when he realized he was staring up at the 
streetlight-dappled ceiling of his bedroom in his house 
on West 106th Street in New York City. There was no 
car, no hill, and no children. Hed had another one of 
his nightmares.

Unsure if hed cried out or not, Jack turned toward 
his wife, Laurie. In the faint light of the bare window 
he could see she was fast asleep, suggesting hed managed 
to suppress his shriek of horror. As he returned his attention 
to the ceiling, he shuddered at his dream, a recurrent 
nightmare that always terrified him. It had begun back 
in the early nineties, after Jacks first wife and his two 
young daughters, aged ten and eleven, had been killed 
in a commuter plane crash after visiting Jack in Chicago, 
where hed been retraining in forensic pathology. 
Originally an eye surgeon, Jack had decided to switch 
his specialty to escape what he saw as the progressive intrusion of the four horsemen of the medical apocalypse: 
health insurance companies, managed care, 
unenlightened government, and a seemingly indifferent 
public. He had hoped that by fleeing clinical medicine 
hed paradoxically be able to regain the sense of altruism 
and commitment that had attracted him to the study of 
medicine in the first place. Although he was ultimately 
successful in this regard, in the process he felt he had 
inadvertently wiped out his beloved family, plunging 
him into a spiral of guilt, depression, and cynicism. The 
runaway-car nightmare had been one of the symptoms. 
Though the dreams had disappeared entirely several 
years earlier, theyd returned again with a vengeance in 
the last few months.

Jack focused on the play of light on the ceiling from 
the streetlamp in front of his building and shuddered 
anew. On their way inside, its beams passed through the 
leafless limbs of the lonely tree planted between his 
house and the lamppost. As the night breezes blew the 
branches, it caused the light to flicker, projecting an 
undulating series of hypnotic Rorschach-like patterns. It 
made him feel alone in a cold, merciless universe.

Jack felt his forehead. He wasnt sweating, but then 
he felt his pulse. It was pounding and rapid, somewhere 
in the hundred-and-fifty per minute range, a sign that 
his sympathetic nervous system was in a full fight-or-flight 
reaction, typical after experiencing this brakeless-car 
dream.

What was unique about this particular dream scenario 
were the children. Usually the dreaded focus was purely 
personal, like a flimsy guardrail running along a precipice, 
a solid brick wall, or a fathomless body of water 
filled with sharks.

He turned his head to the clock. It was after four a.m. 
With his heart racing, he knew instinctively that there 
was no way hed fall back to sleep. Instead, he gently 
tossed back the covers to avoid disturbing Laurie, and 
slipped out of bed. The oak flooring was as cold as 
marble.

He stood and stretched his stiff muscles. Despite being 
in his fifties, Jack still played street basketball whenever 
the weather and his schedule permitted. The evening 
before, in an attempt to harness his current anxieties, he 
played until he nearly dropped. He knew hed pay a price 
in the morning, and he was right. He pushed himself 
through the pain and discomfort by bending over and 
holding his palms flat to the floor. Then he headed for 
the bathroom while musing about the children in his 
nightmare. He wasnt surprised by this fresh torture. The 
source of his current anguish, reawakened guilt, and 
threatening depression was a child: his own child, in fact, 
John JuniorJJ, as he and Laurie called him. The baby 
had arrived in August, a few weeks earlier than expected. 
But theyd been fully prepared, Laurie especially. Shed 
taken the whole experience in stride. In contrast, by the 
time the delivery was over some ten hours later, Jack was 
as exhausted as if hed been the one whod given birth. 
Though hed assisted with his two daughters, hed forgotten 
how emotionally difficult the experience was. He 
was relieved that both mother and child were fine and 
resting comfortably.

Things had gone reasonably well for the first month 
or so. Laurie was on maternity leave and enjoyed being 
a new mother despite JJs nighttime fussiness. Jacks fears 
that the baby would be born with a genetic or congenital 
problem dissipated. Hed never admitted to Laurie that after the delivery and assurances that she was fine, hed 
rushed to look over the pediatricians shoulder.

Panicked, Jack had checked the childs facies and 
counted his fingers and toes. He wasnt sure if he could 
handle a handicapped child, as guilty as he felt at the fate 
of his two daughters. He had struggled with the idea of 
having another child, and whether he could risk the 
vulnerability and responsibility of parenthood, particularly 
if the child was disabled. He had even been reluctant to 
remarry. If not for Lauries stalwart patience and unflagging 
support, he wouldnt have risked it. Deep down Jack 
couldnt rid himself of the feeling that he was somehow 
fated to bring disaster to those he loved.

He grabbed his bathrobe from the hook behind the 
bathroom door and padded down to JJs room. Even 
in the darkness, Jack could appreciate the nurserys 
over-the-top dcor, thanks to his mother-in-law, Dorothy 
Montgomery, whod pulled out all the stops for the 
grandchild shed worried shed never have.

The babys room was gently lit by several night-lights 
at baseboard level. Hesitantly, Jack approached the white 
eyelet-swathed bassinet. The last thing he wanted to do 
was wake the baby. Getting him back to sleep after 
the last feeding had been a struggle. With little of the 
night-lights illumination reaching into the depths of 
the bassinet, Jack couldnt see much. The baby was on 
his back, hands splayed out to the sides at forty-five-degree 
angles. His fingers were clenched over each thumb. 
Some light glinted off the childs forehead. His eyes 
were lost in shadow, but Jack knew that beneath them 
were dark circles, one of the early symptoms of his 
problem. The dark skin had developed slowly over a 
period of weeks, and neither Jack nor Laurie had really noticed it. It was Dorothy whod brought it to their 
attention. Other symptoms gradually made their presence 
known. What was initially termed fussiness by 
the unsuspecting pediatrician rapidly developed into sleepless 
nights for the entire Stapleton household.

When the diagnosis was finally made, Jack felt as if 
the wind had been knocked out of him, as if hed been 
hit in the stomach with a baseball bat. The blood drained 
from his brain so dramatically that hed had to grasp 
the arms of the chair hed been sitting in to keep from 
falling to the floor. All his worst anxieties came true. 
His fear of a curse on his loved ones, particularly children, 
was alive and well. John Junior had been diagnosed 
with neuroblastoma, a disease responsible for fifteen 
percent of cancer deaths in children. Even worse, the 
cancer had widely metastasized, the malignancy spreading 
throughout JJs body and into his bones and central 
nervous system. John Junior had what was termed 
high-risk neuroblastoma, the worst kind.

The next months had been pure hell for the new 
parents as the diagnosis grew more dire and a treatment 
plan was determined. Luckily for John Junior, Laurie 
had remained remarkably clearheaded during that time, 
particularly those first few crucial days, while Jack 
struggled to keep from falling into the same emotional 
and mental abyss he had years earlier. Knowing that 
John Junior and Laurie really needed him had saved the 
day. With great effort Jack fought off the overwhelming 
guilt and anger and was able to be a reasonably positive 
force.

It had not been easy, but the Stapletons were fortunate 
to be referred to the neuroblastoma program at the Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center, where they 
quickly came to rely on the professionalism, experience, 
and empathy of the talented staff. Over a several-month 
period, JJ underwent multiple courses of individualized 
chemotherapy, each requiring hospital admission, for 
troublesome side effects. When the chemotherapy had 
achieved what they thought was the desired result, JJ 
was started on a relatively new and promising treatment 
involving the intravenous injection of a mouse-generated 
monoclonal antibody to the neuroblastoma cells. The 
antibody, called 3F8, sought out the cancer cells and 
helped the patients immune system destroy them. At 
least that was the theory.

The original treatment protocol had been to continue 
two-week cycles of daily infusions over a number of 
months, or perhaps a year, if possible. Unfortunately, 
after only a few cycles, the treatment had to be stopped. 
John Juniors immune system, despite the previous 
chemotherapy, had developed an allergy to the mouse 
protein, causing a dangerous side effect. The new plan 
was to wait a month or two, then recheck John Juniors 
sensitivity to the mouse protein. If it dropped low 
enough, treatment would start again. There was no other 
option. John Juniors disease was too widespread for 
autologous stem-cell therapy, surgery, or radiation.

Hes so darling when hes asleep and not crying, 
a voice said in the darkness.

Jack started. Caught up in his thoughts, hed been 
unaware that Laurie had come up alongside him.

Im sorry to have startled you, Laurie added, looking 
up at her husband.

Im sorry to have awakened you, Jack said sympathetically. 
Given the demanding circumstances involving JJs care, he knew she was chronically exhausted.

I was already awake when you jolted yourself awake. 
I was afraid you were having another nightmare, with 
your rapid breathing.

I was. It was my old runaway-car dream, only this 
time I was hurtling toward a group of preschool children. 
It was terrible.

I can imagine. At least its not hard to interpret.

You think so, Jack said with a touch of sarcasm. 
He wasnt fond of being psychoanalyzed.

Now, dont get your dander up, Laurie added. She 
reached out and grasped Jacks upper arm. For the 
hundredth time, JJs illness is not your fault. You have 
to stop beating up on yourself.

Jack took a deep breath and let it out noisily. He 
shook his head. Its easy for you to say.

But its true! Laurie insisted, giving Jacks arm an 
empathetic squeeze. You know what the doctors at 
Memorial said when we pressured them for an etiology. 
Hell, its more likely it was I, considering the chemicals 
were exposed to as forensic pathologists. When I was 
pregnant, I tried to avoid all solvents, but it was impossible.

Solvents as the cause of neuroblastoma has not been 
proven.

Its not proven, but its a hell of a lot more likely 
than the supernatural curse you keep torturing yourself 
with.

Jack reluctantly nodded. He was afraid of where the 
conversation was going. He didnt like to talk about his 
curse as he didnt believe in the supernatural, nor was 
he particularly religious, two beliefs he thought related. 
He preferred to keep to his immediate reality, things that he could touch and feel and generally appreciate 
with his own senses.

What about my taking fertility drugs? Laurie said. 
That was another one of the doctors suggestions. Do 
you remember?

Of course I remember, Jack admitted testily. He 
didnt want to talk about the issue.

The truth is that the cause of neuroblastoma is not 
known, period! Listen, just come back to bed.

Jack shook his head. Id never fall back asleep. 
Besides, its got to be close to five. I might as well 
shower and shave, and head in to work early. I need 
something to keep my mind busy.

An excellent idea, Laurie agreed. I wish I could do 
the same.

Weve talked about it, Laurie. You could go back to 
work. Wed hire nurses. Maybe it would be better for 
you.

Laurie shook her head. You know me, Jack. I 
couldnt. I have to see this through, no matter what. Id 
never forgive myself. She looked down at the seemingly 
peaceful sleeping baby, his slightly bulging eyes thankfully 
lost in shadow. She caught her breath as a sudden 
rush of emotion overtook her, as it unpredictably did 
on occasion. Shed wanted a child so much. She never 
imagined shed have a child whod suffer as much as JJ, 
and yet he was only four months old. She too struggled 
with guilt, but unlike Jack, shed found at least some 
solace in religion. Shed been brought up a Catholic, 
now lapsed. Still, she wanted to believe in God, did so 
in a vague way, and managed to think of herself as a 
Christian. She secretly prayed for JJ, but at the same 
time, she couldnt understand how a supreme being would allow evil like childrens cancer, particularly neuroblastoma, 
to exist.

Jack detected the change in Lauries state of mind 
from the sound of her breathing. Choking back tears 
himself, he put his arm over his wifes shoulder and 
followed her line of sight back down to John Junior.

The hardest thing for me at this point, Laurie managed, 
wiping away tears, is the feeling that we are 
treading water. Right now, while we wait for his allergy 
to mouse protein to abate, were not treating him. 
Orthodox medicine has, in a way, abandoned us. Its so 
frustrating! I felt so positive when we started the monoclonal 
antibody. It made so much more sense to me than 
the shotgun approach with chemotherapy, especially for 
a rapidly growing infant. Chemo goes after every growing 
cell, while the antibody goes after only the cancer 
cells.

Jack wanted to respond but couldnt. All he could 
do was agree with what Laurie had said by nodding his 
head. Besides, he knew that if he tried to talk at that 
point, hed get choked up.

The irony is that this is one of conventional medicines 
failures, Laurie said, regaining some emotional 
control. When evidence-based medicine runs into a 
snag, the patient suffers, as does the family, by being 
put out in the proverbial cold.

Jack nodded again. What Laurie was saying was 
unfortunately true.

Have you ever thought of some sort of alternative 
or complementary medicine for JJ? Laurie asked. 
I mean, just while our hands are tied in relation to the 
monoclonal antibody treatment?

Jack raised his eyebrows and gazed at Laurie in 
shocked surprise. Are you serious?

Laurie shrugged. I dont know much about it, to 
be truthful. Ive never tried it, unless you count vitamin 
supplements. Nor have I read much about it. As far as 
I know, its all voodoo except for a few pharmacologically 
active plants.

Thats my sense as well. Its all based on the placebo 
effect, as far as I know. Ive also never been interested to 
read about it, much less try it. I think its for those people 
who have more hope than common sense, or for those 
people who are actively looking to be scammed. On top 
of that, I guess its for those who are desperate.

Were desperate, Laurie said.

Jack searched Lauries face in the darkness. He 
couldnt tell if she was being serious or not. Yet they 
were desperate. That was clear. But were they that desperate?

I dont expect an answer, Laurie added. Im just 
thinking out loud. Id like to be doing something for 
our baby. I hate to think of those neuroblastoma cells 
having a free ride.










CHAPTER TWO







12:00 NOON, MONDAY, DECEMBER 1, 2008

CAIRO, EGYPT

(5:00 A.M., NEW YORK CITY)



Shawn Daughtry had the Egyptian taxi driver stop at 
the al-Ghouri mausoleum, the tomb of the Mamluk 
leader whod turned the rule of Egypt over to the Ottomans 
early in the sixteenth century. Shawns last visit 
had been ten years earlier, with his third wife. He was 
now back with his fifth wife, the former Sana Martin, 
and enjoying the visit considerably more than his first. 
Sana had been invited to participate in an international 
conference on genealogical tracking. As a celebrated 
molecular biologist with a specialty in mitochondrial 
genetics, which had been the subject of her Ph.D. thesis, 
she was one of the conferences star speakers. Benefits 
included an all-expenses-paid trip for the two of them. 
Shawn had taken advantage of the opportunity by 
making arrangements to attend a concurrent archaeology 
conference. As it was the last day of the meeting, 
hed skipped the concluding luncheon to accomplish a 
very specific errand.

Shawn stepped from the taxi and into the sweltering, 
dusty heat, crossing the bumper-to-bumper traffic on 
al-Azhar Street. Every car, truck, bus, and taxi honked 
its horn while pushcarts and pedestrians threaded their 
way between the mostly stationary vehicles. Traffic in 
Cairo was a disaster. In the ten-year interval since Shawns last visit, the population of metropolitan Cairo had 
swelled to a staggering 18.7 million people.

Shawn headed up al-Mukz li-Den Allah Street and 
into the depths of the narrow-laned Khan el-Khalili souk. 
The labyrinthian fourteenth-century bazaar sold everything 
from housewares, clothes, furniture, and foodstuffs 
to cheap souvenirs. Yet none of these interested him. 
He headed to the area that specialized in antiquities, 
searching out a shop he remembered from his previous 
visit called Antica Abdul.

Shawn was a trained archaeologist, and at fifty-four 
years old was at the peak of his career, heading the 
department of Near Eastern art at the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art in New York City. Although his main 
interest was biblical archaeology, he was an authority on 
the entire Middle East, from Asia Minor through Lebanon, 
Israel, Syria, Jordan, and Iran. Shawn had been 
dragged into the market on his last visit by his then 
wife, Gloria. Separated in the midst of the twisting 
lanes, Shawn had stumbled upon Antica Abdul. Hed 
been captivated by a stunning example in the shops 
dusty window of a six-thousand-plus-year-old predynastic, 
unbroken piece of terra-cotta pottery decorated with a 
design of counterclockwise swirls. At that time there was 
an almost identical pot on prominent display in the 
ancient Egyptian section of the Metropolitan Museum, 
though the piece in Antica Abduls window was in better 
shape. Not only was the painted design in superior condition, 
but the museums pot had been found in pieces 
and had needed to be completely restored. Fascinated 
but also convinced Antica Abduls pot was, like many 
other supposedly ancient antiquities in the bazaar, a 
clever fake, Shawn had entered the shop.

Although he had intended to make a cursory examination 
of the pot and then return to the hotel, hed 
ended up staying for several hours. His furious wife, 
suspicious of his skulduggery and abandonment of her, 
had even beaten him back to the hotel. When he finally 
did return, shed laid into him mercilessly, claiming she 
could have been kidnapped. As Shawn reminisced about 
the incident, he realized how auspicious such a denouement 
would have been. It would have made the divorce 
proceedings a year later that much easier.

What had kept Shawn in the shop for so long was 
essentially a free lesson in traditional Egyptian hospitality. 
And what started out as an argument with the 
proprietor over the authenticity of the pot ended up 
becoming a captivating discussion of the widespread 
market of cleverly made fake Egyptian antiquities over 
many cups of tea. Although Rahul, the owner of the 
shop, insisted the pot was a true antiquity, he was willing 
to share all the tricks of the trade, including the 
thriving scarab market, when he learned Shawn was an 
archaeologist. Scarabs, the carved talismans of the 
ancient Egyptian dung beetle, were considered to have 
the power of spontaneous regeneration. Using an inexhaustible 
source of bone from ancient cemeteries in 
Upper Egypt, talented carvers re-created the scarabs, 
then fed them to various domestic animals to impart a 
convincing patina. It was Rahuls contention that many 
of the pharaonic scarabs in the worlds top museums 
were such forgeries.

After the long conversation, Shawn had bought the 
pot as a way of thanking Rahul for his hospitality. After 
some friendly haggling, Shawn paid half of what Rahul 
initially asked. Even so, Shawn thought that two hundred Egyptian pounds was more than double what 
he should have paid, at least until he got back to New 
York. Taking the pot to his colleague Angela Ditmar, 
head of the Egyptology department, Shawn was in for 
a shock. Angela determined that the pot was not a fake 
but instead a genuine relic and definitely more than six 
thousand years old. Shawn ended up donating the piece 
of pottery to the Egyptian department to replace the 
restored pot on permanent display to assuage the guilt 
he felt for having unknowingly spirited the valuable object 
out of Egypt.

Shawn walked deeper into the true depths of the 
bazaar. Stretching across the narrow lanes between the 
buildings were carpets and awnings effectively blotting 
out the sunlight. Passing butcher shops with hung lamb 
carcasses complete with skulls, eyeballs, and flies, Shawn 
was enveloped in the pungent aroma of offal, soon 
replaced by the smell of spices and then roasting Arabic 
coffee. The souk was an assault on the senses, both good 
and bad.

In the midst of converging alleyways, Shawn paused, 
lost, as hed been ten years ago. Stopping in a tailor 
shop, he asked directions from an elderly Egyptian in a 
white skullcap and brown djellaba. A few minutes later 
he walked into Antica Abdul. Shawn was not at all 
surprised the shop was still there. On his previous visit, 
Rahul had said that the establishment had been in his 
family for more than a hundred years.

Except for the lack of the fantastic predynastic pot, 
the shop looked essentially the same. Since most of the 
so-called antiquities were fake, Rahul just kept on replacing 
them from his sources as they sold.

The shop appeared unattended as Shawn entered, the glass-beaded strings clacking into place behind him. For 
a moment Shawn wondered if Rahul would still be there, 
but any concern evaporated as the man quickly emerged 
through the dark drapes separating a pillow-strewn sitting 
area from the front part of the shop. Rahul 
motioned a greeting with a slight tilting of his head as 
he stepped behind an old glass-topped counter. He was 
a heavy-boned, full-lipped former fellahin whod transitioned 
easily into an adroit businessman. Without a 
word, Shawn advanced a few steps and stared into the 
shopkeepers dark, fathomless eyes. Almost immediately, 
Rahuls eyebrows knitted and then wrinkled upward with 
recognition.

Dr. Daughtry? Abdul questioned. He leaned slightly 
forward to get a better look.

Rahul, Shawn replied, Im shocked that you 
remember me, much less my name after all these 
years.

How could I not? Rahul said, rushing from behind 
his counter and pumping Shawns hand. I remember 
all my clients, particularly those from famous museums.

You have clients at other museums? The shop was 
so modest it seemed farfetched.

Of course, of course, Rahul intoned. Whenever I 
get something special, which isnt too often, I communicate 
with whomever I think would be the most 
interested. Its so easy now with the Internet.

While Rahul hastened out into the alleyway by pushing 
through the beads and barking orders in Arabic, 
Shawn marveled at the speed of globalization. It seemed 
to him the Internet and the ancient Khan el-Khalili should have been worlds apart. Obviously, such was not 
the case.

A moment later, Rahul reentered the shop and 
gestured for Shawn to pass beyond into the seating area 
at the rear of the store. Oriental carpets covered the 
floor and the walls. Large, heavy brocade pillows dominated 
the space. A hookah stood to the side, along with 
a number of stacked, faded cardboard boxes. A bare 
lightbulb dangled from the ceiling. On a small wooden 
table were a few faded photographs, one of a large man 
in typical Egyptian dress who resembled Rahul. Rahul 
followed Shawns line of sight.

A photo of my uncle, given to me recently by my 
mother. Almost twenty years ago he owned this shop.

He does look like family, Shawn commented. Did 
you buy the shop from him?

No, from his wife. He was my mothers brother, 
but he got himself mixed up in an antiquities scandal 
involving a very important find: an intact tomb. His 
association cost him his life. He was killed here in the 
shop.

My goodness, Shawn voiced. Im so sorry to have 
brought it up.

In this business one cannot be too careful. Allah be 
praised that I have had no such trouble.

In the next instant the heavy curtain was drawn aside 
and a barefoot young boy appeared with a tray and 
two glasses in metal holders, each filled with steaming-hot 
tea. Without a word the boy placed the tray on 
the floor next to Shawn and Rahul, then retreated back 
through the curtains. All the while Rahul maintained 
a lively chatter about how pleased he was to enjoy a 
visit from Shawn.

Actually, I had a specific reason, Shawn admitted.

Oh? Rahul replied questioningly.

I have a confession to make. When I was last here 
in your shop, I bought a predynastic terracotta pot.

I remember. It was one of my very best.

We had a rather lengthy argument about its authenticity.

You were reluctant to be convinced.

Actually, I was never convinced. I bought it as a 
souvenir of our most interesting conversation, but when 
I got back to New York, I had it looked at by a knowledgeable 
colleague. She agreed with you. Not only was 
it real, but the pot is now on prominent display in the 
museum. It is truly a handsome piece.

You are so kind to admit your error.

Well, it has bothered me all these years.

That is easy to remedy, Rahul responded. If you 
would like to appease your conscience, all you need to 
do is pay me additional money.

Taken aback by the unexpected suggestion, Shawn 
stared at Rahul. For a moment he thought the man was 
serious. Then Rahul smiled, exposing his yellow, poorly 
maintained teeth. I am joking, of course. I made a 
handsome profit with the pot from the children who 
found it, and I am satisfied.

Shawn smiled himself with obvious relief. He found 
Arabic humor as unexpected as Arabic hospitality.

Your confession has brought to mind a most amazing 
piece I got only yesterday from a fellahin friend who 
is a farmer in Upper Egypt. Its something you might 
find of particular interest, given your biblical scholarship. 
With this particular object you will know more than I, so I trust you will not cheat me if you decide to buy it. 
Would you like to see it?

Shawn shrugged. Why not, he said. He didnt 
know what to expect, and he wasnt about to get his 
hopes up.

After rummaging in one of the cardboard boxes 
pushed against the wall, Rahul pulled out what looked 
to be a soiled cotton pillowcase. It wasnt until hed sat 
back down that he removed the contents and placed 
them in Shawns hands.

For several beats Shawn did not move while Rahul 
sat back and made himself comfortable against his large 
pillows. He wore an expectant, self-satisfied expression. 
He knew the archaeologist would soon guess what he 
was holding. The question was whether hed be willing 
to buy it. The illegal cache needed the right person, one 
with relatively deep pockets.

Shawn quickly surmised what it was. Like most biblical 
scholars worth their salt, particularly those interested 
in New Testament studies or early Christian Church 
history, hed seen and even handled the originals. The 
question was: Was what he was holding genuine, or was 
it a fake, like the scarabs and most of the other imitation 
antiquities that Rahul sold? Shawn had no idea, but given 
the unexpected authenticity of the predynastic bowl, he 
was willing to gamble and buy what he had in his lap. 
If by some chance it was real, it could be the biggest 
discovery of his life, and even if he eventually returned 
it to the Egyptian authorities, it was the kind of object 
whose story alone would set him apart from his contemporaries. 
Shawn didnt want one of Rahuls major 
museum contacts to get ita distinct possibility, given 
his Internet contacts.

Of course it is not real, Shawn began, in an attempt 
to start the haggling on the right foot. The problem 
was that despite the modest appearance of the shop, he 
knew he was dealing with a professional, business-savvy 
negotiator.










CHAPTER THREE







6:05 A.M., MONDAY, DECEMBER 1, 2008

NEW YORK CITY

(1:05 P.M., CAIRO, EGYPT)



Youre a doctor? the uniformed policeman questioned 
with exaggerated surprise. The policemans car was 
pulled to the curb behind them on the west side of 
Second Avenue as morning traffic streamed past on its 
way downtown. The cops partner was still sitting in the 
passenger seat, drinking coffee. Jacks relatively new Trek 
bike was lying on its side on the pavement just in front 
of the cruiser. When Laurie had started her maternity 
leave, Jack had gone back to his old habit of commuting 
to the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner by 
bicycle.

Jack just nodded. Although he was calmer than hed 
been, he was still irritated as hell at the taxi driver whod 
cut him off by pulling across four lanes of traffic and 
stopping on a dime to pick up a fare. After managing 
to stop himself with just a minor jolt against the cars 
rear bumper, Jack had dashed around to the drivers 
side before the customer had gotten seated in the back. 
Jack had quickly inflicted several small but definite dents 
in the cabdrivers side door with his heel in hopes of 
encouraging the driver to climb out of the car so that 
a proper discussion could ensue. Lucky for everyone, 
the incident was brought to a rapid close by the arrival of the police. Apparently, the cops had witnessed at least 
some of the confrontation.

I think you could use some anger-management 
classes, the policeman continued.

Ill take that under advisement, Jack said sarcastically. 
He knew he was being provocative, but he 
couldnt help himself. The policeman had dismissed the 
cabdriver without even checking his license. It was as if 
the cop thought the incident was Jacks fault, since he 
was the one being detained.

Youre on a bike, for crying out loud, the cop 
complained. What do you want to do, get yourself 
killed? If you are going to be crazy enough to ride a 
bike you have to expect the unexpected, particularly 
from cabbies.

Ive always felt New York City taxis and I could 
share the road.

With a final head shake and a roll of his eyes, the 
policeman handed back Jacks drivers license. Its your 
funeral, he said, washing his hands of the affair.

Irritably, Jack picked up his bike, climbed on, started 
pumping, and rapidly pulled away from the police car 
even before the officer had climbed back into his cruiser. 
Soon the frenzy of the traffic, the icy wind, and the 
sustained exertion cooled his hot blood. Reaching the 
optimal speed of nearly twenty miles per hour, he was 
able to make the lights all the way to 42nd Street. As 
he waited for the green, panting for breath, he had to 
admit the policeman had been right. Hungry cabdrivers 
were always going to stop for a fare without regard for 
their surroundings. By failing to be a defensive rider, 
Jack was slipping into the pathologically destructive 
behavior that had put him at risk in the aftermath of his wife and daughters deaths. Jack knew that he 
couldnt afford such selfishness. Laurie and John Junior 
needed him. If the family was going to beat the neuroblastoma, 
they had to do it as a team.

Arriving at the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner 
at the corner of First Avenue and 30th Street, Jack 
crossed the wide avenue and made his way to the buildings 
driveway. Although the OCME building looked 
the same from First Avenue as it had when it was built 
in the sixties, changes had been made, particularly after 
9/11. The old loading dock had been replaced by a 
larger parking area and a series of rollaway garage doors 
to accommodate the arrival of multiple vehicles with 
their corpses. Also gone was the herd of aged brown 
mortuary vans with HEALTH AND HOSPITAL CORP. stenciled 
on the sides parked helter-skelter all over 30th 
Street, replaced by an orderly fleet of new white vans. 
And instead of having to carry his bike into the morgue, 
Jack just rode it into one of the garages, where he could 
leave it safely in full view of a much better managed 
security office.

Inside the OCME were more changes. With the 
departments importance highlighted after 9/11, it was 
rewarded by the legislature with more personnel, equipment, 
and space. A brand-new building had been built 
a few blocks down First Avenue to house the expanded 
department of forensic biology, including, in particular, 
the DNA laboratory. Though the OCME of New York 
City had once fallen on hard times because of budget 
cuts, losing its famed countrywide leadership in the field 
of forensics, those days were past.

Jack now had more than thirty medical examiner, 
or M.D. forensic pathologist, colleagues across the city. The number of non-M.D. forensic investigators in the 
Manhattan office had been increased, their titles changed. 
No longer referred to as physicians assistants, they were 
now called medicolegal investigators, or MLIs. There 
were also eight new forensic anthropologists on staff, in 
addition to the forensic odontologists that Jack and the 
other MEs could tap for appropriate cases.

Jack had also personally benefited from all the growth 
and change. Along with the entire DNA and serology 
departments, other divisions including records, administration, 
legal, and human resources had moved to the 
new high-rise building, freeing space in the old building. 
All medical examiners now had their own, separate 
offices on the third floor. In addition to his desk, Jack 
now had his own lab bench, which meant he could leave 
out his microscope, slides, and paperwork without fear 
it would be disturbed.

Jack walked into the building, vowing to rise above 
his raw emotions and focus on his work. Feeling suddenly 
as if he were on a mission, he didnt wait for the 
back elevator but took the stairs. He quickly traversed 
the new sudden infant death syndrome offices and cut 
through the old medical records room, which now 
housed the warren of new investigator cubbies. The 
graveyard shift of medicolegal investigators was finishing 
up reports for the seven-thirty shift change. Jack gave a 
cursory wave to Janice Jaeger, the night-shift investigator 
hed known since hed started work at OCME, and 
with whom he frequently partnered.

He tossed his jacket into an aged leather club chair 
when he reached the ID office, where all the medical 
examiners eventually started their day. Stacked on the 
solitary desk were the records of the cases that had come in during the night and that fell within OCME jurisdiction, 
according to the medicolegal investigation team. 
These cases represented those deaths that had occurred 
in any unusual or suspicious manner, including suicide, 
accident, criminal violence, or merely suddenly when the 
victim was in apparent good health.

Jack sat down at the desk and began going through 
the cases. He liked to pick out the more challenging 
ones because they gave him the opportunity to learn. 
That was what he most enjoyed about forensics. The 
other medical examiners tolerated this behavior because 
Jack also did the most cases of anyone.

The normal morning process involved the medical 
examiner on first call for the week to come in early, 
usually about seven or slightly before, and go through 
the cases to determine which ones definitely needed postmortems, 
then assign them out on an equitable basis. 
Even Jack had the duty about a dozen times a year, 
which he never minded since he was invariably there 
anyway.

Within a couple of minutes Jack found an apparent 
meningitis case of a teenage boy from a private school 
on the Upper East Side. Since Jack was generally known 
as the infectious-disease guru after having made several 
lucky diagnoses in the past, he read the record slowly 
and put it aside. He thought that case might be good 
for him, since many of his colleagues shunned infectious 
cases. He truly didnt care.

Jack slowed down on his perusal of the next case as 
well. It was another relatively young individual, although 
this time it was a female. The victim was a twenty-seven-year-old woman whod been brought into an emergency 
room with supposed rapid onset of confusion, spastic gait, and ultimately coma and death. There had been 
no fever or malaise, and according to her friends, she 
was an avid health enthusiast, shunning drugs and alcohol. 
Although her friends had been enjoying cocktails 
at the time of her collapse, they claimed the victim had 
consumed only soft drinks.

Oh, shit! a voice lamented, loud enough to snap 
Jacks head up.

Standing in the opened doorway leading out into the 
empty ID room was Vinnie Amendola, one of the 
mortuary technicians, a newspaper under his arm. He 
was still holding on to the doorknob of the connecting 
door as if he might change his mind and flee. It was 
clear that the source of his outburst was Jacks presence.

Whats the matter? Jack demanded, wondering if 
there was some emergency.

Vinnie didnt answer. He glared at Jack for a beat 
before closing the door behind him. He stood in front 
of Jacks desk, arms crossed. Dont freaking tell me 
youre reverting to your old ways, he said.

Jack could not suppress a smile. Hed suddenly realized 
the cause of Vinnies feigned anger. Prior to John 
Juniors birth, when Jack would come to work early to 
cherry-pick the autopsy cases, hed drag Vinnie down 
with him to the autopsy room to get a jump on the day. 
In addition to his regular mortuary-tech duties, Vinnie 
was responsible for coming in early to facilitate the 
transition from whatever the night techs were doing, 
although what he mostly did was make the communal 
coffee and then read the sports section of the Daily 
News.

Although Vinnie always complained about having to start autopsies earlier than the chief medical examiner 
decreed, he and Jack were a great team despite their 
merciless teasing of each other. Together they could 
frequently do one and a half or even two cases while 
others did just one.

Im afraid so, sport, Jack said. Vacation is over. 
You and I are going to get back down to work. Its my 
New Years resolution.

But its not New Years for another month, Vinnie 
complained.

Tough, Jack responded. He reached out and 
pushed the chart of the twenty-seven-year-old woman 
in Vinnies direction. Lets start with Keara Abelard.

Not so fast, supersleuth, Vinnie protested, using 
his old nickname for Jack. He made a production of 
inspecting his watch as if he were about to refuse Jacks 
order. I might be able to accommodate you in, say, 
ten minutes, after I make the house coffee. He smiled. 
Feigning the opposite, hed actually missed his special 
relationship with Jack based on their early starts.

Its a deal, Jack said. After a quick high-five with 
Vinnie, he went back to the stack of charts.

Since you stopped coming in early when your son 
was born, I thought it was a permanent schedule 
change, Vinnie said as he loaded the pot with fresh 
coffee, whose aroma quickly permeated the room.

It was just a temporary slowdown, Jack said. Although 
most everyone at the OCME knew about his 
childs birth, no one, as far as Jack knew, was aware of 
the infants illness. Jack and Laurie were both intensely 
private people.

How do you know Dr. Besserman wont want this 
Keara Abelard for himself?

Is that the ME whos on this week and supposed 
to be here already?

None other, Vinnie said.

I dont think hell be too upset, Jack said, with his 
usual sarcasm. He knew full well that Besserman, one 
of the most senior MEs, would just as soon pass on all 
autopsies at this stage of his career. Nonetheless, Jack 
scribbled a quick note to Arnold, telling him hed taken 
the Abelard case but would be happy to do another 
couple of cases if need be. He put the Post-it on top of 
the pile of records and scraped his chair back.

In less than twenty minutes Jack and Vinnie were 
down in the autopsy room, which had been renovated 
to a degree during the previous year. Gone were the old 
soapstone sinks. In their place were modern composite 
ones. Gone also were the giant glass-fronted cabinets 
with the collections of medieval-appearing autopsy tools. 
In their place were nondescript Formica ensembles with 
solid doors and significantly more space.

Lets do it! Jack said. While hed filled out the 
initial paperwork, not only had Vinnie gotten the body 
on the table and the X-rays on the view box, hed also 
gotten all the supplies laid out, including the instruments 
he thought Jack was likely to want: specimen bottles, 
preservatives, labels, syringes, and evidence custody tags, 
in case Jack happened to detect an element of criminality.

So, what are you looking for? Vinnie asked, as Jack 
went through his exhaustive external examination. He 
ranged over the whole body but devoted particular 
attention to the head.

Signs of trauma, for one thing, Jack said. That 
would be my number-one guess at this point. Of course, it could have been an aneurysm as well. She apparently 
became quickly disoriented and spastic, which led to 
coma and death. Jack glanced into both external ear 
canals. He then used an ophthalmoscope to look at eye 
grounds. Reputedly, shed been out having cocktails 
with friendsnonalcoholic, according to history, and no 
drugs.

Could she have been poisoned?

Jack straightened up and looked across the body at 
Vinnie. Thats a strange suggestion at this point. What 
made you think of that?

There was a poisoning on a TV show last night.

Jack laughed behind his mask. Thats an interesting 
source for differential diagnosis. Im guessing thats not 
too likely, but well still need to do a toxicology screen. 
Well also make sure shes not pregnant.

Good point about the pregnancy idea. That was 
what happened in the show last night. The boyfriend 
wanted to get rid of the baby and the mom at the same 
time. Jack didnt respond. Instead, he began carrying 
out a painstaking examination of Kearas scalp. Her 
thick, shoulder-length hair made progress slow.

Theres no way this case could be infectious, could 
it? Vinnie asked. He had never liked germs. In fact, he 
hated them. Whether involving bacteria, viruses, or 
anything in between, as he called some of the other 
infectious agents, hed typically avoided contact as best 
he could, at least until Jack arrived. Since then, because 
of the number of infectious cases Jack had done, hed 
become inured to his phobia. That morning he and Jack 
were wearing only Tyvek suits, regular medical masks, 
surgeons caps, and curved plastic face guards over their 
clothes. For a few years the front office had dictated full barrier protection on all cases with what were called 
moon suits, but that was no longer the situation, and 
now each medical examiner could wear whatever he or 
she wanted provided it was appropriate. Same held for 
the mortuary techs.

Theres even less chance of it being infectious than 
it being poisoning, Jack said.

Finishing with the head, Jack carefully examined the 
neck. When that was completed, he was reasonably certain 
there was no sign of trauma, as the external exam had 
been entirely normal. Jack had no more idea of what 
killed the young woman than he had when theyd started, 
and feeling less patient than usual, he was briefly and 
irrationally irritated at the patient for withholding her 
secrets.

After taking ocular fluid, urine, and blood for toxicology 
and checking out the X-rays on the chance they 
might provide a clue about the cause of death, Jack 
started the internal part of the autopsy. He used the 
typical Y-shaped incision from the points of the shoulders 
down to the pubis, then, with Vinnies help, 
removed the organs and examined each in turn.

While you rinse out the intestine, Im going to make 
sure there was no venous thrombosis in the deep leg 
veins, Jack said, wanting to cover all the bases. Increasingly 
curious about the cause of death, he was now all 
business and trying to think out of the box. There was 
none of his signature black humor or teasing of 
Vinnie.

By the time Vinnie returned with the clean intestine, 
Jack was able to inform him that in addition to the other 
negatives thered been no clotting problems with possible 
emboli to the brain. The cause of death of Keara Abelard was still a total mystery, whereas with most cases 
at that point there would have been a good idea.

After the abdominal and chest portions of the postmortem 
were completed, Jack returned his interest to 
the patients head. This has got to be pay dirt! he 
said, as he stepped back to give Vinnie room to use the 
bone saw to cut off the skullcap.

While Vinnie was busy sawing, several of the other 
day mortuary techs appeared and prepared to assist their 
assigned medical examiners. Jack didnt even notice 
them. As Vinnie continued cutting with the noisy bone 
saw, Jack began to feel uncomfortable. With no theories 
as to the cause of death other than a burst aneurysm, 
which he doubted, he had the sense he was missing 
something, something important, perhaps even making 
a mistake.

The moment Vinnie put the calvarium aside and then 
freed up and lifted out the glistening, furrowed brain, 
Jack leaned forward and his heart skipped a beat. There 
was dark blood in the posterior fossa at the very back 
of the head, and enough such that it was spilling out 
onto the stainless-steel autopsy table.

Damn! Jack snapped with obvious regret while 
pounding his gloved hand on the corner of the table.

Whats the matter? Vinnie asked.

I made a mistake! Jack said angrily.

Taking a step down alongside the body, Jack peered 
into the depths of the chest cavity and up toward the 
head, lifting the anterior wall of the chest. Weve got 
to do an arteriogram X-ray of the vasculature to the 
brain, Jack said out loud, more to himself than to 
Vinnie. He was clearly disappointed with himself.

You know I cant put the brain back, Vinnie said hesitantly, worried that Jack was blaming him for something.

Of course I know that, Jack said. We cant reverse 
what weve already done. Im talking about an arteriogram 
of the vasculature leading to the brain, not of the 
brain itself. Just get some contrast dye and a big syringe!
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2:36 P.M., MONDAY, DECEMBER 1, 2008

CAIRO, EGYPT

(7:36 A.M. NEW YORK CITY)



Through the shimmering heat, Sana Daughtry could see 
the Four Seasons Hotel from the taxi as it threaded 
through traffic. Staying there had been Shawns idea. 
Sana was supposed to have stayed at the Semiramis 
Intercontinental, where her conference was being held. 
In addition to being one of the principal speakers, shed 
also been required to serve on multiple panels, and 
accordingly needed to be there all four days. It would 
have been far more convenient for her to have been at 
the Semiramis, to have had the option of occasionally 
popping up to her room.

Once Shawn had decided to go along on the trip, he 
had taken over the travel decision-making. It had been 
his choice to take the hotel credit from the Semiramis 
and apply it to a room at the newer and much more 
posh Four Seasons. When Sana had complained about 
the unnecessary extra cost, Shawn had informed her that 
hed found an archaeology meeting for himself, making 
the extra cost a tax deduction. At that point Sana hadnt 
argued. There was no point.

With the driver paid, Sana slipped from the cab. She 
was glad to get away. The driver had peppered her with 
questions. Sana was a private person, unlike her husband, 
who could strike up conversations with just about anyone. From Sanas perspective, he had little sense as 
to what should be private and what should be available 
for public consumption. There had even been a few 
occasions when it seemed that Shawn was making an 
effort to impress strangers, particularly female strangers, 
with information about their expensive New York City 
lifestyle that included their living in one of the few 
remaining wood frame, clapboard houses in New York 
Citys West Village. Why he would want to brag about 
such a thing she had no idea, although she assumed, 
psychologically speaking, that it had to reflect some 
insecurity.

The doorman greeted Sana welcomingly as she passed 
into the hotels lobby. She expected to find Shawn out 
at the pool, since he was far less concerned than she 
about actually attending his conference. Over the last 
few days hed struck up poolside conversations with one 
or two women, who would now know more about their 
life than Sana would have preferred. But she was determined 
not to allow it to get to her as it had in the past. 
More than once shed considered that maybe she was 
the exception, not Shawn; maybe she was just a private 
prude and should ease up.

A youngish, elegantly dressed gentleman managed to 
board the elevator just as the doors were closing. Hed 
obviously had to run the last few steps and was breathing 
deeply. He looked at Sana and smiled. Sana looked 
up at the floor indicator. The man was in a Western suit, 
complete with a billowing pocket square. Like Shawn, 
he had a distinctly international air, but he was a much 
younger, more attractive version.

Terrific day, isnt it! the man proclaimed with an 
obvious American accent. Unlike Shawn, he apparently didnt feel the need to affect an English accent when 
talking with strangers.

If thered been anyone else in the car, Sana would 
have assumed he was talking to them. She met his gaze, 
guessing he was close to her age of twenty-eight. Judging 
by his attire, he was presumably rather successful 
financially.

Its a beautiful day, Sana agreed in a tone that 
didnt encourage conversation. She returned her attention 
to the floor indicator. Her fellow passenger had 
glanced at the buttons but had not pressed a floor 
number. Was he staying on her floor, Sana silently asked 
herself, and if not, should she be concerned? A second 
later she chided herself; maybe she really was a prude.

Are you from New York? the man asked.

I am, Sana said, realizing that if her husband were 
in the elevator and a woman was asking the questions, 
he would have launched into a mini-biography of how 
hed grown up in Columbus, Ohio, gotten full scholarships 
to Amherst undergrad and Harvard grad, and then 
moved up the Mets hierarchy to run the show in Near 
Eastern art, all in the time it took to reach the eighth 
floor.

Have a nice day, the man said, as Sana exited onto 
the corridors plush carpet. He didnt leave the car. As 
she proceeded toward her room she questioned her 
paranoia, wondering if shed been living in New York 
too long. Had Shawn been in the elevator with a woman, 
they might have very well ended up on their way to one 
of the hotels many bars for a drink.

Sana came to a halt. Shawns easy sociability was suddenly 
irritating. Why? Why now? Her best guess was 
because it was a new behavior, and now that her anxiety about her conference was over, she could think about 
more personal issues. In the past Shawn had always been 
admirably and sincerely thoughtful about her level 
of moment-to-moment contentment, especially during 
their torrid, six-month courtship. Over the last year or so 
and certainly on this present trip, that hadnt been the 
case. When shed first met Shawn at a New York gallery 
opening almost four years ago, she was defending her 
Ph.D. thesis on mitochondrial DNA, and had been 
bowled over by his affection and attention. Shed also 
been bowled over by his erudition: He was fluent in more 
than a half-dozen exotic Near Eastern languages and 
knew things about art and history that she only wished 
she knew. The breadth of his knowledge made her seem 
like the stereotypical narrow-minded scientist by comparison.

Recommencing walking but at a much slower pace, 
Sana wondered whether her mother had been right. 
Perhaps the twenty-six-year age difference between them 
was too great. At the same time, she distinctly remembered 
the difficulty shed had dealing with the juvenile 
nature of men her own age, who wore their baseball 
caps backward and acted like perfect asses. Unlike most 
of her girlfriends, shed never been interested in having 
children. Early on she recognized herself as an academic 
and, in that sense, much too selfish. For her, Shawns 
two sets of children, from his first and third marriages, 
were enough to satisfy what meager maternal instincts 
she possessed.

As Sana retrieved her key card, she considered their 
departure, scheduled for early the next morning. Before 
the trip shed been disappointed that Shawn had been 
unwilling to take her to Luxor to see the tombs of the nobles and the Valley of the Kings. Without regard for 
her feelings, hed said hed already seen them and 
couldnt take the additional time off. But now that her 
DNA conference was over, Sana was relieved they hadnt 
planned on the detour. She hadnt been working at 
Columbia University College of Physicians and Surgeons 
long enough to feel secure, especially with several key 
experiments under way.

She entered her room in one continuous swift motion, 
and before the door had time to close, she had undone 
the top two buttons of her blouse and was halfway to 
the bathroom. Spotting Shawn, she pulled herself up 
short as he leaped to his feet. They eyed each other. Sana 
was the first to speak as she took in a magnifying glass 
in Shawns white cotton-gloved hands. What are you 
doing here? Why arent you out at the pool?

You could have knocked!

I need to knock on my own hotel rooms door? 
she questioned in a mildly sarcastic tone.

Shawn chuckled, recognizing the unreasonableness of 
what hed said. I suppose that does sound a bit unrealistic. 
At least you didnt have to come barging in 
here like there was a fire, scaring me out of my wits. I 
was concentrating.

Why arent you at the pool? Sana repeated. The 
door slammed on its own behind her. Its our last day, 
if you havent forgotten.

I havent forgotten, Shawn said, a gleam coming 
into his eye. Ive been busy.

So I see, Sana said, eyeing the gloves and the 
magnifying glass. She went back to unbuttoning her 
blouse and headed into the bathroom. Shawn came to 
the threshold.

I just made what I thought was my biggest archaeological 
find in that antiquities shop I told you about. 
The one where I got the prehistoric Egyptian pot.

Excuse me, Sana said, easing Shawn back from the 
threshold so she could push the door almost closed. 
She didnt like to change in front of anyone, even 
Shawn, especially since their level of intimacy had faded 
of late. I remember, she called out. Does it have 
something to do with your white gloves and the magnifying 
glass?

It certainly does, Shawn said to the door. The 
concierge helped me out with the gloves and the magnifying 
glass. Talk about your full-service hotel!

Are you going to tell me about your find, or do I 
have to guess? Sana asked, now interested. When it 
came to his profession, Shawn didnt exaggerate. For 
sure, hed made a number of important finds digging 
in multiple locations throughout the Near East earlier 
in his career. That was before becoming a high-ranking 
curator whose responsibilities had devolved to be more 
supervisory and fund-raising than fieldwork.

Come out, and Ill show you.

Is it not as good as you hoped? I noticed you used 
the past tense.

At first I was disappointed, but now I think it is 
even a hundred times better than my initial impression.

Really? Sana questioned. With her bathing-suit 
bottoms halfway up her thighs, she stopped. Now her 
curiosity had truly been piqued. What could Shawn 
possibly have found to warrant such a description?

Are you coming out? Im dying to show you 
this.

Sana wiggled her bottom into the suit and adjusted 
the crotch, then checked herself in the full-length mirror 
on the back of the bathroom door. She was reasonably 
happy with what she saw. A devoted runner, she had a 
slim, athletic figure and short, dirty-blond but healthy 
hair. Gathering up her clothes, she opened the door. 
Depositing the clothes carefully on the bed, she walked 
to the desk.

Here. Put these on, he said, handing her a second 
pair of freshly laundered white gloves. I got them especially 
for you.

What is it, a book? Sana asked, once she got her 
hands into the gloves. She could see an ancient-looking 
leather-bound volume sitting on the corner of the 
desk.

Its called a codex, Shawn said. Its an example 
of the first books that superseded the scroll, since you 
can get more in it and access various portions of the 
text far easier. What makes it different from a real book, 
like the Gutenberg Bible, is that it was done completely 
by hand. Handle it carefully! Its more than fifteen hundred 
years old. It had been preserved for more than a 
millennium and a half by being sealed in a jar buried in 
the sand.

My word, Sana said. She wasnt sure she wanted 
to hold something quite so old for fear it might disintegrate 
in her hands.

Open it! he urged.

Gingerly, Sana folded back the cover. It was stiff, and 
the binding audibly complained. Whats the cover made 
of?

Its kind of a leather sandwich stiffened with layers 
of papyrus.

What are the pages made out of?

The pages are all papyrus.

And the language?

Its called Coptic, which is kind of a written version 
of ancient Egyptian using a Greek alphabet.

Truly amazing! Sana said. She was impressed but 
wondered why Shawn had said it was such an important 
find for him. Some of the statuary hed found in Asia 
Minor seemed far more substantial.

Can you see that a large section of the book has 
been torn out?

I can. Is that significant?

Very much so! Five of the original, individual texts 
of this particular codex had been roughly removed in 
the 1940s to sell them in America. Other pages had 
been rumored to have been removed to start kitchen 
fires in a fellahin mud hut.

Thats terrible.

Indeed. Many an academic has cringed at the 
thought.

I also notice that the inside of the front cover has 
been opened up along its edge.

I did that myself very carefully with a steak knife 
about an hour ago.

Was that wise? I mean, considering the age of this 
thing. I imagine there are more appropriate tools than 
a steak knife.

No, it probably wasnt wise, but I did it because I 
couldnt help myself. At that point I was horribly disappointed 
with whats in the codex. I had expected a virtual 
gold mine, and instead Ive rescued the equivalent of the 
output of one of the worlds first copy machines.

I dont think Im following you, Sana admitted. She handed the ancient book back to Shawn to absolve 
herself from responsibility. She pulled off the gloves. His 
excitement was palpable. She was more than intrigued.

Im not surprised. He took the codex and replaced 
it to its former position on the corner of the desk. In 
the middle of the desk, under the glare of both a desk 
lamp and a floor lamp, were three individual pages held 
flat by various objects, including a pair of Shawns 
ancient-coin cuff links. The pages were heavily creased 
from being folded up for thousands of years. It too was 
papyrus, like the pages in the codex, but it seemed to 
be older. The edges had blackened to the point of 
appearing burnt.

Whats this? Sana asked, pointing at the papyri 
sheets. A letter? She could see the first page had a 
possible addressee, the last a signature.

Ah, the scientific mind immediately homes in on the 
crux of the matter, Shawn said with glee. Palms down, 
fingers spread, he reverently passed his hands over the 
pages as if worshipping them. It is indeed a letter, a 
very special letter written in AD 121, by a septuagenarian 
bishop of the city of Antioch by the name of 
Saturninus. It was a reply to a previous letter written to 
him by a bishop of Alexandria named Basilides.

My gosh! Sana exclaimed. Thats the beginning 
of the second century.

Quite, Shawn remarked, and within a century of 
Jesus of Nazareth. It was a fractious time for the early 
Church.

Is either man well known?

A good question! Basilides is well known among 
biblical scholars, Saturninus much less so, although Ive 
come across references to him on a couple of occasions. As this letter substantiates, Saturninus was a student or 
an assistant of Simon the Magician.

Thats a name Ive heard in my childhood.

No doubt. He was and is the quintessential Sunday-school 
bad guy, as well as the father of all heresies, at 
least according to a number of the early Christian 
Church fathers. In point of fact his attempt to buy the 
ability to heal from Saint Peter is the origin of the word 
simony.

What about Basilides?

He was a very busy man here in Egyptin Alexandria, 
to be preciseand a prodigious writer. Hes also 
given credit as one of the first Gnostic thinkers, particularly 
for putting a distinctive Christian stamp on 
Gnosticism by centering his Gnostic theology on Jesus 
of Nazareth.

Help me, Sana said. Ive heard the term Gnosticism, 
but I wouldnt be able to define it.

Simply speaking, it was a movement that predated 
Christianity, ultimately merging aspects of pagan religions, 
Judaism, and then Christianity into a single sect. 
The name Gnosticism came from the Greek word gnosis, 
meaning intuitive knowledge. To the Gnostics, knowledge 
of the divine being was the end-all, and those who 
had the knowledge believed they had the spark of the 
divine to the point that people like Simon the Magician 
actually thought he was, at least partially, divine.

And you complain that my DNA science is complicated, 
Sana scoffed.

This isnt all that complicated, but back to Basilides. 
He happened to be one of the first Gnostics also to be 
a Christian, although the name Christian didnt yet exist. 
He believed Jesus of Nazareth was the awaited Messiah. Yet he didnt believe that Christ had come to earth to 
redeem mankind from sin by suffering on the cross, like 
most of the rest of his fellow Christians did. Instead, 
Basilides thought that Jesuss mission had been for the 
purposes of enlightenment, or gnosis, to show humans 
how to break free of the physical world and achieve 
salvation. The Gnostics like Basilides were really high on 
Greek philosophy and Persian mythology, but they were 
all very down on the material world, which they thought 
entrapped humankind and was the source of all sin.

Sana bent over the letter to look at it more closely. 
From a distance the printing appeared uniform, as if 
done by a machine, but on closer inspection, slight 
variations proved that it had been done by hand. Is 
this Coptic as well? she asked.

No, the letter is in an ancient Greek, Shawn said, 
which isnt surprising. Greek, even more than Latin, 
was the lingua franca of the day, particularly in the 
eastern Mediterranean. As the name suggests, Alexandria 
was one of the centers of the Hellenistic world established 
by Alexander the Greats military feats.

Sana straightened back up. Was this letter part of 
the codex or merely stuck into the book as an afterthought?

It certainly wasnt an afterthought, Shawn said 
cryptically. It was done very deliberately, but not for 
the reason you might imagine. Remember how I described 
the codexs cover? Along with other scraps of 
papyrus, this letter was sandwiched in behind the leather 
to make it what we would think of as a hardcover book. 
Id heard that had been done with other volumes of this 
particular treasure trove of codices.

You found more than one?

No, I came across only this one codex. But I recognized 
it instantly. Here, sit down. Ive got some 
explaining to do, especially since were not going home 
tomorrow as planned.

What are you talking about? Sana demanded. Ive 
got to get back to rescue several experiments.

Your experiments are going to have to wait, at least 
for a day, or maybe two days at most. Shawn placed 
his hand on Sanas shoulder in an attempt to ease her 
down onto the couch.

You can wait if you want, but Im going back, she 
said, making a point of pushing his hand off her shoulder. 
She wasnt going to allow herself to be bullied.

For a moment wife and husband glowered at each 
other. Then both relented without a harsh word.

Youve changed, Shawn commented at length. He 
acted surprised rather than angry at her unexpectedly 
rebellious announcement.

I think its safe to say youve changed as well, Sana 
responded. She made a distinct effort to keep any 
suggestion of irritation out of her voice. She didnt want 
to get into a long, drawn-out emotional discussion at 
the moment. Besides, he was right. She had changed 
not markedly, but in a very real way, a response to his 
changing.

I dont think you understand, Shawn said. This 
letter may very well lead me to the apotheosis of my 
career. To take advantage of it, Im going to need your 
help for a daytwo, tops. I have to see if the author, 
Saturninus, was telling the truth. I cannot imagine why 
he would have lied, but I have to be sure. To do that, 
were going to be flying to Rome early tomorrow 
morning.

Do you need my help literally or figuratively? Sana 
questioned. To her it made a difference.

Literally!

Sana took a breath and eyed her husband. He seemed 
sincere, which changed things in her mind. Hed never 
actually asked for her help before. All right, she said. 
She sat down. Im not yet agreeing, but lets hear your 
explanation.

With rekindled enthusiasm, Shawn grabbed the desk 
chair and planted it in front of Sana. Sitting down, he 
leaned forward, eyes sparkling. Have you ever heard 
of the Gnostic Gospels found here in Egypt at Nag 
Hammadi in 1945?

Sana shook her head.

How about the book The Gnostic Gospels by Elaine 
Pagels?

Sana shook her head again with a touch of irritation. 
Shawn was always asking her if she read this treatise or 
that one, and invariably shed have to say no. As a 
molecular biologist, shed not had a lot of time to take 
many liberal-arts courses, and often felt inferior as a 
result.

Im surprised, Shawn said. Elaine Pagels was a 
bestseller, a real commercial hit that put Gnosticism on 
the map.

When was it published?

I dont know, around 1979, I guess.

Shawn, I was born in 1980. Give me a break!

Right! Sorry! I keep forgetting. Anyhow, her book 
was about the significance of the Nag Hammadi find, 
which were thirteen codices, including this one Ive 
come across today. This book was originally part of that 
find that in one fell swoop doubled the extant books about early Gnostic thought. In many ways the find was 
in the same league as the Dead Sea Scrolls found in 
Palestine two years later.

Ive heard of the Dead Sea Scrolls.

Well there are people who believe the Nag Hammadi 
texts are equivalently important for understanding religious 
thought around the time of Christ.

So, this book you found today is one of those codices 
found in 1945.

Correct. Its known, appropriately enough, as the 
Thirteenth Codex.

Where are the others?

Theyre here in Cairo at the Coptic Museum. Most 
had been confiscated by the Egyptian government after 
a few had been sold. Those that had been sold eventually 
made their way back here where they belong.

How did number thirteen get separated from the 
others?

Before I answer that, let me give you a thumbnail 
sketch of the story of the discovery of the Nag Hammadi 
library. Its fascinating. Two young fellahin boys named 
Khalifah and Muhammed Ali were out at the edge of 
the desert near modern-day Nag Hammadi, supposedly 
looking for a kind of fertilizing soil known as sabakh. 
Where they were looking was at the base of a cliff called 
Jabal al-Tarif, which, by the way, is honeycombed with 
caves, both natural and ancient man-made. Their 
method was to blindly poke deep into the sand with 
their mattocks. I dont know how that helps, but to 
their surprise on the day of the discovery, instead of 
coming across the sabakh they were looking for, one of 
them heard a suspicious hollow clunk when he pounded 
his mattock into the sand. He cleared away the sand and came across a sealed earthenware jar about three to 
four feet in height. Hoping to find some ancient Egyptian 
antiquities, they found the codices instead.

Did they have any idea of the value of what theyd 
found?

Not a clue. They carried the cache home but 
dumped it next to the familys cooking oven, where the 
mother used some of the papyri pages to start the familys 
cooking fires.

What a tragedy.

As I said, there are academics who still wince at 
the thought today. Anyway, friends and neighbors of the 
boys, including a Muslim imam who was also a history 
teacher, suspected they were valuable and quickly intervened. 
The codex that I came across today worked its 
way down the Nile to reach Cairo via various antiquities 
dealers. There the five of its missing texts, which also 
turned out to be the most extraordinary, were removed 
and smuggled out to the United States. Luckily, by that 
time Egyptian government agents had been alerted, and 
they then managed to buy or confiscate the remaining 
codices, including eight of the pages removed from 
the thirteenth. The thirteenth itself they didnt find, and 
somehow it got lost in someones antiquities inventory 
to await a safe time to fence it. My guess would be that 
it somehow got forgotten until recently, when my friend 
Rahul got access to it. My appearance today was clearly 
serendipitous. Hes in contact with a number of curators 
around the world. He wouldnt have had a problem 
disposing of it.

But isnt it against the law to sell it or even own 
it?

Absolutely!

Doesnt that bother you?

Not really. I think of myself as its rescuer. I dont 
intend to keep it. My goal from the beginning was to 
be the person to publish the contained texts and reap 
the professional benefits. Unfortunately, that is no 
longer much of an issue.

Why not? How many texts are remaining in the 
codex?

Quite a number.

What exactly are these Nag Hammadi texts?

They are Coptic copies of Greek originals with 
names like the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Philip, 
the Gospel of Truth, the Gospel to the Egyptians, the 
Secret Book of James, the Apocalypse of Paul, the Letter 
of Peter to Philip, the Apocalypse of Peter, so forth and 
so on.

What are the names of the texts remaining in the 
Thirteenth Codex?

Thats the problem. All of the remaining texts are 
additional copies of texts previously found in the first 
twelve codices. Even in the initial fifty-two texts of those 
twelve volumes, only forty had been new works. Its 
similar in that respect to the Dead Sea Scrolls, where 
there was some redundancy as well.

Which leads us to the letter you found sandwiched 
in the cover.

Exactly, Shawn said. He got up, gingerly picked 
up the three pages, and quickly returned to his chair. 
Do you want me to read it, which Ill probably do a 
shoddy job at, or will you be content for me to paraphrase? 
One way or the other, its going to go down as 
one of the most historically significant letters in the 
history of the world.

Sana let her mouth drop open in mock astonishment. 
She even rolled her eyes. Are you developing a new 
tendency toward hyperbole? Earlier you said your find 
today was a hundred times better than your previous 
most important archaeological find, or something like 
that. Has it now ascended to being one of the most historically 
significant letters in the history of the world? 
Arent you pushing the envelope here?

Im not exaggerating, Shawn said, his eyes shining.

Okay, Sana said. I think youd better try to read 
the whole letter to me. I dont want to miss anything. 
You mentioned Jesus of Nazareth. Does the letter 
involve him?

It does, but indirectly, Shawn said. He cleared his 
throat.

As her husband started to read, Sana shifted her eyes 
out the hotel window. The sun reflected in a blaze of 
light off the Niles surface in the foreground; on the 
horizon loomed the famed Pyramids of Giza, with the 
Great Pyramid towering over the others. If the ancient 
letter turned out to be half as important as Shawn was 
implying, she couldnt have wished for a better place to 
hear a translation.
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Goddamn it, Vinnie, Jack Stapleton growled. Jack was 
along the left side of the body of Keara Abelard. Hed 
been bent over the womans back for more than twenty 
minutes, carefully biting off pieces of the cervical transverse 
processes with his rongeurs, trying to expose the 
two vertical arteries as they coursed up through the neck. 
The arteries pierced each vertebra laterally before making 
an S-curve around the atlas, or first cervical vertebra.

Sorry, Vinnie said, but without sufficient remorse.

Cant you see what the hell Im trying to do?

Yeah, I know what youre trying to do. Youre trying 
to expose both vertebral arteries.

Kearas neck was pressed down on a wooden block, 
her face pointing down at the floor, on the table, her 
brainless calvarium pointing at the autopsy rooms door. 
The brain sat alone on a cutting board at the foot of the 
table.

Vinnie stood at the end of the table with his hands 
on either side of Kearas head, trying to stabilize it as 
Jack nipped off pieces of bone. It was a slow process. 
The idea was to expose the arteries without damaging 
them. Jack recorded his progress with a series of digital 
photos.

If you cant hold the head still, Im going to have to find someone who can. I dont want to make this
my lifes work.

All right already, Vinnie complained. I got the 
message. For a second there I was thinking about the 
Giants and the worry theyre not even making the Super 
Bowl much less winning it.

Jack closed his eyes and silently counted to ten. He 
knew he was being tough on Vinnie. Holding on to a 
body part while Jack nibbled away was a grunts job, 
and he would have hated to do it himself. Still, the case 
had to get done. The problem was, his emotional instability 
was causing him to be less patient than usual.

Just try to focus a little more, Jack said, making a 
conscious effort to calm his voice. Lets get this over 
with.

Got it, boss, Vinnie said, tightening his grip on 
the womans head.

The rest of the autopsy room was a beehive of activity 
with all eight tables in use, but Jack was oblivious to it 
all. He now had a preliminary diagnosis as to the cause 
of Kearas death, and his attention was focused. The 
arteriogram showed an almost complete blockage of both 
vertebral arteries, the source of much of the brains blood 
supply. The blockage appeared to have occurred over a 
relatively short period of time. But why? Was it a natural 
occurrence, as in some sort of emboli, or accidental, like 
an injury? The fact that it was so symmetrical was the 
most difficult to explain. It was a unique case for Jack, 
and he had eased up on himself for not thinking of doing 
a vertebral arteriogram before removing the brain. It had 
been a mistake but ultimately not detrimental.

Twenty minutes later, Vinnie leaned down to view 
Jacks handiwork. Its looking good to me, he said.

Jack straightened up, pleased. The field looked like 
an anatomy textbook illustration of the course of the 
vertebral arteries, particularly at the base of the skull. 
Can you see the bluish discoloration and swelling 
around the S-curves on both sides? Jack asked. Come 
around to get a better look.

Vinnie traded places with Jack. From that vantage 
point he could see what Jack was referring to. Each 
vertebral artery had a two- to three-inch section with a 
swollen bluish cast, the right slightly more pronounced 
than the left. What do you think it is? Vinnie said.

Jack shrugged. Looks to me like an injury of some 
kind, but since there was zero bruising on her neck, its 
a bit strange. In fact, she had no signs of trauma of any 
form. And its peculiar how symmetrical it is.

Could it be a whiplash injury, something like 
that?

I suppose it could, but thered be the history of the 
automobile accident. When I glanced through the medicolegal 
investigation report, thered been no mention 
of any auto accident. I think I might be in for a bit of 
investigative work myself. There has to be an explanation.

What now?

More photos, Jack said, reaching for the digital 
camera. Then were going to remove both arteries and 
check the interiors.

Ten minutes later Jack had the vessels on the cutting 
board with the brain. They looked like two small headless 
red snakes whod swallowed something blue. The 
discoloration was more apparent than when the arteries 
had been in situ.

Here goes nothing, Jack said. Steadying each blood vessel between the thumb and forefinger of his left hand,
he used his right to make a careful incision through one
side of each arterys wall. He then opened both of them
lengthwise, spreading them out on the cutting board
inside out.

Would you look at that? he said, still holding the 
scalpel.

What am I looking at? Vinnie questioned.

It is called a dissection, Jack said. A bilateral dissection 
of the vertebral arteries. Ive actually never seen 
it.

Using the handle of the scalpel, Jack pointed to a spot 
just before the arteries S-curve where they looped up 
and over the first cervical vertebra. Can you see this 
tear in the intima, or the inside lining of the blood vessel? 
In both arteries there is a tear at the point between the 
atlas, or first vertebra, and the axis, or second cervical 
vertebra. In such a situation, what happens is that arterial 
pressure forces blood into the tear and balloons the 
lining of the arteries away from the vessels fibrous wall, 
eventually blocking the vessels lumen. The brain is then 
deprived of a major portion of its blood supply and 
bingo, lights out.

Meaning curtains for the victim.

Im afraid so, Jack agreed.

With the pathology determined, the rest of the 
autopsy continued apace. Twenty minutes later, Jack 
exited the autopsy room to learn that Dr. Besserman 
had assigned him a second autopsy, the private-school 
meningitis case. While he waited for Vinnie to set it up, 
Jack ditched his soiled Tyvek suit and took Keara 
Abelards chart into the locker room.

Making himself comfortable, Jack carefully reread Janice Jaegers medicolegal investigation report. As he
had noted earlier when hed skimmed the record, the
woman had been brought into the emergency room by
her drinking buddies with the sudden onset of confusion
and spasticity, leading to unconsciousness. From Janices
choice of syntax, Jack could tell that she had not spoken
with the friends directly but rather had gotten her information
from a combination of the Saint Lukes ER
record, one of the ER nurses, and one of the ER docs.
Typical of Janice, the report was complete, with no mention
of an auto accident.

Switching to the ID sheet, Jack saw that it had been 
Kearas mother whod made the identification. The 
woman lived in Englewood, New Jersey, and Jack 
glanced at her phone number with its 201 area code.

Impulsively, Jack got to his feet. It was clear he 
needed more information than what he had. With the 
OCME record in hand, he used the back stairs to get 
up to the first floor, and, passing though the SIDS 
investigation area, he walked into the expanded medicolegal 
space. He found Bart Arnold, the chief of 
forensic investigation, at his desk in cubbyhole number 
one. He and Jack had an excellent working relationship, 
as Jack was one of the few medical examiners willing to 
give the investigators the credit they deserved by letting 
them know he couldnt do his job without their help.

Morning, Dr. Stapleton. Is there a problem? Bart 
asked, seeing the case file under Jacks arm.

Hey, Bart, I was wondering if during your shift-change 
report session this morning Janice happened to 
mention anything memorable about Keara Abelard?

Bart looked at his list of the nights cases. Nope, 
not that I can remember. It seemed routine to her, but definitely a case that fell under OCME jurisdiction.

I couldnt agree more, Jack said. But theres so 
little history.

She mentioned that the ER docs felt the same, which 
is why they left word with Janice to get a callback. They 
want to know whats found.

I didnt see a note to that effect in the record.

I believe Janice knows the doc in question and was 
going to do it herself rather than obligating you.

Do you know if she spoke to the mother when the 
mother came in to make the identification?

That I dont know. If I had to guess, Id say no, 
because Janice is so thoroughif shed spoken with the 
mother, she would have written it down. But why dont 
you call her and ask? Whats the problem, not enough 
info?

Jack nodded. Its a curious case. The woman died 
from occlusion of both her vertebral arteries. Unless she 
had had some connective-tissue disease like Marfan syndrome, 
which I seriously doubt, she had to have suffered 
serious trauma. Her vessels dissected, meaning the lining 
came off, blocking them up. Vinnie suggested whiplash 
injury from an auto accident, and he might be right. I 
think her friends or her mom might have some information. 
It could be extremely important. If someone ran 
into the back of her, he or she would now be looking at 
possible manslaughter, even murder, if the parties knew 
each other and there was some kind of conflict or controversy 
between them. Id give the mother a call myself, 
but Id hate to bother her if Janice has already spoken 
with her.

As I said, why not give Janice a call?

With his left hand, Jack twisted up the bezel of his watch tied with the cincture of his scrub pants. Its a 
quarter to ten. Isnt that too late?

Shes a perfectionist. Shell want to help you out, 
Bart said, handing him Janices home number. Call 
her! Trust me!

Using the front stairs, Jack hurried up to his office. 
After propping open his office door, he placed Janices 
card in the center of his blotter and pulled over his 
phone. Before he dialed the woman, he called down to 
Vinnie.

Im bringing in the body of the kid as we speak, 
Vinnie said. Five minutes and well be ready to go. 
Calvin, our lovable deputy chief, wants us to do it in 
the decomposed room. The decomposed room was a 
separate, small autopsy room with a single table. It was 
used mostly for putrid bodies.

Make sure we have plenty of culture tubes, Jack 
said. See you in five. He disconnected.

He was about to dial Janices number when the photo 
he had on his desk of Laurie and John Junior caught 
his eye. It had been taken at a happier time, the day 
Laurie and the baby were leaving the hospital after the 
delivery. At the moment there had been no symptoms 
or signs of the disaster that was to come.

Impulsively, Jack reached out, grabbed the photo, 
and tossed it into his bottom drawer, pushing it closed 
with his foot. God! he murmured. It was embarrassing 
how quickly he could be yanked back into a 
depressing thought, especially since Laurie was the one 
bearing ninety-nine percent of the burden. He wondered 
how shed been able to do it. At least hed been able 
to go to work to take his mind off the reality of the 
disaster.

For a moment Jack rubbed his eyes, causing a squishy 
sound from both sockets. With his elbows on the desk, 
he then roughly massaged his scalp. He was back to 
realizing how much he needed to find something professional 
to occupy his mind to rein in his fragile 
emotions.

Opening his eyes, Jack snatched up the telephone 
receiver and angrily poked the sequence of buttons 
corresponding to Janices phone number. When she 
answered, he snapped back with his name in such a way 
that he knew he sounded angry. Before Janice could 
even respond, he excused himself. That didnt come 
out right, he said. Im sorry.

Is something the matter? Janice questioned. As 
conscientious as she was, her first concern was that shed 
done something terribly wrong.

No! No! Jack assured her. My mind was elsewhere 
for a second. I hope Im not disturbing you.

Not at all. I cant sleep for three or four hours after 
getting off shift.

Im looking for more information on Keara 
Abelard.

Im not surprised. There was so little available. Such 
a sad case, so young, attractive, and seemingly healthy.

Did you speak to any of the womans friends who 
brought her into the ER?

I didnt have a chance. They had already left by the 
time I got there. I was able to get a name and number 
of one of them, Robert Farrell. I put it down at the 
bottom of the page.

Did you get to speak with her mother when she 
came in to make the ID?

I wanted to but got called out on another case before she arrived. And then when I returned, shed 
already left. Im sure Bart would be more than happy 
to follow up.

What I think Ill do is call myself. My curiosity has 
been tweaked.

If you change your mind, Im certain one of the 
day investigators would do it.

Thanks for your help, Jack said.

No problem, Janice replied.

Jack disconnected with the forefinger of his left hand 
while still holding on to the receiver. With his right hand 
he pawed through the OCME record, looking again for 
the ID sheet for Mrs. Abelards phone number. The 
second he found it, the phone rang under his hand. It 
was Vinnie, saying all was ready down in the decomposed 
room.

After a moments hesitation, Jack replaced the 
receiver on the cradle. There was no rush to speak with 
Mrs. Abelard, as it was not a call he relished having to 
make. He was happy to put it off until he finished the 
next autopsy, although had he any inkling about what 
hed learn from the mother, he wouldnt have put off 
the call for a second. Mrs. Abelard was going to tell him 
something he never would have guessed.











CHAPTER SIX







5:05 P.M., MONDAY, DECEMBER 1, 2008

CAIRO, EGYPT

(10:05 A.M., NEW YORK CITY)



So there you have it, Shawn said. Sorry its taken so 
bloody long. Greek was obviously not Saturninuss forte. 
As I mentioned after the first reading, the letter is signed 
simply Saturninus, with the date of the sixth of April, 
AD 121.

For a few beats Shawn studied his wife. She didnt 
move or even blink. She had a dazed expression on her 
face; she didnt even seem to be breathing.

Hello, Shawn called, to get Sanas attention. Say 
something! Anything! What are you thinking? Shawn 
stood up and stepped back to the desk, where he gently 
deposited the papyri sheets for their protection, using the 
assorted weights to hold them flat. He slipped off the 
white gloves, placed them on the desk, and then returned 
to the straight-backed chair. Sana had followed him with 
her eyes, but it was clear her thoughts were on what shed 
been hearing over the last few hours. When Shawn had 
laboriously finished reading the letter the first time, shed 
seemed equally shell-shocked, managing to say only that 
shed needed to hear it again.

I know I didnt do a good job at translating it, 
Shawn confessed, especially that first time. Again, Im 
sorry it took so long, but the grammar and the syntax 
are both so convoluted. Its obvious that Greek was not Saturninuss first language, and because of the sensitive 
nature of the subject matter, he did not want to entrust 
the writing of the letter to a secretary. His mother tongue 
would have been Aramaic, as he was from Samaria.

What are the chances it is a fake? Perhaps a second-century 
fake, but a fake nonetheless.

Thats a good question, and if the letter had been 
addressed to one of the early Orthodox Church fathers, 
the idea it was a fake might be something Id question, 
if only to discredit the Gnostic heretics by making a direct 
association with them and the arch-villain Simon Magus. 
But it was sent to an early Gnostic teacher, from someone 
who had theological inclinations in that direction. This 
was kind of an inside communication sent to someone 
with answers to specific questions. Theres almost zero 
chance its a fake, especially where it ended up. It wasnt 
as if someone ever expected it to be found.

When do you believe the codex was put together? I 
mean, when was this letter presumably sandwiched into 
the leather cover?

Lets say it had to be before approximately AD 
367.

Sana smiled. Approximately AD 367! Thats a pretty 
specific date.

Well, something specific happened in AD 367.

So the letter was saved for several hundred years. It 
was important, but then it became less so?

Yes, Shawn agreed. But its something I cannot 
explain.

What happened in AD 367, and whats the theory 
of why these codices ended up being sealed in a jar and 
buried in the sand?

In AD 367 the Gnosticism movement had peaked and was on the decline, as ordered by the Orthodox 
Church. In compliance, the influential bishop of Alexandria, 
Athanasius, ordered the monasteries under his 
jurisdiction to dispose of all heretical writing, including 
the monastery that existed close to modern-day Nag 
Hammadi. Its supposed that some of the monks 
rebelled at that monastery and instead of destroying the 
texts, hid them, with the intention of eventually retrieving 
them. Unfortunately for them, it didnt happen, and 
their loss turned out to be our gain.

And you think this letter is a response to a letter 
that Basilides wrote to Saturninus.

There is no question in my mind, considering 
Saturninuss syntax. He surely didnt pull any punches 
in his description of his former boss and teacher, Simon 
the Magician. It is clear to me that Basilides had specifically 
asked if Saturninus thought Simon was divine, a 
true Christ in the footsteps of Jesus of Nazareth, and 
whether or not Simon possessed the Great Power as he 
claimed. Although Saturninus suggests that Simon himself 
thought he was either divine or was possessed of a 
spark of the divine, Saturninus surely didnt. Saturninus 
clearly states that Simons magic was trickery, for which 
Saturninus and Simons other assistant, Menander, were 
largely responsible. Saturninus also says Simon was 
extremely jealous of the supposed curative power of the 
Apostles, especially Peter. This is a canonical fact. It 
appears in the Bibles Acts of the Apostles, where it 
specifically states that Simon tried to buy Peters power. 
Shawn paused to catch his breath but then added with 
a contemptuous chuckle, Thanks to Saturninus and this 
letter, we know now that Simon didnt give up after that 
initial rebuff.

What I find ironic is that we have this extraordinary 
historical information because of one persons venality.

True, Shawn agreed with a more open laugh. But 
what I find ironic is that the same venality is quite likely 
going to vault me into the archaeological stratosphere. 
Belzoni, Schliemann, and Carter will have nothing on 
me.

Sana couldnt help but roll her eyes. Although 
Shawns seeming self-confidence had impressed her at 
the beginning of their relationship, she now found it 
puerile and self-absorbed, again suggesting Shawn harbored 
insecurity that she had not initially suspected.

Catching her reaction and misinterpreting it, Shawn 
added, You dont think this is going to be a big event? 
Youre wrong! This is going to be huge. And you know 
who Im going to have the most fun breaking the news 
to?

I cant imagine, Sana said. She was more interested 
in continuing the discussion of the contents of the 
shocking letter, rather than its potential effect on 
Shawns career.

His Eminence! Shawn said with a touch of mock 
disdain. James Cardinal ORourke, bishop of the Archdiocese 
of New York. Shawn laughed, savoring the 
anticipation. I cant wait to drop in on my old Amherst 
College drinking buddy, now the most elevated member 
of the ecclesiastical establishment that I know and the 
one whos forever lecturing me to mend my ways. Im 
going to have a lot of fun rubbing his nose in this letter, 
proving to him that one of his uppity-up popes, believing 
he was infallible, was dead wrong. Mark my 
words!

Oh, please! Sana scoffed. Too often, shed witnessed 
her husband and the archbishop arguing uselessly 
into the wee hours of the morning, particularly about 
papal infallibility, after a dinner at the cardinals residence. 
You two are never going to agree on anything.

This time, thanks to Saturninus, Ill have proof.

Well, I hope Im not there, Sana remarked. Shed 
never enjoyed those evenings and lately had stopped 
participating. Shed asked if they could go out to a 
restaurant instead, which Sana thought would calm their 
behavior. But neither Shawn nor James were willing. 
They enjoyed their endless, seemingly acrimonious 
debates too much and didnt want to be restrained.

Back at the beginning of their relationship, when 
Shawn had first told her about his long-standing friendship 
with the archbishop, she didnt entirely believe him. 
The archbishop was the most powerful prelate in the 
country, if not the hemisphere. The man was a true 
celebrity. There was even talk that he might be destined 
for the Vatican.

Yet it wasnt just their respective positions that made 
their friendship seem so unlikely. It was their personalitiesShawn 
the sophisticated extrovert, constantly seeking 
opportunities for real or imagined self-aggrandizement, 
James the ever-modest parish priest who had been 
waylaid by fate to assume more and more responsibilities 
for which he was ill prepared. What never ceased to 
amuse Sana was that these opposite personality styles 
were denied by the old friends themselves. Shawn would 
have none of Jamess expressed modesty, accusing him 
of unbridled ambition fortified by exceptional pragmatism, 
shrewdness, and his ability to flatter. James 
considered Shawns bravado equally suspect, convinced Shawn was a deeply insecure person, a belief Sana was
beginning to share. James never tired of constantly
reminding Shawn that God and the Church were there
to help him.

From Sanas perspective, even the two mens outward 
appearances argued against the chances that they would 
be friends. Shawn was a natural athlete who participated 
in varsity sports at Amherst. At six-foot-three and two 
hundred pounds, he was physically imposing and still fit 
from competitive tennis. James was short and plump, and 
now, often swathed head to toe in his scarlet robes of 
office, appeared decidedly elfin. On top of that, Shawn 
was black Irish, with thick, dark hair and strong angular 
features. James, on the other hand, had red hair and 
creamy, freckled, almost translucent skin.

What had drawn the two men together and had 
cemented their relationship, Sana was later to learn, was 
first circumstance and later a love of debate. It had 
started their freshman year when they had been made 
roommates. Joining them was another student who lived 
directly across the hallway. His name was Jack Stapleton, 
and as chance would have it, he too ended up living in 
New York City. So the Three Musketeers, as they were 
known in college, miraculously ended up in the same 
city even if they were worlds apart in their careers.

In contrast to James, Sana had met Jack Stapleton 
just twice. He seemed such a remarkably private person, 
she wondered how hed gotten along with the others. 
Maybe his seemingly thoughtful, retiring nature and lack 
of self-reference had made him the glue that had held 
the group of friends together back in college.

James is going to come unhinged, Shawn continued, 
still chuckling to himself at the prospect. And Im going to love it. This is going to be my opportunity to 
put him on the hot seat, and is he going to squirm. I 
cant wait to revisit the infallibility issue. In light of all 
the papal shenanigans during the Middle Ages and 
Renaissance, its an issue weve argued about hundreds 
of times.

What makes you so certain this is going to rank up 
with Carters discovery of King Tuts tomb? Sana 
questioned to refocus the discussion.

She wasnt certain what the other two archaeologists 
Shawn had mentioned had discovered, although the 
name Schliemann was familiar.

King Tut was an insignificant child ruler whose life 
was a mere blip in the sands of time, Shawn snapped, 
whereas the Virgin Mary was arguably the most important 
human to have lived, second only to her firstborn 
son. In fact, maybe they were equally important. She 
was the Mother of God, for chrissake.

No need to get yourself riled up, Sana said soothingly. 
Of late Shawn often expressed irritation when he 
thought she was disagreeing with him in his area of 
expertise. The irony was that in no way did she question 
the historical importance of the Virgin Mary, especially 
in relation to the puny, teenage Tutankhamen, but 
Carter had unearthed a huge cache of treasure. So far, 
all Shawn had was three sheets of papyrus of unconfirmed authenticity that talked about the Virgin Marys 
remains. Yet Sana could see Shawns point from her own 
reaction. When Shawn had gotten to the section in 
Saturninuss letter that involved the bones of the Virgin 
Mary, she had reacted as if Shawn had slapped her across 
the face.

Im not upset! Im just surprised you dont see the 
unbelievable importance of this letter.

I do! I do! Sana insisted.

What I think happened was Basilides asked Saturninus 
not just his opinion on Simons divinity but also 
whether Simon had written anything of substance and, 
if he had, where it might be. Maybe Basilides had his 
suspicions. Thats why I believe Saturninus described 
the Gospel of Simon along with the fact that he and 
Menander put it in the ossuary. I dont believe Basilides 
had any idea about the Virgin Marys remains having 
been brought to Rome by Simon, nor did he care. He 
was interested in Simons theology.

Whats the actual definition of the word gospel?

Its any message concerning Christ, which most 
people associate with the first four canonical books of 
the New Testament covering the teachings of Jesus 
Christ. More broadly, a gospel is any message of a religious 
teacher. Thats why its going to be both thrilling 
and instructive to learn if the Gospel of Simon is about 
Jesus Christ, Jesus Christ and Simon Christ together, or 
Simon Christ alone. I say it that way because most people 
think Christ was Jesuss last name. It wasnt. Christ was 
from the Greek kristos, meaning messiah, and it is where 
the word Christian was derived. If Simon considered 
himself a messiah, he could have very well referred to 
himself as Christ. Of course, we already know one thing: 
There was no resurrection associated with Simon. He 
stayed dead after he toppled off a tower in the Roman 
Forum at Neros behest, trying to prove his divinity, or 
at least his close association with divinity.

Sana glanced in Shawns eyes. She could read his 
mind. Obviously, he thought his chances of finding the Gospel of Simon were good, and she knew exactly why. 
Five years ago Shawn had prevailed upon James to use 
his influence with Pope John Paul II to obtain access 
to the necropolis under Saint Peters Basilica to carry 
out the definitive analysis of Saint Peters tomb. Over a 
period of six months, Shawn, along with a team of 
architects and engineers, had studied both the site and 
two thousand years of available papal records to write 
the definitive history of the tomb, including the 1968 
discovery of a headless first-century male skeleton, 
heralded by Paul VI as the apostles remains. The result 
was that Shawn had become an expert on the gravesite, 
and if Saturninus and Menander had buried the Virgin 
Marys ossuary containing the Gospel of Simon in AD 
65 where Saturninus claimed in the letter, Shawn would 
know where to look.

Ive heard of the Sadducees and the Pharisees, but 
never the Essenes or the Zealots, Sana said, going back 
to the letter. Who were these people Saturninus is talking 
about?

They were all separate Jewish sects, of which the 
Sadducees and Pharisees were far and away the most 
important because of their numbers. The Essenes were 
a small militant, ascetic, communal group who felt the 
Temple in Jerusalem had been defiled. Although there 
were Essene cells in most Palestinian cities, their strictest 
leaders and brethren moved out into the desert along 
the shores of the Dead Sea at Qumran. They were the 
transcribers of the Dead Sea Scrolls, as well as the people 
who hid them to keep them out of the hands of the 
Romans.

The Zealots were more politically defined. Their primary 
goal was to rid Jewish lands of Roman oppressors, and the most fanatical members were called the Sicarii. 
To understand what was going on in the first century, 
you have to remember that most everyone wanted the 
Romans out of Palestine, except, of course, the Romans, 
and to a large degree that was what a lot of the contemporary 
messianic prophecy was all about. The Jews 
expected a messiah to get rid of the Romans, which was 
one reason why a lot of Jews werent satisfied with Jesus 
being the Messiah. Not only did he not get rid of the 
Romans, he got himself crucified in the bargain.

Okay, Sana said. But why would the Zealots and 
the Essenes plot to steal the body of the Virgin Mary? 
That doesnt make sense to me.

Saturninus doesnt say specifically, but heres what 
I think he is implying. When the Virgin Mary died in 
AD 62 as he says and was entombed in a cave on the 
Mount of Olives, perhaps even where her tomb is 
supposed to be today, some Zealots, probably the Sicarii, 
saw an opportunity to fan the fires of hatred of the 
Romans toward the Jews. What they were trying to do 
was start a revolt, and they didnt care which side was 
the instigator. Prior to that, the Sicarii had mostly 
concentrated on intensifying the hatred of the Jews 
toward the Romans, which is why they spent most of 
their time and energy assassinating those Jews who they 
thought were collaborating with or even just soft on the 
Romans. The rationale was to get the Jews to start 
the fight.

Then the death of Mary offered something else. It 
offered an opportunity to put Roman frustration with 
the problem of religious strife over the top. You see, at 
that time in the mid-first century, Jews who had become 
followers of Jesus of Nazareth were considered Jews and not yet a new religion. Yet they didnt get along with 
traditional Jews. In fact, they were constantly at each 
others throats over what the Romans considered ridiculously 
petty issues. On top of that, there was infighting 
among the Jewish Christians. It was pure religious 
anarchy, and the Romans were fit to be tied.

I still cannot understand the Virgin Marys role in 
all this.

Think of the Romans frustration. Saturninus mentions 
that the Romans thought they had taken care of 
the Jesus of Nazareth problem by crucifying Jesus. But 
they were wrong, because Jesus didnt stay dead like 
all the other crucified supposed messiahs of the time, of 
which there were a number. Jesus came back in three 
days, which ended up, in retrospect, magnifying the 
problem rather than ending it. Saturninus implies that 
the Zealots counted on Marys disappearance in three 
days after her death to suggest that she too had defied 
death and had joined her son, reconfirming Jesuss 
mission. The Zealots and the Sicarii stole the body of 
the Virgin, specifically on the third day, in the hope of 
terrifying the Romans into believing that there was 
possibly going to be another serious flare-up of religious 
fervor as followed Jesuss resurrection, forcing them to 
crack down to prevent it. The idea was that a crackdown 
in such a tense environment would cause a cycle of 
violence, which would cause a harsher crackdown, and 
so on. As Saturninus mentions, he didnt know if it was 
the disappearance of Marys body that did the trick, but 
soon after its theft, a cycle of violence did occur that 
grew progressively month by month. Within just a few 
years the tinderbox that was Palestine exploded into the 
climactic Great Revolt, with all the Jews uniting together to seize both Jerusalem and Masada from the
Romans.

Do you think it would have been easy to steal the 
body of the Virgin?

Actually, I think it would have been. There seems 
to have been a surprising lack of interest in the Virgin 
Mary after the crucifixion, so that her death, according 
to Saturninus, in AD 62, drew little or no attention. 
None of the four Evangelists mentions much about her 
after Jesuss death and resurrection, and Paul gives no 
indication whatsoever of a special place for her in the 
early Church. In fact, he mentions her only once in 
Galatians, and that was fleetingly, without even using 
her name. It wasnt until toward the end of the first century 
that Mary began getting more recognition. Today 
there is no question of her importance, which is why I 
believe this letter is so significant.

I didnt get the impression from Saturninuss letter 
that Simon Magus had any connection with the initial 
theft of Marys remains.

Nor did I. My sense is that his interest was driven 
by his desire to secure for himself the curative power 
related to Jesus of Nazareth, and he didnt share the 
political interests of the Zealots. Saturninus doesnt mention 
how Simon learned that the Essenes had hidden 
the body in one of the Qumran caves, nor does he say 
how he managed to gain control of the bones. Perhaps 
by then no one cared. Simon was disappointed the 
remains didnt have the power to heal, which was obviously 
his reason to gain possession of them, and it was 
only after the fact that he got the idea to follow Peter, 
first to Antioch, and then Rome, with the plan to trade 
them for Peters curative power.

But Peter rebuffed him again.

Apparently so, and according to Saturninus, with 
equal passion as when he had offered silver.

Why do you think Saturninus and Menander decided 
to bury Marys bones with Peter?

I believe for the reason he states in the letter. They 
were both impressed with Peters ability to cure by laying 
on of hands. We know they were impressed, since ultimately 
both became Christians, and Saturninus became 
a bishop of a major Roman city.

I wonder what happened to Simons remains. It 
would have been ironic if they ended up with Peter as 
well.

Indeed, Shawn said with a smile. But I doubt 
it sincerely. Saturninus surely would have said if he and 
Menander had done it.

So, what are your plans? Sana questioned. Let me 
guess. You want to go to Rome and see if this ossuary 
Saturninus described is where he said he and Menander 
put it?

Exactly, Shawn said eagerly. Apparently, just 
around the time Simon died during his attempt to rise 
up to heaven, Peter must have been martyred. With 
Peters followers building him an underground tomb, 
Saturninus and Menander would have had a convenient 
opportunity to join Marys ossuary with one of her sons 
closest apostles. Frankly, I think it was a very respectful 
gesture on their part, and it certainly suggests that they 
at least held Mary in high regard.

I didnt understand the part of the letter describing 
where they put it, Sana said. Do you?

I do. The tomb was a barrel vault, comprised of two 
parallel foundation walls holding up a vault. To build such a tomb, a rather large hole has to be excavated so
that the walls can be put up. Saturninus says that they
placed the ossuary at the base of the north wall outside
of the tomb, approximately in the middle, and covered
it with dirt. That is consistent with the facts, because
the foundation walls of Peters tomb run eastwest.

Why did they put the ossuary outside the tomb, 
rather than inside with Peter?

Obviously, they had to hide the damn thing 
outside, Shawn said impatiently, as if he thought 
Sanas question was inane. They were doing this sub 
rosa, so to speak, without anyone elses knowledge.

Dont be condescending! Sana snapped. Im 
doing my best trying to understand it all.

Sorry, Shawn said, realizing that if he wanted her 
to come, he had to be patient. Getting back to the 
ossuarys placement, I have to tell you that it is unbelievably 
serendipitous for us for two reasons: First, I 
dont think that area of the tomb has ever been touched; 
second, the last time the tomb was excavated, which was 
in the nineteen-fifties, the archaeological team actually 
tunneled under the area, probably passing beneath 
Marys ossuary, to reach the inside of the tomb. What 
that means is that all we will have to do, at most, is 
remove maybe a few inches of packed debris and the 
ossuary will drop down into our waiting hands.

You make it sound so easy.

I think it will be. Just before you got here I was on 
the phone with my assistant, Claire Dupree, back at the 
Metropolitan. Im having her overnight my file on Saint 
Peters tomb to the Hassler in Rome. I still have the 
access permit to the necropolis under Saint Peters 
Basilica from the Pontifical Commission for Sacred Archaeology, which James arranged directly through
Pope John Paul II. The file also contains my Vatican ID
card, and most important, the key for the Scavi, or
excavation office, which is the same as to the site
itself.

That was five years ago.

True, but Id be astounded if anything has changed. 
Its one of the frustrations as well as joys of Italy that 
rarely does anything change, at least in the bureaucratic 
arena.

What if the keys dont fit or the permit has been 
revoked?

I cannot imagine that happening, but if it does, well 
have to cross that bridge at that time. If worse comes 
to worst, Ill call James. He can arrange for us to get 
in there. It just might mean an extra day.

You think James would do that if he gets to read 
Saturninuss letter, which I assume hed demand to do. 
I dont think so. Also, lets say we do get in there for 
arguments sake, and we do find the ossuary. What in 
heavens name do you plan to do with it?

Bring it secretly to New York. I dont want to jump 
the gun with this windfall project. When I announce it, 
I want to have studied the bones and fully translated 
any and all writings, most specifically, the Gospel of 
Simon.

Its against the law to take antiquities out of 
Italy.

Shawn regarded his wife with a touch of irritation. 
Over the previous year she had developed an independent 
streak, as well as an aggravating tendency toward 
negative thinking, and this was a good example. At the 
same time he reminded himself that in his enthusiasm over the previous hour, he was guilty of glossing over
a few pesky details, like how the hell he was going to
get his find back to New York. He, more than anyone,
knew that Italy had become very protective about its
historical treasures being pirated out of the country.

Ill send the damn thing from the Vatican, not Italy, 
Shawn decided abruptly.

What makes you think sending it from the Vatican 
is going to be any different? It will have to clear customs 
one way or the other.

Ill send it to James and label it his personal property. 
Of course, that will mean Ill have to call him beforehand 
and tell him it is a surprise, which it certainly will be, 
and tell him not to open it until I get there.

Sana nodded. Shed not thought of that. She supposed 
it might work.

Hell, Ill be giving it back after the fact, Shawn 
said, in partial justification.

Wouldnt they let you work on it at the Vatican? 
Why take it back to New York at all?

I cant be sure of it, Shawn said without hesitation. 
Besides, a number of people would demand to be 
involved and share the spotlight. Frankly, I dont want 
to do that. Ill take some flak for removing it from the 
Vatican necropolis and sending it to New York, but 
the positive will overwhelm the negative, Im certain. 
To sweeten the deal, Ill even give the Vatican the codex 
and Saturninuss letter, and they can keep them or send 
them back to Egypt. It will be their call.

My sense is that the Catholic Church is not going 
to like anything about this affair.

Theyll have to adjust, Shawn agreed with a snide 
smile.

Adjusting is not easy for an institution like the 
Catholic Church. The Catholic Church believes the Virgin 
Mary was assumed bodily into heaven like her son, bones 
and all, since hers was a virgin birth without original 
sin. Sana had been raised a Catholic until her fathers 
death when she was eight. From then on shed been 
raised an Anglican, her mothers religion.

Well, as the expression goes, the ball will be in their 
court to deal with that issue, Shawn added, with his 
smile lingering on his lips.

I wouldnt make light of it, Sana said.

I wont, Shawn said categorically but then added 
with gathering emotion, Im going to enjoy it. Youre 
right about Marys bones not being here on earth, but 
that dogma is relatively new for the Catholic Church. 
For centuries the Catholic Church just avoided the issue, 
letting people believe what they wanted to believe. It 
wasnt until 1950 that Pope Pius the Twelfth made the 
determination ex cathedra and invoking papal infallibility, 
which for me, as you know, is pure nonsense. Ive 
had this argument with James a thousand times: The 
Catholic Church wants it both ways. They evoke a divine 
basis for papal infallibility regarding Church matters and 
their interpretation of morality based on a direct apostolic 
lineage to Saint Peter and ultimately to Christ. 
Then, in the same breath, they dismiss some of the 
Churchs medieval popes as being only human.

Calm down! Sana ordered. Shawns voice had been 
steadily rising as he spoke. You and I are having a 
discussion here, not a debate.

Sorry. Ive been wound up from the moment Rahul 
placed the codex in my hot little hands.

Apology accepted, Sana said. Let me ask you another question about Saturninuss letter. He used the 
word sealed when referring to Marys ossuary. What do 
you think they meant by sealed?

Offhand, Id guess wax. Burial practices at that time 
involved putting a corpse in a cave tomb for a year or 
so, then collecting the bones and putting them in a 
limestone box, which they called an ossuary. If the decay 
wasnt complete, the box could have stunk to high 
heaven unless sealed. To do that, they would have had 
to use something like wax.

Saturninus said that Marys body was put in a cave 
in Qumran. How dry is it there?

Very.

And how dry is it in the necropolis beneath Saint 
Peters?

It varies, but there are times when its relatively 
humid. What are you thinking?

Im wondering what kind of condition the bones 
might be in if the ossuary stayed sealed. If dampness 
has been excluded, I might be able to harvest a bit of 
DNA.

Shawn chuckled with delight. Id never even considered 
that. Getting some DNA could add another 
dimension to this story. Maybe the Vatican could make 
some money by creating Bible Land, something akin to 
Jurassic Park, by bringing back some of the original 
characters, starting with Mary.

Im being serious, Sana said, mildly offended, 
thinking Shawn was making fun of her. Im not talking 
about nuclear DNA, Im only talking of my area of 
expertise: mitochondrial DNA.

Shawn held up his hands, again pretending to surrender. 
Now, I know youve told me in the past, but I dont totally remember the difference between the two 
types of DNA.

Nuclear DNA is in the cells nucleus, and it contains 
all the information to make a cell, to allow it to 
differentiate into, say, a heart cell, and to cause it to 
function. Every cell has a full complement of nuclear 
DNA except red blood cells, which have no nucleus. 
But every cell has only one set. Mitochondria are 
microscopic energy organelles that in the very distant 
past when life was just beginning were engulfed by 
primitive single-cell organisms. Once those single cells 
had mitochondria, they were able over millions or even 
billions of years to develop through evolution into 
multicellular organisms up to and including humans. 
Since the mitochondria had been freely living organisms, 
they have their own DNA, which exists in a circular, 
relatively stable form. And since individual cells have up 
to a hundred or so mitochondria, the cell has up to a 
hundred sets of mitochondrial DNA. All that leads to 
a higher possibility that DNA can be retrievable, even 
from ancient bones.

Im going to pretend I understood all that. Do you 
really think you might be able to isolate some of this 
circular DNA? That would be fascinating.

It all depends on how dry the bones were initially 
and how dry they have remained. If the ossuary is still 
sealed, its a possibility, and if it is possible to retrieve 
some of Marys DNA, then its too bad she had only a 
divine son and not a divine daughter.

A crooked smile spread across Shawns face. What 
a strange comment! Why a daughter and not a son?

Because mitochondrial DNA is passed on from 
generation to generation matrilineally. Males are genetic dead ends, mitochondrially speaking. Sperm dont have 
much mitochondria, and what they do have dies off after 
conception, whereas ova are loaded with them. If Mary 
had a daughter who had a daughter, et cetera, until 
current day, there might be someone alive today with 
the same mitochondrial sequence. By coincidence, the 
mitochondrial DNA has a two-thousand-year mutational 
half-life, meaning that after two thousand years, statistically 
speaking, thered be a fifty percent chance the DNA 
sequence would be unchanged.

Actually, theres a very good chance Mary had a 
daughterin fact, not one but three of them.

Truly? Sana questioned. I recall she had only one 
child, Jesus. Thats what I learned in Sunday school.

One son is Catholic dogma, Eastern Orthodox 
creed, and even the belief of some Protestant denominations, 
but there are many people who think otherwise. 
Even the New Testament in the Bible suggests she at 
least had other sons, although some people think the 
term brother of Jesus means another close relative, like 
a cousin, a debate that arose during translation from 
Aramaic and Hebrew to Greek and Latin. But I, for 
one, think a brother is a brother. Besides, it makes sense 
to me that she had more children. She was a married 
woman, and having a bunch of kids the normal way 
certainly wouldnt have taken away from having the first 
one mystically, if thats what happened. And Im not 
making this up. Theres an awful lot of early Christian 
apocrypha, which didnt get chosen to be canonical by 
being included in the New Testament but which state 
she had up to eleven children, including Jesus, three of 
whom were daughters. So there might be someone out 
there with the same DNA.

Now, that would put my field of mitochondrial DNA 
on the map, Sana said, while imagining writing the 
paper for Nature or Science with such a suggestion. In 
the next instant, she was mocking herself. She was 
getting as bad as Shawn by jumping the gun and entertaining 
far-fetched delusions of grandeur. Maybe she was 
even worse, since Shawn was already much more famous 
in his field than she was in hers.

Getting back to reality, Shawn said, our Egyptair 
flight leaves Cairo at ten a.m. tomorrow and arrives in 
Rome at half past twelve. Were staying at the Hassler. 
Why not celebrate this coup in style. So, what do you 
think? Are you coming with me? If all goes well, its 
just an extra day, and the payoff will be immense. Im 
truly excited about it. As my last hurrah at fieldwork it 
will seriously aid my fund-raising.

Do you really need me or am I window dressing 
to prop you up and keep you company? Sana asked 
for reassurance but then inwardly winced the moment 
the unguarded words spilled from her mouth. It was the 
first time shed actually voiced the idea, which she had 
lately been questioning due to his general behavior plus 
his lagging interest in intimacy, that Shawn had married 
her more as a young trophy wife than a true partner. It 
was an issue that had been progressively bothering her 
over the previous year and which seemed to be worsening 
with her own modest professional successes. Although 
she was planning on bringing the subject up at 
some point, the last thing she wanted to do was get 
into a serious row there in Egypt.

I need you! Shawn said definitively. If hed actually 
heard what she had said, he didnt let on. I wont be 
able to do this myself. I imagine the ossuary will weigh ten to fifteen kilograms, depending on its size and thickness,
and Im not going to want it to literally drop out
of the ceiling. I suppose I could hire someone, but Id
much prefer not to. I dont want to be beholden to
someone for their silence until I publish.

Relieved that her verbal slip had gone over his head, 
Sana fired off another question: What are the chances 
that we could get into serious trouble by sneaking into 
the crypt under Saint Peters?

We wont be sneaking in! Well have to get past the 
Swiss Guards before we even get into the Vatican, and 
Ill need to show my all-hours-access permit from the 
Pontifical Commission for Sacred Archaeology. So well 
be perfectly legal.

So, you can look me in the eye and promise me 
were not going to be forced to spend the night in an 
Italian jail?

Shawn made a point of leaning over and with his 
cerulean eyes stared unblinkingly into the depths of 
Sanas brown ones. You will not have to spend an 
evening in an Italian jail, guaranteed! In fact, when were 
done, well have a late supper with a bottle of the best 
Prosecco the Hassler can produce.

All right, Ill come! Sana said with resolve. She was 
suddenly enamored with the idea that they were embarking 
on an adventurous quest together. Maybe it would 
have a positive effect on their relationship. But now I 
want to go down to the pool and get the last bit of sun 
before we head back to winter.

Im with you, Shawn said eagerly. He was pleased. 
Hed worried shed turn him down. Although hed suggested 
he could hire someone to help get the ossuary 
from beneath Saint Peters, he knew he couldnt. The risk of the news getting out would be too great. After
all, what he was planning to do was, despite what hed
just said to Sana, totally illegal. At the same time he was
convinced it was to be his most brilliant coup.










CHAPTER SEVEN







11:23 A.M., MONDAY, DECEMBER 1, 2008

NEW YORK CITY

(6:23 P.M., CAIRO, EGYPT)



Make sure you disinfect the outside of all the culture 
tubes and the histology specimen bottles, Jack said to 
Vinnie at the conclusion of the meningitis case. Im 
serious. I dont want to find out later that it didnt happen 
and you saying you forgot, understand?

I got it, Vinnie complained. You already told me 
the same thing two minutes ago. What do you think I 
am, stupid?

Vinnie caught Jacks expression through the plastic 
face mask of his hood and quickly added: Dont answer 
that.

Jack hadnt planned on using a hood with a HEPA 
filter, but he could tell that Vinnie was uncomfortable 
without one, and his pride wouldnt let him use one 
unless Jack did. So at the last minute Jack relented for 
Vinnies sake. As a rule, Jack didnt like using a hood 
and the moon suit because they were cumbersome and 
hard to work in. But as the case proceeded, he was glad 
hed changed his mind. The virulence of this particular 
strain of meningococcus was impressive by dint of the 
damage it had done to the meninges and the brain 
itself.

Since theyd done the case in the decomposed room 
and there were no other mortuary techs around, Jack helped Vinnie get the body into a body bag and onto
a gurney. After reminding Vinnie to inform the receiving
funeral home that it was an infectious case, Jack removed
the moon suit and hood, stripped off and disposed of
the Tyvek coverall, and headed up to his office.

His first call was to the deceased teens private school. 
Although it was an OCME rule that the public relations 
office handled all official communication, Jack often took 
it upon himself to buck protocol. He wanted to be 
absolutely sure certain things got done, and alerting 
the school in this instance was one of them. With the 
evidence of the bacterias destructive power fresh in his 
mind, Jack spoke frankly to the headmaster, who assured 
him that the institution was taking the tragedy to heart. 
The city epidemiologist had already been there, and 
extensive decontamination and quarantine had begun. 
He was appreciative of Jacks concern and effort, and 
said as much.

Jacks next call was to Robert Farrell, one of Kearas 
friends. After more than half a dozen rings, the man 
finally answered, apologizing for the delay. But his tone 
changed when Jack identified himself as a medical examiner.

I understand you were one of a group out drinking 
last night along with Keara Abelard and brought her 
into Saint Lukes emergency room.

We could tell she was really sick, Farrell responded.

Are you aware of the outcome?

The outcome of our bringing her to the ER?

Im talking about her outcome.

I heard she died after we left.

Jacks cynicism antenna went up. Did that surprise 
you?

Sure. She was young.

Young people dont usually die.

Thats why Im surprised.

Jack cleared his throat to give himself a chance to 
think. His quick assessment was that Farrell was inappropriately 
defensive. As if to underline this impression, 
Farrell quickly added, We didnt give her anything, if 
thats what you are implying. She wasnt even drinking.

I wasnt implying anything, Jack said. He congratulated 
himself for taking a wide sampling of body fluids 
for toxicology despite the positive finding of bilateral 
vertebral artery dissection. He now wondered if shed 
suffered a peculiar fall that could have sharply twisted, 
flexed, or extended her neck.

How many of you brought her to the ER?

Three of us.

Jack nodded.

You guys were drinking but she wasnt?

I think I want to talk to my lawyer before I answer 
any more questions, Farrell said.

Jack pressed on. How big was your group?

There were about a dozen of us, men and women. 
We went to this dive bar in the West Village. Can you 
just tell me what she died from?

Were working on that. Did you witness the change 
in her behavior?

Yeah, one minute she was lively and talking, drinking 
a Coke, the next minute she was slurring her words 
and didnt know where or who she was. Then she stood up, staggered a few steps, and fell. I literally caught her,
which is why I ended up bringing her to the ER.

Why didnt you call an ambulance?

We thought she was drunk, to tell you the truth. I 
didnt learn until later that she was a teetotaler.

In his imagination, Jack could picture the lining of 
Kearas vertebral arteries balloon up and gradually choke 
off the blood supply to her brain. Can you get me the 
names and phone numbers of the other people who 
made up this group?

I dont know, man. Farrell shied. I dont know if 
I want to get any more involved in all this than I already 
am.

Look, Im not accusing anyone of any wrongdoing 
and Im not accusing you of anything. Im just trying 
to speak for the dead, which is what medical examiners 
do. I want Keara to tell us what killed her to try to save 
someone else from the same fate. There is some key 
piece of missing information involved here. Tell me, did 
you talk to her directly during the evening?

For a few minutes, but not any more than I talked 
to everyone else. I mean, like, she was a looker, so all 
the guys talked to her.

Did she mention anything at all about being in an 
auto accident in the last week or so?

No, nothing like that.

How about any falls she might have experienced: 
maybe even earlier last evening, like in the ladies room. 
Jack didnt think a fall was a likely culprit with no external 
evidence of injury, but he didnt want to rule 
anything out.

She didnt mention it, no.

Jack finally got the man to agree to make up a list of the other revelers from the previous night, along with
their phone numbers. Farrell even promised to have it
available by late afternoon.

Jack hung up, then sat at his desk, drumming his fingers 
on the blotter. Despite his initial suspicions, it now 
seemed to Jack there wasnt a criminal angle. But he 
was sure there was some piece of Kearas story that still 
eluded him. With no other excuse to postpone the call 
to Kearas mother, Jack dialed the number. He knew too 
well the womans plight.

She picked up on the very first ring, her voice strong 
and expectant. Jack immediately assumed she was in the 
denial phase and there was still a part of her that hoped 
it might be a call from someone saying it was all a horrible 
mistake and that her daughter was just fine.

This is Dr. Jack Stapleton. Im calling from the 
Office of the Chief Medical Examiner.

Hello, Dr. Stapleton, Mrs. Abelard said in a lilting 
but questioning tone, as if there was no reason for 
someone to be calling from the New York City morgue. 
Can I help you?

You can, Jack said, debating how to begin. But 
first I want to express my deepest sympathies.

Mrs. Abelard was quiet. Jack worried she might 
explode into a tirade with tears, heralding the second 
stage of grief, the anger stage. But there was only 
silence, interspersed by the womans intermittent breathing. 
Jack was afraid to say anything, lest he make a bad 
situation worse.

I hope Im not bothering you too much, Jack said 
at length, but only after it had become obvious Mrs. 
Abelard was not about to respond. Im sorry to have 
to call.

I know you were here at the morgue last night, 
Jack continued. And Im sure it was difficult. I dont 
mean to disturb you in this time of grief, but I wanted 
to let you know that I have carefully examined your 
daughter, Keara, this morning, and I can assure you she 
is resting peacefully.

Jack grimaced at what sounded to him like a mawkish 
attempt at empathy. He wished he could hang up, 
collect himself, and call back. The idea that an eviscerated 
corpse was resting peacefully was so absurdly sappy 
that he was embarrassed it had come out of his mouth. 
It made him feel guilty that hed stooped so low in his 
manipulating. Nonetheless, he forged on as hed done 
with the reluctant Robert Farrell. What Im trying to 
do is speak for your daughter, Mrs. Abelard. Im certain 
she has something to say to help others, but I need more 
information. Can you help me?

You say she is resting comfortably? Mrs. Abelard 
asked, breaking her silence. It was as if she believed her 
daughter had had some minor mishap.

Shes at peace. But Im wondering, did she experience 
any kind of neck injury recently?

Neck injury? Like what?

Any kind of injury at all, Jack said. He felt like a 
trial lawyer trying to avoid leading the witness.

Not a specific neck injury that I can recall, although 
she did fall from a swing when she was eleven and was 
bruised all over, including her neck.

Im talking about an injury that might have occurred 
over the last few days, Jack said, maybe in the last 
week.

Heavens, no.

Is she a yoga enthusiast? Jack was trying to cover all 
the bases.

No, I dont think so.

What about an automobile accident? Anything like 
that happen recently?

Heavens, no, Mrs. Abelard repeated more forcefully.

So shed been completely well up until yesterday. 
No neck aches or headaches.

Well, now that you mention it, she did complain of 
some recent headaches. Shes been under stress because 
of a new job.

What kind of work?

Advertising. Shes a copywriter for one of the up-and-coming ad agencies in the city. Its a new position, 
and a bit of a stressful situation. Shed been laid off 
recently, so she was feeling pressure to do her best in 
her new position.

Did she say where the headaches were centered, like 
in the front or back of her head?

She said they were behind her eyes.

Did she do anything about them?

She took ibuprofen.

And . . . did it help?

Not very much, so she asked one of her friends, and 
the friend recommended a chiropractor.

Jack sat up in his chair. In the far reaches of his mind, 
he recalled a case hed read about in an issue of the 
Forensic Pathology Seminars involving a chiropractor and 
stroke. Did Keara go to this chiropractor? Jack asked, 
while trying to recall the details of the published case. 
He remembered it dealt with the vertebral artery dissection, 
just as hed found that morning in Keara.

She did. As I recall, it was this past Thursday or 
Friday.

Did the visit help her headaches?

It did, at least initially.

Why did you say at least initially?

Because the headache located behind her eyes went 
away, but then she got a different one in the back of 
her head.

You mean like the back of her neck?

She said the back of her head. Now that Im remembering 
the discussion, she also said she had a bad case 
of hiccups she couldnt get over, and they were driving 
her crazy.

Do you happen to know the name of this chiropractor? 
Jack asked, as he supported the phone receiver 
in the crook of his neck. With his hands free, he went 
on the Internet and Googled dissection, vertebral 
artery.

I dont. But I do know the name of the friend who 
recommended the doctor.

You mean the chiropractor, Jack said reflexively, 
then regretted it. He didnt want to take any chances 
of upsetting Kearas mother. While the man may well 
have been a doctor of chiropractic, Jack knew many 
people thought they were medical doctors. Jack was 
leery of chiropractors, although he admitted he didnt 
know too much about them.

Her name is Nichelle Barlow, Mrs. Abelard said, 
indifferent to Jacks comment.

Thanks for your cooperation, he said, writing down 
the number. Youve been so generous, especially under 
such trying circumstances.

Replacing the receiver, Jack stared blankly at the wall. Seventeen years ago when his first wife and children died, 
he remembered how long he had been in denial as 
friends and family had called. Shaking his head to free 
himself from such morbid thoughts, he forced himself 
to turn his attention to his computer screen, but he 
couldnt concentrate. Instead he recalled the scene a 
couple of nights previous, of John Junior sobbing with 
what he and Laurie worried was bone pain from the 
tumor in the marrow cavities of his long bones. His tiny, 
perfectly formed infant hands seemed to gesture toward 
his legs as if hoping his parents could provide relief, but 
of course they couldnt.

Shit! Jack yelled at the ceiling in hopes of shocking 
himself out of his downward-spiraling self-pity. At that 
point, a head poked in through the open doorway. It 
was Dr. Chet McGovern, Jacks former office mate.

Is that a reflection of your personal state of mind, 
Chet joked, or a general assessment of the current 
stock-market trend?

All of the above, Jack said. Come on in and take 
a load off. Despite being preoccupied, Jack welcomed 
the diversion.

Cant do, Chet said, with a lilt to his voice. I met 
somebody Saturday night, and were meeting for lunch. 
She might be the one, my friend! She is hot.

Jack waved him off. Hed become convinced Chet 
was never going to, find the one. Chet loved the 
chase too much to settle down.

Hey, Chet, Jack called to his retreating friend. 
Have you ever had a vertebral artery dissection?

Yeah, one, Chet said, returning to lean back into 
Jacks office. It was during my forensic pathology fellowship 
in L.A. Why?

I had one this morning. It stumped me until we 
opened the skull. There wasnt much of a history, and 
there was no apparent trauma.

How old?

Young. Twenty-seven.

Check out if shed seen a chiropractor in the last 
three days or so.

I think she did, Jack said, impressed by Chets suggestion. 
I think she might have seen one last Thursday 
or Friday. She died last night.

It could be significant, Chet replied. In my case, 
the association was easy to make, since the symptoms 
began moments after the cervical manipulation. But 
when I looked into the issue in general, I learned the 
symptoms of VAD can be delayed for days.

Listen, Chet added. Id love to talk more, but I 
got to go to meet my new honey.

Youre impressing me no end, Jack said, jumping 
up and following Chet down the hall. I vaguely remember 
reading about a case, but Id never seen one.

I found it interesting, Chet admitted as he walked, 
and I thought I could get some kudos out of it from 
my chief, so I researched VAD and chiropractic a bit. I 
found it to be one of those associations which hasnt 
sparked much interest, nor did it then for me. It turned 
out my chief went to the same chiropractor and swore 
by him, so my hand was forced to sign out the case as 
merely a therapeutic complication.

What is it that certain chiropractors do that makes 
VAD possible? Do you know?

I assume it is the force of their adjustment technique, 
Chet explained. Its called a high-velocity, low-amplitude 
cervical thrust. Though it doesnt happen often, there are apparently times when it can cause an
internal tear in the vetebral artery, and the blood pressure
does the rest. Sometimes the dissection extends all
the way up into the basilar artery.

How often is not often? Jack asked.

I dont remember exactly, Chet admitted. It was 
a few years ago. In the L.A. medical examiner files I 
think I found only four or five cases of VAD associated 
with chiropractic visits. Chet stepped into the elevator, 
holding the door open with his hand. Listen, Jack, I 
gotta go. Im already late. We can talk more later if you 
want. The doors closed, and he was gone.

For a moment Jack continued to stare at the blank 
elevator door. He was now intrigued, thinking he might 
have stumbled on the diversion he needed. If it turned 
out that Keara had gone to a chiropractor for her headache 
and had had cervical manipulation, there was a 
chance, he had no idea of how much chance, shed 
suffered her vertebral artery damage there.

Turning around suddenly, Jack hastened back toward 
his office, mulling over the fact that hed read of a case 
of VAD caused by cervical manipulation, and that Chet 
had had one himself as well as having found four or five 
in the L.A. medical examiner data bank. On top of that, 
Jack thought, he may presently have another. What it 
was all suggesting to him was that paying a visit to a 
chiropractor under certain circumstances was not necessarily 
a benign experience.

Although Jack admitted he didnt know the details 
of chiropractic therapy, as a form of what was referred 
to as alternative or complementary medicine, he knew 
there was a question about its efficacy. He had always 
vaguely lumped together chiropractic, acupuncture, homeopathy, Ayurvedic tradition, Chinese herbal medicine, 
Transcendental Meditation, and a hundred others 
of what he considered questionable therapies based 
more on hope and the placebo effect than anything 
else. It surely wasnt science, as far as he was concerned, 
but if people believed they got value for their dollar, 
it was fine with him. On the other hand if these 
therapies could be fatal, it was another story entirely, 
and he, as a medical examiner, had a distinct responsibility 
to blow the proverbial whistle.

Energized by this new crusade, Jack sat back in his 
desk chair. He couldnt help but think about his conversation 
with Laurie and how she said shed be willing to 
try anything for JJ. I think well pass on chiropractic 
therapy, Jack said out loud as he pulled his chair toward 
his computer monitor.
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