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PROLOGUE
 
 
An island near Trabzon, Turkey
A mile off the southern coast of the Black Sea
 
 
It was genuine. He knew it the moment he saw it, and the realization took his breath away and made his heart pound so fast he thought it would burst from his chest.
The scepter lay packed in straw in a wooden crate marked as containing Georgian wine. The crate was identical to a hundred other crates of wine in this cool cellar, hewn out of stone countless centuries ago.
It sat on a rough wooden table between the two men. The man who gazed with awe at the scepter was in his middle age, well-built but with an academic air thanks to his wire-rimmed spectacles and the book in ancient Greek tucked into the pocket of his blazer. The man opposite him was shorter, wiry and with a pair of dark eyes that glittered with greed. The shorter man was obviously a Turk. The taller man was European of uncertain heritage, with an accent when he spoke Turkish that the Turk could not place.
Being a smuggler, the Turk thought he knew all the accents of Europe and the Middle East. He had certainly done underhanded business with nearly every nationality he could name.
“Are you satisfied?” the Turk asked, trying to hide his tension. This deal could mean everything.
“It appears to be of some artistic value, if genuine.”
The European tried to contain his enthusiasm. An old trick when haggling in the markets of the Middle East was to not show one’s interest.
“I’d like to examine it,” he said in as casual a voice as he could muster. “Do you mind if I pick this thing up?”
The Turk wasn’t fooled. He could see the awe in his eyes, the false dismissal of calling the scepter a mere “thing.”
He knew he had a sale, and he knew he would be able to fleece this European for enough money to buy that mansion on the coast he had been dreaming of.
“Be my guest,” the Turk said with a slight bow and a gesture toward the scepter. 
With infinite care, the European lifted it up with both hands, the gold gleaming in the candlelight. There was no electricity here. None was needed.
He turned it slowly around, examining the elaborate filigree decoration showing three rows of four figures each. The twelve apostles. At the base of the scepter was a crystal of the purest white, carved in the likeness of the Virgin Mary. The head was a giant ruby, its flat face carved with a portrait of Jesus Christ.
“A pure crystal for a pure woman. A red ruby for the blood of Christ, who took on all our sins.”
“Isa was a great prophet,” the Turk said, using the Arabic term for Jesus. Being a Muslim, he did not believe Mary was a virgin, or that Jesus was the son of God. He also did not believe this scepter was anything other than a one-of-a-kind artifact from the Middle Ages.
The Europeans didn't believe any of those things either. He knew them to be true, just as he knew that the scepter was far, far more important than as a simple object d’art.
The Turk cocked his head as the European closed his eyes and seemed to fall into a trance. His face took on a serene air and he began to hum a single, low note that he sustained without apparently taking a breath.
The Turk had seen this before with religious people. This scepter with its Christian symbols was obviously from some old bishop or pope, and now the buyer was communing with his god.
Well, let him commune. That would only make it easier to raise the price.
But how in the world was he keeping that note without breathing?
What the Turk didn’t know, and wouldn’t believe if he did, was that the buyer wasn’t communing with the Christian God, but with the scepter itself. Trained in a rare and special form of musical meditation, the buyer was able to tune into the resonant frequency of the crystals in the scepter by sustaining a particular note. After a minute or so, the crystals would begin to vibrate. He had learned to hold the note indefinitely by learning circular breathing, the method Australian Aborigines used to play the digeridoo for hours on end. You breathed in through your nose and exhaled through your mouth in a constant loop as your lungs took up enough air to sustain you.
As soon as the European felt the crystals begin to vibrate, he confirmed what he already knew, that the scepter was the genuine article, discovered at last after nearly six hundred years.  
He stopped humming, and the crystals grew still. He didn't want to continue. The results would be disastrous.
The European opened his eyes and looked at the Turk, who was trying and failing to keep a poker face.
“Are you satisfied?” the Turk asked.
“Yes. How much do you want?”
“Eight million dollars. In cash.”
“Make it six million.”
"Oh no, my friend. It was very difficult to get, and it is a one-of-a-kind item. I couldn't let it go for less than $7,500,000."
“All right.”
The Turk blinked. While he had expected this fellow to be an easy mark, he had thought he’d have a little more trouble than this.
It looked like that house on the Black Sea would finally be his.
The European placed the scepter back in the box and put the lid back on. Then he picked up a small hammer from the table and carefully tapped the little nails all around the rim of the crate to secure the sides. After he was finished, he picked up a briefcase by his feet, opened it, and started counting out packets of hundred-dollar bills. The Turk gazed at the money with a thrill bordering on the erotic. While he had made many good sales over the years and had a fine house and Ferrari, this was the biggest single sale he had ever made.
Once the stack of money was sitting on the table next to the crate and the Turk had flipped through the bills to make sure they were all genuine, the pair shook hands.
“A pleasure doing business with you,” the European said, picking up the crate.
“And with you. Would you like a crate of wine with my compliments?”
"No, thank you. I don't drink."
“Suit yourself.”
The pair began to ascend a narrow flight of stairs hewn in the stone, the steps worn and bowed in the middle from the passage of centuries of feet. Both men had to duck their heads so as not to strike the vaulted ceiling. The European had to hold the crate ahead of him like a lance in order to fit.
“People sure were smaller back then,” the Turk said and laughed. He felt giddy with the money in the bag he carried.
Just as the stairs turned and the wine cellar went out of sight, the European swore. “I forgot my briefcase. Could you get it?”
The passage was so tight that the European couldn’t squeeze past and go get it himself. Carrying the large crate, he couldn’t even turn around.
“No problem, my friend.”
The Turk turned and hurried back down the steps, clutching his bag of money. He did not hear the European running up the rest of the steps and hurrying away through the roofless rooms of the old monastery.
Just as the Turk got to the briefcase sitting beneath the table, the C4 inside it detonated.
The ensuing explosion blasted the dealer apart, crumpled the crates and shattered the bottles within. Having nowhere to go, the force of the explosion shot up the staircase like a geyser of blood, wine, broken glass, wood splinters, and burning hundred-dollar bills.
The European, clutching the crate like a mother clutches her baby, got away just in time. He raced through the old commons room of the monastery, through the chapel, which still retained traces of its altar, and out onto the rocky hill.
He slowed and looked behind him. Only a thin plume of smoke rose above the crumbling walls of the monastery, to be quickly dispersed by the Black Sea breeze.
After a quick check to make sure the wine crate holding the scepter was intact, he looked out over the sea. The island on which he stood measured barely one square mile. No people lived here, and it was too far off the coast for shepherds to leave their flocks to graze on the clumps of sparse grass that managed to cling to these rocks. The monastery itself was in too ruinous a state to attract tourists. The monks had chosen a remote place to worship God, and that place had never stopped being remote.
He began to walk down a flight of stairs cut into the stone that led to a little cove where two motorboats were moored side by side, his and his now dead antiquities dealer.
As he walked, the burnt end of a hundred-dollar bill fluttered down to his feet, only to be whisked away a moment later by the sea breeze and carried off over the water.
He stopped and smiled.
“A pity about the money,” he said to himself. “But it’s a small price to pay for Rome’s final legacy.”
 



CHAPTER ONE
 
 
Jana Peters felt a long way from the battles she’d been fighting for the last couple of years.
She sat with her fellow agent Jacob Snow in the back garden of an English cottage just outside St. Albans, a small city in Hertfordshire not far from London.
It certainly felt far from the heaving, polluted capital city. The house dated to the seventeenth century with a thatched roof and the locally popular “puddingstone” walls made of flint cobbles. The garden, like the garden of any self-respecting English person, was well tended and they sat on lawn chairs on lush grass surrounded by a kaleidoscopic spray of late-summer flowers.
Their host was Nigel Chantry, a retired MI6 agent whose specialty was the Middle East. A smiling, pleasant-faced man with salt and pepper hair, a red bulbous nose, and quick, intelligent eyes, he wore faded slacks, an old shirt that needed ironing, and a glass of single malt Scotch that never left his hand.
Jana and Jacob were similarly provisioned. It had been a boozy day, starting with Chantry meeting them at the train station, then giving them a tour of the town’s Roman remains, including a portion of the old Roman city wall, then the early medieval cathedral, then a stop at no fewer than three local pubs, including one that claimed to be the oldest pub in the United Kingdom.
“It is one of many oldest pubs in the United Kingdom,” he told them when they took a corner booth. “It’s impossible to tell who’s right, but they serve a good pint and that’s all that matters.”
Several good pints later, Chantry took them on a terrifying high-speed ride in his Jaguar through winding country lanes to his cottage. There they met his civilian wife, who greeted them quietly and then retired to the reading room so they could talk shop.
Talking shop required drinks, however. Jana felt like she was about to tip over and decided not to move from her chair. Jacob had gone from upbeat to sleepy. The muggy weather didn’t help. 
“I’m glad you could come up,” Chantry told Jana. He sounded like he was finally getting to the point. “Your father was a good man. I see a lot of you in him.”
There was a time, not long ago, when she would have taken that as an insult. With all his absences, his secrets, they had grown distant and she had grown resentful.
And then he had been killed in action, at least everyone thought so. Even Jacob thought so, and he had been there.
When Dad returned from the dead, it had been a hell of an adjustment, but it had been a new beginning as well. Now she understood the pressures he had been under, the grinding certainty that if he didn’t leave his whole life behind to do his duty, that the world might crumble and thousands, perhaps millions, would die.
She knew that all too well. She’d been on a few missions like that herself.
“He was a great man,” Jana replied, trying to contain her emotion. She hoped the liquor didn’t make her weepy.
Aaron Peters’ return from the dead was classified information, and even Nigel Chantry, who had been on several missions with him in the early days, did not know he was alive.
Her father had spent many years under deep cover trying to root out The Order, a shadowy organization that was responsible for much of the disruption in the world. The Order funding rebel groups, terror organizations, disrupted elections, and sowed chaos wherever they went.
Aaron had been successful had stopping many of their plans and wiping out several of their cells, and yet he had failed in one vital objective—figuring out what they wanted. Their motives remained a mystery.
“He certainly gave you an interesting education,” the MI6 agent said.
All of a sudden, there was a knife in his hand, a slim-throwing dagger. It hadn't been there the moment before. Jana hadn't even seen the movement to reach for it, wherever it had been hidden on his person.
Jana tensed, then eased up a moment later when he threw the knife. It nearly beheaded a rose ten feet away and embedded itself in the wooden fence beyond. 
“Sorry to startle you,” Chantry said, chuckling in a way that showed he was anything but sorry. “Must keep in practice.”
He got up, walked over to the wall, and pulled out the knife. He retrieved the rose and presented it to Jana with a flourish. The knife had disappeared, returned to whatever hiding place he had for it.
“A remarkable throw,” Jacob said, sounding awake and alert now. “Did you really have all those drinks?”
“Jacob!” Jana cried. “Sorry, my boyfriend isn’t up on the social niceties.” 
“I don’t get out enough,” Jacob said with a grin.
“You get out too much,” Chantry replied. “As did I when I was your age. And to answer your question, I did have those drinks. And I’m going to have another right now.”
Jana perked up, sparked by a sudden memory. “Wait! You’re Lord Highcastle!”
When she was a little girl, about eight or nine, an Englishman had come to visit them. Her father had introduced him as Lord Highcastle. He had thrilled her with tales of elaborate parties in stately homes and cricket grounds and of meeting the Queen. Then he had shown her how to throw knives and presented her with her very own throwing knife to practice with.
Chantry made a bow. “The same. My, how you’ve changed. You’ve grown from a little girl to a beautiful young woman, while I, on the other hand, have declined into something resembling a Gothic ruin.” He poured himself a generous amount of Scotch from the bottle on the table, offered the bottle to Jana and Jacob, shrugged when they both said no, and sat back down. “Now let’s get down to business.”
Jana leaned forward. “Yes. You mentioned on the phone that you had some information of archaeological interest for me.”
“Indeed, I do. A little bird told me that you’ve been dealing with the Antiquities Division.”
Jana took in a sharp breath. The Antiquities Division was a secret branch of the U.S. government that Jana and Jacob hadn’t even heard about until a rogue member named Dr. Harlow had begun to blow up hydroelectric dams all over the world, demanding that the division’s curator give himself up.
He hadn’t, but Jacob and Jana had managed to thwart Dr. Harlow’s plans. He had gotten away, however, and had been lying low for some time now.
“What do you know about them?” Jana asked.
Chantry examined his glass.
“They’re an odd bunch, and the man in charge, who calls himself the Curator, is as ruthless as a man can get. Good at his job, he’s preserved hidden history and advanced the study of ancient civilizations to a great extent, but driven and far too single-minded and independent to work for any government.”
Jacob laughed. “People at the CIA complain that I’m too single-minded and independent.”
Chantry looked at him. “You are, but in a good way. You never lose sight of the mission or your loyalties. The Curator, on the other hand, is only using the U.S. government for its own ends. He plays along so that he can keep his position and keep the funding flowing, but don’t think for a minute that he wouldn’t betray his country in a heartbeat if it suited him.”
“He certainly didn’t mind letting people die to hide his identity,” Jana grumbled.
Even one of his employees, Robert Bledshaw, hated him, and had turned against him on a couple of occasions, even going so far as to refuse an order to betray them on their last mission.
It was a miracle that man was still alive. The threats Jacob and Jana had made to the Curator if Bledshaw ever disappeared might have helped. It was obvious, though, that Bledshaw had an ace up his sleeve. They had no idea what that might be.
“I had some interaction with the Curator about ten years ago,” Chantry said. “I have to admit that I don’t know much about him, such as his real name, but I did want to warn you that now that you’re having regular dealings with him to watch your step.”
Jana and Jacob traded a look. While Dr. Harlow had made his threats to the world’s hydroelectric dams and his demand for the surrender of the Curator public, no one knew that they had been involved in stopping the attacks. And it certainly wasn’t common knowledge that they had “regular dealings” with the organization.
It seemed that Nigel Chantry wasn’t as retired as he let on. This wasn’t some old soldier keeping in the loop over dinner with friends.
“What else can you tell us?” Jacob asked, looking fully awake and sober now.
Chantry looked pained. “I’m afraid not much. Some of it is still classified. The rest is supposition and rumor, straw in the wind as it were. I do know one thing—that the rebellion of Dr. Harlow against the Curator was not simply a case of Harlow wanting everything for himself. While he certainly did want to run the show, their dispute arose from a disagreement over policy. The Curator was content to continue under American government oversight. It gave him money and it gave him opportunities for research. Dr. Harlow wanted to take a more aggressive stance. He feels that the Antiquities Division has gathered enough material that they can move to the next phase of their operations.”
“And what’s that?” Jana asked.
Chantry examined her for a moment.
“How much have you learned about their research, and how much do you believe?”
Jana took a deep breath. “Well, their research focuses on premodern technology. Advanced science and invention that should seem out of place in any culture dating to before the Industrial Revolution. The Antikythera mechanism is one example, although I’ve seen a lot more impressive artifacts since then. They … ” Jana shifted in her seat. “ … they interpret these artifacts to be the remnants of a lost civilization from a hundred thousand years ago, evidence for which was wiped out by the glaciers of the last Ice Age.”
“And do you believe in their conclusions?”
“No. While their collection certainly does show that premodern science and technology was far more advanced than anyone ever thought, I’ve seen no convincing evidence that this pre-Ice Age civilization ever existed.”
Jacob made a soft click with his tongue. He believed, but then again, he wasn't a trained archaeologist. He wasn't trained in the scientific method and could be fooled by surface appearances.
“Well, I don’t know what evidence you’ve seen, but I’ve seen enough to convince me,” Chantry said.
You’re not a trained archaeologist either. At least I don’t think so. I actually know very little about you.
“In a way, it doesn’t matter if the civilization existed or not,” Jana countered. “Dr. Harlow and the people at the Antiquities Division obviously think it did, and they’re willing to kill for it.”
Chantry nodded somberly and took another swig of his Scotch. 
"We are approaching a crisis point, my friends. As I'm sure you are aware, after Dr. Harlow's little stunt with the dams, there was a public outcry about the Antiquities Division. No one had heard of this organization and suddenly tens of thousands of people were being killed because of it. Now, there's a Congressional investigation with the usual politics and posturing. This investigation will end up being inconclusive, and any measures will be nothing more than cosmetic. The Antiquities Division is part of the Deep State and cannot be excised by a few angry Congresspeople with an eye on their next election. 
“What the Deep State doesn’t understand, however, is that the Curator and his like-minded cronies in the Antiquities Division don’t consider themselves part of that Deep State. They have no loyalty except to their own goals.”
“And those goals are?” Jana asked. She had heard this straight from Robert Bledshaw’s mouth, but she wanted to hear it from an outside perspective as well.
The MI6 agent’s face grew grim.
“To revive that old civilization by any means necessary. They think it was the pinnacle of human achievement, and they want to bring humanity back to that, with themselves as rulers, of course. They think that this ancient supertechnology will give them the edge they need to conquer the world and replace our civilization with the ancient one. It’s a faith that borders on religious fanaticism.”
“So this conquest is what Dr. Harlow wanted, and they opposed him?"
“Their differences are not those of intention, but rather of timing. The Curator and his ilk were content to continue their research on the taxpayer’s dollar for the time being, but Dr. Harlow forced their hand. The public scrutiny and the rivalry from Dr. Harlow have forced them to speed up their timetable.”
“Do you think they’ll join forces again?”
"Never. From what I've heard, the Curator and Dr. Harlow hate each other. Their egos are too big for them to both be in the same room."
“That’s what we’ve heard too,” Jacob said.
“It’s unclear how much tech Dr. Harlow has, but the Curator has access to all the technology that survived the dam attacks.”
Jana didn’t think a few researchers with some ancient technology could really take over the world. That was delusional. Even the stunning display of technology they had witnessed in Tibet on their last mission wasn’t something that could stand up to a modern military.
These people were fanatics, like Chantry said. They couldn’t see clearly. So they would make a bid for power and a whole bunch of people would get hurt in the process.
The question was—who would make the first move? The Curator or Dr. Harlow? And what form would that move take?
 
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
 
A fjord on the northwest coast of Norway
Two hundred miles north of the Arctic Circle
That same day
 
 
Aaron Peters knew he was getting close when he found the rock carvings.
He had been descending the steep, snow-covered slope of the fjord, picking his way down a narrow ravine, every footstep place with care and force, digging the teeth of his crampons into the ice. He held an icepick in one hand and wore a .30-06 rifle with a scope strapped across his back.
He would have preferred a proper military-grade sniper’s rifle, but his cover was that he was a reindeer hunter, so he’d have to settle for a good-quality hunting rifle.
Aaron was making his way down a side ravine of the fjord, keeping low so the rocks to either side would keep him out of sight, when he spotted them.
Several shapes and human figures etched into a flat rock face.
It was on one side of the ravine with a large boulder sheltering it from the wind, and showed several stick figures with their arms raised as if in supplication or entreaty to the strange, oval shape above them.
Aaron worked his way over to the carvings. Now that he was closer, he could see there were small figures inside the oval. They looked like human beings flying some sort of aircraft. The etched lines that made this carving were worn with age, and it was only because of the steep angle of the light that Aaron had spotted them at all.
While he was no expert, these looked old. He had seen other carvings in Norway that he had been told dated back to the Bronze Age more than three thousand years ago. The style was the same, with simple lines making stick figures that somehow managed to be expressive. But all the carvings he’d seen in his treks through rural Norway had normal scenes like hunts or ships with oars. They didn’t show a bunch of people worshipping a flying machine. 
Aaron chuckled. This reminded him of some of the images Jana and Jacob had told him about that they’d seen in a cave in India. Crude, primitive carvings from thousands of years ago showing things that shouldn’t have existed back then. Jana’s training stopped her from believing her eyes. Aaron, on the other hand, had to accept what he was facing, no matter how unbelievable it seemed.
The Antiquities Division was right, the world really had been ruled by an advanced civilization before the last Ice Age.
Aaron removed his gloves, pulled a compact camera out of his pocket, and took some photos, noting down the GPS coordinates. Jana would want to see this. 
He wondered if he was the first to find them in the modern era. He had humped over the far ridge from the adjoining fjord to the south and had descended one of the most difficult routes in order to get behind and surprise the enemy. Nobody would pick this route when there were two easier and more obvious passes from the south that were closer to the mouth of the fjord.
Aaron continued working his way down the slope. At last, after another hour, he made it to the bottom of the fjord, where a fast-moving stream rushed from the mountains to the east toward the gray Norwegian Sea to the west. Ice clung to the banks of the stream, but in the center it flowed clear.
Aaron put a fist through the ice and cupped his hand to drink. The water was so cold it hurt his teeth, but the water tasted clean and fresh. It felt good drinking this way. Primal. He had drunk from streams like this in the uplands of Pakistan and Afghanistan for many years. Now, he was in a supposedly more civilized country, and yet the danger was the same.
There were enemies here. Enemies who, if they knew he was here drinking from this stream, would not hesitate to kill him.
Aaron began to make his way down the fjord, clinging close to the steeply sloped side where rocks and irregularities in the terrain gave him cover. A freezing rain started to patter down, reducing visibility. His gray clothing merged with the rock and the rain to make him all but invisible from a distance.
His quarry were similarly attired, but they were making noise.
He heard them before he saw them. The telltale clink of metal picks on stone told him he was close.
Keeping low, Aaron wormed his way forward. As he approached, he heard a scraping sound, punctuated by more strikes of the pick and low conversation in Norwegian. 
He came to a place where a minor avalanche had strewn armchair-sized boulders in a line down the slope all the way to the stream. Aaron made his way between two of the larger ones and peeked through the gap in between.
They were closer than he thought, just forty yards along the fjord. Three men were hacking with picks and shovels at the ground. Several large stones lay to one side, the pick marks and clean breaks showing they had been broken into several pieces. Now, they had gotten down to the gravel level and were busy shoveling it out.
Aaron smiled. Forty yards was an easy shot, even with the rain and the fact that they were half covered by the pit they had dug.
Aaron Peters eased back a little to get more out of sight. He unslung his rifle, looked through the scope, and got the first man in the crosshairs. 
A rifle shot cracked the cold air, but it was not his own. A bullet smacked into the rock inches from his head, spitting shards of stone that cut his face. One bit got in his right eye.
Aaron hunched down to get out of sight of the diggers and swung around.
One eye aching, he looked around with the remaining one, trying to locate the sniper.
The guy was so well camouflaged that he didn’t spot him until he saw his muzzle flare and felt the burn of a bullet creasing his side.
He rolled to one side, another bullet chasing him, and got in a prone position to return fire.
The guy was on the opposite side of the stream behind a jumble of rocks. He had waited until Aaron had passed him so he could shoot him in the back. He had known someone would come along, use these boulders as the perfect spot to get the drop on his buddies, and so the sniper had switched the game up by getting the drop on him.
Aaron’s first shot missed. The guy disappeared behind the rocks.
Now came the guessing game. Would the sniper come up for his next shot to the left, the right, or would he try to outguess his opponent by popping up in the exact same place? Aaron kept his gaze as wide as he could with only his left eye, trying to ignore the pulsing pain in his right eye and the burn to his side. The wound to his side was only a graze. He could tell the damage to the eye was more serious.
Keeping that eye closed as it teared up, he focused on the rocks and hoped the three guys who had been digging wouldn’t advance on him too quick. If the sniper was smart, he’d stay low for a minute to let his buddies get into position.
Turned out the sniper was eager for this to be his own kill. He popped up a little to the left of his original position.
With lightning reflexes, Aaron Peters shifted aim and drilled a bullet through his skull.
He rolled, got up on one knee, and scanned the boulders he had originally been hiding behind.
No sign of the men, although beyond the ringing in his ears he thought he discerned soft footsteps.
Aaron angled a bit more to the left. Something was running out of his eye now. He hoped it was tears and not blood, but he didn’t have time to check.
The sound of movement stopped, so Aaron stopped too.
For a moment, there was no sound except the incessant patter of the rain and the moan of an Arctic breeze passing through the boulders.
They must be right on the other side, wondering at the silence just as he was.
Someone whispered something, quick and quiet. The three men rose as one, all with rifles in their hands.
Aaron, being ready, shot the first one. As the man flew back, the other two adjusted their aim and fired. Aaron leapt up and fired from the hip and he got behind a boulder as their shots went wide, then scrabbled over another stone and rolled down into the crack in between it and the next big stone.
That left him awkwardly twisted and jammed between two rocks, but he had a second to recover in relative safety.
By the time he got upright and positioned behind the stone, there was no sign of his two remaining opponents.
These guys were getting sneaky again. They could have rushed him but didn't. They were level-headed, and with half their number gone, they'd be cautious. They weren't crack shots but there were two of them and the range was too damn close.
Plus, Aaron's eye was really beginning to hurt.
If they flanked him on the other side of the rock heap, they’d end up about ten feet from him and could pop up anywhere.
But then he heard a soft sound on his side of the heap.
Aaron edged a bit to the right. One of the men had crept over to his side of the rockslide. They saw each other at the same time, and both ducked back behind cover.
Damn it. Only one had come over. The other would fire at him from his flank. This was bad.
He edged around the large rock he had been hiding behind, keeping low so the guy who was still on the opposite side of the rockslide couldn’t see him. That left Aaron dangerously exposed to the guy on the near side, but it was better than getting caught in a crossfire. 
The instant the guy showed himself, Aaron took a shot. His enemy was too quick and ducked back.
Aaron rolled to the right so when his opponent showed himself a second time he had to readjust his aim. That half-second was all Aaron needed. He put a bullet right through his chest.
Now for the last one. Aaron rushed to the position of the man he just killed and hunkered down behind the jumble of rocks. He strained to hear over the ringing of his ears but could discern no movement.
He dared a peek, saw nothing, then shifted his position to look again.
Where did he get to?
Aaron wiped his aching eye with the back of his glove and came away with blood.
Damn.
Aaron crawled forward, trying to keep as low and as silent as the jumble of rocks and boulders allowed.
Where the hell did that guy get to?
Positioning himself at a likely spot that would provide cover to the flanks while giving a view to the front, Aaron peeked over the rim of the rock in front of him.
The guy was fifty yards ahead, sprinting away for all he was worth. The rain had picked up and obscured the view, and the fjord took a bend just ahead.
Aaron would get one shot before the man disappeared.
One shot at a moving target in poor light fifty yards away was so easy he almost didn’t have to aim.
For the final time, the crack of a rifle shot split the Arctic air. The man threw up his hands, stumbled, and fell hard on the stones.
Aaron rose, wiped his eye with the back of his glove again, and sauntered over to the hole the men had been digging.
It lay at the bottom of the pit, still half covered by gravel.
Aaron hopped in and wiped away the remaining stones and grit and took a long look.
“Yes. Somebody would kill for this,” he said softly to himself. “Just wait until Jana sees it. It might just change her mind about that ancient civilization.”
 



CHAPTER THREE
 
 
London, the next evening …
 
 
Jacob had mulled over what Nigel Chantry had told them all the way back to London and for most of the following day. While the old agent had revealed some interesting details, they weren’t sure what to do about the situation. So far, the Curator hadn’t done anything to make the U.S. government question its loyalty. So, all he and Jana could do was to keep an eye on it.
He had tried to call Robert Bledshaw that same day, but got a curt text back saying the man was busy.
That unsettled him. Once again, there was nothing he could do.
Besides, they were supposedly on R and R, living in a CIA-owned apartment in central London. Jana had taken the opportunity to get back into archaeology, attending a conference on Roman civilization the previous week, where she presented a paper on that mosaic she had discovered in Morocco, and delving into the collections of the British Museum. Jacob had spent his time wandering around London seeing some of the sights such as the Imperial War Museum.
While there, he had eavesdropped on a short old man talking to his grandchildren about World War Two. They were standing in front of a Tiger tank.
"Now, these were the worst to go up against. Luckily, they broke down a lot, so you didn't see them too much, but if one came at you, you needed to work as a team. We were mixed up with an American unit in the Argonne when I came toe to toe with my first Tiger. Before that it had all been Panthers or Panzer IV’s. I was in the best British tank there was. Do you remember what that was called?”
“The Chieftain!”
“That’s right, Angus. And what did the Yanks drive?”
Silence.
“The Sherman. Remember that tank over there? That’s a Sherman. Well, the Chieftain and Sherman were both good tanks, but neither could stand up to a Tiger alone. So me and my crew in our Chieftain spotted this Tiger in some woods covering the road. No one could advance until we took it out. So I went in and the Yanks sent in three Shermans, and we got him.”
Jacob resisted the urge to salute him. 
“Did the Germans die?” his little granddaughter asked.
The old man’s face grew somber. “Yes, Tina. Yes, they did. And I have always felt bad about having to shoot at the Germans. But they were supporting a bad leader.”
“Hitler.”
“That’s right. And they were hurting a lot of people. If we hadn’t stopped them, they would have hurt many, many more. Sometimes you have to do hard things, things you don’t want to do, in order to be right.”
Now Jacob really felt like saluting him, but he was undercover. Even though he wasn’t on a mission at the moment, he was always undercover.
He wished it didn’t have to be that way, he thought as he continued through the displays. He wished he could be normal, with a normal job and normal friends. Maybe a few grandkids someday.
Jacob Snow, the CIA's top agent, with the possible exception of Aaron Peters, wanted to quit.
He had wanted to quit for some time now, but the Company kept dragging him into missions.
It didn’t help that Jana was in the game now. Even though she had never been through formal training, she’d seen more field ops in the last couple of years than most agents see in their entire careers. She had that drive, that spark, that kept her going back for more.
She was the same now. The last time they had been on R and R she had practically climbing the walls. After this last mission when they got some more R and R, she had plunged back into archaeological research. Maybe it was because she had been a civilian until recently and the field ops hadn’t worn her down yet, but she hadn’t learned the luxury of doing nothing.
Jacob wanted nothing more than to do nothing for the rest of his life.
Even so, he had accomplished one thing during this R and R, something he had been putting off for months now.
Jacob Snow had written his letter of resignation.
It had taken him ages to start, but once he did, the words flowed easily and smoothly. He explained that he had done more than his duty for his country and that he was rapidly approaching burnout. He wrote that he no longer felt he was performing at a hundred percent and that the increasingly long and frequent periods of R and R were not helping. He wrote that he needed to quit for the good of the Company so that he would not fail at a critical mission and leave his fellow agents in danger.
He wrote all that, then tucked it in a drawer and did not send it.
That, he realized, was an even bigger fight than writing it in the first place.
But he’d send it. Soon.
Jacob headed back to their apartment. Jana would be coming home soon. They’d make dinner, maybe go to the pub for a couple of pints, and Jacob would turn in early. Jana would stay up late reading archaeological reports.
He expected another quiet evening with the woman he loved, the woman he was feeling a bit separate from as she went forward firing all jets and he floundered, wondering what to do with his life.
That, as usual, got decided for him. 
He knew it had been decided yet again when he came into the apartment and saw Jana sitting with her father.
Aaron looked as rugged and fresh as usual, his weathered features seamed with deep lines thanks to years of exposure to the elements and stress. But there was one difference now—he had a patch over his right eye.
“What happened?” Jacob asked.
Aaron grinned. “That’s such an obvious question. Can’t you do better than that?”
“Were you drunk and trying to use chopsticks?”
Aaron laughed. “That’s better. No, a rock splinter got in my eye when someone tried to shoot me and shot the rock next to me instead.”
“Is it bad?” Jacob asked, concerned. He sat down next to Jana, who took his hand.
“It got cut and hurts like hell. The ophthalmologist says it will heal, but I have to wear this patch for a month.”
“That’s a hell of a way to earn some R and R.” 
Aaron shook his head slowly. “Not for me, and I’m afraid the party is over for the two of you as well.” 
Jacob thought of the letter hidden in his drawer and ground his teeth.
Controlling himself, he pointed to a metal case sitting on the coffee table.
“What’s that?”
Jana replied for him. “He’s been holding off opening it until you came.”
“Is it full of money so we can retire?” 
“People like us don’t get to retire.”
Jacob let out a dissatisfied grunt.
Aaron took the case in his hands. From the way he handled it, the thing looked heavy.
“Bledshaw sent me a tip about an illegal excavation in Norway he wanted me to check out. The Curator has been keeping him busy, keeping him close, so he couldn’t go himself.”
“Does the Curator know about this excavation?” Jacob asked.
“Apparently not, and Bledshaw didn’t reveal his source.”
“Hmm. That’s funny,” Jacob said.
Aaron grinned. “You’re not laughing.”
“No, I’m not. So what’s the case?”
"I tracked four guys to a Norwegian fjord above the Arctic Circle. On my way there, I found a stone carving of men worshipping a flying machine. Looked Bronze Age, not that I'm an expert. Looks like some of the carvings you told me about in India. You know, those later inscriptions where the people worship the pre-Ice Age civilization like gods? I'll show you some photos in a minute. But first, the piece de resistance.”
He clicked open the case and revealed a foam interior cut into several compartments. The largest, central one held a crumpled mass of metal that looked like it had once been some sort of container. Inside was a jumble of wires and what looked like electronic components. In the smaller compartments were more pieces—bits of connectors, what looked like an electric coil, and something that looked for all the world like a diode.
All of it looked old, with patina on the steel and copper. Even so, they could just make out an inscription graven onto the crumpled metal. 
Jacob and Jana peered at it, trying to puzzle it out. The letters, if they were letters, were like nothing Jacob had ever seen, and he had been all around the world and had a nodding familiarity with a score of languages.
“What language is that?” Jacob asked. “Something ancient?”
“I’ve never seen anything like this before,” Jana whispered.
“Some members of The Order were digging this up,” Aaron said. “I could tell they were because they carried cyanide capsules in their pockets.”
The Order never let themselves be taken alive. Every time Aaron had come close to nabbing a prisoner, the man or woman would bite down on a cyanide capsule.
“Digging it up?” Jana asked. “How deep was the hole?”
“About a meter.”
“And this was sitting in situ at the bottom? Was it covered in dirt, as if it had been buried for some time?”
“Yes. As you can see, I cleaned it off.”
Jacob took a deep breath and turned to Jana.
“What do you think?” he asked.
“I … I don’t know what to think.”
“This is a lot to take in.”
“There’s more,” Jana said, still looking pale from what she had just seen. “Tyler called us. He wants us to go to the briefing room. We have another assignment.”
 
***
 
Jacob and Jana arrived at the briefing room within the hour. It was at the core of the U.S. embassy, a room with no windows surrounded by adjoining rooms with no windows, the walls, floor, and ceiling wired with the most advanced anti-surveillance electronics known to science. 
There they had a video call with Tyler Wallace, their boss back in the States, while the ambassador and the military attaché sat with them in London.
Tyler Wallace was an aging African-American who had seen a lot of combat in his time before becoming bureau chief. Now he was in a strictly noncombat role. That hadn’t stopped him from taking a bullet while defending Jacob’s safehouse and saving Jana’s life.
That had been an attack by The Order, the secretive organization Aaron Peters had been hunting for so many years. This meeting, Jacob guessed, would not be about The Order. The ambassador and military attaché were here, and they would probably not be cleared to even know that organization existed.
That was because it had infiltrated the CIA and most other major intelligence organizations worldwide. Tyler wouldn’t talk about it in front of just anyone.
"Hello, Agents Snow and Peters," Tyler began. "I'm sorry to interrupt your well-earned break, but—"
“But you’re going to interrupt our well-earned break.”
Jacob had meant that to come out as a joke, but he could hear the sarcasm and bitterness in his voice. Jana elbowed him. The ambassador and military attaché glanced in his direction.
Tyler Wallace went on like he hadn’t heard.
“There’s been an incident off the north coast of Turkey. One of our local agents had been tailing an antiquities dealer named Kaan Nacar, a Turkish national suspected of many illegal sales. While such an individual is more the concern for the local police and Interpol, we have been monitoring the trade a lot more closely given recent events.”
Jacob nodded. That was putting it mildly.
Tyler Wallace went on. “Our agent got wind that Nacar was selling an incredibly rare medieval scepter that was rumored to have magical powers. While we’ve usually dismissed such things in the past, we can no longer afford to.”
Jacob looked at the ambassador and military attaché with surprise. The true power of some of the ancient artifacts they had come across was classified. It looked like these two guys were more in the know than he realized.
He still wasn’t going to mention The Order around them. That was for damn sure. 
“Kaan Nacar met the buyer, who we never got to identify, on a small island off the coast. It’s uninhabited and has some ruins of a medieval monastery on it. Our agent didn’t have a boat, not thinking they would meet off the coast, so he had to monitor from the shore. He heard the faint sound of an explosion and saw smoke rise from within the monastery, and then the buyer emerged alone carrying a medium-sized wooden crate, about the size of a crate of wine. This gentleman then hopped onto a motorboat and sped off, heading west. Our agent tried to follow, but the coastal road loses sight of the sea at several points and is in poor repair, so the motorboat got ahead of him and disappeared. He later checked in the nearby city of Trabzon and other ports along the coast but could find no trace of him.”
“Have you been monitoring Kaan Nacar’s residence and business?” Jacob asked.
"Of course. The Turks have been informed, and they have secret police watching both locales. No one has come or gone. They've preserved the crime scene for you to take a look at."
“Crime scene? I take it they found Kaan Nacar’s body?”
"What's left of it? There's a private jet waiting for you at Heathrow. You'll be flown to Erzurum, the nearest big city, where our local man will meet you. I'll warn you, the Turks are more than a little upset that we were monitoring a known criminal and didn’t tell them until after a crime had been committed. You’re going to have to be on your best diplomatic behavior.”
“I’m always diplomatic!” Jacob objected.
Tyler gave a skeptical grunt. “Now this might not turn out to be anything, perhaps some underworld grudge or a simple theft. I don’t have any more details from the scene. I want you to check it out, and if it’s something, pursue it. If it turns out to be a simple black market hit, then you can be back on your R and R in a couple of days.”
Now, it was Jacob's turn to give a skeptical grunt. No mission he had ever been on had turned out to be simple.
It looked like his retirement would have to wait.
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
Erzurum, Turkey
The next day …
 
 
Jana sat in the back of the four-by-four, looking out the tinted windows as they passed through Erzurum. At the wheel sat Ahmet Balik, the local CIA agent, a Turkish-American who spoke the local language fluently. He was a small man, sloppily dressed, who could pass for a shopkeeper or low-level accountant. Only his alert eyes and the grace of movement beneath his baggy clothes hinted at his real capabilities. Jana suspected that his wore clothes too big for him in order to hide his muscles and allow for ease of movement in hand-to-hand combat.
Jacob sat in the passenger’s seat.
“This looks like your kind of city,” Jacob said to her over his shoulder.
They had already passed an imposing old medieval citadel and a large medieval madrasa with soaring minarets. While most of the town was modern, with ugly concrete buildings put up in recent decades, these older remnants were not unusual.
“There’s a lot of history to Erzurum,” Jana said. “It was a key city for the Byzantines, the early Islamic powers, and then for a long time the Ottoman Empire.”
“It was important for the Armenians too,” Ahmet Balik said. “It was one of their centers of culture. There were a lot of arts and cultural institutions here for Armenians, including the top Armenian university. All that got destroyed in the Armenian genocide.”
Jana nodded. During World War One, some Armenians sided with the Russians against the Ottomans. In reprisal, the Ottoman government punished all Armenians, killing hundreds of thousands of them in one of the worst genocides before the Second World War.
“But don’t use those words around here,” the CIA agent added. “The term ‘Armenian genocide’ is still illegal. A Turkish academic in Ankara got arrested just last week for mentioning the genocide in a talk she gave at a lecture in Paris. Someone filmed her, put it on YouTube, and she found herself under arrest when she came home.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Jana grumbled. “How can we learn about history if we don’t talk about it?”
“Some people don’t want to learn,” Ahmet Balik replied, lighting a cigarette. “This government is pretty strict on dissidents, or even any dissenting opinion. It’s a strong bulwark against Russian and Islamist expansion, though.”
“The Turkish army is one of the toughest in the region,” Jacob agreed.
“Yes, but luckily they’re mostly at the Iraqi and Syrian borders at the moment. You won’t find any trouble around here from them.”
They headed out of the city, past the suburbs of poorer homes and a few seaside villas, and sped along the shoreline road. After a couple of hours driving through mountains, they saw the Black Sea glittering to the north under a strong sun. Jana could spot freighters in the distance and yachts closer to shore.
The land was a rough one, with rugged hills and a mountain range visible in the bluish haze to the south. Between the folds of the hills were green valleys where farmers coaxed crops out of the rocky soil. Jana’s archaeological eye spotted the remains of an old castle, a Byzantine-era church in a village they passed through, and the stub of a Roman aqueduct. 
Their local agent chain-smoked the entire drive. While neither Jana nor Jacob smoked, they had spent enough time in the Middle East, where the men do their best to imitate chimneys, that it didn’t bother them. It looked like Ahmet was as much Turkish as American.
They continued on the winding road, the Black Sea passing in and out of sight, until they got to a rough patch of abandoned shoreline with no natural harbors or settlements. Out to sea, a rocky island jutted out of the water. It was close enough that Jana could just make out some ruins on it.
“That’s the island. I tracked Kaan Nacar here and watched him go there. The buyer arrived on a separate boat from the west. No boatman, just him. He left toward the west as well. Let's go out there, and I'll show you the crime scene. The Turkish police have already been through it taking photos and taking DNA evidence but they've left it otherwise untouched so that you two can take a look."
They parked and scrabbled down a steep slope to a rocky beach with a thin stretch of pure white sand. A motorboat was pulled up onto the sand, moored to one of the larger rocks.
“I wish I had this when I tailed Kaan Nacar,” the local agent said. “We might have resolved this already.”
They got on board, Ahmet Balik pushed off, hopped in himself, and started the motor.
Soon they were skimming across the open water. Jana looked around and took a deep breath of sharp sea air. She felt a thrill go through her entire being. She was on the chase again. God, how she loved it.
She tried to temper her enthusiasm. These missions were dangerous. People got hurt, even killed. Jana felt troubled by how easily she had adapted to that. Her father’s training when she was a kid had imprinted itself more deeply than she had imagined.
Even with the knowledge that this mission would almost certainly end with violence, something all their missions did, she knew that whatever came, she would be fighting for what was right.
Archaeology couldn’t compare. Those few days at the conference and at the British Museum had been wonderful, but felt more like a vacation than what used to be her whole life and career.
Those days working as a civilian archaeologist seemed a long, long time ago, as if in another life lived by another person. A more naïve person, a more innocent and perhaps happier person, but far less wise and with less of a feeling of fulfillment.
Jana looked at the island they were approaching. She was in a new life now, and there was no sense in looking back.
Ahmet Balik brought the motorboat into a little cove and secured the line to a heavy brass ring bolted into the rock. Jana wondered how old that ring was and how long it had been securing boats that needed to dock at this remote place.
They ascended a set of worn stone steps up a steep, rocky slope up to a relatively level area.
The old monastery appeared before them, a rambling collection of interconnected buildings. The roofs were long gone, the walls crumbling, gaps had appeared here and there as portions had fallen down, but the general form was still recognizable, with a chapel, a bakery, quarters for the monks, and a dining hall. It was late Byzantine in style, distinctive because of its alternating coursework of brick and hewn stone and its small domed towers. It dated perhaps from the 14th century, the twilight era of that once-great empire.
As soon as they stepped through an open doorway, they began to see burnt remnants of American money. Jacob picked up a couple.
“Hundred-dollar bills.”
“Must have been payment for Kaan Nacar,” the local agent said. “Looks like he never got to spend it. This way.”
He led them through a couple of empty rooms that opened to the blue sky and to a narrow staircase leading down.
“I warn you, it isn’t pretty.”
“We’ve seen a lot of ugly things in this job,” Jacob said with a weary tone.
Jana gave him a concerned look. He had lost the enthusiasm for the work that he had once had when she had first met him. His skills hadn’t declined, but the spirit seemed to have been knocked out of him.
She had tried to talk to him about it and only got evasive answers such as "I'm tired" or "I just need a long vacation."
Jana knew there was more to it than that. She also knew that someone carrying as much of a mental burden as Jacob Snow would only open up when he was good and ready.
As Ahmet pulled out a flashlight and led the way down the steps, Jana put a comforting hand on Jacob’s shoulder.
They descended a narrow staircase, the men having to hunch over so as not to hit their heads on the low, arched ceiling.
Broken glass crunched underfoot, and they were almost overpowered by the smell of wine.
“Someone had been using this as a wine cellar, probably the same smuggler who lost his hundred-dollar bills. Careful with the glass and don’t slip in the puddles.”
The unsteady beam of Ahmet’s flashlight showed each step to be covered in red liquid, now half-dried and sticky. Jana wasn’t sure how much was wine and how much was blood and decided not to think about it.
They came to the cellar, a small domed room. The burnt remnants of a wooden table lay in ruins in the middle of a lake of liquid. Shards of glass sparkled on the floor. Flattened against the walls from the force of the explosion was a mass of wooden crates.
The powerful smell of alcohol was getting to her. She felt lightheaded. She put a handkerchief to her nose and moved slowly so she didn’t fall into this mess. 
“Near as the police can figure it, the buyer blew up Kaan Nacar in this room. I saw the buyer come out of the monastery just as a column of smoke rose up over the buildings. I got a decent long-range view of his face. I’ll send you the drawing the police artist made. We’ve already run it through the databases of the Turkish police, Interpol, and CIA. No matches.”
Jana took a slow turn around the room, studying every detail, her eyes blurring over the bits of flesh stuck to the walls.
Something stuck between two stones in the wall caught her attention. She almost missed it, thinking it was just another shard of glass shining in the light of Ahmet’s flashlight, but then she saw it was metal and not glass. Part of the bomb?
She peered at it. It was a twisted bit of steel embedded in a crack in the old stone. Using her handkerchief, she grasped it. The steel was stuck in there pretty deep, and she had to pull and wriggle it for a minute to get it out.
When she did, she saw what looked like a nametag for a suitcase or briefcase. Something was engraved on it. She bent it as flat as she could and read.
“Roma invicta.”
“What does that mean?” Jacob asked, looking over her shoulder.
“It means ‘Rome unconquered.’” 
“All right, but what does it mean?”
Jana shrugged. “I don’t know. But if this came from a case that our mysterious buyer was carrying, then we have our first clue.”
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
That evening, Jana sat at the desk in their hotel room in Erzurum. It was far from the scene of the crime, but the regional police insisted they stay there, perhaps to keep an eye on them. Jacob and Ahmet were out conferring with the head of police, and Jana had stayed in to check on the database of stolen artifacts.
Outside her window stood the Yakutiye Madrasa, a 13th-century religious school built shortly after the Muslims took the city from the Byzantine Christians. A huge front gate with an intricately carved arch was dwarfed by a soaring minaret decorated with red and aquamarine tiles.
Jana barely glanced at this historic wonder. She was absorbed by what she was finding on the database. She learned that the scepter that was supposedly sold by the dead Turkish antiquities dealer was the scepter of the emperors of Trebizond, the last outpost of the Byzantine Empire on the southern shores of the Black Sea. Long assumed to have been lost, the scepter reappeared on the antiquities market twenty years ago when it was bought by a reclusive collector in Italy. When that collector died, it was sold at auction and went into a private collection in Germany. Two years ago, the German collector was found murdered and a number of artifacts in his collection had disappeared, the scepter included.
Both collectors had a reputation for collecting medieval artifacts of supposedly magical importance such as grimoires, saints’ relics, and alchemical items.
The scepter of the Trapezuntine monarchs had not been seen again until Ahmet heard rumors that it was available on the illegal antiquities market. That’s when the CIA got involved.
But that wasn’t the only late Byzantine artifact that had been taken in recent years. Three months ago, a Byzantine reliquary had been stolen from the Cluny Museum in Paris.
It was a beautiful item, a small box of silver with embossed decorations showing scenes from the life of Saint Theodore Teron, a warrior saint and one of the prominent saints of the Byzantine Empire. Like St. George, he was often depicted on a horse spearing a dragon that symbolized Satan. The reliquary had been made in the 13th century and was studded with gems and topped with a faultless rock crystal. Inside were fragments of the saint’s bones. Like all reliquaries, it was said to offer spiritual and healing properties to those who touched it.
Two items were taken from a collection in Genoa, Italy. One was a gold ring with a large gem mounted on it engraved with the face of the Virgin Mary, fashioned in the Empire of Trebizond in the 14th century.
The other object wasn't Byzantine but actually earlier, from the first century AD. It was a large green gemstone supposedly owned by the Emperor Nero. The emperor was nearsighted and this gemstone had been cut in such a fashion as to be used as a monocle. Ancient texts mention such an item, and historians had long argued back and forth about whether it was truly a corrective device for eyesight. That would push back the invention of eyeglasses by more than a thousand years.
Scholars never got a chance to study this gemstone or even verify that it was real, because it had passed through private hands ever since it was brought back by an English gentleman in the 18th century after going on the Grand Tour. Jana suspected it was fake, but whoever stole it obviously thought it was real.
She noticed two similarities between the vague description she had of the scepter and the objects that had been stolen in recent years. Firstly, they all had large gemstones or crystals. Secondly, except for Nero's eyepiece they all dated to the late Byzantine Empire or its successor state, the Empire of Trebizond.
But what did all that mean? Why steal these particular items?
Jana got up and started pacing back and forth across her hotel room. The items were valuable for their own sake, but there was a definite trend in the types of items that had been stolen. 
Or was there? Nero’s gem didn’t fit in with the chronology, and one could say that except for that, the other items all contained precious metal. So, it might not be a case of looking for late medieval gemstones at all. And even if it was, why hunt for something like that?
She needed more data, more pieces to the puzzle.
Just then, there was a knock on the door.
Jana bolted to her bed, where she pulled out an MP50 that she had hidden underneath it. Ahmet had geared them up already. The CIA was handy that way.
“Who is it?” she asked, keeping out of the line of sight of the door. 
“It’s us!” Jacob’s voice called. “You decent? Can we come in?”
Jana chuckled. Her new life had made her paranoid. 
Not that that was a bad thing. She needed to be paranoid.
“Yeah, come on in.”
She put her gun away. Jacob and Ahmet entered.
“Learn anything?” he asked as they sat down.
Jana told them in detail about all the artifacts that had been stolen in recent years.
“Interesting,” Jacob said when she finished. “I think you have something there. But you’re talking like a university professor. What was the Byzantine Empire and what was the Empire of Trebizond?”
Jana tut-tutted. “You haven’t been paying attention. I told you about the Byzantine Empire.”
“Remind me. I’m not as smart as you, just cooler.”
“Very funny. At its height, the Roman Empire owned all of the Mediterranean region from Spain to Turkey. Every region of land bordering the sea was a Roman province. The problem was, the empire came under increasing pressure from various enemies such as the German tribes and the Sassanid Empire in what is now Iraq. At the same time, they were having a series of military revolts as various generals proclaimed themselves emperor and marched on Rome.”
“Real smart,” Jacob said.
"Yeah. It all became too much for one emperor to handle, so in 286 AD the Emperor Diocletian decided to split the empire into eastern and western halves, with an emperor for each. That way, they could defend the land better."
“And they ended up fighting each other, right?”
“A cynical assessment but yes that happened a lot. The west became more and more fragmented and overrun with Germanic tribes until in 476 AD the last Roman emperor was deposed. But that’s not the end of the story. The eastern Roman empire thrived. Its capital was at Constantinople, what used to be called Byzantium, and so it became known as the Byzantine Empire.”
“And Constantinople later became known as Istanbul, right?”
“Yes, after it got conquered by the Ottomans in 1453.”
“Whoa, so Byzantium lasted a thousand years?”
“Yes, and they always considered themselves a continuation of the Roman Empire. The empire had converted to Christianity even before the split, and Byzantium continued to be Christian, although it split with the pope in Rome to develop its own Christian traditions in Greek instead of Latin.”
“So what’s the Empire of Trebizond?”
“The Byzantine Empire had plenty of infighting and palace coups. The emperor Andronikos I Komnenos was deposed in 1185, and his grandsons and only male heirs Alexios and David Komnenos fled to this region we’re in now, where they carved out a land for themselves along the southern strip of the Black Sea, protected by the water to the north and a range of mountains you see to the south. They and many of their neighbors considered themselves the true rulers of Byzantium so Trebizond was looked at as sort of a parallel Byzantine state.”
“Why didn’t Byzantium just conquer it?”
"It was getting weakened. First in 1204 when some Crusaders on the way to the Holy Land decided to loot Constantinople and take over for a while, and then later they had to deal with Muslim enemies. Trebizond had more to fear from the spreading Muslim empires, but their diplomats did a good job playing off one power against the other. They also arranged a lot of important diplomatic marriages because their princesses were famed for their beauty."
“You’re a princess of Trebizond? Why didn’t you tell me?”
Ahmet chuckled. “I see you two have a very close partnership.”
“We do,” Jana said with a smile. “Trebizond lasted from 1204 to 1461, when it was finally conquered by the Ottoman Turks, who had taken Constantinople a few years earlier in 1453. So Trebizond was the last remnant of the old Roman Empire.”
Jacob rubbed his jaw, serious again. “That makes it a big symbol.”
“It does, at least for people in the know. Most people have never heard of Trebizond.”
“But Nurettin Şahin is in the know,” Ahmet said. Jacob nodded.
“Who’s that?” Jana asked.
“Someone we found on the criminal database,” Ahmet said. “He used to work as an archaeologist for the city museum of Iznik on the west coast of Turkey.”
“That’s ancient Nicea, the site of an important early Christian religious council.”
"And an important archaeological site. He did well for many years, but he was always very outspoken about the return of artifacts, both Muslim and Christian, that had their origins in Turkey. This made him some enemies at conferences."
“I believe I’ve heard of him. He confronted some colleagues of mine. He was very rude and disruptive. I think he ended up being uninvited from many conferences.”
“Yes, and that only made him more radical. He would storm onto foreign excavations and demand they turn over the artifacts. That got him fired. Then he appeared at an exhibition in Austria of Ottoman artifacts taken during the Siege of Vienna and tried to break the protective glass. It appeared that he was going to steal back the war banners that the Austrians had taken when they defeated the Ottomans at that siege.”
“Is he in jail now?”
“No. His lawyer was able to argue that he was mentally ill. He was fined, barred from entering the European Union, and then slipped off the radar.”
“Until we found him just now,” Jacob added.
“Where?”
“He’s living somewhere in Istanbul, where he’s working odd jobs. Mostly he seems to make is living robbing foreigners. He’s been picked up twice for pickpocketing tourists. He pretends to be a guide and gives people a knowledgeable tour of the city, and then finds an opportunity to steal their cameras and wallets and run.”
“Sounds like a real charmer, but hardly someone who would be selling the scepter of Trebizond to a European. Our of his league and against his principles.”
“True, but he’s connected to that world. He’s a known associate of many people in the illegal antiquities trade. Nurettin Şahin tries to convince rich Turkish nationalists to buy Turkish artifacts from European buyers so they can be repatriated. While he doesn’t have much success, he might know who our mystery man was who got splattered all over the monastery cellar.”
“You’ve sold me. Do you know his exact whereabouts?”
“No,” Ahmet said, but I do know someone in Istanbul who can help us. He’s got connections all through the underworld.”
“Looks like we’re flying to Istanbul tomorrow.”
Ahmet smiled. “I’ve already booked our flights.”



CHAPTER SIX
 
 
It was the afternoon of the next day, and Jacob was growing impatient. Ahmet was having a hard time tracking down the disgraced archaeologist turned thief Nurettin Şahin. None of his underworld colleagues knew where he was. Jacob got the impression that they were willing to cooperate for whatever consideration the Turkish-American CIA agent dangled in front of them, it was just that they simply didn’t know.
“He moves around,” one pickpocket said with a shrug. “And he doesn’t talk to us much. Thinks he’s superior with his good English and university education.”
“Because he’s been arrested twice, he never says in the same place for very long,” a drug dealer told them. “He’s always in the tourist areas, though.”
That was the problem. All of central Istanbul was one big tourist area.
The old city was built on the Golden Horn, a peninsula between the Black Sea and the Sea of Marmora, with the strait of the Bosporus connecting them. The peninsula was filled with museums, crumbling portions of the Byzantine city walls, a park where the ancient hippodrome used to be, the sultan's palace, and countless mosques whose minarets soared over the skyline.
He had to hand it to Jana for maintaining focus in this historical wonderland. She was a natural for this sort of work.
She looked downright eager, too. As they wandered from the Hagia Sofia, the famous Byzantine church with its interior of golden mosaics, to the Grand Bazaar with its warren of streets and its smell of spices, she never flagged, never let down her guard.
Neither did Ahmet. He questioned his tenth informant as carefully and as closely as he did with his first.
To no avail. Nurettin Şahin was nowhere to be found. Maybe the crackpot was taking a vacation.
“I have one more place I’d like to check,” Ahmet said. “Let’s go down to the waterfront. He has generally been spotted next to the big tourist centers such as the market and the Hagia Sofia. That’s where he’s been arrested both times. Perhaps he’s shifted operations to the waterfront. A lot of tourists take boats around the Bosporus.”
They went to the waterfront not far from Istanbul’s historic heart. There they saw a glittering expanse of water, choppy in a stiff breeze. Across the water to the east stretched the Asian shore and the other, more modern half of Istanbul. Regular ferries chugged back and forth with workers and shoppers. To the north the water continued out of sight to the Black Sea, to the south it carried on to the Sea of Marmora and, once through the narrow strait of the Dardanelles, to the Mediterranean.
Virtually all of Russia’s winter ice-free ports were on the Black Sea, which made this city a strategic chokehold against any attempt by Russia to project its power. This made Turkey and its large, modern army a vital NATO asset.
The waterfront teemed with boats of every description, from small private ferries that supplemented the larger municipal ones, to private motorboats, fishing vessels, and comfortable tourist boats painted in garish colors. All the boats had one thing in common—a pair of eyes painted on the prow to ward off the evil eye. Jacob’s own yacht in Greece had the same decoration. No Greek would ever think of selling a boat without one. Apparently, the Turks felt the same.
They headed over to the section of the waterfront where the tourist boats were moored. Several guides were leading small groups of foreigners to boats while other boatmen called out to any foreigners who weren’t being led by guides.
Jacob and Jana became immediate targets.
“Sir, you want boat? I show you all around.”
"No, with me! I am a licensed guide."
“Sir, sir!”
Ahmet silenced them with something in Turkish. Jacob supposed he was telling them he was their guide.
Then they spotted Nurettin Şahin just ahead. Jacob recognized him immediately from his file photo. The man hadn’t tried to disguise himself since his last arrest.
He was in his middle age with a pot belly and graying hair but the thick, muscular arms of many Turks. Jacob reminded himself that this guy used to be an archaeologist, a job that made you strong, and that he had been a cheap hood for a couple of years. He might be dangerous, and he was probably carrying some sort of weapon.
The former archaeologist had switched things up. He was no longer pretending to be a guide, but now had a boat of his own and was calling out to the tourist crowd as loudly as the rest of them.
“We’re business partners and I’m giving you a tour of the city,” Ahmet said under his breath.
Jacob nodded. This guy was turning out all right.
Jacob and Jana pasted on smiles and held hands while Ahmet pretended to examine the boats. Several of their owners crowded around, all singing the praises of their nearly identical craft.
Ahmet made a show of indecision and then after a minute picked Nurettin Şahin’s boat.
The disgraced archaeologist smiled at them and in passable English said, “I give a very good tour. You won’t be sorry.”  
No, but you will be.
The boat was one of the smaller ones, with an awning over four rows of seats. Şahin took a spot at the rear to use the motor, and the rest of them got in front. Jacob didn't like the idea of having his back to the guy, so he turned in his seat.
“Could you show us the old fortifications?”
“Of course. Not only will you see the Byzantine walls, but if you wish the extended tour I can show you Anadolu Hisar and Rumeli Hisar, the two castles the Ottomans placed on either side of the Bosporus in preparation for besieging Constantinople in 1453.”
“Sounds interesting.”
Maybe we’ll check them out after we arrest your ass.
While they could do that right now, Ahmet had a good idea getting him into the boat and away from the crowd. Too many possibilities for collateral damage if the guy got rough.
Jacob noticed Şahin looking at Jana, looking away when Jacob turned to him, and then looking back at her when Jacob pretended to look away.
She’s out of your league buddy. Oh, wait … what if he recognizes her?
Too late. Şahin cast off the line and hit the engine to head out into the water through a crowd of boats coming to or from the shore.
Ahmet turned in his seat with a smug look on his face.
“I think the tour will be short, my friend, we—”
He never got to finish his sentence. Şahin leaped onto another boat heading into the strait just next to them, gave the boatman a right cross that half-knocked him out of the boat, then a push to get him out all the way, and hit the power on the outboard motor to make it surge forward.
Damn it! He recognized Jana!
Jacob cursed and hurried to man the helm, then cursed again when he saw the boat that Şahin had commandeered contained two elderly and loudly screaming tourists. 
Ahmet cursed too and pulled out his pistol.
Jacob got the boat going, following Şahin. Both boats were identical, with the same top speed, and Jacob could only pace the fugitive, not catch up.
In fact, it looked like the fugitive was pulling a bit ahead. Those two old folks didn't weigh much, and Şahin kept tossing things overboard to lighten the load.
“If he tosses those civilians overboard, shoot him,” Jacob said.
“I was already thinking that,” Ahmet said. He crouched at the front of the ship, his gun braced against the prow, its muzzle looking like a strange nose between the two painted eyes.
“He’s still pulling ahead!” Jana shouted.
"I can't risk a shot with those people in the boat," Ahmet said. "I could hit the engine, but what if it explodes? And if I shoot him, the bullet might pass through and hit one of them."
“Don’t you have a radio to call the police?”
“Remember that café I went into an hour ago to ask about this fellow? If I’d carried a police radio into that place, they would have put my head on a stick."
“Don’t exaggerate.”
“I’m not exaggerating. I could show you pictures.”
“No thanks.”
The getaway boat wavered a little. The old guy who had suddenly found himself a kidnap victim was reliving his more active youth by smacking at Şahin with a selfie stick. Jacob grinned as the tourist smacked him again and again. His gray-haired wife cheered and splashed her water bottle in the archaeologist’s face. Şahin kept his arm up to shield himself from the blows while trying to steer with the other hand.
Jacob’s grin stopped when Şahin managed to grab the selfie stick, tear it out of the tourist’s grasp, and hit him back.
“One shouldn’t disrespect one’s elders,” Ahmet said.
“Not even if they’re hitting you,” Jacob agreed.
“Especially if they’re hitting you, because you probably deserve it.”
“Şahin sure does. If he looks like he’s going to seriously hurt them, shoot the bastard.”
Thanks to Şahin getting distracted and ending up on a zigzag course, they were catching up, but not enough. The tourists moved away from their kidnapper to the prow of the boat, which bucked and splashed as the boat churned through the water.
Now that Şahin was left in peace, he leveled out his boat and Jacob stopped gaining on him. He was still several lengths ahead and they had passed through the tangle of boats out into the open Strait. Jacob glanced around and didn’t see any police boats. No help coming from that source.
Jana spoke up. “He can’t get away from us. We just need to pace him until he makes a landing somewhere.”
Şahin must have realized this too, because his next move showed he was serious about losing them.
By putting them, himself, and his kidnap victims in mortal danger.



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
Aaron Peters smelled a rat.
There was something about Jacob and Jana’s new assignment that didn’t sit well with him. He couldn’t quite say what. Perhaps it was how it was almost exactly in his daughter’s area of expertise. Perhaps it was that it came so quickly on the heels of the last assignment. Whatever it was, it gave Aaron an uncomfortable feeling in his gut.
And his gut feelings had saved him more times than he could count.
Perhaps they could protect his daughter and Jacob too.
So Aaron decided to use his R and R to travel a bit, namely to Erzurum and then to Istanbul.
He was tailing Jacob and Jana and the local CIA agent to keep an eye on them. 
He was waiting for the rat he smelled to show itself.
As Aaron watched them and the other field agent zoom off on a motorboat in the Bosporus, that rat finally scurried out of its hole. 
Two Turks unloading a crate from a fishing boat stared at the three CIA agents, then hurried off their boat and along the pier. Aaron detected something definitely not right about them.
Of course, everyone on the waterfront had stared when the chase had started, but these guys didn’t stare longer than a couple of seconds. One nodded to the other and they hurried along with the crate, which looked heavy even for these two burly sailors or fishermen or whatever they were.
“Whatever” seemed the more likely possibility. They moved with the practiced grace of trained fighters, and as he merged with the crowd and followed them, he noticed the calloused knuckles and loose clothing typical of martial arts experts.
No, not fishermen. Not sailors. But what?
He followed them away from the waterfront and into a narrow street lined on both sides with cafes and shops catering to the boatmen who worked in the area. A few of the upstairs windows had women sitting at them, their heavy makeup signaling both their profession and their availability. 
The two guys with the crate didn’t spare the working girls a single glance. They hurried along as fast as they could, shouldering through the crowd. Aaron noticed that some of the local toughs got out of their way, and the hookers at the windows looked the other direction as they passed.
Aaron made a show of staring at the window girls. As the only Westerner on this street, he had to justify his presence in some way.
“Hello, sailor!” one of the ladies called out in English, beckoning him with arms that clattered with too many cheap bracelets.
One of the guys carrying the crate glanced over his shoulder and spotted him. Aaron only saw this with his peripheral vision as he continued to stare at the ladies on offer.
“Up here, sailor. You American? English?”
Jeez. Do they have to announce to the whole street that I’m here?
Now, both guys were looking over their shoulders. Aaron stopped below the window of one of the girls and called up, "How much?"
“Come on up and we’ll talk about it. You’re in Turkey now, sailor. You can’t shout such things in the street.”
Aaron smiled and turned away, only for the woman to call out to him again. He turned back to her and bantered a bit, all the while keeping an eye on the two receding guys. As they rounded a corner, he said, “I changed my mind,” and headed down the street.
When he got to the intersection, the two men with crates were gone.
Damn it!
He hurried down the lane, glancing into the shops to either side.
Where did they go? If they went through a door, I’ll never find them.
Then he spotted them walking down a side alley almost too narrow for them to fit.
Aaron walked casually past, only catching them in his peripheral vision. He stopped after a few steps, pretended to examine the front of a taverna where sailors were carousing as they had done in all places and times, and retraced his steps.
He timed it perfectly, just catching a glimpse of the second man’s back foot as it disappeared around the corner.
Aaron jogged down the alley, eyes alert for any signs of ambush from either end or the roofs to either side. He felt tempted to draw his 9mm hidden under his windbreaker but decided against it.
When he got to the far end of the alley, he paused. This was not a street but an interior courtyard. He listened and heard the snick of a padlock and the rattle of a chain.
What sounded like a warehouse door slid open on squeaky runners.
“Do you think she saw us?” a man asked in Turkish, one of the many languages Aaron Peters had studied, although he was a bit rusty after so long in Afghanistan and Pakistan.
“No. She was too occupied with that idiot Nurettin.”
Nurettin Şahin, the man Jacob had texted him about.
A laugh.
“Let’s get this.”
“Oof! It’s heavy.”
“You complain about lifting a lifetime of wealth?”
“I’ll be happier when it’s converted into money in my bank account.”
“Let’s get it hidden so we’ll have that chance.”
“I can’t believe she’s here.”
“She seems to be everywhere these days.”
The door slid shut. Just as it did, Aaron caught a fragment of a sentence. He didn’t get the gist or it, or many words, but two words stood out.
“Professor Peters.”
 
***
 
Jacob knew they were in trouble when Nurettin Şahin cut hard to the right to intercept a private yacht that was cruising along the Bosporus.
The yacht had a large, powerful engine that was barely using at a quarter power, but it was still going faster than either of the tourist boats Şahin and Jacob were manning.
Şahin obviously thought that if he could take over that boat, he could get away.
And he was right.
The yacht, which was flying a German flag, saw them coming and the rich blonde guy dressed in a white polo shirt and slacks at the helm sped up. Whether it was instinctive xenophobia or a correct guess as to Şahin’s intentions, Jacob didn't know, but that big engine roared to life.
Şahin zigged the other direction to cut off the yacht, taking it on a collision course.
“If I shoot him, he’ll lose control,” Ahmet said from his post at the prow.
“Looks like he’s lost control anyway.”
Şahin tried to come alongside. Just as he did, the wake from the bigger boat hit the little motor launch like a tidal wave. The boat flipped, sending the archaeologist and his two elderly kidnap victims into the water.
“Crap!”
Jacob was already going at top speed, and he had the horrible feeling he wouldn’t make it to save them in time. The German yacht sped off, the man at the helm casting nervous looks over his shoulder.
Obviously not concerned enough to turn around.
Never mind. That guy would just add more randomness into an already complicated mix.
Jacob soon caught up and cut the engine, sweeping around the three swimming figures so as not to swamp them like the yacht had. Nurettin Şahin was swimming away while the two old people flailed around in the water, sinking fast. 
Ahmet tossed aside his weapon, kicked off his shoes, and dove in. A moment later, Jana did likewise. Jacob put the engine on minimum power and moved closer to the tourists. He glanced around but didn’t see any other boats nearby. In the distance, a tourist craft and a small ferry boat had seen the emergency and were heading their direction, too far to be of immediate help.
Ahmet got to the old man, grabbed him under the arms, and swam backwards with him toward the boat, kicking with his legs. Jana, however, was circling around looking for the old woman.
She had vanished.
Jana dove under. Jacob waited, poised at the helm. He was tempted to dive in and help, but Şahin had stopped swimming away and now treaded water not far off, looking for his chance. If Jacob dove down to help, the bastard would swim over, take the boat, and speed off. He might even run them over. Saving the old lady only to have her get cut apart by an outboard engine hardly counted as an act of heroism.
Jana came up, wiped her eyes, and looked around. Before Jacob could call out to her, she disappeared beneath the surface again.
Ahmet returned with the old man, and Jacob grabbed the guy and hauled him onto the boat. As soon as his hands were free, Ahmet swam off to help Jana.
Just as he got to her position, Jana broke the surface holding the old woman. She didn’t look responsive. Her husband cried out in anguish. Jacob cursed, put more power into the engine, and moved over to help.
They got the woman into the boat and as Jana performed CPR, Jacob glared at Nurettin Şahin, who was swimming away again, this time toward the nearest boat heading for the scene.
The bastard probably wanted to hijack another boat.
Jacob resisted the urge to gun the engine and hit the guy full force. That would be fun. He couldn’t do that, though. Sometimes it sucked to be one of the good guys.
"Ahmet, could you cover me?" Jacob asked. Then he glanced over at his Turkish-American colleague and saw he already had his gun leveled. "Oh, thanks. So nice to work with professionals."
Just then, the old woman coughed and threw up a couple of lungfuls of water. Jana turned her on her side and thumped her on the back as more came out.
“Oh, thank God!” the old man shouted. “Who was that guy? Who are you?”
Jacob ignored him and moved the boat over to Nurettin Şahin, who had given up trying to swim away. Ahmet shouted something at him, and the archaeologist grumbled and climbed onto the boat.
Only to get kicked in the face by the old man.
Şahin fell back into the water.
“Good shot,” Jacob said with a grin, “but we need to arrest him. Interpol.”
Jacob produced his fake Interpol ID, one of a large collection of fake IDs he carried with him.
Jacob grabbed the archaeologist, who was splashing around with a bloody nose, hauled him onto the ship, and pummeled him for a while as the tourist cheered. Ahmet zip tied Şahin’s hands behind his back and they headed for shore.
Hopefully this was mission accomplished and he could go back to doing nothing in London.
Doing nothing was a whole lot more relaxing than this crap. He had had enough of this for one lifetime.
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
Jana had gone from jubilant to doubtful to disappointed in less than an hour.
They had bagged their suspect, saved the old couple, and were soon sitting in Istanbul’s central police station, where their Interpol IDs were inspected, checked, and verified by a friendly bureaucrat at Interpol. This nameless hero wasn’t CIA, but he was in the know and understood how the game worked.
Then things got more complicated.
Nurettin Şahin, his broken nose set and bandaged with tape splaying over his features that made it look like a spider was sucking his face, spent the first part of the interrogation session raving that he was the victim of an international anti-Turkish conspiracy.
“You want to steal our artifacts, steal our history! Ever since the days of the great Ataturk, who kicked out the invaders from our homeland, you have all been trying to undermine Turkey!”
They let him rant for a while, then began to grill him. Ahmet and a local police detective did the work, while a young police officer translated. Şahin knew English, but refused to speak “your barbaric tongue.”
The disgraced archaeologist seemed surprised that he was being suspected of a murder near Trabzon. Jana couldn’t tell if that surprise was legit or faked, but he boldly told them, “I was in Istanbul that day. I know nothing of this murder and theft.”
“Can you verify your whereabouts?” Ahmet asked him.
Şahin replied with a burst of mocking laughter. “Just ask Sergeant Okyar. He cornered me in the Grand Bazaar and threatened to arrest me on suspicion if he ever saw me there again.”
Sergeant Okyar was summoned from his beat. While they waited, Nurettin Şahin laughed and mocked them, calling them “foreign fools with nothing but stolen history.”
“Why is this guy so happy?” Jana asked Jacob. “We have him dead to rights on two charges of kidnapping, three charges of assault, and a charge of vehicle theft. What the hell is the matter with him?”
“I think an awful lot is the matter with him. Archaeology makes people crazy sometimes.”
“Very funny.”
“So what do you want to do when we get back to London?”
Just then, Sergeant Okyar arrived. A broad-shouldered man with a handlebar moustache worthy of a Sultan, he glowered at Şahin. The conversation between him and the Turkish detective, translated by the young police officer, was as brief as it was effective.
Sergeant Okyar: “So what’s he done this time?”
Detective: “Fled questioning by these Interpol agents by hijacking a tourist boat and throwing the boatman and the two tourists overboard.”
Sergeant Okyar (grunts): “He deserves more than that broken nose. Did the foreigners give that to him?”
Detective: “Yes, but not these foreigners. The seventy-year-old Belgian tourist he nearly drowned did it.”
After the Turks had spent a full minute laughing and saying things to Şahin, the young officer was too embarrassed to translate, they got back to business.
Detective: “Our friend with the broken nose says you cornered him in the Grand Bazaar the day before yesterday and warned him off the premises. Is that true?”
Sergeant Okyar: “Yes, sir.”
Detective: “Are you quite sure about the date, sergeant?”
Sergeant Okyar: "Yes, sir, I even put it in my notebook. I gave him a verbal warning sir, and I always keep verbal warnings in my notebook in case there's a repeat offender, sir."
The notebook was produced. The detective and Ahmet Balik both examined it.
Their faces fell.
Jana didn’t need to be told. Nurettin Şahin was not their man. And a search of his phone had found no evidence that he knew anything about the goings-on in Trabzon.
Jana walked out of the station with Jacob and Ahmet, despondent. It was late afternoon, and the sky had turned overcast and smelled of rain. They hailed a cab to head downtown.
“I don’t know what to do next,” Jana admitted.
“Neither do I,” Jacob said.
Ahmet only shook his head.
They drove in silence as the cabbie took them through the rainy, windswept streets. A storm had come off the Bosporus to scour this port city. As they approached their hotel, Jana’s phone buzzed.
That was odd. It was her secure phone, not her public phone. Jacob’s buzzed at the same time.
Tyler Wallace?
She checked her phone and was surprised to see it wasn’t from her boss, but her father.
Jana glanced at Jacob, who had made no move to check the message.
Neither had she. Thanks to The Order infiltrating the CIA, she didn’t fully trust Agent Balik.
A terrible thing to feel. He had acted like a hero back at the Bosporus. In this world of hidden motivations and secret societies, however, she couldn’t even afford to trust a hero.
God, what a terrible existence this is. I don’t know why I love it so much.
That remained a mystery. At least it made her understand her father better. The family addiction.
They had the driver drop them off a block from the hotel, a standard precaution, and got out into the rain.
Ahmet turned to them. “I’m going to dig in the underworld a bit more. Why don’t you get some dinner and freshen up?”
Jana laughed. While the police had fetched her some dry clothes from somewhere, they were men’s clothes and two sizes too big. And they were quickly getting as wet as the ones she had peeled off earlier.
“Good idea. We’ll catch up with you later.”
Ahmet sloped off into the rain, collar up, hands shoved into his pockets. As soon as he was out of sight, they both got under the awning of a shop and checked the message Jana’s father had sent them.
“A source told me of two suspected smugglers carrying a heavy crate who recognized Jana at the waterfront and moved away at speed. They entered a warehouse at the coordinates below. They thought you, Jana, were after them and expressed relief that you were after Nurettin Şahin.”
Attached was a set of coordinates on Google Earth pinpointing a warehouse not far from the waterfront.
Jana’s breath caught. “Dad’s got someone tailing us?”
“Looks like it. I wonder why?”
“Maybe he doesn’t trust Ahmet.”
“Maybe he doesn’t trust this whole operation. We got sent out here on rather pretty evidence.”
“I wouldn’t say that. It involves a historic artifact and a murder. Obviously worth following up.” 
Jacob rubbed his jaw. “Should we text back and ask him for more info?”
“Dad would have told us if he knew more. Let’s go check out this warehouse. My shower will have to wait.”
“No, get changed. You look too conspicuous this way.”
Jana was about to object, eager to get on this new trail, until she realized her lover was correct. The last thing they should do is stand out here more than they already did.
Jacob nudged her. “And since you’re getting undressed … ”
Jana laughed. "We have work to do."
“Yeah,” Jacob grumbled. “Work.”
 
***
 
An hour later, the storm had passed, leaving the awnings dripping into big puddles on the lanes and a fresh, cool feeling through the entire city. Jana and Jacob walked through a rough neighborhood of mostly sailors and dockworkers. Painted ladies sat at upstairs windows, looking down at them with curious expressions. The people on the street were looking at them too.
Damn, Jana thought. It doesn’t matter that I changed my clothes. We totally stand out here.
A sailor cut them off.
“Are you lost?” he asked in heavily accented English.
Jana treated him to a grin and said, “Oh, no. Thanks. We’re just taking a shortcut.”
The sailor shrugged and walked away.
“We’re attracting too much attention,” Jacob said as one of the window girls winked at him.
“Stop staring at her.”
“I’m not staring at her. I’m making a tactical assessment of the situation.”
“Well, stop assessing her tactics.”
“You’re cute where you’re jealous.”
“That alley is this way. Dad says it leads to a courtyard.”
They passed along a quieter side street and found the alley. They didn't see anyone down the alley, but there were a couple of people around, so they didn't dare go down it.
“How are we going to handle this?” Jacob grumbled. “We’re in a warehouse and commercial district in broad daylight.”
“I have a feeling we’d attract even more attention at night.”
“Hmm. Good point. Let’s double back.”
They did, and saw a couple of workers still within view. At least there were no prostitutes on this street leering down on her boyfriend.
Just as they got to the alley and saw it unoccupied, Jacob grabbed her around the middle, planted a huge kiss on her lips, and pulled her into the alley. Jana thought she heard a laugh, but she was too occupied by the hard body pressed against her.
“Good dodge,” she mumbled as she kissed him back.
Jana decided a bit of method acting would make it all more convincing. More fun too. After a minute, they checked the coast was clear and hurried down the alley.
They peeked around the corners and saw the alley dead-ended in a small courtyard. A few broken crates, bottles, and other assorted trash lay scattered about, and the three- to four-story buildings that surrounded it were quiet, their windows shuttered, their doors closed.
Still, they did not assume they had the luxury of time. Just to the left of the alley exit was a sliding warehouse door secured by a heavy chain and padlock.
Jacob pulled out a set of lockpicks and got to work while Jana kept watch. It only took a few seconds before she heard a click. Jacob pulled off the lock and tried to ease the chain off from where it was wrapped around the door handle and a bracket bolted to the doorjamb.
He wasn’t very successful at doing that silently. Jana hoped the ambient sounds of the city surrounding them would mask it. At least no one came down the alley, although she saw people passing along the street at the other end. No one glanced down the alley either, intent as they were on their own business.
Jacob eased the sliding door open enough for them to slip through. Jacob went in first. As Jana followed, she gave a last look around the courtyard …
… and saw a woman open a second-story window to hang some laundry on the line.
Their eyes locked.
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
 
Jana ducked into the darkened interior of the warehouse.
“A woman hanging laundry just spotted us,” she whispered.
"Damn. Hopefully, she's just a neutral neighbor. Let's make this quick."
Jacob and Jana each pulled out mini Maglites and flicked them on.
They found themselves in a large, musty warehouse filled with crates. A rat, startled by the sudden light, chittered at them and vanished into a hole in the wall. 
“How the hell are we going to find anything in here?” Jacob asked, his flashlight probing the gloom.
“No idea, but we better be quick about it, like you said.”
They started going down the aisles. There must have been hundreds of wooden crates and cardboard boxes. They had labels in Turkish, Greek, English, and Russian and said they contained goods ranging from electronics to washing machine parts.
“I wonder how many of these labels are real,” Jana said.
Jacob opened a cardboard box claiming to contain three ceiling fans and found it full of Egyptian cigarettes. Jana used a pen knife to pry open the top of a wooden crate with a label saying it contained bottles of concentrated cherry extract from Bulgaria and discovered bottles of Russian vodka. 
“Looks like a giant duty-free shop,” Jacob said with a chuckle. “I’ll try to find you some perfume.”
“Are you saying I smell bad?”
“The Bosporus is one of the busiest waterways in the world, you think you got cleaner after that swim?”
“Why would someone smuggling contraband like this be spooked by seeing me? And why would they recognize me?”
The idea gave Jana the chills.
“Maybe they’re smuggling artifacts too. Even a small boat can get to half a dozen different countries from here, and the cops can’t police them all. You’ve been busting so many antiquities smugglers in the past couple of years you’ve probably developed a hell of a reputation in the underworld.”
That made Jana equal parts proud and worried.
She said nothing and kept searching the warehouse. Jacob went back to check on the door, which seemed to be the only way in or out.
This place was huge! How was she going to find anything?
Well, Dad’s informant had said a crate and not a box, so that narrowed it down from about a thousand to five hundred containers. She’d need to do better than that.
He also mentioned it was being carried by two guys, so it was heavy and probably fairly big. Plus, it would have probably been put on top of a stack unless they wanted to obscure it more by tucking it under some less valuable boxes.
She started by looking at the larger wooden crates set on top of stacks, first picking those furthest from the door on the assumption that the smugglers would instinctively want to put the most valuable containers furthest from the exit.
Jana pried open one crate after another, finding booze, cigarettes, game consoles, knockoff fashion labels, but no ancient or medieval artifacts. Rats scuttled in hidden shadows. Jana began to lose patience.
So did Jacob. He kept looking at his watch as he checked the various boxes.
“We’ve been here ten minutes already,” he whispered.
“We have to find evidence or there’s no point.”
They kept searching.
“Maybe we should call Ahmet,” Jacob said. “Get some cops in here and search the place properly.”
"Dad told us in secret for a reason. I don't think he trusts the Turks or our local CIA agent."
Jacob grimaced.
Reading his feelings, Jana answered, “I don’t like it either, and Dad could be wrong, but after all he’s been through, after all we’ve been through, we can’t afford to be too trusting.”
Jacob grunted but did not argue.
They kept searching, crate after crate, their hands growing tired from the constant prying open of wooden tops. The door remained open a crack, a silent testament to their breaking and entering. Jana cast nervous glances in that direction every few seconds.
She opened what felt like her hundredth crate and gasped.
Inside, packed in straw and bubble wrap, were several Byzantine icons.
Painted on thick wooden planks, they featured dark-skinned saints or portraits of Jesus and the Virgin Mary, all executed in somber tones with big brown eyes that seemed to look out at the viewer in both sympathy and judgment. Their backgrounds were of gold paint, which in the dim light of the warehouse made the figures look like they floated out and were separate from the panels.
While Jana’s main specialty was the Roman Imperial period some centuries before, these looked Late Byzantine to her.
Or perhaps they hailed from Trebizond, Byzantium’s last outpost.
“Hey, come over here and look at this.”
Jacob joined her and nodded. “Bingo.” 
She looked at the label. “It says ‘serving trays’ in Greek.”
“I wouldn’t use these as serving trays.”
“Glad to hear it.”
“Well, you’re always saying I don’t have enough culture. I just wanted you to know that I’m progressing.”
“Let’s get these out of here. We have enough evidence to—”
Jana grabbed Jacob’s arm and pulled him down to a crouch, turning off her flashlight at the same time. Jacob followed suit.
She had seen a shadow pass along the narrow strip of light by the door.
The light grew a little as they heard the door slide open a bit more, then dim as a series of shadows passed across it. No one flicked the light switch by the door.
Jana nudged Jacob and led him further along the aisle to hide behind a stack of crates. Then they drew their guns.
Silence. Whoever had come in was moving silently, probably fanning out to find them. Jana peered along the two shadow-swathed aisles she could see from her vantage point and could discern no sign of movement.
She cursed herself for being so incautious. She had been too eager to find whatever was in here, and Jacob had been too reluctant to be on this mission in the first place, just like last time.
They had gotten sloppy, and for the first time in more than a year, Jana doubted their fitness for the mission.
Soft sounds came to her ears. The sounds of creeping. Not of rats this time. Those had gone suddenly silent. No, this was the sound of hunters.
Hunting for them.
More shadows passed along the doorway. More hunters.
The sounds grew louder. Closer.
 



CHAPTER TEN
 
 
Jacob knew he had screwed up. He should have been guarding the door. He should have realized the search was taking too long. He should have not assumed that woman hanging laundry was an innocent bystander.
Should have … should have … should have.
It was too damn late for should have.
I’ve lost my edge.
The smugglers came at them quick and silent and from both sides with perfect timing that spoke of military training. 
When the smugglers finally opened up on them, Jacob and Jana were in for a surprise.
Instead of the crack of pistol fire, he heard a series of twangs and the rush of small objects shooting out at them from the shadows.
Something thudded against the crates they hid behind, several more small objects rushed through the air nearby to hit the thick wooden walls. Jacob felt a strip of pain burn his shoulder, and he got pulled back to hit against the crates piled behind them.
He looked in shock to see a crossbow bolt had grazed his skin, pierced his shirt, and pinned him to the crate.
Jacob yanked it out as more crossbow bolts whipped by and then ducked behind cover next to Jana.
The smugglers were being smart. They were using silent weapons, probably easily concealed hand crossbows, so as not to attract attention. They could also fire from the dark without muzzle flares, giving away their position.
Ignoring the pain in his shoulder, which didn’t seem to affect his movement yet, Jacob waited until the first fusillade died down and from a prone position exposed himself for a brief moment to fire three quick shots at the location he guessed the firing came from.
Then he ducked back, having no idea if he had hit anything. It was too damn dark, and he hadn't dared spend the time taking a good look. Hopefully, the shots would attract some attention. The criminals might want to be stealthy, but he sure as hell didn't.
There had been no return fire. Odd.
“What do we do?” Jana whispered so low it barely registered over the ringing in his ears.
He gestured for her to fire. They both rose simultaneously and immediately had to duck back down as another hailstorm of crossbow bolts nearly turned them into pincushions.
Jacob noted their opponents had taken the chance to shift position. They had widened their flanking maneuver and moved slightly ahead.
He made a decision. These guys took a couple of seconds to reload their weapons, but given their fire discipline, a few probably hadn't shot and waited as a reserve.
Still, he had to take a chance. He was the one who got themselves into this situation. Jana, for all her abilities, was still the amateur. It was his responsibility to get them out of this.
Jacob leaped up and charged, ducking an instant before a crossbow bolt would have hit him in the head, instead only slightly grazing the back of his neck. 
A shadow moved between two nearby crates. He fired, and the shadow fell.
Another rose up to the left, and Jacob saw the handheld crossbow aiming at him. He turned and fired, getting the man in the gut. An instant later, the same smuggler flew to the side as Jana hit him in the head.
Jacob fired at another shadow, flinched at a near miss, and then he was in the midst of them, lashing out with his fist and feet.
Now Jacob was in his element. He kicked one man in the knee, batted aside a crossbow, and punched another man in the throat. A third moved in, his knife just visible in the poor light, and Jacob shot him. Another shot told him Jana was still in the game.
A shout, and suddenly the lights came on. Smart move on their part. Having Jacob in their midst made them confused as to who to hit while he could hit anyone.
Everyone paused to blink at the unaccustomed brightness. Jacob saw one man in front of him with a knife, turned slightly away because he had actually been heading for a man to Jacob’s left, who was holding a hand crossbow but not aiming it at anyone.
Now, both men saw their target and turned for him.
Jacob wasted no time putting a bullet into both of them.
The telltale rat-tat-tat of an UZI on full auto. Jacob ducked, but no bullets came for him. The bastard must have been firing at Jana.
He found himself in a narrow aisle of stacked boxes. Unfortunately, they were cardboard boxes that would offer him no shelter.
Jacob crawled forward, glancing all around him in case someone popped up uninvited, then snapped a new clip into his 9mm.
His last clip, and this had just turned into a gunfight. The smugglers had tried to use stealth and he wrecked it. Jacob was under no illusion that the UZI was the only gun these guys had.
That was proven a moment later when someone rounded the corner with a revolver and aimed at him.
Jacob was faster, and the man got thrown back with a bullet in his chest.
Jacob shifted position, heard the UZI and Jana exchanging fire, then ducked as several bullets punctured the cardboard boxes he was behind.
He needed to get to some better cover.
Jacob scampered along the floor, looked over his shoulder just in time to see someone come around the corner, and rolled away as a bullet cracked off the concrete floor.
Jacob gave him three shots to the stomach that put him down.
Now, he was seriously low on ammo. He leapt up, fired and missed at someone who managed to duck down behind some crates about ten feet away, and sprinted for the man he had just killed.
Just as he made it, the guy with the UZI popped up about halfway across the room and sent a burst in his direction. The UZI’s poor accuracy when fired at full auto kept Jacob alive long enough to dive to the floor and grab the dead man’s pistol.
How was Jana? He hadn’t heard her shooting for the past few seconds.
Jacob started to crawl back to her last known position.
No more shots came. He didn’t hear any movement. Everyone was hiding amid the warren of boxes and crates. A moan came from behind him and to his left, the only sound in a battlefield gone ominously silent.
Jacob crept around a corner, eyes darting in all directions, and saw nothing but a dead body. He hadn't killed this one. Good job, Jana.
The man only had a handheld crossbow. Did that mean not everyone here had a gun? He sure as hell hoped so.
A shadow passed between a gap in the boxes to his left. Jacob took cover behind another row and crept to that position, popping out from behind a stack of crates to aim at the guy.
Only to find he had vanished.
Jacob’s shoulder was beginning to hurt. Blood tricked down his arm and side. It wasn’t too bad, though. He chose to ignore it.
He studied the pattern of stacks and realized if the guy kept going the direction he had been going he’d end up …
… right behind him!
Jacob spun around just in time to see a man rise up from behind some boxes with a handheld crossbow. Jacob didn’t have time to do anything except shoot from the hip, which he did with both guns. The man flew back and fell out of sight, his crossbow bolt sailing harmlessly over Jacob’s head.
“That’s what you get for bringing a crossbow to a gunfight,” Jacob said with a grin.
The guy with the UZI leaped from behind some crates and sent a hail of bullets at him, sending him diving for the floor yet again.
“Ack! That’s what I get for bringing a pistol to an UZI fight.”
The guy kept firing, bullets puncturing several boxes around Jacob. One let out streams of vodka, another sprayed bits of electronics. These guys were wrecking their stock just to get rid of the intruders.
Shouldn’t the cops be coming by now?
A pistol shot. The UZI cut off sharp. 
"Thanks, Jana!"
“You’re welcome.”
Silence again. Jacob took the opportunity to make his way toward where he had Jana calling from.
As he did, he spotted a very foolish Turk sneaking around a corner and not checking behind him.
Killing him was too easy.
The guy had a revolver that was full except for two rounds, so Jacob took that to replace his nearly depleted revolver.
More sound of movement, but with the ringing in his ears he couldn’t quite locate it.
Then two brief shots from Jana’s position.
He rushed over there, rounding a line of boxes, to find Jana lying on the ground, blood spreading around her head.
 
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
Jacob didn't remember much of the next few minutes. He had flown into a rage, throwing caution to the wind and rushing through the warehouse, killing everything that moved. One after another, the smugglers went down in a relentless hunt. The last man had fled for the door, and Jacob had fired both guns, only to discover he had run out of bullets.
He had chased him into the courtyard and strangled him while bashing his head into the flagstones.
It was like he was back in Afghanistan, the wild man of the hills, feared by the U.S. soldiers and Taliban alike.
The Turkish police had shown up, and it took all of Jacob's remaining sanity to stop himself from attacking them. They clubbed him and tased him and tied him up.
That took five of them.
Now he lay on a lumpy cot alone in a dank and windowless cell, staring at the bar bulb on the ceiling, feeling nothing.
Jana was dead. His life was over.
He should have quit when he had the chance. He should have made her quit too. Hell, he shouldn’t have asked her along on that first mission. He should have never got in touch with her. If he hadn’t been so selfish, she’d be alive right now.
The lock to cell door clicked and the heavy metal portal creaked open. Jacob didn’t bother to look. He hoped they were going to drag him out to be hanged.
“Jacob.”
He didn’t look.
“Jacob,” the voice repeated. It sounded familiar.
He turned and recognized his colleague Ahmet Balik.
“You’re free to go. We need to visit Jana at the hospital.”
Jacob was out of his cot, across the room, and grabbing Ahmet by the shirt within a heartbeat.
“Jana’s alive? What’s her condition? Take me to her. NOW!”
"Whoa, calm down. The bullet was a graze. It knocked her out and made a lot of blood, but she's fine. Just a mild concussion."
Jacob collapsed on the floor.
“Easy there. Here, let me get you up.”
Jacob’s legs felt like jelly, his mind a whirl. Ahmet hauled him up and set him on the bed.
"She's all right," the agent told Jacob in soothing tones. "I just came from the hospital. She's resting. I've cleared up everything with the local police. Someone from Turkish internal security is just outside with a car ready to take you to the hospital. Are you ready to go? Come on."
Ahmet helped him stand. Leaning hard on the Turkish-American, Jacob stumbled out of the cell and down the hallway. A couple of Turkish police officers stared at him curiously.
“She’s all right,” Ahmet said again. “You really love her, don’t you?”
Jacob nodded.
“Never thought you would again, did you?”
Jacob stopped and stared at him. Ahmet gave him a sad smile and lowered his head.
“Before I was recruited for the CIA, I volunteered with the Kurdish Defense Forces to fight ISIS. Imagine, a Turk in the Kurdish army! You know how bad Turkey has been to the Kurds. They all thought I was a spy. They didn’t want to take me at first but I had combat experience in Iraq from my time in the U.S. Army and they needed guys like that. They still thought I might be a plant by the Turkish government. I had to prove myself. I volunteered for all the most dangerous missions, never took leave, pushed myself way too hard. I went … a little crazy.”
Jacob stood on his own power now, staring at the man as he continued.
“One of the first to vouch for me was Yezda, one of the female soldiers. Her name means 'divine creature' in Kurdish, and damn, she sure was! We started going out on missions together, sleeping in the same tent, we became inseparable. She's why I became accepted, not anything I did. Well … one day we got ambushed. I got wounded and had to go to the field hospital. The next day, Yezda and the rest of the platoon went out without me. They got ambushed again. This time, Yezda didn’t make it back.”
Ahmet hung his head. Jacob put a hand on his shoulder.
After a moment, Ahmet went on in a quiet voice.
“She vowed never to be taken prisoner and she wasn’t. So, ISIS didn't get to do what they usually did with female prisoners. Instead, they stuck her head on a pike within sight of our position. I … I went a bit crazy after that. I set out on my own missions of revenge. Snuck out of the field hospital and hunted down every ISIS fighter I could. Killed dozens of them. Took all sorts of risks, didn't care about the odds. It was a miracle I didn't get killed. I guess I wanted to be. Eventually, one of them shot me and left me for dead. My comrades found me and brought me back. I was invalidated out of the forces. It took me a year to recover physically."
“And mentally?” Jacob asked, his voice cracking.
Jacob knew the answer, and he knew that Ahmet knew he knew it, but he needed to hear it from another human being.
“Never. Not really. But then again, I didn’t find another Yezda. You did. So buck up, soldier. We got a mission to finish.”
Jacob nodded and clapped him on the shoulder. While Ahmet was wrong to assume he had lost a woman, he had sure lost himself, just like Ahmet had.
They headed out. Jacob’s gait was now steady, his shoulders squared. While his insides were still in turmoil, his stomach sick with the thought of Jana lying in a hospital bed, he was ready to continue with the mission.
His last mission. After this, he was handing in that letter of recommendation and he’d use every power he had to get Jana out of it too.
But he had to finish his mission first. He was too far in it to back away now.
Just as Jana had predicted, there seemed to be something a lot deeper, a lot more sinister going on than just the murder of an illegal antiquities dealer. 
They needed to find out more. He remembered some of the other missions they’d been on, especially the last one. In Tibet, they had discovered a source of ancient power that could create an electromagnetic pulse strong enough to take out part of China’s power grid. If that had gone off, it could have triggered a regional conflict.
The Antiquities Division, and now the shadowy organization called The Order, were interested in uncovering ancient technology from a vastly old civilization from before the Ice Age. If this was another such case, they were up against a lot worse than a few Turkish smugglers.
 
***
 
Jana didn’t look as bad as he had feared, but worse than he had hoped. She lay propped up with pillows in her hospital bed, her head swathed with bandages. Her eyes were hooded and glassy with the effects of painkillers. Even so, she managed a warm smile when Jacob entered the room.
They embraced. Jacob found himself crying.
“I’m OK,” Jana whispered, rubbing his back. “Don’t worry.”
“How can’t I worry? I thought you were dead.”
“Ahmet said you got wounded.”
“Just a graze on the shoulder and another on the neck. Nothing. How are you feeling?”
“A bit fuzzy from the pills. The doctors say I got a concussion. They had to shave part of my head to give me stitches. I hope you like bald women.”
“I don’t care what you look like,” Jacob said, gently kissing her.
“Ahmet said they threw you in jail.”
“Yeah. The cops showed up, responding to the sound of the gunfight. Luckily, they didn’t gun me down. Ahmet cleared it up. A warehouse full of illegal imports sure helped my case.”
“Is he here?”
“He brought me here.” He looked over his shoulder to find Ahmet had left. “Looks like he’s giving us some privacy.”
“He’s a good guy. He gave me something else too.” Jana reached over and grabbed a file from the bedside table.
“What’s that?” Jacob asked.
“An initial report on what they found at the warehouse. It’s in Turkish, which doesn’t exactly help, but Ahmet got photos of all the antiquities they found. Remember that collection of late medieval icons? They weren’t the only antiquities that group was smuggling. We’ve got Roman statuettes, coins, and a bunch of Ottoman artifacts as well.”
 “Wait. A bullet gave you a concussion and you’re still working?”
Jana looked at him, confused. “Wouldn’t you?”
“Well, um, yeah.”
“I’m no different.”
Please don’t say that.
Jana flipped through the report. “Anyway, that’s not the big find. The big find is a memory stick found on one of the bodies.”
“Is it encrypted?”
“Not in any serious way. Even the Turkish municipal police were able to crack it.”
“So what’s on it?”
“Photos of artifacts. I’m guessing from previous sales. The dates on the images show them all to be from the last year. They include a reliquary of Saint Theodore Teron. He was a warrior saint and this silver box with the crystal on top that you can see here in this photo was stolen from the Cluny Museum in Paris.”
Jacob leaned forward to study the image.
“This wall in the background looks an awful lot like the walls in the warehouse we raided.”
The warehouse where I almost lost you.
Jacob suppressed a shiver.
“Saint Theodore Teron was an important warrior saint in the late Byzantine Empire. In Trebizond, too. But there's more."
Jana flipped a page to a picture of a skull with leathery skin attached to it, hollow eyes staring out at the viewer. It was encased in glass with a silver frame.
“They killed somebody?”
“No, look at the Greek inscription on the frame. Saint Eugenios.”
“Oh, another saint’s relics?”
“Yeah, and even better, a saint local to Trebizond. Remember the Emperor Diocletian, the guy I told you divided the Roman Empire in two? Well, he persecuted the Christians because he worried that they were getting too powerful and would one day usurp the rule of the old gods and the deified emperors. He hunted them down all over the empire before he divided it in two. Saint Eugenios was a Christian living in Trebizond during his reign who destroyed a pagan image on the hill overlooking town. Eugenio was captured, tortured, and executed. His head was preserved by the local Christians and venerated as a relic. It remained in Trebizond for centuries.”
“Worshipping a dried-up head? How charming.”
“This was common back then. Saints’ relics were thought to have spiritual power. They could heal you or stop crop failure. When the Turks launched an attack on the city in 1224, the priests of Trebizond took the head out of the church and carried it in a procession all around the city. It was said the very ground trembled at the wrath of God. The Turks fled, and the city was preserved for another 250 years.”
“All right, so we have two artifacts linked to Trebizond now. Were there photos of the scepter in this thumb drive? Or that gem Nero looked through?”
“No. None of the other artifacts showed up on it, but that might not mean anything. The scepter and other artifacts could have been sold earlier, or sold by someone else. While this looks like the largest smuggling operation in town, that doesn’t mean it’s the only one.”
“They don’t seem to specialize in antiquities, either. They had electronics, vodka, everything.”
“Yeah. The question is, who bought the relics? And what for?”
Jacob looked at her. When she didn’t say any more, he said, “I don’t know, who?”
“Oh, I don’t know either.”
“Wait. You’re supposed to be the clever one and I’m the cute kickass one.”
Jana pinched his cheek. “Sorry, but we’re at a bit of a dead end. I’ll keep digging, though.”
“Don’t dig too hard. You need your rest. In the meantime, Ahmet and I are going to investigate the smugglers. We couldn’t have killed all of them. There must be more skulking around.”
“And they must be in the neighborhood. Look how quickly they responded to their warehouse being broken into.”
Jacob hung his head, misery welling up in him. “I screwed up. I should have guarded the door while you looked around, or we should have aborted when that neighbor spotted us. I got incautious.”
Jana squeezed his hand. “I screwed up too. We’re a team, remember?”
“Yeah, but I’m the one with more field experience. It’s my responsibility.”
“People get hurt on these things, Jacob. It’s not the first time I’ve been injured, you know.”
“Yeah, but a quarter of an inch in the wrong direction and that bullet would have killed you.”
The tears were coming again.
Jana struggled to lean forward and kissed him.
“It’s not your fault.”
“It is. I’ve … I’ve been distracted. My mind’s not been on the work.”
“You’re burnt out.” Jana kissed him again. “Anyone would be after all this workload.”
“I can’t afford to be burnt out.”
“Well, now things might calm down a little. You’re just investigating a crime scene with the help of Ahmet and the police. That should be pretty straightforward.”
Jacob snorted. When was anything ever straightforward with this damn job?
Jana went on.
“And I’m going to sit in this bed and research these artifacts.”
“All right,” Jacob said reluctantly. “Just don’t work too hard. You need to recover.”
“Don’t worry.”
After another long, lingering kiss and an awkward hug to avoid each other’s injuries, Jacob left, finding Ahmet waiting patiently at the end of the hall. By the time Jacob made it to him, he had regained his composure and once again wore the mask of the confident, capable field agent, hiding the feelings still seething inside.
“Let’s go,” Jacob said. “We got some policework to do.”
And I hope to hell we get it done quick, because I sure don’t want Jana in the line of fire again.
I got to make her quit before that happens.
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
“Everything is almost in place,” intoned the Tribune. “I have retrieved the scepter of the heirs of Rome and killed the man who dared defile it with his unclean touch.”
He stood before a congregation of thirty men and women in a rural church. A few simple icons were the only decoration. The church plate was brass instead of gold. Their candlelit shine was all but lost in the brilliance of the scepter.
While the church was modest, it was built in the Byzantine style in remembrance of that once-great empire.
An empire that would be great again.
Soon. Very soon.
“Rome will rise again!” the congregation chanted. “The world will tremble at our might!”
The men and women in the pews all wore civilian clothes. Some looked rich, others poor. All were of European or Mediterranean descent—French, Spanish, Tunisian, Greek, even Egyptian. All the nations that had once been a part of the Roman Empire.
They spoke in medieval Greek, the language of the Byzantine Empire, the language they had been raised on in their small community tucked away in a remote valley in the Pontos Mountains just to the south of Trabzon, the modern name of the great Trebizond.
When they went out in the world, they spoke the world’s languages, but people noted they had a strange accent they couldn’t quite place.
Of course, they couldn't place it. Their accent was one the world hadn't heard for five hundred years.
The Tribune extended a hand to a French woman sitting in the front pew.
“Our European agent has met with success.”
The woman rose, holding a silver reliquary. “Behold the remains of Saint Theodore Teron!”
“Arise Rome! Rome Unconquered!”
The Tribune gestured to an elderly Italian with noble features that spoke of aristocratic lineage.
“Our Italian agent has also met with success.”
The man rose, holding aloft a ring and a large emerald carved in the shape of a corrective lens.
“Behold the ring of the Komnenoi, fashioned in once-great Trebizond, and the monocle of Nero!”
"I have tested all of them and found them all to be genuine," the Tribune told the congregation. "But we are in this together, brothers and sisters, and so I will demonstrate. Bring me the reliquary of Saint Theodore Teron. But first, I must shield the scepter."
The Tribune locked the scepter away in a padded metal case. A soundproof case.
Then the French woman stepped up to the altar, and the Tribune took the reliquary in his hands. Bringing his mouth close to the large crystal on top of the silver casket, he began to hum in that strange, pure tone that he had used in the wine cellar of the old monastery. The congregation leaned forward, watching and listening with all their concentration.
After a couple of minutes, the man’s tone, which did not falter, began to be echoed in the crystal. It vibrated, rising in volume, until the ring and the monocle held by the Italian aristocrat joined in, making an eerie quartet.
The pews rattled. The walls began to tremble. Dust and plaster trickled down from the ceiling.
The Tribune cut off his note, and the same tone emanating from the three artifacts faded slowly into silence.
The Tribune smiled. “I think that’s sufficient proof.”
“We have faith,” the French woman said. “We don’t need to bring the church down to know we’re on the right path!”
Everyone laughed. While this meeting was of the deepest religious significance, this was a small, tight-knit community and everyone was on familiar terms.
The Tribune pulled out the scepter from its soundproof case.
“One day soon I will wield this from the Imperial throne in Constantinople.”
The congregation raised their right hands in salute. “All hail the rightful emperor!”
The Tribune nodded. He was from the direct line of the Komnenoi, the rightful heirs to the throne of Rome. These were his people. They only numbered a few dozen here and elsewhere, but one day soon they would number in the millions all over the Mediterranean. 
The church door creaked open. A man with a submachinegun, posted there to stop any unwanted intruders, unlikely as they were in this remote place, ushered in a young Greek man. He looked exhausted, his boots spattered with mud and his eyes red with lack of sleep. In his hands, he carried a leather satchel.
“I have it,” he gasped in Medieval Greek.
“You do?” the Tribune asked, stepping forward from the altar. “You really have it?”
Everyone turned to stare, excited but unsure.
“I do, and I swear it’s legitimate.”
Everyone believed him. The Greek was a priest, too, second only to the man who stood at the altar. He knew how to make the test. He knew the Sacred Note.
The Greek walked up to the altar and reverently set the satchel down on next to the brass crucifix. He opened it and pulled out a glass case containing a mummified head. Atop the case was a large, perfectly cut crystal.
“Behold the head of St. Eugenios!”
“Arise Rome! Rome Unconquered!” the congregation chanted.
“You finally got it,” the Tribune whispered, his voice hushed with awe. 
“It was a terrible journey. I was chased by the police of three different nations and had to sneak across the border to Turkey. With so many illegal immigrants going the other direction, you know how heavily guarded the border with Greece is. I had to pay some people smugglers to ferry me over in the opposite direction than they usually go. They charged me a fortune, and then tried to rob me.”
“At least you got away.”
The man holding the preserved head smiled. “They didn’t.”
“Good man.”
“I’ve tested it. But let’s show the congregation.”
“Very well,” the Tribune said. He opened the soundproof case. “Let’s make it a full test, just for a moment.”
He and the Greek stepped close to the large crystal atop the glass case, took a deep breath, and let out that strange, pure note.
Immediately the crystal began to vibrate, and then began to sing.
The trio sustained the note for a moment, and then became a quartet as the scepter took up the note as well.
The quartet became a quintet, then a sextet, then a septet, as the reliquary, the ring, and the monocle all took up the same note.
A low rumble ran through the church. The cross on the altar fell over. A man’s briefcase fell on its side with snap. 
The Tribune and his righthand man stopped the tune.
This time, it took nearly a full minute for the tune to die away in the collection of artifacts.
The Tribune felt a thrill go through his body. He righted the cross and turned to his congregation, spreading out his hands.
“We have almost all we need. Only one more relic is required, only one more piece to the puzzle, and we can start to rebuild what was torn down in 1461.”
“Arise Rome! Rome Unconquered!” the congregation chanted.
The Tribune’s phone rang. He smiled bashfully. Several of his congregation laughed, a release of tension now that they were so close, about to dare so much.
He checked his phone. Normally he wouldn’t leave it on during a service, but too many people with important news had been calling in recent days. He couldn’t afford to delay them.
And he saw this call was from someone who would not accept any delay.
“I must take this in the vestry,” he announced.
He walked to the side of the altar and through a narrow portal into a cool stone room where the holy vestments were kept. Then he answered.
"How do your plans proceed?" asked an impatient voice on the other end. He spoke in English, so the Tribune switched to that language.
“Well. Very well. We have everything but the icon of the Holy Virgin Mary.”
“You don’t need that.”
“We must give proper reverence for the Lord God to accept our prayers.”
The man on the other end of the line snorted. “If you have all the crystals, that’s all you need. It’s ancient technology, not medieval superstition.”
The Tribune felt a righteous rage rise up in him. He fought to control it, and after a moment replied in a level voice, “This ancient technology only exists by the grace of God. It was given to the last emperors of Rome in order to do His will.”
“Just get on with it.”
“I will once I have the icon. It’s only a matter of a day or two.”
“I’ve helped you. I’ve led you to some of the artifacts. I—”
“And I appreciate that help. You said yourself that our renewal of the Roman Empire will help your plans of rebuilding the lost civilization. We must do it our way.”
“Oh, all right. But I don’t want any more delays.”
“Have patience, Dr. Harlow. Soon the whole world will tremble, literally tremble, at our power.”
The man who would one day become the next emperor of Rome hung up. Dr. Harlow was useful, but impertinent. Once Constantinople was rebuilt, perhaps he’d throw Dr. Harlow to the lions in a brand-new, grand Colosseum. That might teach him some respect.
Assuming Dr. Harlow lived through what the Tribune and his followers were about to unleash upon the world. 
 
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
Jana had no intention of sitting in a hospital bed while the men went off and continued the investigation by themselves. And yet she didn't have the heart to insist on coming along. Jacob looked so distraught. He blamed himself for her injury when it was just as much her fault as his. They had both been incautious, and he knew better than anyone how dangerous these missions could be.
So she’d just have to go forward on her own.
And she had an idea of where to start.
Professor Diamantis Kontos was a scholar of Late Byzantine Studies at the University of Athens. He specialized in the Palaiologos Dynasty, the last imperial family to rule over the Byzantine Empire from Constantinople for its final two centuries. He also specialized in the rival dynasty of the Komnenoi in the Empire of Trebizond. He was in Istanbul today at a history conference, presenting a paper on diplomatic relations between the two empires.
That was too good of an opportunity to pass up. This man knew more about the period in question than perhaps anyone else in the world. She needed to flash her Interpol badge and grill him for his analysis of the situation. He might give her some valuable leads.
It had the added bonus of being perfectly safe. Jacob wouldn’t have to worry about a thing. He wouldn’t even know until after she’d finished. She’d go to the conference, question the historian, and return to the hospital, hopefully with some valuable intel.
She got out of bed, gripped the mattress for a moment as she felt a wave of dizziness and nausea, then slowly got dressed. Before she left, she texted her father to tell him her plans.
Jana ended her message by saying, “Don’t worry about me. It’s only an academic conference. And I know you have someone watching over us. Thanks. Love you.”
Jana smiled as she pressed send. There had been a time when she wouldn’t have said those last two words, wouldn’t have said anything to him at all. She felt so grateful that those days were over and she had her father back.
Once dressed, she paced around her room a little to check that her balance was back, and then headed out of the hospital …
… only to get stopped by a scowling Turkish nurse who didn’t speak English but communicated just how much trouble she’d be in if she dared disobey doctor’s orders. Jana flashed her Interpol badge. The nurse clicked her tongue in derision and flashed her hospital badge. Giving up, Jana meekly returned to her room. 
She had to wait for a few minutes until the nurse got occupied escorting a patient to another ward, and then Jana managed to sneak out of the hospital.
Her first stop was the gift shop on the ground floor, where she bought a large straw sun hat to hide her bandages. Then she hailed a cab and headed for the conference location.
Luckily, Jana still had her gun, thoughtfully tucked deep in her handbag by Ahmet. She sure hoped Dad was wrong about him. She'd hate to discover he was a traitor.
The conference venue was in a downtown historic district with several old wooden mansions dating from the late Ottoman era of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Little lanes were flanked by large wooden homes. Their ground floors, in keeping with the usual Islamic sense of domestic privacy, were windowless, with stout doors that were never left open. The upper stories had windows screened with meshribiyya, a decorative wooden latticework that allowed people to see out but not to be seen from the street. In earlier times, upper-class women rarely left home, and sitting at the window was often the only interaction they had with the outside world.
Despite her longtime association with the Middle East, Jana was constantly grateful that she had been born in the West.
The cabbie dropped her off at one of the houses, where a small sign outside announced that this house was open to the public as a museum. Another sign said it was closed for the day for a private event. Each of these signs was in Turkish, English, and Greek.
Jana went to the heavy wooden portal and found it open. A young Turkish woman who looked like a graduate student sat at a desk just inside reading a book. She looked up as soon as Jana entered.
“Oh, hello. Sorry, the house is closed for a conference. We will open the day after tomorrow.”
“I’m with the conference.”
The young woman smiled. “Please put on your conference badge.”
“I, um, forgot it.”
“I am very sorry. I have been told no one is allowed in without badge. Can you give me your name, please?”
The woman pulled out a list.
Jana pulled out her Interpol ID. It had a much better effect on this poor graduate student than it had on the nurse at the hospital.
“Oh! What has happened?”
“I’m investigating a possible case of international antiquities smuggling. I’d appreciate it if you remain quiet about this.”
“Of course! I, um, are the police here?” the graduate student looked around, obviously flustered.
“They’ve taken up points around the building. They wanted me to go in the check. Can you give me a conference badge?”
The young woman gave her one, fumbled the pen, and Jana wrote out a fake name. Then she put it on, thanked the graduate student, and followed a sign from the front hall into the mansion.
The front hall opened up onto a grandiose room with blue-green tiles on the floor and a wooden staircase cutting diagonally up the far wall. To either side were side rooms screened with meshribiyya and fitted with little windows that could be opened if there were no male strangers around. Women had to remain in seclusion if male visitors came calling.
Jana walked up the stairs, admiring the intricately carved wooden ceiling with its complex geometric designs painted in green and red. Arabic calligraphy in gold paint ran along the top of the wall. While it was in Ottoman Turkish, a language Jana couldn’t read, instead of Arabic, she guessed that these were verses from the Koran.
The upper floor held more splendor, including a well-preserved private room with an ornate divan, a golden hookah, and Persian carpets. Whoever had owned this house must have been quite wealthy, probably a successful merchant since viziers and important officers would have lived closer to the Sultan’s palace.
Descriptive signs were posted at various spots, but Jana ignored them. She didn’t have time for sightseeing, no matter how interesting of a place she found herself in.
Along a corridor, she found a sign for the conference and a long table of academic tomes for sale. Jana managed not to look at those either. As she passed them, she stifled a smile. There was a time where she would have been distracted by such things. Now she was on a mission and nothing could divide her attention.
Beyond the table of books was a large conference room in what looked like a converted dining hall. Rows of seats were set up beneath an ornate wooden ceiling. A man stood at a lectern between two Turkish flags, speaking in English. That was the usual language for international conferences since most university professors spoke it fluently, or at least fairly well.
He looked to be in his mid-thirties, so still early in his career, and was handsome in a delicate, intellectual way. The kind of guy Jana would have fallen for before her life got turned upside down by Jacob and the CIA.
The man was pointing to a slide projected on a screen on the back wall showing a faded fresco of angels bowing to Jesus.
“This depiction is from the Hagia Sofia in Trebizond, named after the more famous church in Constantinople. The rulers of Trebizond considered themselves the rightful heirs to the Byzantine throne in exile, and thus tried to recreate Constantinople in miniature in their temporary capital … ”
The man’s Greek accent told her this might be Professor Diamantis Kontos.
Jana looked at the assembled men and women listening to the academic lecture and felt a strange feeling of displacement. She had attended a conference just a few days before, but as a participant, not as a field agent for the CIA.
Now she stood there, an outsider in her own field.
A twinge of nostalgia plucked her heart. Despite still giving talks and reading academic journals, she would never truly be an archaeologist again.
Jana shook off that feeling. She had work to do.
She moved down the center aisle and found an empty seat, picking one right next to the aisle to give her freer movement. Even in this academic atmosphere, she was thinking tactically.
“Sorry I’m late,” she whispered to the woman next to her. “Istanbul traffic. Is this Professor Kontos?”
"Yes, that's him," the woman whispered back in an English accent. She looked at Jana's hat, and her eyes widened as she noticed the bandages beneath. Jana realized it wasn't as good a disguise as she thought. "Oh, dear. You all right?”
“Just a fender bender.”
Jana settled in to listen to Professor Kontos’ lecture.
“As I describe in my new book, which is available at the table outside,” the professor gave a self-satisfied chuckle, “the Komnenos dynasty, as rulers of Trebizond, in addition to creating churches that imitated those of the old capital, made a great effort to gather relics of the Eastern Orthodox Church to solidify and strengthen their claim to be the rightful heirs to the Imperial throne in Constantinople. Once Constantinople fell to the Ottoman armies in 1453, these relics became powerful symbols of the continuation of the Byzantine, and by extension the Roman, empires.”
Poor Jacob would be bored to tears by all this. Good thing he’s dealing with the police investigation.
The Greek professor went on.
"The most important relics in the Empire of Trebizond were an icon and a relic. The icon was of the Virgin Mary, an essential figure in the Greek Orthodox Church. Each city in Byzantium and Trebizond had many Marian icons, and there was always one that was considered holier than the rest. The holiest for Trebizond was kept in the Hagia Sofia in that city."
Jana regretted not making it to that church or any of the other medieval sites when she was in Trebizond. The investigation had swept her through there in such a hurry she didn't have time to see anything. Now, it seemed that might have been a mistake.
“The second of the two holiest relics was the head of St. Eugenios, the founding Christian saint of the city. It has long been lost to history, but was said to have been encased in a glass case topped by a pure crystal.”
Jana perked up. This was the very same relic that the smugglers had photographed and presumably sold within the last year.
“During the siege of 1224, both of these artifacts were taken in procession around the city and are said to have driven off the Turkish invaders, thus saving Trebizond to flourish for another 250 years. The reliquary case of the head of St. Eugenios was said to have an additional property. The crystal—”
Professor Diamantis Kontos was cut off when a Turkish man rose up in the second row.
“Turkey for the Turks! Foreigners out!”
He pulled a snub-nosed revolver out of his pocket and fired three times into the professor’s chest.
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
Jacob and Ahmet didn’t have to go far to start their investigation of the incident at the warehouse.
The police had already picked up the woman who had been hanging laundry when she had spotted Jacob and Jana entering the warehouse. Less than ten minutes later, they had been attacked by a whole swarm of smugglers. 
Coincidence? Jacob didn’t think so. That woman had a lot of explaining to do.
Ziynet Karga sat, rigid and pale, on the hard wooden stool bolted to the floor of the interrogation room. She was a stout woman in her middle age who the police informed them was the mother of five children ranging in age from twelve to twenty. Her husband was a dockworker and was also being held for questioning.
Ziynet clutched her gray robes and headscarf as if afraid the men in the room might tear them off her. Despite what Jacob thought of this woman, he would make sure that didn’t happen.
A local homicide detective questioned her while Ahmet translated for Jacob.
The woman insisted that she hadn’t told anyone, that when she saw Jacob and Jana breaking into the warehouse, she decided it wasn’t any of her business. She had closed the shutters, she claimed, and hadn’t told anyone.
“Those are bad people in there,” she said. “Smugglers and thieves. I don’t want to have anything to do with them.”
“You want us to believe the gang showed up only a few minutes after the foreigners broke in and you didn’t tell them?” the detective snarled. “You’re going to have to do better than that!”
“I don’t work with them. I don’t want anything to do with them! I close my eyes and go about my business.”
“That’s not how gangs work. They force you to work as lookouts whether you want to or not,” the detective said, softening his voice. “We’re not blaming you. They probably threatened you. Threatened your children. You were told to call if you saw anyone trying to get into the warehouse and so you called. You had to. You didn’t have any choice.”
“What could I do?” Ziynet Karga wailed. “They said they’d kill my sons, dishonor my daughters!”
Jacob felt a tug of sympathy. That gang, typical of thugs the world over, had probably terrorized the whole neighborhood into obedience.
On the other hand, he also felt impressed. He’d never seen someone play good cop/bad cop solo. And it was working.
“They might do that anyway,” the detective said. “They might think you drew them into a trap.”
The woman looked shocked. “A trap?”
“A dozen of their men are dead. They’ll be looking for revenge, and when they don’t find the Interpol agents, they might come looking for you.”
“No!”
“Yes.”
“W-what do I do?”
"Tell us everything you know, and we'll take you into protective custody."
She looked around at the men in the room. “My family too?”
“Of course.”
The woman began to name names. The detective checked them against a list of the dead, who had already been identified thanks to most of them having a police record, and found them all to be accounted for. 
Jacob shifted in his seat. What if they were all dead? Then they’d have no one to question.
Finally, Ziynet Karga got to a name that didn’t belong to someone Jacob or Jana had gunned down in the warehouse.
Sait Arap.
The poor woman didn’t know if he was in charge, but he did give orders to some of the other men. She knew he lived in the next neighborhood over and named a couple of streets, but couldn’t be more precise than that.
A police officer headed out of the room to check on the criminal database.
“You’ll protect my family, won’t you?” Ziynet asked, trembling. “I need to protect my children.”
“Of course,” the detective said, all sympathy now that he had gotten what he wanted. “What more can you tell us about him?”
Shoe bowed her head and shook it.
“Nothing good,” she whispered. “He is the toughest of them all. They all feared him.”
 
***
 
Despite Ziynet Karga’s warning, Jacob didn’t feel very afraid.
Maybe that’s because he sat in the back of an unmarked police car with three other cops, or the fact that Ahmet was in a nearly identical cruiser a block away.
Together, they were sweeping the neighborhood the informant said Sait Arap lived in. He was not in the police database, but a composite picture the terrified neighbor had made with a police sketch artist showed a rugged man in his middle thirties with a scar across his chin, the flattened nose of a boxer, and broad shoulders.
He looked tough enough to terrorize a mother concerned about her children, but Jacob had dealt with thugs like him plenty of times before, and with far less backup.
The only problem was finding the guy.
Jacob doubted that he would remain in his usual stomping grounds after a large portion of his gang had been wiped out. More likely, he'd have disappeared to some bolt hole somewhere. Maybe he had even made it out of the city by now.
Hopefully, a couple of plainclothes police officers who were on the streets tapping into their informant network would find out more.
The unmarked police car moved slowly down the street, Jacob and the cops alert for any sign of the suspect.
Sait Arap was not known to the police. He had no criminal record and on municipal records he was listed as a day laborer residing at a different address than the one the witness had given. That address and job were checked and turned out to be false.
As they made a second pass through the neighborhood, Jacob grew impatient.
“This is going nowhere,” he told the cop sitting next to him, chosen by the police chief for his fluency in English.
“Give it time. We haven’t had a chance to interview all our informants.”
“They might not tell you anything.”
“Shootings are rare in Istanbul. News of a big gunfight like this will spread quickly. Many in the underworld will be angry at Sait Arap at his men for causing trouble.”
“Angry enough to turn on him?”
The policeman smiled. “Now that he is weakened, yes.”
After a minute, the man's radio crackled to life. There was a brief interchange in Turkish, and the policeman said something to the driver, who gunned the engine and got on a main street, speeding up into a different neighborhood.
The policeman who spoke English turned to Jacob.
“It is as I told you. One of our informants has revealed Sait Arap’s hiding place. He’s hiding in a small apartment rented under a different name.”
“What have your informants told you anything about this guy?”
"He has a reputation as a thug and was feared in the neighborhood even as a youth. He never got arrested, though, because he is very cunning. He keeps in the background, preferring his men to do the work."
“Do we have the names of any more of his men?”
“No. You killed most in the warehouse,” the cop’s voice held a note of admiration. “There are probably more out making shipments or based in other cities, but our informants don’t know much about them. We’ll investigate that later. Our man said Sait Arap is in the apartment right now, afraid to show his face on the street. He’s probably waiting until night and then will try and slip out of the city by boat. We need to get to him before he has that chance.”
The two unmarked police cars sped along a main road for a while. Neither turned on their sirens. After a few minutes, they turned off on a side street. The second car containing Ahmet peeled off. The car Jacob rode in stopped in front of a café.
“He’s in an apartment building just around that corner,” the English-speaking policeman said, pointing.
Jacob checked his gun hidden under his jacket, and they all got out. 
They strolled down a sidewalk busy with shoppers. This neighborhood was a working class one away from the tourist center and everyone here was Turkish, so at least they wouldn’t have to save any elderly tourists. Jana and Ahmet had been real stars in that incident, but Jacob had no desire to see it repeated.
They rounded the corner to find Ahmet and one of the other cops pretending to look through magazines at a newsstand across the street from the building, and a second cop smoking a cigarette at the entrance and pretending to talk on the phone. Jacob didn't see the other two policemen, but he knew they would be close.
Jacob and his three companions entered the building, an ugly concrete structure six stories high, cheap housing for working-class families. He heard children's laughter and televisions from behind the doors of the various apartments they passed as they ascended the stairs to the third floor.
They found the other two policemen flanking one of the doors on a long hallway. Jacob and the others drew their guns.
Just then, a door opened three doors down.
Everyone turned, raising their guns.
A woman in a headscarf leading a small child turned pale and retreated back into the apartment, slamming the door.
Damn. I hope this guy doesn’t decide to go down in a blaze of glory. He’s surrounded by civilians.
Keeping clear of the door, one of the policemen pounded on it and shouted something, no doubt a demand for Sait Arap to give himself up. 
No reply.
Crap, this guy’s going to be a pain in the ass, isn’t he?
More pounding. More demands.
The guy looked to the police sergeant in charge, who nodded, and then the biggest cop of the bunch gave the door a hard kick.
It flew open, hitting the wall with a sharp bang.
The cops moved in with military precision. Jacob had to hand it to them. These guys were trained well.
A long entrance hallway had doors going off to various rooms. Kitchen. Bathroom. Two bedrooms. An open door at the end looked like it led to a living room. A TV was on in there. A man matching Sait Arap’s description was bound to a chair, his head slumped. A note was pinned on his chest. The cops moved toward him, checking each side room. Jacob was about halfway back in line.
“Watch for—”
He never got to complete the warning. He saw a little play of light on something thin stretching across the hallway an instant before the lead man walked through it.
Jacob threw himself into a side room just as the bomb went off. 
The detonation jabbed his ears and thudded through his body. He blacked out for a moment. When he came too, head spinning, ears ringing, he saw the room and the hallway filled with a haze of particles thrown up by the blast.
Jacob tried to get up, toppled over, and managed to get onto his elbows on the second try. He crawled out into the hallway to check on the others.
The entire assault team lay on the floor. The front two men had been torn apart. The other four were badly injured but still breathing.
The living room was a hellscape of smoke and gore. Sait Arap had been blown to pieces, along with any chance to find out more about the smuggling operation.
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 
Jana leapt out of her seat as Professor Kontos clutched his chest and fell.
The gunman was a young, wild-eyed Turk dressed in middle-class clothing. In this context, Jana would have taken him for a graduate student, and maybe he was.
But right now, he was a threat.
He started shouting something in Turkish, his words drowned out by the screams and shouts of the crowd.
Jana fumbled with her handbag, trying to draw her 9mm. She hadn’t been prepared, and the shock of the shooting and the sudden movement of jumping out of her seat made her dizzy. She wasn’t as recovered as she thought she was.
Another shot. People fled for the door in a wild rush. One man bumped into Jana and she stumbled into the woman who had been sitting beside her, only to get knocked the other way as that woman fled as well.
Jana ended up on the floor, only just managing to fall between the chairs and not the center aisle. If she had ended up there, she would surely have been trampled. 
The fall saved her life in another way. A shot pinged off the back of the metal chair right in front of her own.
And that shot came from the door to the hallway, the opposite direction from the shooter who killed Professor Kontos.
What the hell?
The effect on the crowd was to double their panic. Some of the academics fled back the way they had come. Others moved to the sides of the room, desperately seeking a way out even though there were no other doors. Many threw themselves on the floor like Jana had done.
Another shot from the doorway. This one punctured Jana’s seat and buried itself in the wooden floor inches from Jana’s head.
Whoever stood there was aiming for her.
These steel foldable chairs were no protection from bullets. Luckily, they were all draped with coats and bookbags and purses, obscuring her location.
They also kept her from seeing either shooter.
Jana crawled a little away from the central aisle, flinched as another bullet punctured the seat just in front of her, and heard someone in the next row cry out.
Innocent people were getting caught in the crossfire. Time to do something.
She rose up and saw a young Turkish man with an automatic pistol standing half hidden by the doorway. Jana and the gunman fired at the same time. A bullet whined past Jana’s head while her own shot buried itself in the heavy wooden doorframe.
The man ducked out of sight. Jana took the chance to move further to the side of the room. That would force the guy to expose himself further in order to take his next shot.
When he didn’t do so immediately, she spared a glance at the gunman who had shot Professor Kontos. He stood at the front of the room next to the man he had killed, staring at the doorway with a dumbfounded expression.
Wait. Aren’t they together?
She didn’t have any time to ponder this, because the gunman at the doorway appeared again. In the split second it took for him to spot her kneeling behind the seats, Jana put a bullet in his chest. He gasped and staggered back.
He didn’t go down, though. Jana’s aim was off, and what should have been an easy shot straight through the heart looked like it only glanced off his ribs.
The gunman fired wildly, once, twice, three times, Jana ducking and weaving, her head going dizzy, her stomach sick, someone crying out, and then he arched his back and stumbled forward.
Jana raised her pistol, her hands unsteady, but the man fell face down onto the floor, a gunshot in his back.
What the hell?
Her father appeared at the doorway, scanning the room with his one good eye, an automatic in his hand.
The gunman at the front of the room snapped out of his confusion and aimed at Aaron. Her father took him out with a single shot, while Jana’s own shot went wild.
“Dad! What are you doing here?”
“I’ve been following you,” he said over the screams and moans of the crowd. At least one innocent bystander, a man who had taken cover too close to Jana, had been hurt in the crossfire.
“What’s going on?”
“No idea.” He turned to the doorway and called to someone out of sight. “Call the police! Call an ambulance!”
Jana stood, fought down her dizziness and nausea, and stumbled over to him.
“You all right?” he asked as they moved toward the front of the room.
"I got a concussion from a skull graze fighting some smugglers. I thought I was over it."
“Dizzy? Sick to your stomach?”
“Yeah.”
“It’s because of your elevated heartrate is messing with your concussion. You should be in the hospital. Sit down and relax.”
“No time for that.”
Aaron grinned. “That’s my girl. Sorry I wasn’t backup at the warehouse. I didn’t want to be spotted. I knew it was abandoned and thought you’d get in without being seen.”
Jana felt a twinge of guilt about that. Both she and Jacob had screwed up. Her father would have never let his guard down like that. 
They paced down the center aisle, scanning the huddled crowd. Everyone was either curled up trembling on the ground or pressed against the wall, watching them with wide eyes. The sight of two foreigners gripping guns did not diminish their fear.
As much as Jana felt bad about that, she knew it was a good thing. They needed to question these people, find out if anyone knew anything. Plus, they had to make sure none of them was an accomplice.
She saw no hidden hands, no sneaky eyes. The gunfight, she thought and she hoped, was over.
The gunman lay dead near the professor he had killed. As Jana covered him, her father checked both bodies. Besides wallets and keys on both, he found nothing of note. The ID tag on the gunman said he was Professor Hamit Solak of the University of Erzurum.
Jana still felt unwell, but her heart had started to slow as the adrenaline wore off and she was beginning to feel better.
“Who was the guy you shot in the back?” she asked. “This one here seemed surprised at his appearance.”
Aaron kept his voice down as he spoke. “I’m as much in the dark as you are. I followed you here because I think the two of you are being led by the nose. This case is too perfect. It’s close to your specialty, and has elements that are sure to attract CIA attention. And then there’s this talk that’s exactly what you need on the day that you happen to be in Istanbul.”
“Conferences are planned way in advance.”
“So might the clues that made sure you were in Istanbul on this date.”
“I can’t imagine this could have all been set up.”
“You would if you had been fighting The Order as long as I have.”
Jana and her father moved back toward the doorway. They wouldn’t have much time before the police showed up. They needed to find any clues before they got overrun with officers asking questions.
“So you tailed me here?”
The crowd was still frozen, sobbing and trembling, terrified these two foreigners would open up on them.
“Yeah. Then I saw this guy with an obviously hidden gun. I was too far behind, though, so he got to fire.”
They looked down at the second gunman. He wore a badge for the conference, one that was printed beforehand like all the others. It said he was Professor Orhan Yazid of the University of Ankara. Aaron Peters searched him and found nothing, not even car keys or a wallet.
“He was worried he might not come back,” Aaron said.
Jana addressed the crowd in a loud, clear voice. “We are not here to hurt you. We are agents with Interpol. Do any of you recognize either of the two gunmen?”
Silence and a few shaking heads.
Jana looked around at the assembled medievalists. It was a small field. Did no one recognize these two men?
Looking at their ID tags, she asked, “As anyone ever heard of Professor Hamit Solak of the University of Erzurum or Professor Orhan Yazid of the University of Ankara?”
A woman popped her head up from behind a chair, flinched as if she expected a bullet, and said in a shaking voice, “Professor Yazid? He’s a colleague of mine in Ankara.”
Jana pointed to the body at her feet. “Is that him?”
“No. He couldn’t make it to the conference because his wife is expecting a baby.”
“Has anyone heard of Professor Solak?”
A man spoke up. “I visited the department at the University of Erzurum last year. I remember no Professor Solak.”
Jana and her father looked at each other.
“Sounds like we got a couple of imposters,” Aaron said.
“Sure, but from where?”
“I think I know where,” he gestured at the gunman who tried to kill her. “At least for this guy. I don’t know why the guy over there would want to shoot that Greek professor.”
“I think I do.”
Jana walked out to the hallway where the bookstand stood. A graduate student cowered under it. Jana gave her a reassuring smile but that only made her more scared. Jana searched through the books and found the one by Professor Kontos. Luckily, it was in English. Holy Relics and Miracles in the Empire of Trebizond, 1204-1461.
She looked at the cover price, 1300 Turkish lira or about 40 dollars, and handed the bookseller the money, having to duck under the table to do so.
“W-who are you?” the woman asked.
“I’m afraid I can’t tell you, but I can tell you I’m not a book thief.”
A siren wailed outside.
“Looks like the police have arrived,” Jana said. “Do you have an Interpol ID? Jacob and I have been using them for this mission.”
When her father didn’t answer, Jana turned to him.
Only to find Aaron Peters had vanished as suddenly as he had appeared.
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 
That night, Jana lay exhausted in her hotel room, propped up by pillows on her bed and reading through Professor Kontos’s book. Jacob lay resting beside her.
He had been badly shaken by the bomb blast but otherwise unhurt. The Istanbul CSI were checking the crime scene but did not think they’d find any results soon. The explosion probably erased any physical evidence. Whoever wanted to obstruct their investigation had done a good job of it.
Now Jacob was resting. Jana realized she should be too.
After the shooting, there had been a grueling talk with the police. They had grown dubious of these two Interpol agents who kept getting involved in gunfights in their city, especially after the mysterious appearance and quick disappearance of a third Interpol agent.
Jana had no good explanation to give them for her father popping in to play a part in a high-profile shooting only to vanish a few minutes later. She couldn’t deny his involvement since every witness there testified to it. She had to claim that he was under deep cover. That, of course, brought up the question as to why the Turkish government hadn’t been informed.
Jana had told them half of the truth, that she herself hadn’t been informed and that he had been monitoring the two agents to make sure they didn’t fall into a trap set by whoever was behind the artifact thefts.
That got the Turks on the phone to Interpol, where the CIA fixer had to work overtime to calm them. Ahmet helped too, pulling some strings and calling in several favors with the local authorities.
At last, the police let her go, and she ended up lying on her bed in the hotel, feeling like the mattress was sucking her in. Her splitting headache remained as a dull ache, but at least her dizziness and nausea had passed, replaced with a bone weariness.
She was even having trouble keeping her eyes open reading Professor Kontos’s book. Not that it was boring, although Jacob would certainly think so, but even the mental effort required to follow an academic text was almost too much for her.
“Why don’t you go to sleep?” Jacob suggested.
“In a bit.”
She was just getting to the important part. In his book, Professor Kontos discussed the various religious relics in the Empire of Trebizond and how they were used to keep the faith of the beleaguered outpost of the tiny “empire”, separated from their old capital at Constantinople, the ancient capital at Rome long gone, and surrounded by Muslim Turks and pagan Mongols.
One of the most prominent of these was the preserved head of St. Eugenios. The martyr had been decapitated under the persecution of Christians under the Emperor Diocletian many centuries before as punishment for destroying a pagan image on the hills above Trebizond. Jana remembered those hills. They rose steeply from the sea and towered over the southern part of the city. It was there that the later rulers of Trebizond had built his citadel, with walls running down to the sea to protect his new capital. Jana wondered which hill had contained the image.
One passage, translated from a medieval source, caught her eye.
“During the reign of the Emperor Andronikos, the Turks under the Sultan Melik besieged Trebizond, desiring to take the city and put the people to the sword if they did not convert to the religion of Muhammed. The army of the Sultan was vast, its tents circling Trebizond’s walls like a second city, its campfires at night making it look like the stars of the heavens had settled to earth.
“The people of Trebizond trembled and said the last hour of Rome was at hand, that more than a thousand years of greatness and civilization was about to breathe its last. The Emperor Andronikos spent the night in prayer in the Imperial library, asking God for guidance.
“It was revealed to him by God’s grace that the holy relics of the city would be the city’s salvation. So as dawn broke, he ordered the priests to bring out the head of St. Eugenios and the holy icon of the Mother of God and go in triumphant procession around the city. The bishop carried the scepter of the emperor as a token of Imperial piety. The procession marched just outside the walls, protected from harm by the archers of Trebizond posted every three paces atop the ramparts.
“The Turks, seeing the priests thus exposed, decided to brave the storm of arrows and charge them, but their boldness would prove to be their undoing. For as they charged forth, their fleet horses thundering the ground, their vast host seeming like a tide of steel, the priests burst into song.
“As their hymn to the Lord came to the Sacred Note, the power of the Lord passed through the head of our blessed patron saint and the scepter of his representative on Earth to reveal His wrath upon the Muslims. The ground trembled, and the horses of the Turks grew afraid. They bucked their riders and bolted, trampling them in a terrible stampede. The trembling of the earth grew greater so that the tents of the Turks fell down, and the remaining host fled for their lives, leaving their Sultan alone and unguarded.
“Seeing the Turks running away in terror and the very walls of Trebizond begin to tremble, the priest finished their hymn. The Sacred Note hung in the air for a time as the angels sang along with St. Eugenios, until at last it faded and the trembling of the earth and the walls grew still.
“Then the armies of the Emperor Andronikos rode out of the gate to pursue the fleeing Turks, cutting them down in great number. The Sultan Melik was brought back in chains and bargained for his life, promising large amounts of gold and silver every year as tribute. Thus the conqueror became a vassal, and through the grace of God and the power of the Sacred Note, peace returned to Trebizond.”
Jana looked up at Jacob, who for once was listening to a history lecture with undivided attention.
“It’s the crystals,” he said.
“What?”
“The crystal in that glass case the head was put in. Plus, there were probably crystals in a lot of the other relics they had, just like so many of the missing artifacts right now are crystals or gemstones. I bet that Sacred Note they're talking about resonated with the crystals to create the earthquake."
“Come on, you can’t sing up an earthquake!”
“Those Tibetan monks sang up an electromagnetic pulse.”
Jana blinked. She still hadn’t wrapped her head around that. There had to be some sort of explanation …
“We never got to examine the statues,” she said, hearing and hating the uncertainty in her voice. “There must have been some sort of hidden device.”
“Fine, a hidden device. These artifacts could have some sort of hidden device.”
"They're too small to have any mechanism that could cause an earthquake. We can't even do it with modern technology unless we set off a nuke on a fault line or something."
“These are probably relics from the supercivilization from before the Ice Age.”
“Ugh,” Jana said, rolling her eyes. “There’s no evidence for that.”
“We’ve seen plenty. The cave, the Tibetan temples, that weird electronic device your father dug up in Norway … ”
“That thing could just as easily be modern. Sunk in an Artic fjord for a few years probably made it look older than it is.”
“You said cold, static conditions preserve artifacts.”
Jana had to smile at that. It turned out he did pay attention sometimes.
"It depends on how stable the conditions are. I didn't get to see the fjord myself, so I can't say."
“Exactly. You can’t say. Look, we’ve dealt with this kind of stuff before. It’s about time you began to believe in it.”
Jana tried to suppress her impatience. He didn’t have the qualifications to understand.
And yet she couldn’t help but wonder. All the things she’d seen, all the unbelievable events she couldn’t quite deny …
What she hadn't told him, what she hadn't told anyone, was that she had sent some of the wood from that Norwegian artifact off to be carbon-dated. She should get the results in a couple of weeks.
For some reason, she felt embarrassed that she had done that, and even more embarrassed that she felt too embarrassed to tell anyone. It was like she couldn’t admit the possibility that she was wrong.
But she wasn’t wrong. The carbon 14 dates would prove it.
Right?
“Does that Greek professor say anything about the artifacts’ power, or the Sacred Note?” Jacob asked.
Jana flipped ahead. “He doesn’t seem to.”
Jacob smiled. “Because he doesn’t have a rational explanation either.”
Jana sighed. “Well, whatever these artifacts are for, it sure seems like someone is trying to get them. We don’t have any record of what happened to the icon of the Virgin Mary, though.”
“What are we going to do about that?”
“I suggest we go back to Trabzon, modern Trebizond. We never had time to really look around there when we started this mission. Maybe we’ll uncover some more clues. Maybe I’ll find more in this book. I haven’t finished it yet.”
The mere thought of reading more made her slump into her pillows. She set the book aside and lay down.
“You really shouldn’t have left the hospital,” Jacob said, pulling the covers over her.
She only managed a grunt in response.
"OK, we'll go to Trebizond tomorrow. I'll arrange everything. Right now, you need to get some sleep. I'm thinking your dad is onto something. This whole case really does seem too good to be true. It's like we're being led on and led into danger."
“The guy who shot Professor Kontos seemed just as surprised as I was that a second shooter showed up gunning for me.”
“So somehow the guy who came after you knew that guy was going to shoot the professor, and that you were going to follow the trail of clues to the conference and be there to get shot yourself.”
Jana rubbed her eyes. “But how?”
“I don’t know. We’re really getting played, that’s for sure. Look what happened with that suspect from the smuggling gang. I could have been killed just as easily as you were. It was pure luck that I wasn’t.”
“We have a mole,” Jana said reluctantly. “It’s the only explanation.”
“Yeah, but who?”
Neither of them said anything for a moment. The silence drew out.
“Ahmet?” Jacob suggested. His tone reflected his reluctance.
“He’s helped us so much.”
“Helped us continue with a case that keeps putting us into danger. And notice how he wasn’t there when that Greek professor got shot, and he was guarding the building entrance when the bomb went off.”
“He’s had the drop on us a number of times. He could have taken us out himself easily.”
Jacob didn’t have an answer to that.
“He could have taken us out, but what if we’re not the real target?”
That got Jana to rise on one elbow and look at her lover.
“You mean Dad?”
“If some insiders know that your father is on the case, following us and watching us, then they might use attacks on us to draw him out. It sure worked at that conference.”
“But who would know that? We didn’t even know that!”
Jacob shrugged. “No idea. But we know The Order has people inside the CIA, and that Aaron is their number one target. He’s thwarted their plans lots of times. So if the real target is him, then we’re looking at an informant in the CIA itself, probably someone really highly placed.”
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
 
The next morning, after getting an update from Jacob Snow, Tyler Wallace headed for a meeting with the CIA director, assistant director, and several bureau chiefs.
He was not looking forward to this. He knew he was going to be asked hard questions he couldn’t answer.
And wouldn’t answer. Because he didn’t trust his coworkers anymore.
There was a time, not so long ago, when he had trusted them all implicitly.
That time had passed, perhaps never to return.
The CIA had been infiltrated by The Order. That much was certain. They had known the location of Jacob’s hideout in Greece, a hideout hardly anyone in the Company knew about, and sent a hit squad after him.
Or after Jana. Because Jacob had been gone when the hit squad arrived, leaving Jana alone in the house. It was only by sheer luck that Tyler had come to visit, expecting to speak to Jacob and finding Jana instead.
They had barely had time to say hello before a dozen men stormed the fortified house, and they had to fight for their lives.
Other anomalies followed. Too often Jacob, Jana, and Aaron had been targeted when their locations should have been secret. Too many close calls.
Tyler feared for his life, too. The Order wouldn't hesitate to kill the CIA's DC bureau chief. They'd kill anyone to get what they wanted.
Although the question remained—what did they want? Their motives had remained as unclear as their identity.
But he had a pretty good idea that at least one of them would be at this meeting.
The Order knew too much, had gotten too close to the CIA’s most protected people, for there not to be a mole at the highest level.
But who?
Maybe this meeting would clear that up, if he could steer it the right way.
He entered the electronically sealed room, typed in his personal code to access the video call, and sat back as one by one the faces of his top colleagues appeared.
The director, the assistant director, and the bureau chiefs for London, Ankara, and Paris.
Five of the most important men and women in American intelligence.
He studied them all. He’d known each of them for years, and until recently would have never dreamed any of them could be a traitor.
At least one of them was.
The CIA director opened up the meeting. He had been at his post for five years, and Wallace Tyler had known him for twenty. The female assistant director had come in at the same time. Tyler knew her less well because she was an expert on Southeast Asia, an area of operations that he had never done any missions in.
“Dr. Harlow seems to have made a reappearance,” the director said without preamble. He was a former Marine and always direct. “As you reported, Bureau Chief Wallace, Jana Peters and Jacob Snow have discovered a pattern in the type of artifacts that have been stolen in recent years. Most relate to the Late Byzantine Empire or its successor state, the Empire of Trebizond. The latter is obscure enough that the theft of several artifacts related to it cannot be a coincidence.”
Tyler Wallace nodded. He had never even heard of the place until this trouble had started. The director went on.
“Bureau Chief Hansen, could you tell us more about your investigations into the theft from the Cluny Museum in Paris?”
Hansen, the Paris bureau chief, was a woman in her sixties who had been working in the European sector her entire career. She’d seen the Berlin Wall come down and the rise of a new Russian power from the ashes of the old. There was very little about the machinations of power in Europe that she did not know.
“The reliquary of Saint Theodore Teron was a priceless artifact stolen from the Cluny Museum here in Paris three months ago. It was made in the 13th century in a workshop in Constantinople, commissioned by the Komnenoi, one of the noble families that ruled the empire for a time before getting ousted. Later members of that family created the separate state of Trebizond and it is believed that the reliquary ended up there before being lost to history, only to reappear in the 18th century as a gift by a wealthy French nobleman to the Catholic Church. It’s not clear where he purchased it. What’s significant is that this nobleman believed that it had magical powers and was made thousands of years before Christ. While such an apparent legend would have passed beneath our notice before, with what everyone’s learned about the Antiquities Division, we have needed to reassess the significance of such tales.”
The CIA director cut in. “Are you saying you believe in the existence of such an ancient civilization?”
Tyler Wallace concentrated on keeping a poker face. He had been wondering about what his colleagues thought of all this, but didn’t want to stick his neck out to ask.
Hansen thought for a moment. “I certainly think it’s possible.”
More than possible, Tyler thought.
The Ankara bureau chief, young for his position at age forty but with a decade and a half of field operations in the sector under his belt, said, “We have an experienced archaeologist on staff now, namely Jana Peters. What’s her assessment?”
This question was obviously directed at him, so Tyler decided to equivocate.
“Dr. Peters is weighing up the evidence. Being of a scientific bent, she doesn’t like to come to hasty judgements about such a monumental shift in how we see our collective past. She realizes, however, that the Antiquities Division has been studying this for far longer than she has, and that it and Dr. Harlow take the existence of a pre-ice Age civilization quite seriously.”
“What about her father?” The London bureau chief asked. He had been at his post for more than a decade and was the best liaison the CIA had with the top brass in the UK and in NATO.
“What about him?” Tyler asked. He knew what the man wanted to know, he just needed time to think of an answer.
“What does he think of this theory?”
“He’s more concerned with stopping the threat. He leaves the archaeology to his daughter.”
Actually, he’s utterly convinced it exists, especially after that discovery in Norway he didn’t tell anyone else about. But he was hunting The Order, and I’m sure as hell not going to reveal anything about them to you.
He didn't know who knew what in the CIA. The director and the London bureau chief knew about The Order, although he wasn't sure they realized it had infiltrated the CIA. The others, he wasn't so sure of. And if one of them was the mole, he wasn't about to reveal his own knowledge and thus mark himself as a threat.
Although hadn’t he already? He might have wiped out that hit squad that came after Jacob, but he hadn’t been able to hide the wound he had received in that firefight. If news had spread about that, it wouldn’t be too hard to put two and two together.
He had to take care.
“And where is he now?” the London bureau chief asked.
“He’s on R and R.”
“He’s our best agent, even better than Jacob Snow. He should be on this.”
Tyler shook his head. “He’s just gotten back from the longest field op in the history of the CIA, Rangers, SEALs, SAS, or any other elite organization. The man needs to recover.”
“And where is he doing that?”
Tyler paused. Why would their man in London need to know that?
“He decided to take some time off in an undisclosed location.”
“What do you mean?”
“He didn’t want to be disturbed. I know it’s unusual, but after all this time he needed to get some space.”
“Get some space? He’s one of America’s most lethal weapons! You mean you can’t contact him?”
“When he was operating in Afghanistan and Pakistan, we weren’t able to get in touch with him for months on end.”
“That was understandable. Now he’s back in the United States. Or is he?”
Tyler replied, “He’s not needed on this mission. Jacob Snow is an excellent agent, Jana Peters has the archaeological expertise, and Ahmet Balik is a seasoned agent with intimate knowledge of Turkey and surrounding countries.”
“I just find it odd that you don’t know where he is,” the London bureau chief grumbled. Silence followed. Tyler decided not to fill it. Perhaps the London bureau chief realized he wasn’t going to get an answer and that pushing for one would look suspicious.
Or was he really asking out of a genuine surprise that no one knew where the CIA’s top agent was?
The deputy director cut in.
“When did you hear from them last?” she asked.
"Just a few hours ago. Agent Snow worked with local police to track down a surviving member of that smuggling gang I mentioned before, but the man was already dead and attached to a bomb. Some local policemen were killed when one of them hit a tripwire, but Agent Snow escaped unscathed. Dr. Peters—or should I say Agent Peters—went to a lecture by a Greek scholar about the Empire of Trebizond hoping to gain insight into the case and the man was shot in front of her. In the ensuing fight, she was forced to kill the two shooters."
Tyler Wallace felt a trickle of sweat run down his neck to the small of his back. He was not in the habit of lying to his colleagues. But someone had lured Dr. Peters to that talk, knowing there would be an assassination attempt on the scholar, so that a second shooter could try and take out Dr. Peters.
It had almost worked.
“So where are they now?” the deputy director asked.
“Still in Istanbul, following leads.”
Another lie. God, he felt like a kid brought before the school principal trying to explain away why his tag was spraypainted on the gym wall!
Did he notice a flicker of suspicion pass over the Ankara bureau chief’s face? He decided to press the matter.
“On their last call they mentioned that they would probably go to Iznik next,” Tyler said, adding lie upon lie. “That’s ancient Nicaea. Dr. Peters says the Christian nature of most of the stolen artifacts point to that city as a possible place of interest given its long connection with early Christianity.”
The Ankara bureau chief leaned forward. "Could you elaborate on the nature of this connection? Do they have a lead in Iznik?”
“Apparently some of the smugglers had been seen operating there recently.”
The Ankara bureau chief nodded. “Well, keep us in the loop. Tell us immediately if they find anything in Trabzon, and my bureau is always ready to give more assistance.”
“I will.”
The meeting moved on to other business. Tyler had trouble focusing. He felt sick to his stomach, and the faces on the screen wavered as if seen through water.
All the pointed questions, all the second-guessing … was it the usual bureaucratic fussing, or did it hide something more sinister?
He couldn’t tell. But he had to find out, because he knew one thing for sure—Jacob, Jana, and Aaron were in serious danger. 
And one turn of phrase, one slipup, meant that he had a good idea from where that danger would come.
 
***
 
“We need to get this done,” Dr. Harlow’s representative said.
“We need the icon first,” the Tribune replied.
“It’s not necessary. It doesn’t have a resonant crystal.”
The Tribune shook his head like he was addressing a particularly slow student. His tone carried the same feeling.
“It’s not about the crystals, not really. It’s about faith in God. Only He can bring Rome’s glory back to the world, and to receive His grace we must show the proper humility by following the ceremony to the letter.”
“If you believe, won’t God know that? Isn’t it enough?” he was trying to speak this idiot’s language in an attempt to convince him.
It didn’t work.
“Faith and works are both necessary. We must have the icon of the Mother of God at the forefront of the procession, only then will Sacred Note work through the crystals. All things are possible by the grace of God, and nothing is possible without it.”
Dr. Harlow’s representative bit his tongue. He had dealt with a lot of religious fanatics, both Christian and Muslim, and had long since learned not to try and make them see reason.
Useful idiots. That’s all they were.
But still, they were useful.
“Do you have any idea where it might be? You mentioned that your sacred writings … ” (he had almost used the word ‘claimed’ “ … that it was hidden somewhere in Trabzon.”
“We haven’t pinpointed it yet.”
“We don’t have much time, not with the forces arrayed against us. I told you they were smart and resourceful.”
The Tribune smiled. “Have no fear. You’ve explained to us many times how Jacob Snow and Aaron and Jana Peters are powerful enemies. Especially Jana Peters with her knowledge of history. Well, we’re going to use that knowledge against them. You said you have a man on the inside. Make sure he keeps a close eye on them. Jana Peters will have figured out the importance of the icon by now, and I have a feeling she is just the woman to lead us to it.”
“And then you’ll do the procession?”
The Tribune’s eyes lit up. The representative of Dr. Harlow smiled. He had seen that feverish fire of radicalism so many times.
“Yes, we will bring down the Turkish government with a series of terrible earthquakes, and in its place will rise up the original Romans to establish a Nova Roma that will bring God’s glory back to the world.”
What a nutcase. He has no plan beyond destruction. What does he think, that his couple of hundred followers, half of whom are women and children, are going take over? I guess he thinks some holy host of medieval knights will ride out of the heavens. Typical cult thinking.
It didn’t matter. Dr. Harlow and his new allies in The Order didn’t need these fools to succeed. They just needed them to wreak destruction on the world. Then his men would swoop in, take the crystals for themselves, plus a couple of prisoners able to sing the right frequency, and they’d have a new powerful weapon in their arsenal.
In another day or two, they would bring a major regional power to its knees and dictate terms to the rest of the world.
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
 
After a good night’s sleep and a short flight to Trabzon, the modern city built on the same site as medieval Trebizond, Jana felt much better. She no longer suffered any dizziness or nausea, although she hadn’t been in any stressful situations or exerted herself physically, so she didn’t entirely trust her recovery.
Now that they were at the city that seemed to be at the center of the hunt for ancient artifacts that had left so many museums and collectors robbed, and so many people dead, Jana wasn’t quite sure what to do.
The weather was fine, with a stiff breeze blowing off the Black Sea. Out in the water were sailboats and container ships under a blue sky with a few puffy white clouds. While the modern city had hidden most of the medieval one, Jana’s observant eyes still could make out its basic contours.
From the port, she could see two natural ravines about a quarter of a mile apart, leading up to the mountains just a mile behind the city. Behind these ravines were remnants of the old medieval wall, the ravines acting like natural moats. In between the walls stood the old city, running in a thin strip from the port uphill to a large citadel that still stood overlooking the whole area. From what she'd read, some of the old churches lay outside the walls in what had then been the suburbs. Most of these had vanished with time, but the walls, the citadel, and a few of the main churches like the Hagia Sofia remained.
Jana wondered where the palace was where the Emperor Andronikos had lived. It seemed odd that during the Turkish siege, he had prayed in the library and not in one of the churches. His palace no doubt had a private chapel too. So why pray in the library?
The late Professor Kontos noted the odd detail but offered no explanation. Perhaps the emperor had to research something and had only claimed to be praying so he would have been left alone.
If so, what?
There was no way to know. The palace and the library were long gone.
Jana decided to start her search at the top, at the old citadel. So she and Jacob and Ahmet made a long climb up one of the steep roads, passing by modern cafes and shops that seemed incongruous next to medieval churches and portions of city wall that had stood for almost a thousand years.
“Where are the churches? I thought you said this was a Christian capital,” Jacob asked as they huffed up the hill.
"There's one," she said, pointing to a church further up the hill.
“That’s a mosque.”
“All the churches were turned into mosques after the conquest. One of the main goals of the Turks was not only to gain territory, but to spread Islam. You can see there’s a pair of minarets flanking it, but the building in between is classic late Byzantine church architecture.”
When she turned to point at the stone building with its central dome and cruciform layout, her head spun a little and she got a sick feeling to her stomach. Not as bad as the day before, but it was a warning from her body that it had not entirely healed.
She managed to stay steady, though, and the two men didn’t notice.
“It’s the same all over Turkey,” Ahmet said. “The great Hagia Sofia in Istanbul was the main church of Constantinople before we conquered the city in 1453. We immediately turned it into a mosque. Nowadays it’s a museum and tourist site.”
Jana felt grateful that the men had stopped while they looked at the church.
“We should check these churches out,” Jacob said. “We’re looking for relics, after all.”
“We will. I want to get the lay of the land first. And then I have an idea which church-turned-mosque we should look at first.”
Reluctantly, she started walking again. Her head throbbed a little as her heart rate went up from the long climb, and she cursed herself for not taking a taxi.
At last, they made it to the gate of the citadel, an arched entryway with heavy oak doors studded with iron. Standing in its shade while the men paid for tickets, she rested by using the excuse of taking some photos.
Then it was more walking, her head starting to throb once again as they wandered around the interior.
The place was expansive. It now housed several municipal offices as well as a museum within its stout walls. They headed up to the ramparts to take a view of the town and surrounding area.
Here Jana had another excuse to rest, leaning on the parapet and looking out over the magnificent view of the mountains towering behind them, one with a ruined monastery clinging to the side beneath an overhang, and the steep valley with its modern buildings lining the routes of ancient roads down to the Black Sea. She looked to the east along the glittering water, trying to spot the island where the smuggler Kaan Nacar had been murdered, but couldn’t make it out.
From this vantage point, she could clearly see where the procession that defeated the Turks must have gone. She had been reading more of Professor Kontos’s book and found new details, including that they had been passing the church of St. Eugenios, just outside the city walls to the east, when the priests had sung the Sacred Note. She could see the church still stood, now converted to a mosque with a slim, Turkish-style minaret. The procession had probably left the eastern gate of this citadel and moved downhill, no doubt passing several churches and other holy spots that had now vanished with time.
The church stood about a quarter of the way down the slope to the sea. That’s where they had to go next.
Of course, Jana didn’t believe in all this nonsense of a special musical note causing earthquakes through crystals, but Jacob might very well be onto something. Dr. Harlow and his followers believed in this sort of thing and they had killed tens of thousands in order to try to get their hands on pieces of “ancient super technology.” There was also good evidence that The Order had teamed up with him. So while the Sacred Note was a mere medieval fable, that didn’t mean these powerful groups wouldn’t kill in order to get their hands on it.
Indeed, they already had. And it looked like they already had the Imperial scepter and the head of St. Eugenios, two of the three holy objects named as being a part of the procession. They also had Nero’s monocle, which wasn’t mentioned in the sources but could very well have been mentioned in some unknown source not available in any known archive. Her investigations with the CIA had taught her that there was just as much history hidden in private archives and collections as there was in museums and university libraries.
But where was the icon of the Virgin Mary that had been at the front of the procession? If these murderous idiots wanted to collect the whole set, they’d need to find that, assuming it still existed. Jana had found no record anywhere mentioning its current location. It seemed to have vanished after the Turks captured Trebizond in 1461. If it still hung in a museum somewhere, there would be a record of it.
Feeling rested, Jana suggested to the two men that they get going, following the procession route down to the church of St. Eugenios. Another walk. At least it would be downhill.
Down the stairs to the courtyard and out the eastern gate, they found a steep street running downhill, paralleling the gorge and the city wall behind it. At the bottom of the rocky gorge ran a muddy stream originating from the mountains behind the city.
After about ten minutes, they came to the former church, now a mosque like all the others. Midafternoon prayers had just finished and the faithful were trickling out, putting on their shoes and heading back to their jobs. There wasn’t much of a crowd. No one paid attention to what they assumed were two tourists and their Turkish guide. Trabzon didn’t see too many tourists, but it got enough that they weren’t an oddity that attracted notice.
Once the last of the worshippers left, they took their shoes off, handed them to an attendant by the door, and entered.
They found themselves in a dim interior lit by a few small windows placed around the central dome, the sunlight making the dome look like it was suspended by a ring of light. The remains of a Byzantine gold mosaic shone on the dome’s interior, although Jana noticed that the figure of Jesus that would have once graced the center had been removed.
There wasn't much original decoration left besides that. This had been a mosque for more than five hundred years, after all. The floor was covered in thick red carpets, and the walls had all been whitewashed. From the ceiling hung elaborate brass lamps in the Turkish style. The altar was gone, replaced by a miqrab, a niche indicating the direction to Mecca to which all Muslims must pray. On the upper walls were painted verses of the Koran in gold paint.
She looked closer. Something was odd about them.
Then she realized they had been painted over an earlier script in medieval Greek, still faintly visible.
She stood staring up, trying to puzzle them out while Jacob and Ahmet wandered around. It was tough to figure out what had been written there. The letters were faint, partially obscured by the Arabic script, and she had never been good at ancient Greek. Medieval Greek was quite different and so she was even worse at reading that. 
Jana took her time. She had a hunch this might be important.
The inscription started with a typical prayer. She followed the line of script around the interior of the dome, sometimes having to guess at words that had been totally obscured or were beyond her knowledge. By the time she made it around the dome, she hadn't learned anything. It was a simple prayer calling on the glory of God, talking about how St. Eugenios had "defeated the demons beneath the earth." That was a rather odd turn of phrase, but she wasn't sure of its significance, if any.
She scanned the interior of the medieval church and saw a similarly faint inscription under the east dome. The altar in a church is traditionally placed on the east end, so she walked over there to decipher the message.
This one proved even harder. The words were fainter, the later Arabic inscription bolder.
As she puzzled through it, Jacob and Ahmet came up to her.
“I don’t see anything here,” Jacob said. “What’s that you’re looking at, the Greek inscription under the Koranic verses?”
“Yeah.”
Jacob squinted. "I speak modern Greek, but I don't understand this."
“That’s because it’s early medieval Greek. Closer to ancient Greek than the modern language. It’s going to take some time. My medieval Greek isn’t what it should be.”
“Well then I’ll just sit here and look pretty.”
Jana took his hand. “Sounds good.”
Jacob pulled his hand away. “We’re in a mosque. You can get cute later.”
“All work and no play makes Jacob a dull boy.”
She stared at the inscription. Jacob and Ahmet fell silent.
It was about the saint, but she couldn’t quite make it out. Jana found it frustrating that Professor Kontos hadn’t mentioned these inscriptions. Perhaps he had never been here. He wouldn’t be the first academic to rely on book learning rather than firsthand observation.
At last, after much squinting and guessing, she figured out the inscription.
More or less. She had to fill in a couple of blanks where the writing disappeared under the later inscription, and guess at the shades of meaning of a couple of the more obscure words, but finally she was able to read aloud,
“St. Eugenios, the savior of Trebizond, blesses those who sing the Sacred Note and will protect them at the site of his sanctification."
“So what does that mean?” Ahmet asked. Jacob looked equally puzzled.
"It means we need to go to the Hagia Sofia and check there too. I think I know just where we need to look if we're lucky enough for everything to still be in place."
 
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
 
Jana was just leading her two companions in the direction of the Hagia Sofia, the main church of medieval Trebizond, when Ahmet got a call.
He stopped in a doorway and talked in a low voice, his face going serious. The person on the other end talked at length, Ahmet asking a couple of questions but mostly listening and nodding. Jana and Jacob waited, keeping an eye out on the street.
Jana noted a Turkish man who had been worshipping in the former church of St. Eugenios had just sat down at an outdoor café half a block down the street.
“Check out the guy in the yellow shirt at the café,” Jana said in a low voice while looking away from the Turk.
“I spotted him,” Jacob replied. “Let’s keep an eye on him but not be too obvious about it.”
Jana waited a few seconds while Ahmet talked, and then she made a show of checking her phone. That gave her an excuse to turn just enough to take in the man in her peripheral vision.
He was talking to a waiter. He did not have his phone out. Jana worried about someone playing the same trick on her as she had a couple of times with a directional microphone made to look like a phone. If the CIA had gear like that, other powers would too.
Dr. Harlow and The Order both seemed to have plenty of resources. Dad theorized they got their money through various illegal operations like drug smuggling that he hadn’t been able to track down any part of their financial network.
The waiter walked away, and the man in the yellow shirt sat back in his chair, idly watching the passersby.
Or at least he seemed to. Jana kept an inconspicuous watch on him while also scanning the street for other potential threats.
Keeping an eye on people looking at you without their knowing had been a lesson her father had started teaching her when she became a teenager.
Like every teen girl, she had started getting attention, often from men who were far too old to be looking at a high schooler.
She and her father would be out doing whatever, a walk in the park or a trip to get some ice cream, and she'd point out the guys who looked at her twice, or who stared at her when they thought neither of them was looking. At first, Dad was better at it than she was.
“Yeah, you noticed the guy walking the dog, but see the dirty old man on the park bench? The one wearing sunglasses? Notice how he isn’t moving his head and it’s turned just a little away from us, as if he looking at the fountain. Actually, his eyes are looking left, directly at you.”
It was gross, but this heightened awareness also gave her a feeling of power. Sometimes, when these guys thought they were being clever, she’d look right at them and flip them off. Some would feign innocence. Most quickly turned away.
Then, at Jana’s request, they upped the game.
Jana would walk through the park alone or on the beach wearing her swimsuit. The male gaze zeroed in on her.
Dad would shadow her from some distance behind, looking for all the world like just another dirty old man.
They devised a series of signals she could make to indicate who was staring at her the most. Then Dad would come up right behind them and whisper in their ear, “My daughter is fourteen.”
Their reaction was priceless. Some would leap in the air. Others sprinted away. The sight of this musclebound man glaring at them, the realization that their object of desire wasn’t alone and defenseless, provoked utter panic. One guy even peed his pants.
Jana managed to snap photos of some of them with a Polaroid and wave the photo over her head as they fled. She still had the prints, a treasured memory from her teenage years. 
More important than the photos was the skill. It was proving to be useful now.
Another man from the mosque had appeared, a short guy with unusually thick arms who walked down the sidewalk right at them.
Whoever sent these two to follow them was being pretty amateurish. The man with the yellow shirt was visible from a mile off, and the short man with disproportionate muscles was pretty conspicuous too.
Ahmet was still talking on the phone. She wished he’d hurry up.
The man at the café wasn't looking their direction, but his peripheral vision would pick up on their movements if they left their current position. The burly, short man ducked into a shop four doors down from them. It had a glass front and while the angle would make it impossible for him to watch them from within, he would have a clear view of the man at the café in case he gave a signal.
“This is getting bad,” Jana whispered.
"Could be a coincidence," Jacob said.
“Do you believe that?”
“Not really.”
Ahmet finally got off the phone.
“They identified the shooter of Professor Kontos. He used to be a member of a banned radical nationalist party, one too nationalistic even for this government. It’s called the Young Ottomans, a riff on the Young Turks, the party that overthrew the last Ottoman Sultan and established the Turkish Republic. I’ve heard of these Young Ottoman guys. They’re only a few thousand strong, mostly malcontents and losers who hate all foreigners and dream of taking back all the land of the former Ottoman Empire.”
Jana cocked an eyebrow. “You mean like Greece and Bulgaria?”
“Yup. And Syria and Egypt and Cyprus. The list goes on. Needless to say, even most people on the far right don’t take them seriously. The Istanbul police have arrested some known members, cracked some heads, and discovered that the Young Ottomans had kicked this guy out just a month ago for being disruptive at their secret meetings and accusing a bunch of longtime members of being spies for the government. He wanted to stop the talk and move on to direct action. He even proposed gathering together a militia and raiding across the border into Bulgaria.”
“Jesus Christ!” Jacob moaned.
“Yeah, so they ejected him. They all claim they had no knowledge that he was going to shoot Professor Kontos. They also claimed they didn't know where he got the gun, but when a police squad raided one of the Young Ottoman safehouses, they found a cache of weapons. They're thinking he stole one of the group's own weapons."
“Do you think the Young Ottomans are lying about their lack of involvement?”
“No. They’re all talk. And if they did get the guts to shoot someone, it wouldn’t be someone as minor as a visiting Greek professor.”
“So why did the shooter go after him?”
“He worked for the municipal museum department. Just a low-level clerk, but he would have known about any foreign guests speaking at a municipal museum, which the old mansion was. Good symbolism too, it being a mansion from the Ottoman era.”
“Does he have a criminal record?” Jacob asked.
“No.”
“So maybe someone else put him up to it,” Jana said.
Ahmet nodded. “Perhaps whoever has been stealing these medieval treasures wanted to silence the most knowledgeable person on the subject.”
More likely it was whoever wanted to lure me there, Jana thought, but I can’t tell you that. I’m still not a hundred percent on you.
Jacob lowered his voice and said, “We’re being watched. The guy with the yellow shirt in the café and a short, burly guy who walked into that tobacco shop just down the street.”
Ahmet put his phone back in his pocket, turning in such a way that he could quickly scan that portion of the street.
“Let’s get going,” he said. “I suggest we hail a cab.”
“We’re only a couple of blocks away from the Hagia Sofia,” Jana said.
Ahmet grinned. “I’ll pretend to be your guide. I’ll tell the cabbie to take us on the long route in exchange for a tip. Common practice here.”
Jana chuckled. “You’re awful.”
“Cute and cunning, that’s me.”
Good God, he’s a Turkish-American Jacob.
Ahmet led them to the next intersection and hailed a taxi.
As they drove off, Jana glanced down the street. She didn’t see the short man who had gone into the tobacconists, but she did see the man in the yellow shirt was now talking on his phone.
Damn. What if he’s calling for backup?
Ahmet got the taxi driver to give them the biggest rip-off ride of their lives, and Jana didn't mind at all. If their pursuers guessed they were heading for the Hagia Sophia, they would be confused as to why they got into a taxi. And when they didn't show up at the church after half an hour for what should have been a two-minute drive, they might have figured they were heading somewhere else.
After speeding around half of Trabzon, they finally stopped at the Hagia Sofia, a miniature imitation of its far more famous namesake in Istanbul.
The church stood in a grassy park near the waterfront, a wide seaside highway passing close by. While this spoiled the setting a bit, Jana still thrilled to see the main church of the last outpost of the old Roman Empire. While St. Peters still stood, having survived the attacks by the German tribes that eventually brought down the Western Roman Empire, the Hagia Sofia in Byzantium got turned into a mosque in 1453. The Hagia Sofia here in Trebizond endured a few more years until 1461 when it finally fell to the Turks and got turned into a mosque too. Here was the last glimmering of old Rome, a potent symbol of one of the world’s greatest and most enduring civilizations. 
The church itself was rather simple in plan and looked much like many late Byzantine churches scattered throughout the region. It had a central round tower at the middle of a building shaped like a cross, with a sloped roof of red tile over gray stone. A triple arch marked the entrance, making a short colonnade of what looked like reused Roman columns.
To one side stood a little wooden building with the words “Gift Shop” over it in English. Jana chuckled. While she found such additions a distraction that took away from the beauty of the historical building, she couldn’t fault the government for wanting to encourage tourism. It helped educate people about the past, after all. 
As she got out of the taxi, Jana looked around. She didn't see the two suspicious men, but there was a fair number of people wandering around—lone men going in and out of the church-turned-mosque to pray, families lounging in the park, and small groups of men and woman strolling along and looking out to sea. It looked like a popular place and she hoped they didn't get into a gunfight here. On a couple of previous missions, innocent bystanders had been hit by stray bullets, and it still hurt to think about that.
Jacob always told her she should concentrate on all the people they had saved. While that made sense, she still couldn’t shake the faces of the innocent victims caught in the crossfire through no fault of her own.
Was that why Jacob was burning out? Seeing too many of those faces?
She tried to focus on the job. No one in the crowd looked suspicious yet, so she let Jacob keep watch while she slowly approached the church, studying its every detail.
The front of the church had weathered carvings in bas-relief of figures that were hard to make out. It looked like the scene from Genesis where Adam and Eve got kicked out of the Garden of Eden.
Jana gave a bitter smile. A bit like her and Jacob, stuck forever in a parallel world from all these relaxed civilians who didn’t know all the terrible forces at work behind the scenes.
Of course, once you've left the Garden of Eden, you can never go back. Now that Jana knew all the threats to global security, she couldn't simply stand by and let others take care of it.
Poor Jacob. He must feel the same way.
Ahmet joined them as the taxi drove away. He grinned and held up a couple of banknotes. “My share for letting him take you for a ride. He thinks you’re a pair of idiots, by the way.”
“Let him think what he likes,” Jacob said. “It looks like we’ve shaken those two tails. So why are we here?”
Jana pointed to the entrance. “I’ll show you once we get inside, at least I hope I’ll be able to.”
They left their shoes on a shelf at the entrance and walked on the thick Turkish carpets into the old church’s interior.
Just as Jana was about to point out what she wanted to show them, Jacob stared out he opened doorway and cursed under his breath.
“What?” she asked.
“They’re here.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
 
Jacob stayed well behind the doorway, hoping the relative darkness inside compared with the bright sunshine outside would keep him hidden. He watched the two Turks, the burly short man and the guy with the yellow shirt, get out of a car across the street and look around. Then they split up and moved away from each other about twenty yards before crossing the street at the same time, heading for the Hagia Sofia.
“What do you think?” Jacob asked his companions in a whisper.
“This is a bad place for a gunfight,” Jana whispered back.
“The park out front isn’t any better,” Jacob pointed out.
“Who are they?” Ahmet asked. “They’re acting like a pair of amateurs.”
Jacob scanned the interior of the former church. A couple of Turks knelt on the carpet praying. A Turkish family with a little girl and a teenage boy were wandering around taking pictures of the Christian paintings that still adorned the ceiling. 
“Crap,” he muttered. “No place for a gunfight.”
“Well, we can’t let them get inside,” Ahmet said. “This would be even worse.”
Jacob nodded. He watched as the two men got to their side of the street and moved slowly across the park, looking all around them, obviously nervous. They both kept touching the small of their backs, as if they’d each tucked a pistol into the waistband.
“You’re right, a pair of amateurs,” Jacob said. “I’m worried they’ll open up and hit a bunch of people besides us.”
Jacob paused. They seemed a bit too amateurish.
He peered into the distance as much as the limited view of the doorway allowed. He saw no obvious snipers, but then again, they’d probably be flanking the door so they couldn’t be seen from inside.
Jacob tried to remember the layout around the church. To the north, the back of the church ran a broad seaside highway and a promenade and beach beyond. That was downhill and probably wouldn't provide a good line of fire, but he hadn't scouted it out enough to be sure. To the east, west, and south was a stretch of parkland with a few scattered trees and old tombs, and beyond that a two-lane road. Beyond the road was a residential neighborhood. Parked cars lined the road. Plenty of places to take a shot from any of those directions.
“I think these guys are decoys to draw us out,” Jacob said.
“And maybe they don’t even know it, like that member of the Young Ottomans. Do you think your friend is watching over us?”
“We can’t rely on that. We’ll have to deal with this ourselves. Is there another way out of here?”
“I have no idea. I’ve never been here before,” Ahmet said. “But I have an idea. Follow me.”
“I’ll guard the door,” Jana said.
Jacob glanced out at the park again. The pair had stopped. Mr. Yellow Shirt stood behind a tree about twenty yards from the church. He puffed quickly on a cigarette, only a small part of his body in view. Mr. Thick Arms had sat down on a tombstone, a taller gravestone in front of it also partially blocking the view. He was a bit closer, maybe fifteen yards.
Both were in easy pistol range, assuming they were decent shots.
They’d actually be deadlier if they were the nervous amateurs they appeared to be, because they’d blaze away like mad and stray bullets would hit all over the place.
“Stay put and watch these guys, Jana, Ahmet’s got an idea.”
The Turkish-American led him across the thick carpets to the other side of the building. They saw a large wooden portal that was closed with a heavy bolt that looked like it hadn’t been opened in decades. Ahmet cursed under his breath and led him to a quiet back area of the building where no one was praying. A bookshelf held numerous copies of the Koran. Next to it was a wardrobe. Ahmet opened it to reveal a series of white cloaks with hoods. 
“These are for Sufi rituals,” he whispered. “Put one on.”
Jacob donned a robe and threw the hood over his head. It was large and left his face set well behind the edges. Even looking directly at him, it would be hard to see who he was.
A Turkish man walked up and asked a question to Ahmet. Jacob knew just enough Turkish to figure out the guy was asking if Jacob was a Muslim. He sounded irritated.
Jacob turned to him and said in fluent Arabic, “There is no god but Allah; Muhammad is the Prophet of Allah.”
The shahadah, the Islamic profession of faith. Jacob felt bad lying about his religion, but it might save his life and perhaps even the life of the guy he was deceiving.
The man's face lit up, and he switched to Arabic.
“Bless you, brother. I have heard many in the West are embracing the true faith.”
He shook hands with Jacob.
"May god give blessings to you and your family," Jacob replied. "My friend and I are going to pray now. We can talk later. Good to meet a fellow Muslim."
The man nodded, smiled, and moved away. Ahmet led him to a modern door set in the wall. Passing through there, they found themselves in a small office and storeroom, a modern addition within the medieval building. Just as they hoped, there was another door leading outside.
They came out into the sun, swathed in their Sufi robes. They didn’t have their shoes, which they had to leave when they entered the building, but their robes were long enough to conceal that fact. Both men reached into their robes, pulled out their guns, and hid them within the robes’ voluminous pockets.
The door had let them out on the northeast side of the building, out of sight of the two men tailing them on the south side. Ahmet had done well.
They looked around. There was only a narrow strip of grass on this side and no other people. Jacob scanned the nearby buildings and didn’t see any obvious snipers.
“Let’s cut around the north side of the building and around to the west to check out the situation there,” Jacob said.
“All right. That will keep us out of sight of those two guys.”
They moved in that direction. Jacob worried about Jana. He had nearly lost her in the last fight. He couldn’t bear it if she got hurt again. 
Jacob increased his pace.
“Easy,” Ahmet said. “We don’t want to look suspicious.”
Jacob ground his teeth and slowed down. He was right, of course. A pair of Sufi practitioners wouldn’t be running around the building.
His worries about his lover were making him sloppy and actually putting her in more danger. He was slipping again.
God, I need to get out of this job.
This is the last mission. The last.
Controlling his fear and urge for haste, he slowed to a walk and went with Ahmet to the northwest side of the building.
From there they could scan the park and the road and residential area beyond. He saw nothing out of the ordinary.
Wait. What was that?
A shadow moved in the backseat of a car. 
The car was parked at an angle that would give it a clear field of fire at the front door. The back window was open, but Jacob was at the wrong angle to see inside. He could only see through the windshield, which was reflecting the sky and giving only a vague sense of what was inside.
But it definitely looked like someone in the back seat.
Why would someone leave their window open in a parked car? It wasn’t particularly hot. And it seemed unlikely that someone would sit in the back seat while the driver went off to do whatever.
Jacob continued to scan the area, saw no other suspicious movement, and told Ahmet about the car.
“Sounds suspicious. We better check it out. But let’s be careful about other potential snipers. They might want to catch us in a crossfire.”
“Right.”
They moved across the park, keeping as far from the car as possible. While whoever was inside would be able to see them clearly, they wouldn’t be able to get a shot off unless they got out of the vehicle.
Assuming they were the sniper. Assuming there was any sniper.
This job meant a lot of second guessing, a lot of being careful when it turned out you didn’t have to.
But not being careful wasn’t an option. Too much was at stake.
If whoever was stealing these artifacts could start earthquakes, they could create untold destruction. Turkey lies on one of the biggest fault lines in the world. The country suffered deadly earthquakes at least once a decade, sometimes more often. 
He wished Jana could get past her academic training and see the threat with open eyes.
They got to the other side of the street and moved toward the car, heads bowed to hide their features. Jacob wished the hood didn’t take away all his peripheral vision. He couldn’t check out his surroundings without being obvious, so other than a quick glance around when crossing the street, a normal thing to do, he hadn’t had a chance to scope out the situation any more than he already had.
All he got to see was that Yellow Shirt and Big Arms were still in position in front of the church, acting overly casual. Jana was staying out of sight. Good.
Hoping for the best, he and Ahmet continued to the car.
He peeked from under his hood and could clearly see a man in the back seat looking out the open window. He held something covered in a blanket.
The guy was so fixated on the church entrance that he didn’t even look up until Jacob opened the back door.
“Hi!” Jacob said, grabbing his legs and yanking him hard. The blanket fell away to reveal a hunting rifle with scope.
The guy came halfway out of the car before he was able to brace himself. Then he lashed out with his feet. Jacob got knocked back, recovered, and dove for him.
Just as he closed, the man drew a Bowie knife.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY ONE
 
 
Jacob ducked his head to the side as the keen blade sliced the air where his eyes had just been. He ended up banging his head against the roof of the car, then getting the guy’s knee in his gut.
It hurt, but it could have landed in a worse place.
That knife snaked its way toward his eyes again. Jacob grabbed his wrist at the last second and banged it against the front seat. The man retained his grip. Jacob decided he needed to give him a little more convincing and landed a hard right cross into his face.
At least he tried to hit him in the face. The sniper shifted position at the last second, probably to knee him again, and Jacob’s fist, backed up by his entire body weight, landed directly on his throat. Jacob winced as he felt the trachea collapse from the force of his blow.
Whoops.
The man choked, dropping his knife and grasping his destroyed throat. Within moments he had passed out. Moments later, he was dead.
“Damn it, Jacob. We needed to question him.”
“Did you miss the stabbing and kneeing?” Jacob shot back, nevertheless feeling a bit guilty.
Jacob got out and slammed the door shut, looking around.
Luckily, no one seemed to have seen that brief little fight.
Oh wait, someone had. Yellow Shirt and Bulky Arms were sprinting back to their car, and they had a huge lead on them.
Jacob got into the front seat. Ahmet hurried to get in next to him.
“Damn it, where are the keys?” Jacob said.
“Probably on that fresh corpse you left in the back seat.”
“Right. Um, could you find them?”
“Why do I have to search the corpse?”
“Someone’s got to.”
Letting out a string of Turkish curses, Ahmet rummaged around the dead man’s pockets and pulled out some keys.
“Here. Don’t say I never did anything for you.”
Jacob started the car, did a 180, cutting off a delivery van, and peeled out down the street, hitting the sidewalk in his haste to make the next corner and follow the suspects’ car, which was already speeding for the highway.
“Wow, you’re a bad driver,” Ahmet said, buckling his seatbelt.
“You want to drive?”
“No time to switch places. I’ll just sit here and mock you.”
“Like I don’t get enough of that from Jana.”
Ahmet gave a worried look over his shoulder. “We left her alone back there.”
“She can take care of herself,” Jacob said with more confidence than he felt.
At least I sure as hell hope so.
The car they were pursuing had a good head start despite Jacob blowing two traffic lights and cutting off a city bus. It shot onto the highway and sped up. Jacob came right behind, cutting off an eighteen-wheeler in his rush not to lose sight of them. He swerved, almost losing control and coming an inch from sideswiping a truck loaded with cabbages before straightening out and flooring it.
Then he heard the siren.
Damn, the cops are after us already?
It took him a moment to realize it was Ahmet wailing. 
“Stop that! It’s unmanly.”
“Says the man who drives like a woman!”
“Now you’re being sexist!”
“Am I unmanly or sexist? Make up your mind!”
“Quiet. I’m busy driving.”
“You call this driving?”
“I’m catching up, aren’t I?”
He was. Weaving through traffic, he had gained on the two Turks, who for some reason weren’t as bold a driver as he was. They still sped along the seaside highway. As Jacob approached, he glanced around and in his rearview mirror. This highway was too busy for him to try and drive the guys off the road. He might cause an accident with collateral damage.
The car he was pursuing started swerving a little as the driver panicked and kept looking over his shoulder at them.
“These guys really are amateurs.”
“They haven’t shot at us,” Ahmet said, pulling out his gun as they drew closer. “I wonder if they even have guns.”
“Then why come at us?”
“They were the bait?”
“Would you act as bait without a weapon?”
“No, but I’m a pro.”
Jacob elbowed him. “Not the way you were wailing like a banshee back there.”
“You nearly killed us and half the drivers from here to Ankara.”
“Don’t get hysterical. What do we do with these guys?”
“Get alongside them and I’ll put the fear of Glock into them,” Ahmet said.
“Good idea.”
Jacob sped up. The Turks tried to speed up too but they had a cheaper, older car than whoever the dead guy in the back was.
If they captured these two rookies, finding out who the hell that guy was would be on the top of Jacob’s to-do list.
Jacob pulled alongside. Ahmet lowered his window and brandished his gun. He didn’t stick it out the window so the cars behind them could see, but the two amateurs in the car next to them sure got an eyeful.
Their car wavered as the driver went into a near panic. Ahmet gestured at them and shouted for them to pull over. Yellow Shirt, who was at the wheel, actually put his hands in the air. Thick Arms shouted at him and grabbed the wheel, nearly making the vehicle sideswipe their own.
Yellow Shirt finally calmed down enough to slow and pull over to the side. Cars honked and sped past. Jacob cut in front of the two Turks as they slowed and finally came to a stop on the shoulder.
Jacob and Ahmet hunched low in their seats in case these guys finally did decide to pull a gun, although Jacob figured they were probably too scared to do something that stupid.
Instead, they did something stupider.
As soon as Jacob and Ahmet got out of the car, they reversed, put the car in drive, and sped off into the nearest lane.
They were so panicked they didn’t see the eighteen-wheeler barreling along at eighty miles an hour.
It hit them with a blare of horns and a screech of tires just as they pulled past Jacob and Ahmet. The car abandoned, the truck lost control, and both vehicles flew off the road to tumble over and over and burst into flames.
 
***
 
Jana saw the two Turks who had been following them flee for their car and another car peel out after them, no doubt with Jacob at the wheel considering the quality of the driving. Jana dared a peek out the front door of the building, keeping herself shielded by one of the old Roman columns. No one was coming for the church or wielding a gun or even looking in her direction. 
She smiled. All these people going about their daily lives, completely unaware of the life-and-death drama going on around them.
Jana stayed put for another couple of minutes, scanning the surrounding area and seeing no one suspicious. She went back into the church, then immediately back out. She didn’t catch anyone approaching her position.
Feeling somewhat reassured, although worried about what havoc Jacob might be causing, she headed for what she had wanted to show him before the drama started.
To the east end of the building, where the altar would have once stood when this was still a church.
That inscription in the Church of St. Eugenios had gotten her thinking. It had read, “St. Eugenios, savior of Trebizond, blesses those who sing the Sacred Note and will protect them at the site of his sanctification.”
She had read in several sources that the Hagia Sofia, the main church of Trebizond, had been built atop the first church in the city. This had been a humble affair erected in the fourth century after Christianity had been legalized in the Roman Empire before it split into eastern and western halves, but when the old pagan gods had still been worshipped as well. After a time, Christianity spread and eventually the pagan gods were banned.
But in those early days, both faiths functioned side by side.
It was common for the first churches built in Roman cities to be built atop earlier houses of worship, the private homes where Christians met in secret for fear of persecution. These homes, which had secret chapels, where considered holy places and the Christians naturally wanted to remain in the same spot to conduct their services.
So St. Eugenios would have been converted here, where the Hagia Sofia now stood. This was the site of his sanctification.
Whoever was so obsessed with artifacts related to this city would have an interest in this spot.
Jana looked around, not quite sure what she was looking for. The altar was gone, replaced with open space and carpet for Muslims to pray now that this was a mosque. The ceiling, however, retained its original artwork. Professor Kontos had explained in his book that when the Turks took over, they had whitewashed over the paintings, thus preserving them. At a later date, the whitewash was removed to return the building to some of its former glory.
This was the case with several converted churches in Turkey. Most Muslim Turks were not radicals, and didn’t have much of a problem bowing toward Mecca beneath images of angels. They simply saw it as a remnant of history, interesting but irrelevant to their own spiritual experience.
If only ISIS and the Taliban could be so tolerant, Jana thought.
Jana studied the paintings, hoping to find some clue within them.
First she looked for a surviving inscription like those in the Church of St. Eugenios, but there was none. Next, she studied the art.
The faded frescoes depicted the life of Jesus in what had once been lively colors. There were scenes of the miracle of changing water into wine, the Last Supper, and a moving scene of all the angels in Heaven kneeling before the risen Christ. She saw no depictions of St. Eugenios or the miraculous procession that beat off the Turks.
Frustrated, Jana wondered when the two guys would get back. She pulled out her phone, retrieved her shoes at the entrance, and left the building to call them, first making sure the coast was clear.
Just as she was about to hit Jacob’s number, she noticed something in the little gift shop by the entrance. She stared and drew closer.
Her jaw dropped.
Suddenly, everything fell into place.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
 
 
Dr. Harlow’s representative to the Tribune and his followers in Trabzon was far from impressed.
Amateurs. He had been saddled with amateurs.
The two decoys the Tribune sent to flush out Jacob, Jana, and Ahmet Balik had performed so poorly that the targets had grown suspicious, snuck out a side door of the church, and taken out the sniper poised to shoot them. Then those two idiots had fled and gotten killed in a wreck on the highway.
Now police were swarming around, wondering about reports of a high-speed chase, and the three CIA agents had disappeared.
Pure amateurs.
The Tribune was trying to put a positive spin on things.
“At least our two brothers didn’t fall captive to the CIA or the local police. Our secret is still safe.”
Dr. Harlow’s representative resisted the urge to slap him.
“Yes, but now the agents are on the alert for assassination attempts. It’s going to be ten times as hard to get them the next time we try.”
They stood in the Tribune’s house on the southern outskirts of Trabzon, in one of the valleys between the mountains that had shielded the city from attack for so many centuries.
It was a luxurious place with marble columns, a large mosaic in the entry hall, a private chapel with gold mosaics in the Byzantine style, and several acres of olive groves. The Tribune was a member of an old Greek aristocratic family that had managed to flee their country during World War Two and preserve their wealth in neutral Turkey. There his grandfather, an amateur archaeologist, had set up this weird cult among the Greek refugees, giving them a dream of greatness while they lived in poverty during a global conflict.
He had to hand it to the Tribune’s family. They had built up their organization and kept it going for three generations without the authorities ever thinking it was anything but a Greek expatriate community.
They had studied medieval history, learned to speak medieval Greek as their native language, and kept up the hope of reviving the Byzantine Empire to found a new Christian empire to conquer the world.
Only the current Tribune had decided to turn that dream into action by stealing the artifacts necessary for his procession.
Except that he had gotten tripped up by his own ideology. Now that he had everything he needed, he was still insisting that he needed a useless painting before he could start the ritual.
As if reading his thoughts, the Tribune told him,   
“I have spread out my people to all parts of the city and surrounding countryside. Men, women, even children are keeping watch on every possible place the icon could be hidden. We’ve put our best men on the most likely spots.”
Their best men. Dr. Harlow’s representative stifled a laugh.
Good thing a hit squad from The Order had just arrived. Those people know how to take care of business. He’d use them to kill these nutcases right this moment if he didn’t need them.
Those who could sing the Sacred Note weren’t all gathered yet, and Dr. Harlow’s representative didn’t know how many were required. Once the Tribune had performed his ritual, Dr. Harlow’s representative would order the hit squad to take all the singers they needed.
But not the Tribune. He was too stupid to live. Plus, killing their leader right in front of them would knock the stiffness out of any resistance.
“If your people spot them, have them call my people. We need to move in.”
The Tribune nodded. “My men will help. While they don’t have the military training yours do, many have been practicing on the rifle range. I’m not a bad shot myself.”
“All right, but only shoot if you have to. Remember, I want to capture, not kill.”
The Tribune looked confused. “I still don’t understand why that’s necessary. Once we perform the procession, once the Turkish government falls … ”
“That will not be the end of the story. They will be useful as prisoners in the fight to come.”
Just like you’ll be.
“If they are gunning for us, my people have a right to defend ourselves.”
“I understand. Kill them if you must.”
You won't get that chance because our inside man will lead them right where we need them to go.
 
***
 
The gift shop outside the Hagia Sofia had a couple of maps in the window. One was a floorplan of the church. The other was a map of modern Trabzon and the surrounding area.
The mountain with the monastery she had noted looming to the south of town was labeled Mt. Minthrion.
“Minthrion” sounded awful close “Mithraeum,” the underground temples to the god Mithras, a popular god in the later centuries of the Roman Empire and one of the main rivals to the upstart religion of Christianity. 
Mithras was a Persian deity with some striking similarities to Jesus—both were born on December 25 without the sin of sexual intercourse, both were born divine, and both died to forgive the sins of mankind. In fact, the two faiths were so close that they both accused each other of stealing their ideas.
But there was a fundamental difference. While Christianity was open to everybody—men and women, slave and noble—Mithraism was only open to free men. This meant that Christianity had a much larger appeal at a time when faith in the old pagan gods was fading. As Christianity became ascendant, Christians began to target the sacred spaces of Mithras in order to get rid of this rival religion.
Jana remembered that St. Eugenios had, according to the inscription in his church, "defeated the demons beneath the earth." The temples to Mithras were always underground to symbolize his being born into the world from a rock.
Had there been a Mithraeum in that mountain? If so, that was where the saint would have destroyed the idols, the crime that led to his martyrdom. It would make sense to refer to that as the place where he had been “sanctified.”
“St. Eugenios, the savior of Trebizond, blesses those who sing the Sacred Note and will protect them at the site of his sanctification."
That’s where they’ll do whatever it is they plan to do.
While Jana couldn’t quite make herself believe these medieval treasures held any power beyond the symbolic, there was no telling what these people might do. Human sacrifice? A terrorist attack? People chasing the so-called ancient technology had done that and worse.
But what about the icon of the Virgin Mary, the one item in the famous procession that defeated the Turks that hadn’t been located? Did they have it already? Did they even need it? She had first come here thinking she might be able to locate it, but hadn’t found any clues.
Or could it perhaps be hidden beneath that ruined monastery in the old pagan temple of Mithras? It wouldn't be the first Mithraeum to be reused for Christian purposes. There were two examples in the city of Rome—the churches at San Clemente and Santa Prisca—and more scattered around the Mediterranean. 
 She needed to get up there and check it out.
Jana went and bought a map, which showed that Mt. Minthrion was now called the Boztepe, Minthrion being its name before the Muslim conquest. That was the reason she hadn’t spotted it on Google Earth or her modern map. The map the tourist shop was selling showed both the modern and ancient names.
The monastery on the mountain that she could see even from this far away was called the Panagia Theoskepastos Monastery.
Jana’s breath caught. That translated to “Panagia the God-guarded.”
Panagia was Greek for “most holy” and was a title for the Virgin Mary.
Had the famous icon been kept there, high up on the hill, where it could look out over the city?
She remembered that the procession had started from the citadel, which was the closest part of the city to the monastery and the mountain, not from Hagia Sofia.
The answer had been literally staring her in the face the entire time, and she didn’t realize it until she saw a tourist map, of all things!
She got on the phone to Jacob. Like a summons, the car he had stolen came into sight just as the phone started ringing.
Jana hung up and walked over to them as they parked across the street. 
They had disposed of the Sufi robes and draped them over something that looked suspiciously like a body in the back seat.
“Can’t you steal a car without killing people?”
“Very funny. Those guys ended up causing a wreck. They’re both dead.”
“Did anyone else get killed?” Jana asked.
Jacob nodded grimly. “A truck driver.”
Jana’s heart sank.
"Fetch our shoes, and we can get out of here. The cops might be along soon. We kind of tore through town. That probably caused a few calls to 911."
“It’s 112 here,” Ahmet corrected.
“Whatever.”
Jana headed back to the Hagia Sofia. She tried not to be disgusted by the guys’ joking around. She knew it was a way to shield themselves from all the death, especially the deaths of innocents. She had begun doing it too.
It didn’t work well. She wondered if it worked well for Jacob and Ahmet.
She bet it didn’t.
Once she retrieved their shoes, she got in the back, having to push the body out of the way. Beneath the robes and a blanket, she spotted a sniper’s rifle.
“Damn. They might have got us.”
“Where to?” Jacob asked.
“See that mountain with the ruined monastery? As close as you can get to that.”
“Why?” Jacob asked, driving uphill.
“I’ll explain on the way.”
“While you explain, search that guy’s pockets.”
Jana did as he asked, rummaging through the sniper’s pockets as she explained what she had learned about the mountain and St. Eugenios.
Her description cut off sharp when she found tucked inside the man’s wallet, which contained a large amount of money but no ID, a cyanide capsule.
“Damn,” she muttered.
“What?” Jacob asked, looking in the rearview mirror.
She held it up for the men to see. She didn’t have to tell Jacob its significance. He already knew.
This guy was from The Order. They always carried cyanide capsules. In all his fights against them, her father had never been able to capture one alive.
“Do you think that’s cyanide?” Ahmet asked.
So you don’t know about them, or you’re pretending not to know.
“It sure looks like it,” Jana said.
“That’s a whole other level,” Ahmet said. “It’s like he wasn’t with those two decoys at all.”
Jana and Jacob said nothing.
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
 
 
Jana felt frustrated that they couldn’t drive all the way up to the monastery. Now that they had been targeted by The Order, time was even more crucial than it had been before.
The closest they could get was a parking lot about a kilometer away and only halfway up the mountain to it. The little plateau the parking lot was on gave a partial view of Trabzon and the Black Sea from between two mountainsides. A couple of other cars were parked there but no people were in sight. A sign pointed to a trail leading around and up the north slope of the mountain.
Just as they got out, Ahmet’s phone rang. He answered and switched to Turkish. He glanced at Jana and Jacob and stepped away.
Jana checked her own phone in case she had gotten any messages, only to find there was no signal.
“That’s odd.”
“What?”
"I don't have a signal. That doesn't make sense. We're not far from the city, and Ahmet has a signal."
Jacob pulled out his phone. “I don’t have a signal either.”
Ahmet was still talking quietly on the phone several yards away. After a minute, he finished his call and put it away. He looked troubled.
"That was the police in Istanbul. They haven't found out any more about the Young Ottomans. They've been grilling them, but it looks like they really don't know anything about the shooter."
Jana held up her phone. “Neither of us have a signal.”
Ahmet gave a little shrug. "It happens sometimes. The Turkish SIM cards they sell to foreigners are unreliable and cut out sometimes. Sorry about that. I'm with the national company, which is better, but they only sell to residents."
“Well, let’s hope it comes back on soon,” Jacob grumbled.
“It usually does in an hour or so.”
They headed out on the path. At first it was an easy slope on a gravel trail, but as it continued the trail grew narrower and rougher and much steeper. Jana felt the throbbing in her head again from the mild concussion she had suffered. At least she didn’t feel any nausea. Yet.
It had been a long day and they were far from finished.
Luckily the path wasn’t very long and after a final turn they saw the ruined monastery up ahead.
Up close, it was even more evocative than it had been when seen from the city. She stopped at the end of the path, her head still throbbing, and caught her breath as she studied it.
The path curved up to the old gate of the monastery, now crumbled into ruin along with much of the surrounding wall. This allowed her to see into the courtyard and the buildings that had once flanked it.
On either side were typical monastic buildings, their walls standing to nearly their original height but with the roofs and doors long gone. The main point of interest lay just ahead of her, a large overhang in the natural rock, almost deep enough to be called a cave and with an entrance that had been shaped into an arch. On the inside surfaces were faint traces of frescos, faded by the elements. A Greek family, mother and two teenaged children, stood there taking pictures. The young girl, who looked about thirteen, stared at them as they came up the path.
No one else was around, but there had been another vehicle in the parking lot.
Then Jana spotted a doorway in the cave, leading into darkness.
They headed over. Jana peeked in the side buildings but they were all empty save for a couple of signs in Turkish and English marking the monk’s cells, the kitchen, dining hall, and library.
Ahmet and Jacob stuck close to her, letting her study the ruins while they kept a sharp lookout.
They kept an especially close look at that darkened doorway as she studied the frescoes. They showed the usual images of saints and the Holy Family, although they appeared to have been painted much later than the Middle Ages. Partially exposed as they were to the elements, they had probably been repainted several times since the fall of Trebizond.
So this monastery had been allowed to continue. Interesting. She had read that the Turks hadn’t forced everyone to convert. As long as Christian and Jewish subjects paid an extra tax called the jizya, they were generally left alone.
She studied the frescos for a while as Jacob peeked through the darkened doorway, and Ahmet looked all around. She didn't see any depiction of St. Eugenios or any inscriptions.
Then she noticed that teenaged girl looking at her. The kid’s brother and mother had passed through the doorway and into the room beyond.
“Hello,” Jana said.
All she got was a frown in return.
Not too good on manners, are you?
Jana ignored her and took a last look around. Other than a Greek couple holding hands who had just come up the path, there was nothing else to see.
She passed through the doorway, Jacob leading the way and Ahmet remaining outside but close to the door. It was nice how they covered her and let her do what she did best. The CIA worked as a team, even with a relative stranger like Ahmet. She could see why her father felt like it was a second family.
A pity it took him away from his real family so much. While she understood now and had forgiven him, it still hurt a bit.
But the world had done that to her family, not Aaron Peters. He had done what he had to do.
She passed through the doorway and found herself in a large chamber hewn from the rock. All the interior was covered in paintings, better preserved than those outside. Two further doorways continued into the darkness on the far wall. 
Jana let her eyes adjust for a minute. She could hear Ahmet talking on the phone outside, probably getting another update from the Istanbul police. The Greek family strolled by, the teenage girl staring at her as they passed.
Jacob moved to the far end to peek into the darkened space beyond the other two portals. Jana kept to the walls so she wasn’t silhouetted by the doorway. Something about this place made her feel uneasy. Maybe it was that extra vehicle in the parking lot. Maybe it was the silence. She wasn’t sure, just that something felt off.
Jacob shone a mini-Maglite through the doorway while shielding himself around its edge. Then he moved over and checked the other one.
“One’s just a little annex and the other has some stairs leading down, blocked by a chain and a No Entry sign.”
He let out a little chuckle as if trying to tell him not to go somewhere was the most ridiculous thing he had ever heard.
Jana smiled. That’s my man.
She studied the art, turning on her own flashlight to get a better view. A Byzantine emperor presented a miniature church to Jesus while a row of angels flew overhead. On the other wall was what she presumed to be a depiction of the martyrdom of St. Eugenios. A man was on his knees praying while a Roman soldier cut his head off. In the background was a mountain with smoke billowing out of a cave.
What did that mean? Had he burned the Mithraeum?
That would sure get your head cut off in pagan times.
Jana stepped over to the annex and checked it. Like Jacob had said, there was nothing. Perhaps it had been a vestry or a library.
She glanced at the doorway and saw the Greek teenaged boy slouched against the door texting. No sign of his rude sister. Ahmet stood some distance away, still talking on the phone and staring at the doorway.
Not able to shake the feeling that something was wrong, she moved over to the inner doorway that led to the stairs.
“Watch my back, would you?” she whispered to Jacob.
“Hairs standing up on the back of your neck?” he whispered.
“Yeah.”
“Me too.”
Jana shone the light through the left-hand doorway and saw a small landing and a staircase spiraling downward into the darkness. It reminded her of the one in the island monastery where this whole case started.
As she looked at it, she realized it reminded her of it in a different way too. The ceiling was smudged with black, as if from a fire long ago.
The fire that St. Eugenios started to destroy the Mithraeum?
Maybe, maybe not. That would have happened almost two thousand years ago, assuming it was a true story, and ancient interiors often had blackened roofs thanks to the use of torches and oil lamps.
“Let’s go,” Jana said.
Glancing over her shoulder and not seeing anyone except the Greek family wandering around the front room, she drew her gun and descended. Jacob followed. Ahmet would join them after his phone call. It seemed to be taking a while. Having him posted up top wasn’t a bad idea anyway.
“What do you expect to find here?” Jacob asked.
“I’m not sure.”
“I mean, these guys stealing the artifacts have obviously done their homework. If there was something to find down here, wouldn’t they have found it already?”
Jana bit her lip. That was entirely possible.
The stairs spiraled downward to a long, low room with stone benches between square pillars to either side. At the far end stood a humble Christian altar of stone with a cross engraved on the front. Faint frescoes covered the walls.
Jana paused.
“This is the Mithraeum, the old pagan temple St. Eugenios destroyed.”
“It’s a chapel. Look at the altar.”
"No. It's been converted to a chapel, but it was once a Mithraeum. I've seen these before. Worshippers of Mithras would gather for a sacred meal on these benches here. At the front of the room would be a stone carving of Mithras sacrificing a bull. I bet they recarved it into an altar.”
She walked the length of the room and squatted down in front of the altar.
“Look!”
She pointed at the bottom of the altar. There were traces of six earlier shapes that had been missed when the front face of the altar had been hacked smooth, just thin raised portions right at the bottom where it would have been difficult to remove without hacking into the floor. The spacing was just as she had seen on surviving altars to Mithras. It would have been his feet and the hooves of the bull.
Jana explained this to Jacob, who stared, shrugged, and said, “I’ll take your word for it.”
Jana rose and slowly moved around the room. The frescos were hard to make out because it was damp down here and that had ruined the paint over the centuries, but she could see that they were Christian images, no doubt painted over earlier pagan ones. She could also discern some writing.
“Can you read it?” Jacob asked, peering at the faint letters.
Jana angled her flashlight this way and that but could make no sense of them.
“Too faint. Damn it!”
Just then, a noise on the staircase made them spin around. 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
 
 
Jacob kept his gun out of sight as he peeked around the corner of the underground staircase.
He was glad he did, because it was those two Greek kids coming down the stairs.
“Sorry, guys, this room is closed,” he said in Greek. “This is an archaeological investigation.”
The kids gave him a sullen look.
“What are you doing?” the girl asked.
Jacob put his gun into his shoulder holster, hid it beneath his jacket, and stepped out into view.
“We’re visiting archaeologists from the University of New York and we’re checking out the structural integrity of the underground part of the monastery. It might not be safe. Plus, we're putting up some sensitive equipment. There's nothing to see here anyway. It's boring."
He put on a smile. His smile was not returned.
What was the matter with these kids? Their attitude seemed worse than the usual “cooler than you” teenage posturing.
He gestured at the staircase behind them. "You came down here in the dark? That's not safe."
“We had a bit of light from your flashlights,” the boy said.
“Oh, I see. Well, I’ll walk you up, OK?”
He walked toward them. They didn’t move and Jacob wondered how he was going to make them leave, but after a moment they turned and walked up the stairs ahead of him.
“Go join your mother and enjoy your vacation.”
The kids just stared at him with an unreadable expression. He shrugged and walked back down to the Mithraeum.
Once he got down there, he saw Jana staring fixedly at one point of the ceiling near the back.
“Just those weird kids,” he told her. “What you got?”
“I’m not sure.”
Jacob stared at the spot of the ceiling she was looking at and saw nothing but the soot from old smoke like you saw in lots of these ancient places.
“Well, I’m totally not sure. How about you enlighten me?”
"See these pillars? There's a pair of half pillars set into the back wall, partially to help buttress the ceiling and partially to maintain the symmetry. Otherwise, there would be a gap near the back. The ancient Romans were big on symmetry. But there's something funny about this one. Look at those burn marks on the ceiling."
“I am. All I’m seeing is burn marks.”
"No. Look. See how there's this broad patch angling to the right? It's pretty faded with time, but it's definitely there. Then you can see the general smudge of smoke that's evenly placed all around the ceiling from the candles they used to light this place. The only other darker region is right over the altar, which makes sense. There would have been more light sources placed there, both when it was a pagan altar to Mithras and a later Christian altar to God. I've looked all around this ceiling, and this is the only other irregularity. It's an older burn that seems to fan out from the wall right next to this pillar."
“What would cause that?”
“I don’t know. The only thing I can think of is a flame source coming out of the wall, but that doesn’t make any sense.”
“Maybe a hidden door?” It sounded like something from the movies, but they’d come across one at an ancient site in an earlier mission.
Jana snapped her fingers. “Eureka!”
“I put on deodorant today.”
“Very funny. Maybe there really is a hidden door. The people stealing these artifacts didn’t realize that because they must not be archaeologically trained. They didn’t notice the unusual burn patterns.”
“I should get Ahmet down here.”
“Hold on. Let’s see if there’s a catch or switch or something.”
Jacob and Jana felt around the half-pillar set into the back wall but couldn’t find anything. There did appear to be a thin seam running along one corner, though.
“There’s got to be a way to open this,” Jana said.
“Yeah, but where?”
Jana looked around, then headed over to the altar. She studied the front, where the cross was engraved and the thin traces of the bottoms of the feet and hooves of the original carvings remained preserved. She probed with her fingers.
Jacob heard a sound on the staircase. Thinking the kids might be coming back, he snuck over there and shone his flashlight up.
Nothing as far as he could see before the curve of the staircase blocked his view. It must have been a sound echoing down from above. Maybe more tourists had arrived. 
He moved back to the altar and checked the top, finding nothing. Jana was crouched beneath him, moving her hands around the bottom edge of the altar.
“Ah!” she cried when she got to a point right in back of it.
Jana pointed at a certain spot behind the altar. Jacob shone his flashlight and peered at it. There was a little bump there, and he could just make out a seam around it, like it was a button.
Jana pressed it. The bump didn’t budge.
Using both hands, she leaned against it with all her weight, grunting with the effort.
A loud click and scrape behind them. They turned and saw the half-pillar had popped open like a door.
Jacob gasped. He had never stopped being amazed that she could figure stuff out like this.
They stepped over to it and found the stone was carved by some expert hand to a thickness of only half an inch. It was still fairly heavy as they pulled it open and found a second room beyond, almost as big as the Mithraeum.
The floor, walls, and ceiling were all black, like the interior had been filled with something flammable and torched. Deep fissures ran all along them. The fire must have been intense. At the far end, a doorway led into a tunnel that passed out of sight.
“I wonder if this was a treasury where they kept all the sacred objects,” Jacob said.
“It might still be.”
Jana pointed at a large oaken chest in the corner, its wood so blackened with time and its brass fittings so corroded that it almost disappeared into the blackness of the floor and wall.
“No way,” Jacob said.
“You’re surprised?”
“After the perfectly preserved pirate ship, I shouldn’t be surprised at anything.”
They walked over to the chest. It was locked, but the fittings were corroded enough that Jacob could pry it open with his knife.
The lock broke with a loud snap. Jana opened the lid on its creaking hinges.
Their breath caught when they saw a small icon of the Virgin Mary lying on the bottom. Next to it was a gold chalice and a pair of gold candlestick holders.
“This icon is late Byzantine style,” Jana said. “It must be the one from the procession.”
“And you’re not going to get your filthy hands on it!” a voice shouted from behind them.
They spun around and saw Ahmet standing in the doorway, his gun trained on them.
Oh crap. Really?
A heavyweight of betrayal and disappointment pulled Jacob's heart down to the floor.
“Ahmet! What are you doing?” Jana cried.
“Taking you in, assuming you don’t try anything. Jacob, you’re the better shot, so I’m pointing this gun at your girlfriend. Once false move and I’ll shoot her. Now drop the knife and drop the gun. Easy now.”
“You’re with The Order,” Jacob grumbled. “Damn, why didn’t I see it?”
Because I didn’t want to see it.
I’m so sick of this.
Depression weighed him down like a heavy blanket, muffling even the fear he should have felt.
“Don’t pull that reverse psychology with me,” Ahmet snapped. “You’re the traitors. Drop your weapons.”
“Wait up, Ahmet. You don’t want to do this.”
“Drop your weapons, Jacob. You’re famous in the Company. I know you’re a faster shot than me. But there’s no way you can pull your gun before I plug your girlfriend, and then it’s still even money that I get a shot off at you before you kill me.”
Ahmet was right.
Grimacing, Jacob dropped his knife. It clattered on the stone floor.
“Now the gun.”
“What does The Order want?” Jana asked. “Why are you doing all this?”
Ahmet shook his head. “That’s not going to work, Jacob. Drop the gun. Easy now.”
Jacob opened his jacket to show his shoulder holster, then reached in with two fingers to pull out his pistol and set it slowly on the ground.
Something was off, though. Something didn’t quite fit.
“Who ordered you to take us prisoner?”
“The Ankara bureau chief found out you were members of The Order who had infiltrated the CIA. You want to get these artifacts for yourself so your organization can use them with Dr. Harlow. Can they really make earthquakes?”
“How should we know? We’re not what you think we are. What evidence does the Ankara bureau chief have against us?”
“He didn’t have time to lay it all out. You were too close to finding this icon. I overheard you talking about it. I had to act now.”
“Come on, Ahmet, it doesn’t make any sense. I’ve been fighting them for a year now.”
What if Ahmet isn’t in The Order? He’s probably just believing anything his bureau chief tells him. Why wouldn’t he?
The Ankara bureau chief must be in The Order!
“Maybe that was all a mirage,” Ahmet said. “I don’t know the details of your last missions. Who does? No one else was there. Jana, drop your gun. No sudden moves.”
Jana paused.
“Do it, Jana,” Jacob grumbled.
Jana reached inside her jacket and slowly pulled out her pistol. Then she set it on the ground.
As soon as she did, a shot rang out.
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE
 
 
Jacob gasped as he saw Ahmet arch his back, hands flying in the air, his gun slip from his grasp before he fell forward on his face onto the cold stone floor.
A woman stepped through the doorway.
It was the Greek woman who had been with the two kids. But instead of the teenagers, she as followed into the room by the Greek couple who had recently arrived.
All three held revolvers.
“Don’t move,” the woman said in English as she stepped over Ahmet’s body.
“Who the hell are you?” Jacob demanded. 
The woman gave him a tight smile. “Those who would create a New Rome. Back away from the holy icon. Thank you for finding it for us. The Tribune will be most grateful. He always suspected it might be hidden in the mountain and yet he never could find the entrance. Now we can perform the holy procession.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Jacob asked as he and Jana edged away from the chest and their weapons. These guys sounded nuts. They had that special look in their eyes—wild, but kind of dead at the same time. He didn’t doubt for a second that they’d gun him and Jana down.
“We will sing the Sacred Note and wreak havoc throughout this foul nation. The Turks will fall, and the angels themselves will ride their cavalry through the land, cleaning it with fire and sword.”
Great, these guys really are nuts.
The other woman walked across the room and shone a flashlight down the far hallway. She shouted something back to her companions, who replied.
Jacob’s brow furrowed. It sounded like Greek, and yet he couldn’t follow it.
Even though he was fluent in Greek.
“That sounds like medieval Greek,” Jana said.
“We have retained the language of the Empires of Byzantium and Trebizond,” the man said. “We have retained the old ways, and Heaven will reward our constancy and faith by making us leaders of the New Rome.”
Jacob and Jana stood helplessly by as the three gathered up their weapons, the icon, and the gold church plate.
They spoke to each other in medieval Greek again, sounding as if they were unsure what to do next. Then the woman they had seen first finished the conversation with a decisive statement and switched to modern Greek.
“You’re coming to the surface with us. Walk ahead of us and keep our hands on your head.”
They passed through the Mithraeum and headed for the stairs. Jacob made sure he got between Jana and the gunmen.
Not that that was any security. The stairway was cramped and even an amateur could hit them both in there with ease.
But that enclosed space also provided the only chance to strike back.
As he suspected, the cultists came too close behind, first the woman who had initially held them up, then the other two. Luckily, those two were partially encumbered by their loot and weren't aiming their guns properly.
Just as they got to the stairs, Jana glanced over her shoulder at him. Their eyes locked. Jacob narrowed his eyes a little, and she maintained eye contact for a moment longer.
Yes, she was ready. Her dad’s training and her field experience had made her so.
But that bandage visible under her sunhat made him nervous. That wound had nearly taken her from him. He couldn't let that happen again. Another problem was that he'd seen her getting tired more quickly than usual. She was not in tip-top shape.
And yet she had to be for this maneuver.
They walked slowly up the stairs. The stairs curved, but not enough for Jana to get out of sight. She’d have to run up several steps, giving them a clear target. 
No hope there. It was all up to him.
Without warning, without even looking, he let fly a back kick and shouted at the same time.
As his foot connected with the woman’s stomach and she flew back, Jana dropped.
In normal circumstances, Jacob would have dropped too, but he waited a precious second in order to give Jana cover.
It was a good thing he did, because as the woman he kicked fell into the man, who fumbled and nearly dropped the icon, the woman at the back of the column took a shot.
The man bumped into her, and the bullet that should have gone straight into Jacob’s chest instead grazed his neck.
Jacob ducked low and threw himself down the stairs, knocking over the man, who was just standing up, more concerned about the icon he had just grabbed than the gun he should be using, and slammed into the woman at the back of the column.
They tumbled down the steps. When they stopped rolling, Jacob found her unconscious below him, blood streaming out of a blow to her head from hitting the hard stone steps. Her gun was nowhere around.
One of the gold candlesticks was in easy reach, though. He grabbed it and turned to face his other two enemies.
Just in time to see the man finally get his priorities straight and level his pistol at Jacob.
Jacob swung the candlestick holder, smacking the gun out of his hand. It went off, the bullet cracking off the wall. Jacob swung a backhand that got the guy straight across the jaw. He flew hard against the opposite wall with a thud, knees buckling. Jacob smacked him on the top of the skull, and he sank to the stairs with a groan.
Beyond him, Jana smacked the first woman's head against the stone steps, knocking her out. She looked at him, and her eyes widened.
“Oh my God! Are you OK?”
It was then, as the adrenaline of the fight began to wear off, that he realized his neck was pouring blood.
“Crap. Must have hit an artery,” Jacob said, pinching the wound in his neck. A stab of pain went through him, but that wasn’t nearly as worrying as the steady flow of blood trickling through his fingers.
Jana pulled out a compact First Aid kit they each carried, and fumbled for some bandages. The kits didn’t have much in them, but anything would help at this point.
“I got this,” Jacob said. “Check the stairs.”
She ignored him and pressed some cotton onto the wound. Jacob held it as she fetched some more. In the two seconds she took to do this, the cotton was soaked through. She pressed some more on it, then grabbed some gauze to add to it. By now, the blood had soaked half his shirt.
This doesn’t hurt much, but damn I’m sure leaking.
She wound some bandages around his neck and secured them tightly enough to keep the pressure on the wound. He felt like he was choking and couldn’t take any deep breaths, but it was the only way to keep him from leaking like a faulty tap.
Footsteps on the stairs behind them. They both raised their guns. 
The woman’s two teenaged children came around the corner.
Oh, hell.
They stared down at their mother lying bloodied on the stairs.
“She’s only unconscious,” Jacob said, feeling guilty as hell.
This is why I hate cults. Kids always get involved.
Their young faces twisted with rage and sorrow.
“Long live Nova Roma!” they wailed.
“Your mother is fine. Stay back.”
The two teens clutched each other, trembling.
“We will destroy the Turks!” the boy shouted. “We will bring the vengeance of Heaven down upon them!”
“You’re too young to die for some idiot cause, kid. Beat it before your mom’s buddies arrive. There’s going to be more gunplay and that’s no place for you.”
Jana picked up their mother.
“Here. Take her to the surface.”
For a moment they hesitated, torn between their indoctrination and their natural concern for their parent.
Then the girl looked past them down the stairs.
Jacob turned, worried one of the others had woken up. The sudden movement made him stumble and nearly black out. He felt the bleeding start again.
Neither of the other two cultists were conscious.
“Is that … the holy icon?” the girl asked, her voice hushed with awe.
“Yes,” Jana said.
“Can we see it?” the boy asked, pleading.
“You get it, Jana. I don’t want to bleed all over the thing.”
I also don’t want to bend over to get it. I might not get up again.
He stayed put, leaning against the wall, one hand on his soaked bandages, the other ready to keep back the kids if they dove for it.
Jana took a few steps down, checked the two other cultists were still out cold, and picked up the icon.
The boy and girl got to their knees, holding their mother between them and praying in medieval Greek.
Jacob had been speaking to them in Greek, but now switched to Spanish, a language both he and Jana spoke, hoping the kids didn’t know it. Most young people around the world spoke at least some English, so he couldn’t take a chance with that language.
“Is that thing just a piece of wood with a painting on it?”
“I think so,” Jana replied in Spanish.
“No hidden compartments? No resonant crystals. No lasers or miniature UFOs?”
“Huh?”
“Nothing would surprise me anymore. Is it just a slab of wood and some paint?”
“It appears so. Yes.”
Jacob raised his pistol and held it to the Virgin Mary’s head. The teenagers’ eyes went wide. Jacob switched back to Greek.
“OK, kids, here’s the deal. I’m going to put a hole through this damn thing unless you take your mother and get as far away from here as possible, right now.”
Brother and sister exchanged a glance and looked back at him.
“You mean it?” the girl asked.
“Do I look like I’m kidding?”
Is threatening to shoot the Virgin Mary a sin even if you’re bluffing?
"He's an incurable atheist," Jana said. "A narcissist, too."
Hey!
“Please don’t hurt the Holy Mother!” the girl begged.
“Her safety is up to you.”
After a pause, the girl and her brother helped their mother up the stairs. The woman was taking some fumbling steps of her own now, leaning heavily on her kids.
“You’re a clever man, Jacob,” Jana whispered.
“I’m a man who’s sprung a leak,” Jacob said, still clutching his bandage. “Grab those guns and let’s get out of here. I don’t want to be trapped inside when the rest of that cult shows up.”
“Wait a minute. We blundered,” Jana said. “They’re going to go straight to their fellow cultists. Then they’ll do whatever ritual they were planning.”
“Not without the icon.”
“They’ll tell them where we are and they’ll all come to get it.”
“I’ll do the same thing I did before,” Jacob said. “I can’t go to hell twice.”
Jacob staggered up the last of the steps and into the back room of the monastery. Moving forward, he stepped into sunlight.
Just as he did, Jana let out a cry beside him.
The teenage girl had been waiting by the entrance and plucked the icon from Jana’s grasp. She bolted through a doorway and disappeared.
Neither Jacob nor Jana even thought of firing at her.
Instead, Jacob ran through the ruins and onto the path to catch up, Jana running at his side.
He didn’t make it ten yards before the world spun, the ground swept up to meet him, and everything went black.
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY SIX
 
 
Aaron Peters huffed up the mountainside, clutching a sniper’s rifle and worrying he wouldn’t get to the ruined monastery in time.
Everything seemed to have gone wrong all at once.
He had been monitoring Jacob, Jana, and Ahmet from a distance. While Jacob and Ahmet took out the sniper outside the Hagia Sofia, he had taken out a second one unbeknownst to them. Then he had gotten delayed by an urgent call from Tyler Wallace.
When he answered the call, the old Marine had dropped a bombshell.
At a meeting, the Ankara bureau chief had let slip that he knew they were in Trebizond, even though no one had told him.
That could mean only one thing—he was the mole.
Or at least one of the moles.
That was proven a few minutes later when Wallace called back to say that Jacob and Jana’s phone access had been mysteriously cut, while Ahmet’s phone remained in working order. A location trace showed he was up at the monastery overlooking town.
So his daughter and his protege were at the mercy of an experienced agent they didn’t know was a mole.
Or was he a mole? Aaron wondered as he zigzagged through an olive grove and scrambled up a steep, rocky area. Ahmet Balik had been working under the Ankara bureau chief for years. He would believe anything his boss told him.
Damn. The Order really knew how to sow discord. No one could trust anyone else because no one knew who was on which side. Even the hint of infiltration got everybody suspecting everybody else.
And now he was rushing up to this monastery wondering what he would face and which colleagues might try and shoot at him.
Because he knew for damn sure the Ankara bureau chief would be sending more agents. There was probably a team from The Order close by too, not to mention this cult Jana and Jacob had been following.
Long odds, but he had been facing long odds for years now.
He gripped his rifle tighter. Strapped to his back was an MP50 submachinegun. On his belt hung a Bowie knife. 
Aaron had decided to run up after checking out the area on Google Earth. There was only one road up to the parking lot, then a trail to the monastery. Too easy for the cultists and The Order to guard. He’d be a sitting duck going that way, so instead he was jogging up the eastern slope of the mountain, out of sight of the monastery on the north slope. Once he got level with the monastery, he’d sneak around and flank the enemy.
Almost there. He stopped between two outcroppings of rock and listened. Nothing but the sound of the wind and his own labored breathing. 
Jana and Jacob were up here, unaware of the danger Ahmet posed. And a couple of minutes ago Aaron had spotted a convoy of cars heading up the winding road from his last vantage point a little down the slope.
He needed to get over to the monastery quick.
With a final look around, he angled upslope and to the right. By his estimation he needed to go another hundred yards, then around that grassy hump and the monastery would come into view.
Movement to his left. He dove for cover just as he heard a shot crack the mountain air.
Aaron found himself behind a low shelf of rock on a steep portion of the slope. He readied his sniper’s rifle, shifted his position from where they had last seen him, and popped up.
Just in time to see a pair of riflemen fifty yards further up the slope. He took a shot as they ducked back out of sight behind a boulder. He wasn’t sure if he hit one or not.
Aaron shifted position again and waited. 
The two figures appeared simultaneously. Aaron fired, taking one out with a headshot. The other fired back, the bullet cracking the rock near his face but not sending any fragments at him. Good. The last thing he needed was a second injured eye.
Aaron got back out of sight and surveyed his position. Sure enough, he saw three men flanking him to the left, following the same route he had.
These guys were good. They’d gotten into position and boxed him in without his noticing. The Order. They had to be.
The three men and women all carried rifles, and they had a clear shot at him. Before they could take it, Aaron scrambled down the slope to a fissure in the rock with a few bushes clustered around it. That got him some cover but took him out of sight of the remaining man upslope, who could now shift position and Aaron wouldn't know where he'd appear next.
Even worse, there was no place to go from here that wasn’t totally exposed.
At least he had a good field of fire at the three attackers following him. He fired and winged one before they had a chance to take cover. When they tried to come up for some shots, he took one out.
Only for him to see two more coming up behind them as reinforcements.
Damn. He was in a tight spot. He couldn’t retreat without becoming an easy target, and holding his position was going to become increasingly dangerous. And then there was that guy upslope who he couldn’t even see.
That one got back into the action in the worst way possible.
A grenade exploded just above the little fissure he hid in, sending clods of dirt, rock shards, and an entire bush down on him.
Aaron cursed, poked up to look for him and had to duck from several shots.
He fired back at the gunmen to his left, then took another look. Where the hell was that guy?
Then he saw a grenade sail over a nearby rock and land not far from his position. Aaron ducked as the explosion ripped the mountainside.
Great. The guy didn’t even have to show himself. He could just lob grenades until one hit, and Aaron couldn’t charge and couldn’t retreat.
He was stuck.
Another grenade exploded closer this time, sending a small avalanche of rocks down on him.
Sooner or later one of those grenades was going to land square in this little fissure and he’d be blown apart.
Just as Aaron was psyching himself up for a suicidal charge, a series of rifle shots rang out.
They sounded from his left, but further away than the men and women pinning him down.
He dared a peek and saw to his astonishment most of those men and women already dead. The last turned and let loose on full automatic with an assault rifle, only to take a headshot and tumble over.
A figure moved upslope. Aaron couldn’t see the man’s face clearly but knew it wasn’t Jacob. The size of the body was wrong.
So who was it?
Another shot, and the body of the grenade thrower tumbled into sight and lay still.
Then the figure stood up with the sun on his face …
… and Aaron Peters gasped.
It was Roger Tyson, a CIA agent he’d worked with in Afghanistan a few times.
Roger chuckled and sauntered over to Aaron.
“Good to see you again, Aaron.”
“Damn good to see you,” Aaron said, rising up. “What are you doing here? Last I heard you were in Uzbekistan training rebels to fight the Taliban.”
“I was, but I caught the trail of a nasty group called The Order that’s been infiltrating just about every intelligence agency in the world. I need to tell you about it.”
“I know about them.”
They came together and shook hands.
“We’ll have to share our information. They were behind a lot of the attacks attributed to Dr. Harlow, and they’ve been working the puppet strings in a lot of other international troubles. They tried to expose my rebel group to the Taliban, and from there I tracked them all through Central Asia and all the way here.”
“Thanks. It’s good to have another fighter on my side. We need to get up to the monastery. Jana and Jacob are up there with a local agent that might have been turned.”
“Let’s go,” Roger Tyson slapped him on the back.
Aaron felt a slight sting. He turned to look at Roger, astonished and heartbroken.
Roger hit Aaron's wrist with a karate chop, and his gun fell to the ground. Aaron swung a roundhouse kick at him that came off clumsy, and he had to stagger to keep his balance. The mountainside rocked like a ship on the high seas.
“Ahmet Balik isn’t one of ours,” Roger said with a smile. “He’s probably dead by now. Just another causality in the great war. As were these comrades from The Order.” He gestured at the people he had killed.
"Why?" Aaron gasped as he fell to his knees, head spinning.
“Why did I kill my own people? I couldn’t risk you getting away. They had you cornered, but you’re Aaron Peters. You could have gotten out. You’ve escaped worse situations. I couldn’t risk that, so I killed them to get close enough to drug you. Not a bad trick, eh?”
“Why?” Aaron gasped again, falling to his side.
“Why am I in The Order? Is that what you’re asking? I’ll explain that soon enough. In the meantime, my old friend, you are going to disappear again. The Order has plans for you.”
The world grew dark. The last Aaron saw was some more men and women rushing up to meet him.
Then all went black and he did not regain consciousness for a long, long time.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN
 
 
Jana knelt beside Jacob. Desperately, she tried to staunch the wound that had opened up again on his neck. Then she heard the distant shots echoing across the mountainside, followed by the thud of a grenade. She took a peek through a crack in the old monastery wall and saw a column of men and women coming up the path.
They were of all ages, although thankfully they hadn’t brought any children with them like their lookouts had. Those in front wore the vestments of Greek Orthodox priests.
The man in front carried the icon. Right behind came a blonde man who carried a golden scepter with a large crystal on the end. In his other hand he carried a small green gemstone that looked like a monocle. Right behind him came another man carrying a reliquary topped by a large crystal.
They sang as they advanced.
Sang in medieval Greek.
Jana’s skin prickled as she saw what looked like a vision from another time. But then she saw the men and women spreading out to either side, making their way along the bare slope, carrying guns.
Jana picked up Jacob beneath his arms and dragged him over to the monastery gate, which offered a good field of fire at the only approach.
Jana dropped him off behind a crumbled wall, pulled out two of the pistols she was carrying. Several people in the column shouted as she rose to fire.
Her first shot took out a woman aiming a shotgun at her. Her second wounded a man wielding a revolver.
Half a dozen others kept up a rapid fire.
Too rapid. They weren’t good shots and fired with more eagerness than training. She got the impression none of them had ever been in a gunfight before.
But that didn’t affect their bravery. In fact, they were charging her position. 
That was a serious problem. She might not get them all before they closed.
She fired again, cutting a man’s legs out from under him, and three more times, hitting another man before more shots zeroed in on her and she had to take cover.
They would be on her in a moment. She had to think of another tactic.
Jana glanced around. One of the monastery buildings stood a few yards off, its walls above her height and an open doorway providing a good view of the gate.
She looked down at Jacob, lying motionless as blood soaked through his bandages, and had to come to a terrible decision.
She needed to leave him. It was the only way to save herself. No way could she have enough maneuverability dragging him around. She was the last agent standing, and if she died or got captured, there would be no way to save him either.
Jana put a hand on his shoulder, gave it a squeeze, and got ready to run into the nearest building. A connecting doorway could get her to the next building, and from there she remembered a large crack in the wall could get her to the next one. All three were connected.
She’d have a tactical advantage over her enemies.
But Jana didn’t move. She couldn’t leave Jacob behind, no matter what the logic. She rose, fired a couple of more shots to slow the cultists’ advance, and then grabbed Jacob under the shoulders, dragging him to the doorway. She winced as he left a trail of blood in his wake.
She got in the doorway, put him safely behind a wall, and peeked out, exposing the least amount of herself possible.
She didn’t have long to wait.
The cultists came at the gate in a rush.
Three came right through the gate, providing the perfect target, while two others scrambled up low points in the crumbling wall. 
Jana got two of the cultists coming through the gate before a hail of bullets forced her back.
She hauled Jacob to the next building and to its front door, just in time to tag one of them as they took position outside the first doorway, ready to move in. When they saw they had been tricked, the remaining two ducked inside the first building.
But three more came through the gate. Jana only managed to wing one of them before their fire pushed her back.
Now she was in real trouble. They could come at her from two sides, so she dragged Jacob to a crack in the side wall, stopping only to send a bullet through the connecting doorway to keep them back just as they peeked around the corner, and then dragged him through the crack, which was just wide enough to allow her to pass.
Almost. Her shoulders took down a few medieval stones as she did. Luckily none fell on Jacob.
Damn, they’ll hear that.
Even worse, there was nowhere left to run.
This was a smaller building abutting the cliff face. A narrow door opened up near the overhang that had the painted walls, but no other exits were around. Two of the walls were up against the cliff and the other two directions were swarming with cultists.
Then she realized one wall faced the overhang. Just beyond it was the entrance to the Mithraeum. That was a dead end, but at least it was easily defended.
Jana gave the ancient wall a flying kick. To her relief and not a small amount of guilt, the centuries-old structure crumbled to create a hole big enough for her to pass.
Her temples throbbed, and when she turned back to Jacob, she had to take a half step to the side to steady herself.
Oh, no. Not yet.
The cultists were smart this time, coming at her slowly, getting into position. They must have been shocked by their losses and while that didn’t stop them, it made them cautious.
Perhaps it would give her enough time.
The problem was, she’d have to pass across several feet of open space before she got to the doorway into the back over the rock overhang. That was almost suicidal.
Staying here was totally suicidal. She went back to the crack and fired three quick shots at the cultists gathered there, then grabbed Jacob, almost toppled over from dizziness, and dragged him over the pile of rubble she had created and into the overhang.
Just as she headed to the doorway of the Mithraeum, a cultist rounded the corner and leveled a pump-action shotgun. His face filled with fanatical glee, and he pulled the trigger.
Nothing happened. The cultist got a stupid look on his face for a moment before he realized he hadn’t pumped a new shell into the chamber.
Just as he did, Jana got out of sight inside the inner chamber. 
She peeked out the doorway, nearly got the top of her head shot off, and ducked back out of sight. The cultists were advancing. She put her hand around the corner and fired two more shots at them blindly.
Then she pulled her hand back and checked the magazine. It was empty. She ejected it and put in a fresh one.
Her last.
She glanced down at Jacob, the room rocking as she did so. She was almost as bad off as he was. If the cultists came at her in a rush, she’d be dead in less than a minute.
Jana dared another peek, and was shocked to see them pulling back.
What kind of trick was this?
Then she realized—it was no trick. They had them cornered and would keep an eye on them, but they were going to continue with their ritual now that they had all the artifacts they had been hunting for.
After another second of checking that no one was advancing on their position, Jana moved over to her still-bleeding lover, stumbling in her rush. She knelt down next to him, harder than she had meant to and feeling a spike of pain jab her knees from the impact on the stone floor. She fumbled in his pockets and pulled out his first aid kit. Putting pressure on the wound with some cotton, she managed to staunch the blood. His breathing was shallow but regular.
Her head began to clear, and by the time she had fixed him up and looked around, her head no longer swam every time she moved it.
Holding onto the wall, she pulled herself up.
It was then that she heard a strange, powerful musical note.
 
***
 
Roger Tyson watched the ritual from some distance down the path, curious to see how it would work out.
He had never seen a demonstration of the ancient technology.
Most of the other members of The Order had moved away with Aaron Peters, making sure to get him away from the coming trouble and somewhere safe.
Roger stayed behind with four of the best fighters.
None had made any objection to his killing a few of their number to get in close with Aaron Peters. They were all happy to give their lives for the greater cause.
Not Roger. He was in it for power, and you couldn’t enjoy power if you were dead.
Let’s see what kind of power these people can unleash.
Now that one of the cultists had reported that they’d trapped Jana and Jacob inside the underground chamber, and Jacob looked like he was dying, the Tribune had left a few gunmen to guard the entrance and the rest had formed up in front of the overhang.
The Tribune, clutching his scepter, stood in the middle, with those holding the reliquary and the icon to either side. Most of the group was arranged behind them.
Once they finished their demonstration, Roger would move in with his people and take out Jacob and Jana. No need to take them prisoner. Aaron Peters would be more than enough.
“I am the Tribune,” the cult leader declared, his voice ringing across the mountainside, “and I wield the scepter of the Emperors of Trebizond. In my other hand I hold the monocle of Nero. And here is the reliquary of Saint Theodore Teron. And here is the icon of the Virgin Mary. Witness now the power that they wield when brought together in holy song! Look out onto the city, and see the old Turkish power collapse!”
Roger shifted from one foot to the other, eager to see what would happen.
They began to chant, and Roger couldn’t help but be entranced to see something that hadn’t been witnessed for almost 600 years.
A Christian chant from the last outpost of the old Roman Empire. The last glimmerings of the West’s greatest civilization.
They sang in medieval Greek. From what the Tribune had told him, Roger knew it to be a religious chant, calling on the Virgin Mary and St. Eugenios to smite the enemies of Christendom. 
As the chant continued, slow and solemn, its notes carrying across the mountain, it rose in volume and pitch. The Tribune and the man holding the reliquary stepped forward, took a deep breath, and then came out with a single, sharp, clear note.
Roger’s eyes went wide. The note sounded surreal, too pure to be coming from a human throat, and it lasted far too long. How could they sustain that note without taking a breath?
Then he heard more voices join in. He looked around but didn’t see anybody else singing. Where was that coming from?
And then, with a sudden realization that felt like a punch in the heart, he knew that it was the crystals singing. 
The monocle, the reliquary, and the scepter all resonated with that single note that the Tribune and his priest still maintained.
What they said was true. They were really doing it!
Then another sound came to his ears—a low rumble. Roger felt the ground begin to tremble. Grit and small stones trickled off the top of the crumbling gate just in front of the procession.
The note continued, the crowd raising their hands in the air, and the rumbling and shaking grew in power.
Oh my God. It’s really happening.
Then he remembered one of the cultists mentioning the cracks in the subterranean chambers from the fire so long ago.
This entire mountaintop is unstable.
The rumbling grew louder. A car alarm down in the city went off like a distant shriek of panic.
Roger felt his own panic rising.
“We need to get out of here,” he told the others.
They began to withdraw away from the old monastery.
The shaking of the earth grew stronger, make their footsteps unsteady. They stumbled about fifty yards when there was a loud crack and thud. The two singers cut off abruptly. Roger looked over his shoulder and saw the gate and much of the front wall had collapsed. Dust obscured the crowd beyond.
The Sacred Note continued, sung not by those two human voices, but by the ancient artifacts the cult carried in their procession.
The rumbling grew stronger. 
Roger and his companions broke into a run.
They only made it a few more feet before they heard a louder rumbling. The ground shook so violently they were almost thrown off their feet, but that only made them run faster.
Then a loud cracking sound, and a roar of falling stone.
Roger dared a look over his shoulder again and saw the entire rock shelter, the entrance to the subterranean Mithraeum St. Eugenios had burned so long ago, come crashing down, pushing out to create a tidal wave of stone that swept the monastery and the cultists before it.
That tidal wave swept down toward them.
They sprinted, falling, stumbling, lifting each other up, as stones flew past them. The avalanche rumbled after them, boulders smacking off outcroppings of the mountainside, until the path took a turn and they landed flat on their faces out of danger, panting, nearly unconscious, as rocks flew past the corner and out into open air to bounce down the mountainside. Roger, his heart pounding, knew that he and his companions were the only ones to survive.
He turned out to be wrong, for a moment later, the Tribune and one of his followers stumbled down the path. They were bloodied, their clothing torn and dirty, but they carried the scepter and reliquary, both unharmed. They coughed as they inhaled the dust covering them.
“Did anyone else survive?” Roger asked. He rounded the corner and saw the dust settling over the heap of stones. He saw a few bloody wrecks between them, but of most of the procession there was no trace.
The Tribune shook his head.
“God has abandoned us,” he wailed.
Roger smiled and leveled his gun at the Tribune and his priest.
“Don’t worry, you’ll have a chance to sing again.”
The Tribune stared at him, uncomprehending.
“What do you mean?”
“You and your friend know the Sacred Note, and we still have two of the relics. It looks like you lost the monocle, though, and the others. Never mind. The Order and Dr. Harlow will have some plans for you.”
“But we have to destroy the Turks!”
"You already destroyed Jacob Snow and Jana Peters. That's good enough. And we're hunting a lot bigger game than just the Turks. Now move. You open your mouths again, and it will be the last note you sing."
Roger Tyson and the operatives from The Order led the two bedraggled men down the slope to the waiting cars.
“Let’s hurry,” he told his unit. “Every cop in Trabzon is going to be here pretty soon. Plus, we need to get started on turning Agent Peters."
“Do you really think we can recruit him?” one woman asked.
“Oh, yes. At first, I didn’t think we could, but then Dr. Harlow discovered something that I didn’t know, that nobody knew. That changed everything. Before long, Aaron Peters will be working for The Order, and the CIA won’t even know it.”
Roger smiled. It had been a good mission. Their arch enemy was a prisoner and two other major threats were crushed underground. And now Dr. Harlow had two more toys to play with.
Yes, it had been a good day. The first day of a new era.  
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