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CHAPTER 1

 


Just as Natalie Rowe crossed the street, an
icy gust of wind scratched at her cheeks as if it were sandpaper.
Shivering from the cold, she picked up the pace. She waved at an
approaching cab only to be splattered with water as it sped by.
Sometimes Natalie regretted relocating to Washington, D.C. Not only
did the bad weather depress her, but living in the city was
terribly expensive.

She was running late for her meeting with
Amman Lal Ded. She had made an appointment to see the controversial
archeologist from Pakistan because she owed him a favor, and also
because the letter he’d sent her piqued her curiosity.

She was about to dash to the subway entrance
when a taxi pulled up to the curb. Natalie shouted. “I need to get
to the Smithsonian in a hurry.”

The taxi driver’s face lit up when Natalie
flashed a bill. “There’s a ten-dollar tip in it for you. What do
you say?” Not waiting for a response, she opened the passenger
door, barely avoiding a collision with its departing occupant. She
tapped the driver’s shoulder. “Please hurry. I am late for an
important meeting.”

Natalie settled back and fished Dr. Lal Ded’s
letter from her purse. She read it again, hoping it would offer
some additional clues:

 


I have recently unearthed a document,

which will shed some light on a major

Christian premise. I need your help to

validate what I have uncovered. In the

interest of science, it is imperative we

meet. I will call you as soon as I arrive

in Washington. Please do not tell anyone

I am coming. I will explain everything

when we meet.

 


Natalie stuffed the letter back into her
purse and looked at her watch. She leaned forward. “Can’t you go a
little faster?”

The cabby shrugged. “Look, lady. I’m not
going to risk a hundred-dollar ticket for a ten-dollar tip.”
Anxiously, Natalie looked at her watch again and then took a mirror
out of her purse, quickly examining herself. Other than her long
blonde hair, which was a little disheveled, she was pleased with
what she saw. She quickly applied a small amount of lipstick. This
will have to do, she decided.

As the cab pulled to the curb, it was still
moving when Natalie shoved a twenty at the driver. “Keep the
change.” Rushing to the museum’s front entrance, she flashed her
identification at the security guard. A push of a button
automatically triggered the latch, and she entered the area
available only to authorized personnel.

Natalie walked briskly along the corridor
that led through the museum’s main vestibule. She could hear the
staccato tap of her high heels on the polished marble floor. She
hated to be late for anything. She felt it was the ultimate mark of
rudeness.

Natalie instantly recognized the fragile
looking man waiting to see her. Lal Ded had stark white hair and
thick bushy eyebrows that appeared disproportionate to his
forehead. His face was riddled with creases. He sat in the small
reception area she shared with another curator. He had a worried
expression on his face as he stood to shake her hand. “It’s so good
to see you, Dr. Rowe. I’m Amman Lal Ded. Do you remember our
meeting two years ago?” The professor looked pale and nervous,
extremely ill at ease.

“Of course. If it had not been for you,
I probably would never have received my doctorate.” Natalie still
recalled how Professor Lal Ded, who at that time had been teaching
at the University of New York, had supported her work. He was one
of four professors assigned to review her dissertation on carbon
dating, and the only one who saw the merit in her research. She was
very much aware that he was instrumental in her obtaining her
degree. He’d convinced the other three advisors to approve her
thesis, arguing she had backed up her hypothesis with thorough
research.

Lal Ded smiled. “You were always on the
forefront of controversy as I remember.”

“That’s true. Unfortunately, I still
am. But I’m really sorry to have kept you waiting.”

The elderly archeologist looked distraught.
He glanced through the doorway down the hall as if making sure he
hadn’t been followed. “I don’t have a lot of time. Please excuse me
if I seem somewhat abrupt, Dr. Rowe.”

Natalie closed the door to her small office
and waved Lal Ded to a seat. She was anxious to learn what the
eminent scholar had to say. “Please call me Natalie. We don’t stand
on formalities around here.”

For a brief moment the worry left his face.
“Thank you, Natalie. You can call me Amman. Are you sure there is
privacy in your office?”

“My office is not bugged, if that’s
what you mean.”

Although the professor appeared to relax, his
breath came in short gasps as if it pained him to talk. Natalie
leaned towards him so she could make out his words more easily.
Although he spoke English well, his heavy accent made it difficult
to understand what he said.

“I’m in need of your expertise,
Natalie, but unfortunately, I don’t have time today to go into all
the specifics.” Taking a handkerchief out of his pocket, he wiped
the beads of perspiration off his brow. He kept looking at the
office door as if he expected it to burst open at any moment. In a
near whisper, he asked, “Would you be willing to examine an ancient
document I’ve recovered? I’d really like you to give me an opinion
about its authenticity.”

“Of course. What kind of a document is
it?”

Amman leaned closer toward Natalie. “I know I
can trust you to keep what I will share with you in the strictest
of confidence. No one, and I mean no one with the exception of my
son, knows about my current research.”

Unlatching his leather briefcase, Lal Ded
extracted a file folder. After glancing at his watch, he handed it
to Natalie. “Would you mind holding on to this for a while? Please
make sure you keep it in a safe place.” The scholar stood to leave.
“I was hoping I would have more time to explain things, but I must
get back.”

Natalie opened her mouth to respond, but
Amman interrupted. “If I don’t get back to the convention, I’ll be
missed. I have to make a presentation on the ninth book of the
Puranas. My speaking engagements will be over tomorrow
afternoon. If it’s all right with you, I’ll come back then to
reclaim the material.”

“But why all the secrecy?”

“When you live in the Middle East, you
learn to become cautious. I think I’ve stumbled onto something of
enormous significance. If what I found is genuine, not only will it
shed light on the crucifixion of Jesus, but it will also
substantiate a hoax that I’ve recently discovered.” Amman reached
for the doorknob. “I can’t afford to let this folder get into the
wrong hands. That’s why I brought it here in the hope you will keep
it for me. If you can spare me an hour tomorrow, I will explain
everything.”

“Of course. I’ll give you all the time
you need. And again, I apologize for having kept you waiting.”
Curious, she added, “What made you come to me?”

“You are the only person I know in
Washington who has the expertise to validate my claim.” His voice
quavered. “I know this is a lot to ask, but you would be doing me a
great favor. I promise that tomorrow I’ll make everything clear.
I’m confident once you become familiar with what I’m trying to
accomplish that you will want to help me.” Amman paused. “If
something happens to me, I want you to contact my son in Kashmir.”
He scribbled a name, address, and telephone number on the back of
one of his cards and gave it to her.

Natalie stood up. “But what
if . . .”

“Please, Natalie. I must go. Would four
o’clock tomorrow be satisfactory? I’ll come here to your
office.”

“I suppose so.” Natalie walked to her
wall safe. “In the meantime, I’ll put your folder in here for
safekeeping.”

“Thank you.” Amman started to open the
door, then turned back. “Remember this. Although you are a
Christian and I am a Muslim, we are both scientists. It is our job
to seek out the facts, regardless of where the truth might lead
us.”

He abruptly left as her phone rang. The
authoritative voice was, as always, terse. “I need that report for
the board meeting tonight, Dr. Rowe. You will have it ready for me
by five o’clock, won’t you?”

“Yes,” she said, then hung up. She
called out to Amman, wanting to get the name of his hotel in case
she needed to reach him, but he was already gone. She placed his
folder in the wall safe, closed it, and spun the combination. She
had trouble concentrating on the report. She could still hear the
urgency and desperation in Amman’s voice. Feeling a sense of
foreboding, she wondered what the document could possibly contain
that had made Amman so nervous and ill at ease.

 



CHAPTER 2

 


Preoccupied with examining tissue samples
under a microscope, Natalie suddenly realized it was almost six
o’clock. The professor must be running late, she thought.
Disappointed, she assumed he was tied up at the convention. Or did
he say he’d be by tomorrow? For her, the days blended into each
other. Curious, and a little worried, she hoped he would contact
her.

She decided to call it a day, stuffed some
papers in her briefcase, and headed for the museum’s exit. As she
passed the skeletal remains of Tyrannosaurus rex, she looked at its
gaping jaws. The carnivore always reminded her of her ex-husband.
She cringed. Their period of marital bliss had been brief. When he
was courting her, he seemed supportive of her goals and ambitions,
but slowly his resentment of the very things that were so important
to her surfaced. He was constantly demeaning her, mocking her.

From the outset, he resented the long hours
of studies she pursued at the university. “Why in the hell would
anyone want a doctorate in paleontology? That’s a useless degree.
If you’re going to spend all that time and money going to college,
at least be productive. Get a degree in medicine, like me. At least
I wouldn’t be stuck paying off your student loans.”

To please her husband, she’d earned a medical
degree, specializing in forensic medicine. Then, as their lives
grew more separate, to please herself she earned a Ph.D. in
paleontology. Their long work hours coupled with bitter quarrels
took their toll. They divorced, but at twenty-nine, she was pleased
at what she had accomplished. She had put her knowledge to good
use. Her doctoral thesis was in a relatively new scientific field.
Maybe her ex-husband didn’t think that dealing with DNA samples was
exciting, but she enjoyed her work.

Natalie was praised by many of her colleagues
for her groundbreaking experiments in the area of DNA analysis, but
when her marriage failed, she quit her job at the county coroner’s
office and accepted a position with the Smithsonian. Her primary
job was to extract, quantify and evaluate the DNA contained in
fossilized remains of mammals and reptiles living thousands of
years ago. She found the job challenging and a lot more satisfying
than performing autopsies.

 


***

 


When her alarm went off at six the next
morning, Natalie pressed the snooze button. She always allowed
herself that extra fifteen minutes under the covers, a temporary
respite from the demands she knew the day would bring. When the
alarm sounded again, she reluctantly crawled out of bed, pulled on
her sweats, and plugged in the coffee pot. When she left the
apartment she could see snow, like small pieces of confetti, melt
as it made contact with the street. She hesitated for a second or
two, turned up her collar, and started her run. Even when it wasn’t
snowing, it was always cold at this time of the morning, but the
jog would quickly warm her.

It was the time of day she enjoyed most. When
the city itself was awakening. She relished this time alone when
she could mentally organize her day and set up her priorities.
Having a game plan always gave her a head start. Her thoughts
drifted to Professor Lal Ded. Hopefully, he would contact her
today. The urgency and mystery of his visit had certainly piqued
her interest.

On her way back to her brownstone, she
stopped by the newsstand. “Hi, Joe. What’s in the news today?”

“A bomb went off at the Beverly Manor
Hotel.”

“Oh my God. That’s close. I hope we’re
not in for another 9/11.”

She tucked the newspaper under her arm and
ran home. After pouring herself coffee, she sat at the kitchen
table and scanned the front page. The headline screamed at her.
TERROR STRIKES AGAIN! Her hands shook as she read.

 


At 8:00 p.m. yesterday evening, a blast
from

a bomb incinerated a room on the sixteenth
floor

of the Beverly Manor Hotel. One man was
killed.

He was identified as Amman Lal Ded, an

archeologist from Pakistan. Police
wouldn’t

comment as to whether or not terrorists
were

involved. Lal Ded was attending an
Islamic

convention in Washington.

 


Without finishing the article, Natalie put
the paper down, tears streaming down her face. That poor old man.
Why would anyone want to hurt him? Still shaken, she tried to
recall every word of their conversation as she hurried to the
Smithsonian. He seemed so nervous when we met. He must have known
he was in danger. Why else would he ask me to contact his son if
something were to happen to him?

Once she closed the door to her office, she
immediately opened the wall safe, removed the professor’s folder
and began skimming through the material. Most of Lal Ded’s notes
appeared to be nothing more than names of chapters and verses from
the Old and New Testament. Half of what he had written was in
Arabic, and the other half in English. Also, he had scribbled a few
German words.

There were fifteen pages in all. On the last
page a small key had been taped over a portion of the writing. She
removed the tape, careful not to damage the paper. The key looked
similar to one she had to a safety deposit box. She turned her
attention back to Lal Ded’s notes.

She could barely read one of the words in the
upper right corner of the last page, but finally, she managed to
decipher it. “Quelle.” She thought it was German, but
couldn’t be sure. Going back through the professor’s notes, she
examined each page carefully. Nothing unusual here, she decided.
Then she pulled out the letter he had written and reread the first
sentence:

 


I have recently unearthed a document,

which will shed some light on a major

Christian premise.

 


Natalie knew she should call the police and
turn the folder over to them. But before she did that, a voice deep
within her told her she should make several copies of the material.
Before she could change her mind, she walked down the hall to the
copier and quickly reproduced the contents of the folder. She then
placed the copies in an envelope and put them in the safe. She kept
the original in her briefcase, knowing the police would want to see
them after she told them about the professor’s strange request.

While waiting to speak to the authorities,
she quickly rehearsed what she would say. Although she knew she
would have to provide the police with Lal Ded’s original folder,
she wondered about the key. Should she give it to them or hold it
for the professor’s son? She finally decided it would have more
meaning to Amman Lal Ded’s son than to the authorities. If it was
important, he could turn it over to the police. She assumed the
authorities would inform him of his father’s death since she
planned on giving them his address and telephone number. However,
she thought it would be more personal if he heard about his
father’s death from her first, rather than from the police. It was
the least she could do for the man who had been so helpful to her.
Natalie tried to put a call through to Kashmir, but she couldn’t
get an outside line. Frustrated, she decided to send a wire
instead.

 


***

 


After the police left, Natalie sat alone in
her office mulling over what had just transpired. She kept going
over and over their conversation, trying to piece together any
possible clues. He had said he had to make a presentation on the
ninth book of the Puranas, whatever the hell that is. That’s
as good a place as any to start, she decided.

With her door still closed, Natalie called
Perri Cartoom, a colleague at the Smithsonian who dealt with Far
Eastern artifacts. “Perri, what do you know about the ninth book of
the Puranas?”

“Absolutely nothing. Why do you ask?
Aren’t they keeping you busy at the microscope anymore?”

Natalie liked Perri. She had a good sense of
humor. “Seriously. I need some help. Hopefully, you can steer me in
the right direction.”

“Give me a few minutes. I’ll call you
back.”

Moments later the phone rang. “It’s me.
Perri. The ninth book of the Puranas is an old Muslim text.
It’s really referred to as the Bhavishya Mahapurana. About
the only thing I can tell you is that it’s written in Aramaic.
Also, Washington is fresh out of English translations. Apparently,
the book was never a best seller.”

“That’s okay. I’m fluent in
Aramaic.”

Natalie heard Perri gasp. “Are you
serious?”

“Of course not, but I can speak a
little Spanish.”

Perri laughed. “I know who might be able to
help you. A relative of mine. His name is Abbas Shah. He owns a
bookstore on Forty-Second Street that specializes in rare and out
of print books. You better hurry though.”

“Why?”

“Because he’s ninety-six years old.
Whenever he gets tired, he closes his shop early.”

“Thanks, Perri. I owe you.” Her
cautious side told her it would be best to leave matters to the
authorities, but her intellectual curiosity wouldn’t let her drop
this matter. Besides, what would be the harm of talking to Abbas
Shah?

 



CHAPTER 3

 


It was after one in the afternoon when she
finally found the bookshop. The door was locked, but a sign above a
buzzer said to ring the bell. She did so and moments later saw an
old man’s face peering at her through the wooden blinds. Perri had
been right about his age. He looked fragile and withered. Finally,
she heard the latch give, and the door opened. An inquisitive pair
of eyes stared up at her. “What can I help you with, young lady?”
His voice sounded as if it came from the far recesses of a
cave.

“My name is Natalie Rowe. I work at the
Smithsonian. A colleague of mine, Perri Cartoom, thought you might
be able to help me.”

Natalie wasn’t sure if Abbas had heard her. She was
about to repeat herself when the door opened wider. “Ah, yes. She’s
my great grandniece. She told me you might be coming by.”

As Natalie entered the shop, she noted books
were stacked from floor to ceiling on countless shelves. She
couldn’t imagine there were so many rare books in existence. Abbas
Shah led her to the back of the store to a small table where it was
obvious he had been enjoying a cup of tea.

“Would you care for some
refreshment?”

His accent was pronounced. Natalie was about
to say she didn’t have the time, but then remembered that in an
Eastern culture no one ever rushed. Besides, it would be rude to
refuse.

“Yes, please. That would be nice.” It
seemed to take forever, but finally they settled down to sip their
tea. “Mr. Shah. I was wondering if you could help me. Are you
familiar with a book called Bhavishya
Mahapurana?”

“Please call me Abbas, Dr. Rowe. There
are eighteen books of the Hindus called the Puranas. The
ninth book, the Bhavishya Mahapurana, records an encounter
of King Shalivahana with Jesus near Srinagar.”

“What’s so special about
that?”

Abbas took another sip of his tea. “Well,
it’s considered to be an extremely reliable text. This written
account is perhaps the most important of any document recording the
presence of Jesus long after his crucifixion.”

Natalie leaned forward. “Did I hear you
correctly?”

Abbas smiled. “I take it you aren’t familiar
with the post-crucifixion theory?”

Natalie tried to hide her surprise, not sure
if the old man was pulling her leg. “I thought Jesus died on the
cross.”

Abbas took another sip of his tea. “The
author of the Bhavishya Mahapurana was not a Christian, Dr.
Rowe. It was written in the year 3191 of the Kaukikia Era. That
roughly corresponds to the year 115 AD. His account was compiled
five years before Jesus’ death.” He stressed the “before.”

“Holy . . .” Natalie
stopped herself from cursing, a habit she’d picked up from her
father. And it would have been in bad taste.
“But . . . But that would have made Jesus well over
one hundred years old!”

Abbas nodded his head. “That’s true. I’m
almost ninety-seven, and I think that’s old, but nothing compared
to Jesus’ age when he died.”

Natalie looked into the wise old eyes. “You
are serious about all of this, aren’t you?”

“My dear lady. Of course, I’m serious.
I’m not one to dissuade you from your beliefs, but there is one
thing you must understand. Most everything Christians believe, and
I’m assuming you are a Christian, stems from the Gospels. I’m not
going to sit here and argue about their validity, but one thing I
will tell you. Unlike the Gospels, the Bhavishya Mahapurana
is considered by many scholars to be a more reliable text. And,
among other things, it reveals explicit information about Jesus’
life during his post-crucifixion period.”

Not deeply religious, Natalie was confused by
his comments. “What do you mean the Gospels are not as
reliable?”

Abbas looked at her as a teacher would a
pupil. “It’s well known that the accounts of Jesus and his
disciples were carried by word of mouth from one generation to the
next. It was at least eighty to a hundred years before anyone
actually bothered to record the life of Jesus in the Gospels. I
think you will agree that information passed on verbally has a way
of becoming exaggerated and distorted.”

Natalie realized she was definitely treading
on unfamiliar ground. “Have there been more books written by
religious scholars in this area?”

“You mean about Jesus not dying on the
Cross?”

Abbas chuckled, “My dear Dr. Rowe. There are
probably more prolific scholarly works written about Jesus
surviving the crucifixion than there are books written about him
dying on the cross and being resurrected.”

She sensed the old man was telling her the
truth. “Forgive me for sounding ignorant, but if what you say is
true, why am I only hearing about this now? I’m educated and well
read. You’d think there would have been some class or lecture I
would have attended that would have touched upon such a
controversial subject.”

Abbas patted Natalie’s hand. “Because most
European scholars find it distasteful to admit Christian religion
owes a debt to non-Christian sources. Your Kipling said it well.
‘For East is East and West is West, and never the twain shall
meet.’ ” He paused. “No disrespect, but Western scholars,
although fascinated by our Eastern wisdom, have always found it
hard to admit that the West could have ever borrowed anything of
worth from the East. You see, Doctor, in the eyes of your peers,
the East will never be equal to the West in cultural
accomplishments.”

This was a lot to absorb, but there was
wisdom in the old man’s words. “I thank you for spending this much
time with me. If anyone I know is in need of a rare book, I’ll
certainly pass your name along.”

Abbas faintly bowed his head. “Perri tells me
you have a medical degree.”

“Yes.”

“If you can wait a minute, there is
something I’d like you to read.” Abbas shuffled to the back of the
store. After countless minutes, he returned with a book. He picked
up a rag and wiped the dust off its cover. “You may enjoy this. It
was written by a physician in nineteen twenty-eight.” As an
afterthought, he added, “It’s in English.”

“Thank you. Rest assured I’ll return it
in good condition.”

 


***

 


That evening Natalie took a copy of Professor
Lal Ded’s file home with her. Her interest in it had definitely
escalated after her meeting with Abbas Shah. She was now convinced
the professor hadn’t exaggerated when he told her that he had
stumbled on to an astounding discovery.

It must have had something to do with DNA.
Why else would he contact her? She had so much on her plate at the
Smithsonian, she argued with herself, that she should put this
whole matter behind her—the police would solve the murder. But it
wasn’t who committed the murder that intrigued her. It was why he
had been murdered.

On Monday at work she would again try to
reach Amman’s son, Mushtaq, in Kashmir. Maybe he could shed some
light on his late father’s notes, those she now so carefully
guarded. Fleetingly, she wondered if her own life could be in
danger. No, I won’t go there, she told herself, dismissing the
notion as she opened the book Abbas had loaned her.

 



CHAPTER 4

 


Mushtaq Lal Ded heard the screeching wail of
the two jets after they had flown by. The sound reminded him of the
skirmish he had read about in yesterday’s newspaper. He prayed the
tension between Pakistan and India wouldn’t escalate into a nuclear
war. Although he was from Pakistan and lived in Free Kashmir, he
was embarrassed that his country and India had fought two recent
wars over a piece of dirt eighty-five miles long and twenty-five
miles wide. He shook his head, regretting that no one had ever paid
any attention to the cease-fire line the United Nations had drawn
between the territory owned by Pakistan and India.

Mushtaq was in a hurry. He had a lecture to
give at Mohi-ud-Din, the Islamic university where for eight years
he had been teaching comparative religion to foreign exchange
students. He stopped briefly to buy a newspaper.

Two headlines shared the front page. Muslim
rebels contesting Indian rule had crossed into a neighboring Indian
state overnight, shooting and killing twenty-five construction
workers who had been sleeping in a remote area of Kashmir. The
second story substantiated his fear of a major escalation of the
conflict between Pakistan and India. Indian Air Force jets had
strafed groups of anti-Indian insurgents entrenched in the
inhospitable mountain region of Kashmir near the Tibetan
border.

As Mushtaq entered the lecture hall, he again
chastised himself for not seeking a teaching position in a less
turbulent part of the world. He was ashamed that the Pakistani
government was every bit as guilty as India in manipulating
tensions in Kashmir. Both sides were whipping up nationalist and
religious sentiment to deflect public attention from the turmoil
within their own borders.

Eighty students were already seated, waiting
for him. Taking out his notes, Mushtaq walked to the front of the
auditorium and arranged them on the podium. He cleared his throat.
“Last week, we discussed the similarities between Islamic and
Christian beliefs. I thought that today I would summarize some of
the main differences. Remember there will be an examination a week
from Tuesday. Rest assured you will be asked to compare and
contrast some of these religious ideologies.”

Mushtaq paused briefly. “To summarize a point
I made last week, Islam does believe in the Virgin Birth of Jesus.
In its eyes Jesus was a prophet of God and no more. Although most
Muslims think he was lifted up by God, they don’t believe he was
crucified.”

Mushtaq left the lectern and moved closer to
his students. “You must understand that in Islam the person and
work of Jesus are not seen in the same way as in the Christian
world. For the Christian, the resurrection of Jesus as the
Incarnate Son of God is the vital cornerstone of faith. But the
Muslim does not believe that Jesus is the Son of God or that He
rose from the dead. A Muslim will look at Jesus as the ‘Word of
God’ and as the ‘Spirit of God,’ but not as the ‘Son of God.’ To a
Muslim that would be blasphemy.”

A hand waved in the back of the room. “How do
Muslims compare Jesus and Mohammed as prophets?”

Mushtaq prided himself in conducting an open
forum. “I didn’t know the two men had entered a popularity
contest.”

The auditorium erupted with chuckles.

Mushtaq knew the reason his lecture halls
were always packed was because students enjoyed his sense of humor.
“Seriously, let me answer your question this way. Muslims believe
that Jesus was a sinless prophet but not as great as Mohammed. Many
Muslims feel Jesus was too spiritual while Mohammed was a practical
man’s prophet.”

Another hand shot up. “Is it true that Islam
rejects the Trinity?”

“Ah, I see that you haven’t read my
book on the subject. I have autographed copies you can buy at the
door.” Mushtaq paused. “Just kidding.” Again the hall was filled
with chuckles. “You pose a good question, and one that should be
answered. Islam teaches that God is a single unit of omnipotence.
What you must understand is that Islam is not rejecting the
biblical view of God. Islam is refuting the concept of God the
Father, Mary the Mother and Jesus the Son. To the Muslims this is
blasphemy.”

 


* * *

 


The sun had already set by the time Mushtaq
made it back to his apartment. He was at the foot of the stairs
when his landlady approached him. “This telegram was delivered to
you earlier, Dr. Lal Ded.”

He thanked her and then climbed the stairs to
his flat. It was cold. He turned up the heat. It would take a good
twenty minutes to warm the room. Placing a pot of water on the
stove to heat, he tore open the blue and white envelope. After
reading the telegram, he collapsed into a chair. Tears streamed
down his cheeks.

“I had a premonition this was going to
happen,” he mumbled. “I told him time and time again to leave well
enough alone, but would he listen to me? No, because he was a
stubborn idealist. A dreamer.”

Mushtaq picked up a textbook from the coffee
table and slammed it to the floor. It would have been one thing had
he died for a worthy cause. But knowing his father, he probably
died over a scientific belief, a hunch that had no empirical
foundation.

He walked to the window. It had started to
rain; it was too dark to see out. He could hear the wind beating
the water against the glass. It reminded him of the day he’d had
his first major confrontation with his father.

He’d wanted to drop out of the Academy so he
could join the army. His father would have none of it. He’d
convinced Mushtaq that he could make a greater contribution to his
country by continuing with his studies. Amman had been his role
model as well as his mentor. If not for his father, he would never
have become a professor at the university, and now Amman was gone.
He threw his hands up in the air. There isn’t even anyone to call.
He died alone in a land he knew very little about. In some hotel
room from the blast of a bomb.

 


* * *

 


The next morning Mushtaq called the embassy.
He managed to arrange for a colleague to stand in for him at the
university. Then he booked a flight for Washington. As Amman’s sole
surviving relative, he had to claim his father’s body and return it
to Pakistan for proper burial. He imagined the United States to be
no different from any other country in the world. There would be an
investigation, possibly even some public outrage, and then things
would go on as before.

Mushtaq contemplated what he must do after he
put his father to rest. He always thought himself too civilized to
abide by the revenge code so inherent in many of his people, but he
knew he could never rest until whoever was responsible for his
father’s death was punished.

 



CHAPTER 5

 


Natalie had put off making the call to
Mushtaq Lal Ded. She wasn’t sure exactly what to say, but she knew
she had to do it. It seemed to take forever to make the connection,
but a deep resonant voice finally came on the line. “This is
Mushtaq Lal Ded.”

“My name is Natalie Rowe. You don’t
know me, but I’m the one who sent you the telegram. I’m sorry I had
to be the bearer of such bad news, Mr. Lal Ded.”

“You are very kind. If you hadn’t
informed me, I probably wouldn’t have known for a month. The
bureaucracy in Pakistan moves very slowly.”

His English was far better than his father’s,
barely a trace of an accent.

“I think you’d find the American
government works much the same way,” Natalie said.

The pain in his voice was almost palpable.
“Have you known my father long?”

“I really didn’t know him all that
well. He was one of my advisors when he was affiliated with the
University of New York. He came to me and asked for my help because
he felt he could trust me.”

“Do you have any idea why he was
killed? Did he say anything to you?”

Natalie thought back to her one and only
brief meeting with Amman. “Well, he did appear to be somewhat
nervous. He gave me a file and asked me to keep it for him.”

“Do you know what’s in it?”

“I’ve looked through it, but to tell
you the truth I couldn’t really make much sense out of his notes.
They were mainly references to biblical phrases I had never heard
of. I did make out one word. I think it’s German.”

“What is it?”

“Quelle. Do you know what it
means?”

“I think so.” Mushtaq hesitated, then
added, “We’d better not talk on the phone. I’ll be in Washington in
a few days to claim my father’s body. Would you mind if I call you
then?”

Natalie again sensed Mushtaq’s sadness. “Of
course. Let me give you my work number. I’m with the Smithsonian.
When you have some time, you can come by and we can talk. I have
some questions that maybe you could clear up, and there’s also a
copy of the file he left with me.”

“What happened to the
original?”

“I gave it to the FBI. They were called
in because of the possibility that your father’s death was
connected with terrorist activity.”

“It was astute of you to make a copy.
Thank you. I’ll be in touch.”

Natalie was still holding the dead receiver
in her hand when she remembered she’d forgotten to tell him about
the key. She decided it really didn’t matter. She would tell him
soon enough. Natalie felt a deep empathy for Mushtaq Lal Ded. It
wasn’t easy to lose a parent. She had lost her father only two
months before. He had been sick with cancer for more than a year so
it had not been a surprise.

 


* * *

 


When Natalie’s alarm went off Monday morning,
she did something she’d never done before. Instead of hitting the
snooze button, she turned it off. She had stayed up half the night
reading the book Abbas had loaned her, and it was a revelation. Had
anyone told her two days ago that she would even be weighing the
possibility that Jesus did not perish on the cross, but lived long
enough to die a natural death, she would have laughed. But not
now.

It was obvious the man who wrote the book was
a physician. Even though it was written at the turn of the century
and she didn’t accept all of his theories, the author had made a
detailed study of Jesus from a medical point of view.

Basically, he had reconstructed the
Crucifixion. He thought it unusual for a young and healthy man to
have died in such a short period of time. The Roman punishment of
crucifixion ultimately killed its victim, but his premise was that
it would have taken much longer for Jesus to die. His research had
pointed out that death would have come from either starvation,
shock, or attacks from birds of prey. He felt that instead of
perishing on the Cross, Jesus had most likely lost
consciousness.

Natalie reread a passage:

 


Christ’s feeling of thirst and utterance of
the

dramatic words “It is finished” just before
he

died is more consistent with fainting.
The

“blood and water,” which gushed out of
Christ’s

body when the Roman soldier pierced him
with

a lance proves the heart was still
beating.

 


Although Natalie didn’t agree with the part
about the blood and water, she thought the book had been well
written. The most astonishing chapter dealt with the writer’s
review of literature on the subject. The author even provided a
bibliography referencing several medical textbooks that described
the healing ointment applied to the wounds of Jesus.

It bothered Natalie to think that Jesus might
not have died on the Cross. If he didn’t die, then there couldn’t
have been a resurrection. And if his remains were interred in some
tomb, then how could he have ascended to heaven?

Natalie had been brought up to believe that
Jesus was the Son of God. For the first time in her life, she was
skeptical. She thought about the religious implications if this
were to be true. If Jesus didn’t die on the cross in atonement for
our sins as the Bible says, then is he truly the Son of God?

Although Natalie was far from being convinced
Jesus had an earthly life after the crucifixion, she had to admit
the theory existed. Otherwise, why would there have been so many
scholarly works written on the subject? She felt Abbas had been
right about the Western world discrediting Eastern points of view.
She knew this to be true because she had even experienced some
closed-mindedness among her colleagues regarding Eastern
ideologies.

Natalie decided to take a day off work. She’d
stop by to return the book to Abbas. Maybe he had another on the
subject. And if he didn’t, she could always go to the library. She
was astonished that intelligent well-educated people, Easterners
and Westerners alike, had written volumes on a subject about which
she knew nothing. Natalie realized her perspective of the world was
limited. But what did she expect? Most of the time she had her mind
focused upon what the microscope revealed.

Amman must have stumbled onto something
spectacular. Why else was he murdered? What did Amman unearth that
she could help him validate? Even though she’d be treading in
uncharted waters, Natalie was determined to discover the meaning in
what the folder contained.

 



CHAPTER 6

 


The security at the airport was extremely
tight. When Mushtaq arrived in Washington he had been
strip-searched twice. Although he understood the need for the
precautions, he resented being singled out solely because he was of
Middle Eastern descent. By the time he passed through customs and
retrieved his luggage, he was exhausted. The flight had been long,
and because he had chosen economy class, it had also been
uncomfortable. He was well over six feet tall and had traveled most
of the way without being able to stretch his legs.

After an equally poor night of rest, Mushtaq
made contact with the authorities. They questioned him for hours
about his father. He wanted to cooperate, but there wasn’t much he
could tell them. He now regretted he hadn’t been as close to the
man as he once was.

Over the years they had grown apart over
ideological differences and, unfortunately, now it was too late to
rekindle the closeness the two had experienced when his mother had
first passed away. With the exception of a few distant cousins and
an uncle he rarely saw, Mushtaq no longer had family.

Once Inspector Morrison from the FBI had
finished with him, he was allowed to enter the morgue. The stench
of formaldehyde sickened him. Within a few minutes an orderly
appeared, and after having his identification checked for a second
time, Mushtaq was ushered into a larger room—green, drab, and
sterile. He was handed a surgeon’s mask and led to a wall with
dozens of gunmetal gray cabinets.

The orderly selected one toward the end of
the room and rolled it out like a file drawer. An olive green body
bag covered the corpse. The coroner’s assistant unzipped it,
standing back to allow him to examine his father’s remains. He said
a silent prayer. He hoped a mistake had been made, and that the man
he was about to see would not be his father.

Mushtaq had seen dead people before. In the
Arab world it was not unusual to run into a bloodied corpse lying
in the middle of the street. This, however, was personal. This was
his father. A living, breathing, intelligent human being who had
loved him and had also loved his life.

The sight of him lying there with a tag on
the big toe of his left foot sent a shiver through him. The bomb
had done its job only too well. Amman Lal Ded was almost beyond
recognition. His left arm and leg were partially severed from his
body; sharp fragments of steel were imbedded in his neck and torso.
Mushtaq stroked his father’s head, now cold and rubbery to the
touch, as he gazed at him for the last time.

It was his father, no question about it.
People said they looked alike, that he was a younger version of his
father. He had his father’s wavy hair, angular jaw, high cheekbones
and perfectly proportioned nose as well as thick, bushy brows.
Amman still had his goatee, but Mushtaq had shaved his off
recently. If he said a prayer over his father and begged Allah’s
forgiveness for not being close by to help him, maybe Amman would
forgive him for being a disloyal son.

“Are you ready to leave now?” the
orderly asked blandly. “I have several other people waiting.” Once
Mushtaq turned away, he heard the orderly zip the plastic cover
closed. Then there was the sound of the steel drawer being pushed
back into the wall.

He was led into an outer office where a clerk
made him sign for a small plastic bag containing his father’s
personal effects. A wallet, keys, and a gold medallion were his
only inheritance. Amman had been a man of modest means; his few
earthly possessions had been willed to the university so the money
could be used for research. At the time, he had suffered some hurt
feelings, but now it made no difference.

He studied the neckpiece that his father
always wore. The chain was in several pieces. However, the
medallion had weathered the bomb’s shrapnel. Tears welled up in his
eyes. His father had promised to give him the medallion one day,
but Mushtaq never thought he’d acquire it under such
circumstances.

As he walked outside, the fresh air cleared
his head. Turning toward Mecca, he whispered. “I swear by
everything sacred and holy that I will not rest till I find out who
killed you, Father. Let Allah be my witness that your murderer will
not go unpunished.”

 



CHAPTER 7

 


Natalie barely heard the soft knock on the
office door. “Come in. It’s not locked.” Looking up, she saw a tall
man of Middle Eastern descent standing on the threshold.

“My name is Mushtaq Lal
Ded.”

Natalie rose to her feet. “Of course. I’ve
been expecting you.” His handshake was firm, his hair curly, and
his white teeth stark against his olive complexion. But she was
drawn to his eyes, the darkest she had ever seen. And large,
enhancing his high cheekbones, giving him a brooding appearance.
She had anticipated a younger version of his father, but Mushtaq
was much taller, impeccably dressed, and had an air of
sophistication about him. This is one handsome man.

Suddenly aware she was staring at him,
Natalie looked away. “Please, have a seat, won’t you? Did
you . . . Did you . . .”

“Yes. I just came from there. It was my
father. No question about it.”

Natalie couldn’t find the right words to
cover her awkwardness. She turned to the wall safe and handed him
Amman’s folder. “This is a copy of what I was holding for your
father.”

Mushtaq opened it and rustled through the
pages. “I’d like to take this with me if I may. I want to read it
more carefully.”

“Of course. It belongs to you now. I
made one other copy. I’ll give it to you if you wish.”

“No. That won’t be necessary. If my
father trusted you with the file, then so can I. You said you
wanted to ask me some questions.”

“I have so many I don’t know where to
begin.”

“I have plenty of time. Would it be
convenient for you to talk with me now? Perhaps over
coffee?”

“That would be great. There’s a nice
place just down the street.”

 


* * *

 


Even though the restaurant was virtually
empty, they chose a booth in a far corner. After the waitress had
taken their order, Natalie leaned forward and softly asked, “Do you
have any idea why your father was killed?”

“My father wasn’t the quiet type. He
was passionate about his work, and he was not one to keep his
opinions to himself.” Mushtaq looked around the restaurant. He
lowered his voice. “Have you read anything about a prophet by the
name of Yuz Asaf?”

“No.”

“Have you heard of the Marium-Jesus
theory, Doctor Rowe?”

“Please call me Natalie. No. I’m afraid
that’s a little out of my area of expertise.”

Mushtaq paused, collecting his thoughts.
“There’s a lot of literature on the theme that Jesus survived the
crucifixion. Were you aware of that?”

“Only very recently. I read a book on
the subject just this past week and the concept intrigued me. In
fact, I told the gentleman who showed it to me that I was surprised
I hadn’t heard of it before.”

“Most Westerners haven’t. There is a
word for this misguided elitism. It’s called Euro-Centrism, which
describes a provincial outlook that focuses overwhelmingly on
European culture. I hope this won’t offend you, but Asian sources
and documents are rarely given serious consideration in Europe or
America.”

“No offense taken. You are not the only
person who has brought this to my attention. I, for one, think it’s
a shame. People who feel this way are narrow-minded. Many of us in
America do believe science is science and truth is truth. I take it
then that your father was a proponent of this theory?”

“He became so obsessed with the notion
that Jesus survived the crucifixion that he hardly talked about
anything else. After reviewing every scrap of literature ever
written on the subject, he was convinced that Jesus went back to
what is now Indian occupied Kashmir to live out the rest of his
life. A famous Muslim prophet by the name of Yuz Asaf is interred
in Srinagar, Kashmir, in a shrine called Rozabal. My father,
through his research, became convinced that Yuz Asaf and Jesus were
one and the same.”

Natalie gripped her coffee cup to prevent
Mushtaq from seeing her trembling hands. “I need a minute to
process this—Jesus and a Muslim prophet—I can see where this could
be extremely controversial. But to kill?”

Mushtaq’s face softened. “I can tell you know
very little about our Eastern culture. That’s understandable, but
let me finish what I started to say.

“My father also believed that Mary, the
mother of Jesus, was buried in the city of Ephesus in Turkey not
far from Constantinople. He knew it wouldn’t be difficult to have
Mary’s body exhumed. However, he realized the shrine of Rozabal
held the key. He tried to convince the custodians to allow him to
exhume the remains. He felt that if they were tested and then
compared with the results of Mary’s shrine, this would trace the
saint, Yuz Asaf, to his origin . . . and it would
authenticate the Marium-Jesus theory once and for all. One way or
another, he felt it would definitely resolve a controversy that has
been going on for years.”

Listening intently, Natalie now understood
why Amman had sought her help. Her dissertation had delved into the
relatively new concept of using bone marrow to date animal and
human remains. “But I still don’t understand why someone would kill
him over something like this.”

“As I mentioned earlier, my father
always carried things to the extreme. He talked too much. He was
adamant that Jesus’ remains are in Rozabal. Any Muslim claiming
that Jesus and Yuz Asaf were the same person would be severely
punished by his Muslim brethren, if not killed.”

Natalie shook her head and answered slowly.
“I know Christians would also be upset, to put it mildly. But
murder? Don’t you think that’s extreme?”

“I can understand how someone in
America would have a hard time internalizing how Muslims would feel
or, for that matter, react to such thinking. Believe me, Easterners
have a totally different mentality. To this day, members of the
heterodox Ahmadiyya community, who also believe Jesus and Yuz Asaf
are one and that the remains are interred in the Rozabal Shrine,
are severely prosecuted for this line of thought.”

“I can see where your father was
putting himself into a potentially dangerous situation.” She
lowered her voice as the waitress walked by. “But what do you make
of his notes?”

“I need to study them more carefully,”
Mushtaq said with a sigh of frustration. “My father was good at
contriving riddles, particularly if he wanted to keep people
guessing as to what he was up to. So I’m not sure I’ll be able to
learn anything significant from his material.”

“I’m curious. Most of his notes were
written in English and so were the passages he made reference to.
Why would he have done that?”

“I can only think of one reason. He
probably didn’t want anyone living in Pakistan or Kashmir to be
able to read his notes. Writing them in English would have just
made it that much more difficult for someone to interpret
them.”

“That certainly makes sense.” Natalie
handed him a white envelope. “I almost forgot to tell you. He left
a key.”

Removing the key, Mushtaq examined it. “It
looks like a key to a safety deposit box.”

“That’s what I think, too. He alluded
to a document he had discovered. I assume he must have placed it in
some bank.”

“Did you tell the authorities? About
the key, that is?”

“No. As I told you when we spoke on the
phone, I gave the original folder to an FBI inspector. His name is
Morrison as I recall. I probably should have let him have the key,
but some inner voice told me I should give it to you.”

“Morrison questioned me as well. I
thought him to be quite thorough. What if he finds out you withheld
information in a murder investigation? Did you ever stop to think
my father may have mentioned the key in his notes?”

Natalie flinched. She had kept the key
against her better judgment, and now she realized her foolish
action could come back to haunt her. “I guess there is no sense in
worrying about it now. They can’t really prove your father left it
with me, can they? The only way they’d find out is if you were to
tell them. If you feel it’s best for the police to have it, it’s
not too late. I can tell Inspector Morrison your father left it in
my care and that in all the excitement I forgot to give it to
him.”

Mushtaq again examined the key. “I doubt very
seriously the police are going to do anything more than file their
report. After all, to them my father was a foreigner and no one,
including my government, is going to bring any pressure to bear on
solving the crime. No. You did the right thing. As his only son, it
is up to me to find out what happened. After I’ve had a chance to
look through the folder, I’d like to talk to you again. Could we
meet tomorrow? If you have some time, I’d be happy to come by your
office.”

 


* * *

 


Once Mushtaq returned to the hotel, he
reflected on his meeting with Natalie. He had been impressed with
her credentials. Here was a woman who had a mind of her own. With
the exception of a few colleagues, he didn’t particularly enjoy the
company of Muslim women. He thought they had been brow beaten at an
early age. Besides, most of them were willing to have the men do
their thinking for them.

He was one of the few Muslims who believed
that women were equal to men and that education should play a role
in an individual’s status in society, not one’s gender. Natalie
reminded him of his mother. She had been well educated, a
freethinking woman years ahead of her time. He always thought she
would have fared much better in Europe or America than in Pakistan.
Compared to his mother, most Arab women seemed timid and
unattractive. He was never drawn to women who covered up their
ankles and allowed their men to herd them around like sheep.

Natalie was refreshing. She looked
professional, yet feminine. A tailored suit accentuated her curves,
and she obviously liked showing off her long, slender legs. Her
blonde hair was cut in that trendy, shaggy look, but he found her
full red lips particularly appealing. He thought women without
lipstick lacked glamour.

Mushtaq forced himself to put Natalie out of
his mind. He knew it was foolish to even fantasize about such a
woman. They were so far apart in their religious and ideological
beliefs, as well as their cultural heritage, that any kind of a
relationship would be impossible.

He held the key Natalie had given him,
wondering what his father had found that required a safety deposit
box. He picked up the folder, and as he started to read Amman’s
notes, a feeling of hopelessness overcame him. He regretted their
disagreement over so many issues and wished he had at least tried
to understand why his father had been so adamant in his beliefs
that the “Quelle” or “Q” document really existed. He had
purposely brushed off Natalie’s question about it, mainly because
he had many more questions than answers. His father had noted a
number of biblical passages, but he had no idea how to interpret
them, other than literally. Did his father really stumble on to
some proof that Jesus was interred at Rozabal? And if so, why was
he so desperately seeking Doctor Rowe’s help, especially since he
didn’t know her well?

He did know one thing for certain, though.
His father had been chasing a dream, and instead found a
nightmare.

 



CHAPTER 8

 


Natalie dressed for work with care. After
trying on several outfits, she was finally satisfied. She was to
meet Mushtaq for lunch and then take him on a tour of Washington,
and she wanted to look perfect. What’s the matter with you? she
chastised herself. He’s not the first attractive man you’ve ever
met.

The morning passed swiftly. When Mushtaq
appeared in front of her office, he knocked on the open door. “Am I
too early?” he asked.

“No. You’re right on time.” Did her
heart skip a beat, or did she imagine it? “Are you ready for the
Cook’s tour?”

She saw the puzzled look on his face. “I
didn’t know you were planning on fixing us something to eat.”

Natalie laughed.

“Did I say something funny?”

“No. I mean yes. It’s just an American
expression. I have a bad habit of spouting clichés. I picked it up
from my father, and once in a while they slip out.” When Natalie
explained it to him, he, too, laughed.

 


* * *

 


They had a wonderful day. Natalie couldn’t
remember a time when she had enjoyed the city more. After paying a
visit to the Capitol, they walked over to Statuary Hall. Natalie
touched the shoes of Will Roger’s statue. “It’s supposed to bring a
person luck.”

Mushtaq rubbed one of the shoes. “I hope
you’re right. I could use some good fortune right about now.”

Natalie was always impressed by the Vietnam
Veterans Memorial. The wall of soldiers’ names, which accurately
depicted the enormity of the suffering in the Vietnam War. Seeing
Washington through Mushtaq’s eyes brought out a pride for her
country she hadn’t known existed. And for her the sightseeing ended
much too quickly. Hoping to prolong the day, she recommended a
small Italian restaurant near the Lincoln Memorial.

During a candlelight dinner, she surprised
herself by revealing things to Mustaq she hadn’t shared with people
whom she had known much longer. He was such a good listener. She
told him about her poor beginnings and how she had struggled to
obtain an education. She confided about her unhappy, childless
marriage. Although she had always wanted children, her ex-husband
wouldn’t hear of it. True, he was a successful physician, a man of
lofty goals and ambitions, but she wanted more out of life than
just a career and material possessions.

He, in turn, told her about his work at the
university and how his father had encouraged him to become a
teacher. In a way she envied him. Although she felt she was making
a significant contribution in the field of science, she wondered
what it would be like to mold young people’s minds.

Mushtaq admitted the Marium-Jesus theory had
always been a bone of contention between he and his father. They
had argued bitterly over it just a month before he died.

Natalie’s heart went out to him as she saw
the tears in his eyes. She felt a strong connection between the two
of them. What if? she thought to herself, but then
characteristically, faced reality. Come on, girl. He’s not for you.
You’ve only just met him, and he’ll be leaving soon. Lately, you’ve
never bothered to take time to develop any relationship. What makes
you think you have time now?

Natalie felt it safer to move the
conversation away from the personal. “Did you get a chance to study
your father’s notes?”

“Yes, but unfortunately I didn’t learn
anything new from them. Although he mentioned the existence of a
key, he didn’t reveal anything specific. However, he did scribble a
comment in German on the last page of the folder. It basically said
a safety deposit box held the answer to what he had
discovered.”

“Did he say anything about the key
being taped to the folder?”

“No. I don’t think you have to worry
about anyone accusing you of withholding information.”

“What about the word ‘Quelle?’
What does it mean?”

“ ‘Quelle’ is a German word
meaning ‘source.’ My father was referring to a manuscript that some
believe was written earlier, much closer to the time in which Jesus
lived. And that it was actually the source of the gospels we know
today. They refer to this document as the ‘Q’ document. My father
was convinced it existed. His mind just couldn’t fathom that one
hundred years could have passed before anyone would write about a
person as famous as Jesus.”

Natalie was stunned. “Then why would he be so
motivated to find a document that would all the more validate
Christian principles? He was a devout Muslim, wasn’t he?”

Mushtaq looked sad. “He was a scientist; he
totally separated his personal religious beliefs from his research
efforts. People like my father are only interested in seeking
knowledge. He was a good Muslim. A little misguided perhaps, but a
good Muslim.”

“It sounds as if your father was an
idealist.” Natalie reached into her purse and handed Amman’s letter
to Mushtaq. “You’d better read the first sentence.”

Mushtaq cleared his throat.

 


I have recently unearthed a document,
which

will shed some light on a major Christian

premise.

 


“It looks like your father was
referring to the ‘Q’ document.”

Mushtaq sighed. “Natalie, how certain are you
that the sun will rise tomorrow?”

“You know the answer to that question
as well as I.”

“My father was obviously alluding to a
document, but I don’t believe it could have been the ‘Q’
document.”

Natalie was surprised at the intensity of
Mushtaq’s response. She leaned forward as he continued. “Amman’s
thinking was flawed. Just as you are sure the sun will rise, I’m
convinced the ‘Q’ document doesn’t exist.”

“How can you be so certain?”

“Not only am I convinced that ‘Q’ has
never existed, but every modern day scholar, every scientist that
has ever written about ‘Q’ over the past fifty years also feels
that it has been contrived. I don’t want to get into it too deeply,
but no one has ever found any evidence, testimonies, or quotations
in other documents that suggest it exists.”

“You’ve been trying to discourage him,
haven’t you?” she asked.

“He was starting to become the laughing
stock of the entire scientific community. Muslim and Christian
scientists and scholars were in agreement on one point. They felt
my father had lost his grip on reality. I tried to convince him he
was chasing ghosts, but he just wouldn’t give up and in the end his
relentless search for ‘Q’ destroyed him.”

“Well, we know one thing for certain.
Ghosts were certainly not responsible for your father’s
death.”

 



CHAPTER 9

 


Natalie and Mushtaq had agreed to meet at the
library the next day. Natalie was running late so as she rushed in,
she looked for him, but the place was an enormous maze of
bookshelves. She was about to wait for him outside, when a hand
touched her shoulder. She whirled around. “You startled me!”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to. Rest
assured I wasn’t trying to sneak up on you.”

She was pleased to see him again. He was the
antithesis of her ex-husband. Frank had only thought of himself and
never regarded her feelings. Mushtaq, on the other hand, appeared
to be considerate and thoughtful, and also modest. He hadn’t
flaunted his many accomplishments. He certainly didn’t fit the
stereotype that she’d had of Middle Eastern men, that they had a
higher regard for their cattle than for their women.

“It’s okay. Where do we
begin?”

Mushtaq had promised to make up a reading
list for her. She knew if the books weren’t there, they would only
be available in a rare bookstore like the one Abbas owned.

He ushered Natalie to the library’s
computers. “Let’s see what they have here.” Within minutes he had
jotted down eight titles. As he handed her the list, he said, “I’d
start with these if I were you. They are all in English and are
probably the most reliable sources you’ll find on the Marium-Jesus
theory.” He handed her a volume. “This book was written by an
American.”

Natalie read the title out loud, “In
Search of the Loving God by Mark Mason.”

“He reviews evidence that Jesus may
have spent his formative years in India. Mason did a good job of
compiling a history of Jesus’ supposed life after his Crucifixion
and included a description of the tomb in Srinagar. I also find it
interesting that he mentioned a reference to an early Church Father
who wrote that Jesus lived to be an old man and remained in Asia
with his disciple John until 98 A.D.”

Once again Natalie thought of Abbas and the
comment he had made about Jesus living to a ripe old age of one
hundred twenty. If this was true, and if the gospels had actually
been written one hundred years after Jesus supposedly died, why had
she never heard about Jesus’ survival? “Have you read all these
books?”

“Not only have I read them, but I even
wrote a couple of my own.” He handed her the third book in the
cart. “This was my first book. Although it’s not directly about the
Marium-Jesus theory, you might find it to be interesting
reading.”

“You never told me you wrote a
book!”

“You never asked.”

Natalie was impressed. He was in his
thirties, very young to have published two scholarly works. After
they checked out the books, they headed for the park. The wind had
picked up, but it felt good to be out in the fresh air. They were
deep in conversation when a skateboarder bolted out of nowhere,
colliding with into Mushtaq. As the young man hit the pavement, he
shouted, “You fucking rug merchant. Why in the hell don’t you go
back to Iraq where you belong?”

Natalie glared at the teenager. “Who the hell
do you think you are, you little punk!” she screamed. “You had no
reason to talk to him like that. You’re the one at fault. You
weren’t watching where you were going. Besides, you aren’t supposed
to skateboard in the park. Get the hell out of here before I call
the cops.” The boy skated away, but not before casting Mushtaq an
angry look.

Natalie turned towards Mushtaq, embarrassed
both for the young man and for her own outburst. “I am sorry for
what happened. You probably think I’m just as bad as he is.”

“Don’t concern yourself about it,
Natalie. I’m a foreigner in your country. If you came to Pakistan,
the chances are that you would run into someone who wouldn’t treat
you any better. I’m not going to get upset about some teenager who
was just venting his frustrations.”
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