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Echo of the Reich
“Amazingly good . . . great action and a history steeped in shadows and mystery. If
you’re a fan of James Bond–style action and justice, then definitely check out James
Becker.”
—Fresh Fiction
“Becker blends historical accuracy with a complete and detailed course on
surveillance, countersurveillance, and weaponry, throws in some amazing facts . . . and
keeps the whole thing going at a cracking pace. . . . It deserves the widest possible
audience.”
—Reviewing the Evidence
“Once again, Becker has written a captivating novel that is chock-full of . . . clever and
imaginative twists . . . highly recommended.”
—Euro Crime
The First Apostle
“Fast-paced action propels the imaginative and controversial plot.”
—Publishers Weekly
“This is an utterly spellbinding book . . . stunning and breathtaking. . . . I was left
shattered and stunned.”
—Euro Crime
The Messiah Secret
“An entertaining hunt-and-chase thriller that races from the English countryside to a
hidden valley in the Middle East . . . appealing and clever protagonists coupled with
intriguing history.”
—Publishers Weekly
“A superbly crafted novel which follows in the footsteps of The Da Vinci Code. . . .
However, The Messiah Secret stands alone among its contemporaries for one simple
reason. It breaks new ground . . . a tightly worded, sharply written thriller.”
—CrimeSquad.com
“Exciting and gripping . . . [Becker’s] intelligent mixture of fact with fiction really . . .
gets your adrenaline racing.”
—Euro Crime
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This book is a work of fiction, but several of the incidents described are founded on
real events, including the robbery that acts as the catalyst for the story. The criminal
organization described is also real, and the revelation at the end has its basis in the
historical record.
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PROLOGUE

Byzantium
AD 325
“Bring him forward.”
Two trusted soldiers from the emperor’s personal bodyguard saluted their master,
then turned and strode out of the temporary council chamber, each step they took
accompanied by the metallic clattering of their armor and weapons.
Moments later, the two soldiers reappeared, a nervous-looking civilian now
walking between them. They continued to the very end of the chamber, where Flavius
Valerius Aurelius Constantinus Augustus, accepted only the previous September as the
fifty-seventh emperor of the entire Roman Empire, sat flanked by a coterie of advisors.
“So, Flavius, what did you discover?” the emperor asked.
The civilian looked even more nervous at that moment, and Constantine had a
sudden realization that he wasn’t simply overawed by being in the presence of the
most powerful man in the world. Flavius had been in his employ for years, and had
spoken with him countless times. There had to be something else that was disturbing
him, and if Flavius was worried, then that was a real cause for concern.
Before the man could speak, Constantine raised his hand, demanding silence, then
glanced at his advisors.
“This is a private matter,” he said. “Kindly leave us.”
Without a word, the half a dozen or so officials standing on both sides of the throne
filed out of the chamber, followed by the servants and other retainers stationed
elsewhere in the room. Constantine then instructed the two soldiers to retire to the
opposite end of the chamber, out of earshot, but ordered the guard commander, the
officer in charge of his personal bodyguard, to remain close beside him. Constantine
was far too cautious a man to allow himself to be left entirely alone with anyone, no
matter how apparently trustworthy and loyal, and Marcellus had proved his loyalty
beyond doubt on numerous occasions.
“It is not as we had hoped, Our Lord,” Flavius began. “I have seen the original
document, and the claims made in it are powerful and very damaging.”
Constantine gestured, and the guard commander stepped forward, took the
document Flavius was offering and handed it to his master. The emperor unrolled the
parchment and read the Latin text written on it. Then he read it again.
Constantine was not a scholar, but he had no doubt of the authenticity of what he
was holding. The report he had just read was, he was quite certain, both authentic and
accurate. And that posed a major problem for him, and for his empire.
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“Where did you find this?” he asked.
“It was in Rome,” the man replied. “I walked into the archives and searched
through the documentation relating to Cohors I Sagittariorum until I found it. Then I
brought it to you.”
For perhaps two minutes the emperor remained silent, staring at the parchment in
his hand, reading and rereading the words, his acute political mind pondering the
direct implications of the document, and how best to use it to his own advantage. From
the first, he’d realized that the matter he’d sent Flavius to investigate posed an indirect
—but still a potent—threat to him, and would call his leadership and political
judgment into serious question if it ever came to light. But it was also clear that
without the document he had just been handed there was no direct proof of certain
statements made by a notorious troublemaker almost one and a half centuries earlier.
He held the key to the matter—held the single surviving item of undeniable proof
without which the story was nothing more than an unsupported allegation in his own
hands. And the only other person who knew anything about it was Flavius himself.
In fact, Constantine suddenly realized, the document was less of a threat to him
than a potent weapon he could use to his own advantage. He was starting to distrust
the ambitions of the leader of an emerging religious movement that was beginning to
spread its influence across the empire. But he could bring that group to heel anytime
he chose, simply by threatening to reveal what this document stated.
And that left only one other matter to be taken care of; and the emperor had made
his preparations for this step as well.
Constantine gestured to the guard commander, who took a couple of steps forward
and then stood waiting, his right hand resting on the hilt of his gladius. Behind
Flavius, the two other soldiers of the bodyguard strode swiftly into position, standing a
few feet behind the civilian.
“I thank you for your diligent efforts on my behalf, Flavius, in this matter as in
many others over the years,” Constantine said, “and I apologize for the necessity of
what I now have to do.”
“I don’t understand.” Flavius stared at the emperor, the truth dawning and a look of
fear spreading across his face.
With another gesture, the two soldiers stepped forward, seized Flavius by the arms
and held him firmly in place.
“I dare not risk anything of this matter becoming known. I know you would not
willingly divulge what you have learned, but I cannot take any chances. I’m sorry, but
this has to end now, my old friend. I bid you farewell.”
“No, no, Our Lord, I beg of you. Please, not this.”
Constantine ignored Flavius’s agonized pleas and turned to the guard commander.
“One blow, so he doesn’t suffer.”
Marcellus nodded, drew his sword and stepped directly in front of Flavius.
“Keep a firm grip on his arms,” he ordered, as the doomed man struggled
ineffectually in the steady grasp of the two soldiers.
The guard commander drew back his right arm and with a single and massively
powerful blow drove his sword right through Flavius’s body, the pommel slamming
into the man’s ribs as the point of the blade burst out of his back in a spray of blood.
For a second or two, Flavius just stared ahead, his eyes wide, his mouth open in a
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soundless scream of unbearable agony. Then a gout of blood poured out of his mouth
and his head fell forward.
Marcellus let go of his weapon and stepped back.
“Drop him there,” he ordered, and the two soldiers lowered the limp body of the
dead man to the stone floor of the chamber.
Then Marcellus took a dagger from inside his tunic and handed it to one of the
soldiers.
“Cut me,” he ordered, “in my left shoulder. Twice. Not too deep.”
Obediently, the soldier ran the lethally sharp blade across Marcellus’s left upper
arm, making two cuts that immediately started to bleed copiously. The man didn’t
even flinch.
“Now drop the dagger beside him,” he went on, and then turned around to face
Constantine.
“As you ordered, Our Lord,” he said.
“Excellent,” the emperor purred. “Now summon help.”
When the other soldiers and advisors ran back into the council chamber, the scene
spoke for itself. The treacherous Flavius, so long a trusted emissary of the emperor,
had suddenly changed his allegiance and drawn a dagger to make a cowardly attack
upon the ruler of the empire. An attack barely foiled by the selfless heroism of
Marcellus, himself badly injured in the assault.
As the bloody body of the “traitor” was dragged out of the room, and Constantine
was congratulated on his lucky escape from death, nobody thought to ask what had
become of the parchment Flavius had been carrying when he had entered the chamber.
That was the first time in over three hundred years that blood had been spilled
because of that single sheet of parchment, but it was destined not to be the last.
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1

Vatican City, Italy
25 November 1965
“Stop! I heard something.”
Instantly both figures froze into immobility beside the wall. They could almost
have been twins, though they were unrelated, both slimly built men of a little below
average height, wearing black close-fitting clothing and dark-colored climbing shoes.
Even their hair was black, and they had the typically swarthy complexion of people
who live around the Mediterranean.
Neither man had begun his working life as a professional thief. They had both
worked as members of an acrobatic troupe in a traveling circus, honing their climbing
skills to a high degree of perfection. But after retiring they’d quickly acquired a
reputation in certain circles in Italy: these men could be relied upon to get into the
most heavily protected of buildings, complete the job they had been hired to do, and
keep their mouths shut afterward.
And that was precisely why they were then in the midst of Vatican City, carrying
out perhaps the most dangerous commission they had ever been given.
For a minute, the men remained immobile, two dark and silent shadows against the
light-colored stone of the wall, listening intently. Then Stefan took a half step closer to
his companion and murmured in his ear.
“What did you hear?”
“It sounded like a stone falling, something like that. Are you sure there are only
two guards on duty tonight?”
“That’s what we’ve been told: one two-man patrol, nothing more; and they should
be a long way from where we are right now. I’ve checked the patrol route, and the
gardens are not a high priority.”
“I hope you’re right. I suppose we’ll find out soon enough. Let’s go.”
Dragan grinned at him, his teeth a white slash in the darkness. Then he opened the
black fabric rucksack at his feet, extracted a metal grappling hook, the points and shaft
coated in thick rubber to muffle any noise, and seized the rope about two feet from the
end where it was attached to the hook. He whirled the hook in a circle half a dozen
times, then released it. Both men watched critically as the hook sailed up into the air
and then vanished over the top of the wall. There was a muffled clunk as the hook
came to rest somewhere out of sight.
Cautiously, Dragan reeled it in, pulling the rope toward him and down the wall
hand over fist. Suddenly the rope went taut, and he took a step backward and peered
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up toward the top of the wall.
“I think I can see it,” he whispered. “Just check it out, will you?”
Stefan reached into his pocket and took out a small but powerful torch, black tape
placed in a crisscross pattern over the lens to cut down the amount of light that would
be emitted. When he switched it on the narrow beam clearly showed two of the four
hooks jutting out over the top of the wall.
“That looks secure to me,” he said quietly. “Do you want to go first?”
“Yes.”
Dragan picked up his rucksack, closed the flap and slung it over his shoulders.
Then he seized the rope with both hands and climbed up it with as little difficulty as if
he’d been ascending a flight of stairs. At the top of the wall, he paused for a moment
to check the positioning of the grappling hook, then gestured for his companion to join
him.
Moments later, both men were in position, sitting astride the wall as they
repositioned the hook so that they could descend into the gardens that stretched out
before them. Once they were down at ground level again, this time on the inside,
Dragan flicked the rope expertly to dislodge it. The rope represented their escape
route, and they dared not leave it in position in case the roving patrol passed by the
wall and noticed it dangling there. As soon as the hook fell to the ground, he picked it
up, coiled the rope and replaced it in his rucksack.
“That was the easy bit,” he said. “Now we have to do a bit of proper climbing.”
Neither man had set foot inside the Vatican before, but they moved with unerring
certainty. Both of them had spent the previous two weeks studying detailed plans of
the Holy See, and they now knew their way around with as much familiarity as if
they’d been regular visitors.
Their objective was the Apostolic Library, located off the Belvedere Courtyard
underneath the Apostolic Palace, the Pope’s official residence. The library had been
founded in 1420 by Pope Nicholas V with an initial endowment of some nine thousand
books, but was later incorporated into the Vatican Museum and by 1965 it contained
more than a quarter of a million volumes.
The two men couldn’t enter the building at ground level—that would be impossible
to do undetected—so they would be taking a very different route to get inside. The
Stradone dei Giardini runs along the side of the Belvedere Courtyard, between the line
of linked buildings and the gardens to the west, and that would be where they would
make their entrance. A couple of minutes later the two men stopped near the Fountain
of the Sacrament to make absolutely sure they were unobserved before they crossed
over to the side of the building.
“I don’t see or hear anything.”
“Neither do I. Let’s go.”
The two dark shapes, deeper black shadows in the blackness of the night, flitted
silently across the roadway, then crouched down beside the wall of the building, again
checking in all directions. The next few minutes would be the most crucial of the
entire operation, and if they were spotted neither man was in any doubt about what
would happen to them.
“Still clear,” Stefan said.
Dragan nodded, and then both men took a step back and stared upward at the
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vertical wall that formed one side of the building. Ten feet away from where they were
standing, a water pipe ran all the way down the wall from the gutters at the edge of the
roof high above them. The pipe was in excellent condition—the Vatican, as one of the
richest organizations in the world, didn’t stint on the maintenance costs of its buildings
—and within seconds the dark shape of one of the two men, a coil of rope looped
around his shoulders, was already a dozen feet off the ground and climbing swiftly up
toward the roof.
They didn’t need to climb all the way up. Near the top of the building, a balcony
beckoned, though it was a few meters from where the water pipe ran down the wall.
But just below the balcony was a narrow ledge, barely wide enough for a human foot,
and that would provide the means of access they needed.
When he got almost opposite the balcony, about thirty feet above the ground,
Dragan stopped to catch his breath—he wasn’t as young, or as fit, as he used to be—
locking his hands around the back of the water pipe while his climbing shoes rested on
one of the junctions. Then he stretched out his right foot, the thin sole allowing him to
test his foothold on the ledge before he trusted it with his full weight.
It felt solid, and after a couple of seconds he released his grip on the pipe and
flattened himself against the wall as he began edging his way along the ledge. When
he neared the balcony, he reached up, stretching as high as he could go, until his hand
closed around the carved stone that formed the top of the wall around it. He took a
firm grip, then pulled himself up and onto the balcony itself.
Moments later, he lowered the climbing rope he’d been carrying and waited while
his companion attached their two rucksacks to the end of it. Then he hauled them up to
the balcony and waited a couple of minutes for Stefan to follow in his footsteps and
climb up the pipe.
At the back of the balcony was a set of double doors flanked by two windows, all
of which were locked, a fact that surprised neither man. They had expected no less, but
glass is fragile, and once they were satisfied that the roving patrol they’d been told
about was nowhere in sight, the curved end of a crowbar swiftly disposed of one of the
panes of glass in the door, and within a minute both men were standing inside the
building, the door closed again behind them.
“This way.”
They walked cautiously out of the chamber accessed by the balcony and stood for a
moment in the passageway outside, where a single dim light was burning. It provided
just enough illumination for them both to study the plan they had been given. Then
they moved on, heading for one very specific part of the building.
“The Sistine Hall,” Dragan murmured a few minutes later, pointing at the sign
beside the doorway. “That’s it.”
None of the interior doors in the building appeared to be locked, the staff
presumably believing that the external doors offered sufficient deterrent to thieves, and
as soon as both men were inside the room, they split up and began their search.
By any standards, they were surrounded by treasures: glass cases containing ancient
manuscripts and other relics, intermittently illuminated by the narrow beams of their
torches. In one case lay an enormously valuable fifth-century New Testament written
in Greek. In another, documents signed by Martin Luther. In yet others were a
collection of love letters sent by King Henry VIII to Anne Boleyn, an essay written by
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Galileo to the Cardinal who later became Pope Urban VIII, a letter from the painter
Raphaello, and another letter, this one sent by Michelangelo to the Superintendent of
St. Peter’s. But they barely glanced at any of these priceless exhibits. They were
looking for two very specific objects, and in a couple of minutes they had found them
both.
“Over here.”
The two men stood side by side looking down at one particular case.
“That’s it?” Stefan said, comparing what was written on the sheet of paper in his
hand with what they were looking at inside the glass case.
“Yes,” his companion agreed. “In fact, that’s both of them.”
The glass on the locked display case wasn’t armored in any way and offered no
more resistance to the crowbar than the pane of glass on the balcony door.
“These other old books and stuff have got to be worth something.”
“More than you or I could ever earn in a dozen lifetimes,” Dragan said, “but you
know the way we work. We do what we’re paid to do and nothing else.” He opened up
the neck of his rucksack while his companion lifted out the two objects they had been
told to steal, and laid them carefully inside it.
As they walked down the corridor between the Hall and the Borgia Apartment the
younger thief grabbed the other’s sleeve and gestured toward a glass case.
“Look at this,” he whispered. “It’s gold, a crown of gold.”
“Yes, but—”
Before he could finish his sentence, Stefan had already lifted his crowbar and
cracked the glass that covered the ancient relic.
“What are you doing?”
“Look, I know what you said, and you’re right. But this is gold. We can have it
melted down, so it’ll be untraceable. We’re only ever going to get an opportunity like
this once.”
Without waiting for a reply, Stefan plucked the gold crown out of the shattered
display case and placed it in his rucksack. Almost as an afterthought, he also picked up
a small and highly decorated copper and enamel box and took that as well.
* * *
“Put those on now, and don’t take them off until I tell you.”
The order was unsurprising. They had encountered their employer only twice
before, and each time they had been blindfolded and driven some way outside Rome
to a large and clearly expensive villa, and the entire time they’d been in the building
the man himself had been out of sight behind a screen, so they had no idea who he
was, except that he probably wasn’t Italian, because his instructions had been relayed
through an interpreter.
This time, the journey to the villa took about forty minutes and, after removing
their hoods, they were led through to the same room they had been in previously.
There, an arrangement of screens had been placed at one end, and a table positioned
more or less in the center of the room, the man they believed to be an interpreter
standing beside it.
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“Do you have them?” the man asked.
By way of answer, Stefan opened his rucksack, lifted out the two objects they had
been told to steal and placed them on the table.
The interpreter smiled for the first time since they had seen him.
“Excellent,” he purred. “You have done well. Now leave the room while my
employer inspects these two relics.”
Stefan reached out his hand to pick up the rucksack, but the interpreter shook his
head.
“You can leave that here. My employer will not take long.”
The two men glanced at each other, then shrugged and left the room as they’d been
told. They had no option but to comply: the presence of two tall and heavily built men
standing by the door ensured that. They were ushered into a small anteroom by one of
these two guards, who then took up a position in the open doorway.
But the interpreter had been right. Less than ten minutes after they’d been told to
leave, the two men were called back inside the room. The scene appeared to be exactly
as it had been when they’d left, albeit with three small changes: in addition to the two
literary manuscripts they’d been told to steal, the golden crown and the enamel box
were also placed on the table—their rucksacks had clearly been searched—as well as a
single piece of brown parchment.
The interpreter stared at the two men in a disapproving fashion.
“The instructions we gave you, the most specific instructions issued by my
employer, were extremely simple. He wished you to steal these two manuscripts”—he
pointed at the two leather-bound objects on the table—“the work of the Italian poets
Petrarch and Torquato Tasso, and nothing else. Yet you apparently saw fit to take this
crown and box of mementos too. Why was that?”
For a moment, neither man replied. Then Dragan took a half step forward and
pointed at the crown.
“It was my decision,” he said. “It was obvious that the theft would be discovered
almost immediately, and I thought it might help to muddy the waters slightly if we
picked up another couple of items from the library while we were there, to disguise the
real objective of the robbery.”
That was nothing like what had actually happened, but as a spur-of-the-moment
improvization, he thought it was quite inventive, and almost believable.
The interpreter stared across the table, his eyes moving from one man to the other;
then he nodded, turned and disappeared behind the screens at the far end of the room.
The sound of muffled voices could be heard. After about half a minute, he returned.
“We applaud your quick thinking, though my employer does not believe you for a
moment. You took the other two objects, intending to keep them for yourselves.
However, that is not important because you did recover what you were paid to find.
Now we have one other question for you.” The interpreter pointed at the single sheet
of parchment lying by itself on the table. “What is that?” he asked.
The two men stared at the object.
“I’ve no idea,” Dragan replied. “I’ve never seen it before. We picked up the two
sets of manuscripts from the display case and took nothing else from that room.”
“That was at the back of the Tasso collection, but it is obviously not a part of it.”
Dragan shrugged. “Sorry. I’ve no idea.”
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