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If
you’d come today, you could have reached the whole nation. Israel in 4 BC had
no mass communication.


- Jesus
Christ Superstar


 


I
will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their kinsmen. I will put
my words in his mouth, and he will tell them everything I order him.


-
Deuteronomy 18:15











Prologue

The Supremacy


 


 


It is
inconceivable that those with power and wealth would not band
together with a common bond, a common interest, and a long-range plan to decide
and direct the future of the world.


- William
Cooper, Behold a Pale Horse


 


And
there was a group of evil men that formed in the ancient times, who to this day
secretly maintain their immoral rule over the sons and daughters of Man.


- The Book of Jude
2:1, Gospel of the Church of Cristos


 


Biannually during the vernal and autumnal equinoxes,
owing to an ancient decree, the Supremacy Council convened to decide issues of
import in its secret rule over mankind.


Since the early 1700s, these summits had been held
at Steinvikholm Castle, on a small, rocky island jutting out of the fjord
adjacent to the Skatval Peninsula in northern Norway. Built from 1525 to 1532 by
Olav Engelbrekttson, Norway’s last Roman Catholic bishop, the stone fortress remained
virtually impregnable to the present day. Accessible from the mainland only by
boat or helicopter, the castle’s grim, dark chambers were ideal for secret
deliberations.


At nine on the day following the vernal equinox in
late March of that year, the Council’s twenty-eight members sat stiffly on elaborately
carved, high-backed wooden chairs, like thrones with soft, red upholstery, around
a long mahogany conference table dominating the castle’s gloomy main meeting
chamber. The financial, political, national, geographic, mercantile, corporate,
and religious interests presently represented by these members were determined by
a shrewdly devised scheme adopted centuries ago by a small group of men—kings,
princes, warriors, and priests—who had dared consolidate among themselves control
over the political power and wealth of mankind. This ruling elite had come to
be called the Supremacy, and its Council was authorized to deliberate and take
action in order to maintain such control.


At the head of the conference table was the
largest chair, reserved for the Council’s long-time chairperson, Lord Harry
Winston. He was a white-haired, staid British aristocrat now in his late seventies.
Hailing from a storied family with lineage, it was claimed, that went back to
the legendary King Arthur, Lord Winston’s varied financial holdings presently
exceeded two billion pounds.


At exactly 9:00 a.m., he stood at an ancient
podium and banged a gavel on an equally old wooden block, formally calling the meeting
to order. Doing so immediately silenced the polite chatter among the Council members
as each looked up and now gave Lord Winston the undivided attention that was
merited. Over the next two hours, their deliberations would affect the lives of
every man, woman, and child on Earth.


Roll call was unnecessary, of course, since a
ruling interest never failed to send a representative to the biannual conclave.
On the table before each member was a leather binder containing the minutes of
the biannual meeting held the previous autumn, the agenda for the present
meeting, and reports from various officers and committees in charge of
monitoring and controlling world economic affairs, conflicts among nations,
political happenings, social trends, and technological advances. After a motion
was approved accepting the minutes of the previous meeting, Lord Winston proceeded
down the list of agenda items.


There were several developments since the last
biannual meeting—wars, terrorist attacks, economic seizures, the upcoming American
presidential election. Lord Winston had witnessed all of it before. There was
nothing new to excite or worry him.


As usual, after nearly two hours, Lord Winston reached
the end of the agenda except for the Intelligence Report, always given last by Gregor
Margolis, the director of the Supremacy’s spy agency, the World Intelligence
Network—or simply, the Network, as it had come to be called.


Margolis, of Macedonian descent, had been the Network’s
director for twenty-two years, longer even than Lord Winston’s eighteen-year
tenure as chairperson. At seventy-two, he was still a vibrant figure, a
towering man, six-foot-three with a solid chest, wide shoulders, and thick arms.


That morning, Margolis slowly got to his feet and stared
crossly at his colleagues for some moments. They looked tired after nearly two
hours of listening to reports and debating this or that issue, but were still attentive.
The Intelligence Report was a highlight of the meeting, usually offering
something surprising about an already surprising world.


Margolis finally launched into it, methodically
reviewing various major and minor threats to the Supremacy’s control in his
slow, deep monotone. The Network based its assessment of the severity of these
threats either upon direct observation or statistical algorithms of Network
intelligence analysts, or a combination of both.


Margolis spent the majority of his time that
morning detailing the continuing conflict in the Middle East and the Supremacy’s
failure to adequately control it. He also brought up the continuing civil war
between Muslims and Christians in the tiny, otherwise insignificant African
nation of Zandoria as well as several lesser threats, including non-Islamic rogue
terrorist groups and religious cults currently being monitored or infiltrated.


And that was it. After less than fifteen minutes,
the director concluded his report with a nod to Lord Winston and sat down.


 


Late that afternoon, with the Sun already having
dipped below the western horizon, Margolis and Lord Winston sat on two wide
chairs facing a large stone fireplace in the chairperson’s spacious bedroom suite
on the second floor of the castle. An icy wind howled outside, and the sky was an
ominous leaden gray. Snow was a certainty at some point in the evening.


The crackling fire raging before Margolis and Lord
Winston provided some warmth, but not enough to entirely take the chill out of
their old bones. It was not unusual for the two longtime friends to meet and
discuss this or that on the afternoon of the biannual meeting. Sometimes, it
remained strictly personal, inquiries about their wives, children and
grandchildren. Other times, the conversation was mixed. That afternoon, it was
all business.


Lord Winston had offered Margolis a brandy to warm
him. The director sipped it now as he stared into the flames.


“What else is bothering you, Gregor,” Lord Winston
said.


“A matter I did not raise with the Council,” Margolis
replied.


“Why not?”


After a sip of brandy and a shrug, Margolis said, “Because
presently, it seems inconsequential.”


“Seems?”


“Yes, seems. My intuition tells me otherwise,
disagrees with my analysts.”


“So tell me what it is,” Lord Winston said. “You’ve
put me in great suspense.”


“Does the name Pantera mean anything to you?”


Lord Winston frowned. After a moment, it came to
him.


“Pantera, the father of Jesus?” he asked. “That
Pantera?”


“Yes.”


“What of it?”


“There is a man preaching in America the past few
months,” Margolis went on. “His name is Cristos Pantera.”


“Cristos Pantera, did you say?”


“Yes,” Margolis replied, “Cristos Pantera.”


“Go on,” Lord Winston said and sipped his brandy.


“He’s traveling up the southeastern coast,”
Margolis went on. “He started in Key West and has now reached Charleston, South
Carolina. He claims to be the messiah.”


Lord Winston glanced at Margolis and, after a
moment, laughed dismissively.


“Yet another?” He sighed and asked, “How many
followers does he have?”


“Very few,” Margolis said. “One hundred fifty.”


“Not much of a threat.”


“At present,” Margolis said. After a sigh, he
added, “But there’s this to consider—he’s descended from the Nazarene.”


Lord Winston turned to him with a scowl and asked,
“You’ve confirmed this?” 


With a nod, Margolis said, “Yes. A DNA match.”


The chairperson looked away, then shrugged and
took another sip of brandy. After another moment, he turned back to Margolis
and said, “But you said your analysts are unconcerned.”


“Yes,” he said with a shrug. “Despite the Jesus connection,
their probability equations gauge his threat as minimal. Insignificant.”


“But you’re not convinced,” said Lord Winston.


“As I said, they’ve been wrong before,” Margolis replied
with a sip of brandy. “There’s something in my bones telling me…well, perhaps I’m
growing paranoid in my old age.”


“One’s intuition should never be ignored,” Lord
Winston said. “No matter how old one gets.”


“There’s another thing,” Margolis went on. “We
sent an agent to monitor him. She shouldn’t have been sent. Too young, too
inexperienced. It was through her we confirmed the DNA link, and his claim of
being the messiah. But a few weeks ago, she defected—joined his movement; has,
in fact, become a close adviser. Possibly his lover. Therefore, he knows about
us.”


Lord Winston frowned, thought a moment, then turned
to Margolis and asked, “You’ve done nothing about that—her betrayal?”


“No,” Margolis said. “Not yet. My first
inclination, of course, was to eliminate her. Would be easy enough to do.”


“So why didn’t you?”


“There’s no advantage in it,” Margolis told him. “Killing
her might only highlight our existence. Instead, I’m sending in another agent. He’s
on his way as we speak. A most reliable asset.”


“Well, no matter,” Lord Winston said. “This self-proclaimed
messiah will likely fizzle out like the rest of them, and your intuition will be
wrong this time.”


Margolis nodded unenthusiastically and both men
stared into the fire for a time. Finally, Lord Winston turned to his old colleague.


“Tell me, Gregor,” he asked, “what does he preach,
this one?”


“Oh, the usual,” Margolis said. “Love thy
neighbor. And, of course, our overthrow.”











Part One

Jesus Pantera


 


 


For
the doctrine of the Kingdom of Heaven, as Jesus seems to have preached it, was
no less than a bold and uncompromising demand for a complete change and
cleansing of the life of our struggling race, an utter cleansing without and
within.


-
H.G. Wells, The Outline of History


 


Indeed,
there is some evidence that [John the Baptist and Jesus] began to formulate a
plan together—a dramatic and bold strategy that they believed would bring the
downfall of Roman rule in Palestine and lead to a worldwide inauguration of the
Kingdom of God. This was not a Kingdom “in” heaven, but the idea of the rule “of”
heaven breaking into human history and manifesting itself on Earth. It was
understood in a literal way, nothing less than a revolution, a complete
overthrow of the political, social, and economic status quo.


-
James Tabor, The Jesus Dynasty


 


The
genealogy of Cristos Pantera establishes that He is descended from Jesus Pantera,
the First Son of Man and the First Citizen of the Kingdom of God; And as it has
been written, from the Family of Jesus and Pantera, the Coming of the Messiah,
our Savior, will arise.


- Book
of Jude 1:01, Testament of the Church of Cristos











Chapter One

Jude Constantine


 


 


 


At 2:50 p.m., Jude Constantine entered the bar off the
lobby of the Hyatt Hotel, at the midpoint of Terminals A and B at the Orlando
International Airport. He was early. The secure message on his Network-issue
smartphone had told him that his handler would meet him there at three.


Constantine had received his reassignment orders yesterday
morning in Berlin. After reading the brief text telling him to leave for
Orlando immediately and meet his DSA—his destination service agent, or
handler—at the Hyatt bar at three, Constantine cursed. After three months, he
and his team were finally in position to take out a rather vicious rogue terror
cell that had been operating in Berlin for several months and was primed to
strike. He’d prepared a brief report of the operation to date and sent it to
his section chief, who’d pass it along to whomever would take his place. Constantine
took the first available flight out of Berlin on a Lufthansa jet and arrived in
Orlando at noon. By one, he’d checked into a room at the Hyatt, already
registered under his usual Network alias. He showered, put on casual slacks and
a polo shirt, then ordered room service. The $21.50 for the burger and fries went
on his room tab, and he ate while switching channels between ESPN, Fox News,
and CNN. Finally, though dead tired, he forced himself to take the elevator down
for his meeting.


After taking a seat in a booth in the back of
the mostly empty bar, Constantine ordered a tonic water with a twist of lemon
from an unfriendly waitress. When she brought the drink, it was 2:55 p.m.


At three on the dot, the handler walked in. Constantine
spotted him immediately. He was a tall man in his late thirties, dressed
casually like he was. Constantine had seen enough field agents in his ten years
at the Network to know a fellow agent. The handler was able to spot him as well.
The man strolled over and stood at the side of the booth. He glanced down at
his watch, looked up at Constantine and asked, “Do you have the time?”


Constantine laughed to himself over how these
meetings began as if scripted right out of a Hollywood spy movie. But, he knew
it couldn’t be helped. Various forces in the world seeking the Supremacy’s
overthrow compelled such clichéd stealth.


“I have sixteen thirty-six,” he told the handler,
the four-number code sent to him by a separate text that he’d received immediately
after his reassignment orders. “One six three six.”


That was not the correct time, of course, but it
was the correct code. The handler nodded and slid into the booth across from him.
Then, reaching his right arm across the table, he turned over his fist and relaxed
his fingers, revealing a flash drive and a key in the palm of his hand. Constantine
plucked them out and put them in his pants pocket. The flash drive would
contain everything he needed to know about the mission. The key was to a car that
had been stashed for him somewhere upon arrival at his ultimate destination.


With the exchange completed, the handler slid out
of the booth and walked out of the bar.


 


Back upstairs in his room, Constantine sat on the
bed and connected the flash drive to his Network iPad. After waiting for the
contents to load, he clicked the icon that started the show. A video began,
like one off YouTube. A middle-aged man in a business suit was sitting behind a
bare desk with his hands clasped before him. The man introduced himself as
Lester Bradley, chief of the Network’s Eastern North American region.


“Good afternoon,” Bradley began. “Sorry for the
quick turnaround. Couldn’t be helped.


“Tomorrow morning, you’ll take Southwest flight
8209 departing Orlando at 8:30 a.m. to Charleston, South Carolina. You’re
scheduled to arrive in Charleston at 11:15 a.m. A late-model sedan is waiting
for you on the third floor in terminal parking, about halfway down Section E. You
have the key.


“Your assignment is this,” Chief Bradley went on. “Monitor
and possibly infiltrate the cult movement of a certain preacher, one Cristos
Pantera. He’s a rather obscure figure right now, but we have our concerns. He
and his one hundred fifty followers are traveling up Interstate 95 in a caravan
of two RVs and two buses. This Pantera is supposedly a most effective orator,
quite charismatic. Right now, his group is parked at a RV campsite near an I-95
interchange just north of Charleston.


“Please note that about three months ago, one of our
agents sent to monitor Pantera defected to his movement. Her name is Renata
Singh. More information about Pantera and former Agent Singh are set forth in
the remainder of this situation briefing.”


After a sigh, Chief Bradley leaned back and said, “Well,
that’s it for now. A handler has been assigned to provide communications and
assistance. You’ll hear from him once you’re onsite.” After a nod, the chief
said, “Good luck.”


And that was it—the screen went blank, and the briefing
icons were back.


Constantine seethed a moment before continuing. He
wondered at the wisdom of sending him halfway around the world to monitor what
seemed like an insignificant cult led by a hapless preacher. But, his was not
to reason why, as they say, just do or die—and get the mission accomplished. So,
after a sigh, he clicked the next icon.











Chapter Two

Bloodline


 


 


 


The next icon opened a PDF file of a report titled
“Genealogy of Jesus Pantera.” Despite his fatigue, Constantine could not put
down the iPad in light of such a provocative title. Who the hell was “Jesus
Pantera,” for one thing, and what did this have to do with his assignment? He read
on.


As he’d been taught, as everyone had been taught, the
report confirmed that a Galilean woman named Mary was the mother of Jesus
Christ. However, the report went on to repudiate his virgin birth, and it also rejected
that a carpenter named Joseph was Jesus’ natural father. It declared that Jesus’
real father was a Roman soldier, born in the Judean city of Sidon, by the name
of Tiberius Julies Abdes Pantera.


The report referred to the discovery in 1859,
quite by accident during the construction of a railway station in the German
town of Bingerbruck, of an ancient cemetery containing the graves of Roman
soldiers who had died while serving in the German province around 40 AD. Among
these graves was the tomb of Abdes Pantera.


The file even included a photograph of Pantera’s
gravestone. Although the top of the stone had been cracked off ages ago, sculpted
on the lower two-thirds was a solidly built Roman centurion with a scabbard at
his side. The Latin inscription on the back of the gravestone read:


 


Tiberius Julius Abdes Pantera


of Sidon, aged 62,


a soldier of 40 years service


of the 1st cohort of archers, lies
here.


 


One hundred and forty years later, in 1999, a work
crew discovered a burial cave during the construction of a condominium in
Jerusalem’s Old City. Inside the cave were ossuaries, small stone boxes in
which, as was ancient custom, the bones of the dead were placed. Although not reported
by the press at the time due to the Supremacy’s intervention, several scholars
of antiquity reached the same provocative conclusion that the bones found in
one of these ossuaries belonged to the family of Jesus. Three of these scholars
made the additional bold claim that the bones of Jesus himself were in one of
the ossuaries, along with those of his wife, Mariamene, more popularly known as
Mary Magdalene, and a son, Joshua.


Because it had long been controversially speculated
by certain scholars that Abdes Pantera was Jesus’ father, the Network
dispatched an agent to a museum called Romerhalle in the little town of Bad
Krueznach, not far from Bingerbruck, only weeks after the discovery of the
supposed Jesus ossuary in 1999. At Romerhalle, what was left of the Pantera gravestone,
and more importantly, the pile of bones found in the grave under it, had been
taken, stored, and occasionally put on display.


After a generous bribe to the museum’s curator,
the Network agent was permitted to scrape tissue from these bones. A subsequent
analysis of the DNA extracted from them, and the DNA from the equally ancient
bones allegedly of Jesus found in the Jerusalem ossuary, concluded with the
highest degree of scientific certainty that Jesus was indeed the son of Abdes
Pantera.


Even more interesting and disturbing, as far as the
Supremacy was concerned, was that the DNA extracted from the Abdes Pantera and
Jesus bones also matched the DNA of a specimen of saliva that the now-former
Agent Renata Singh had secretly extracted, before her betrayal, from a plastic
fork used by Cristos Pantera. In short, it was statistically certain that the
itinerant preacher Cristos Pantera was a descendant of both Abdes Pantera and
Jesus Christ—that he was in the bloodline of Jesus.


The report also confirmed that Cristos Pantera’s
father, Julian Pantera, was himself a descendant of Abdes Pantera. Giving the
matter an uncanny parallel, Julian Pantera was a career army man, like his
distant ancestor. Making it even more uncanny, like Julian’s bastard ancestor
Jesus, who was conceived after illicit sexual relations between Abdes Pantera
and Mary while Abdes was stationed in Judea after his enlistment around 4 BC, Cristos
was likewise Julian Pantera’s illegitimate son.


Julian had met Cristos’ mother, Jane Smith (at
least her name wasn’t Mary, Constantine thought as he read this portion of the report),
while stationed at Fort Drum at the foot of the Adirondack Mountains in upstate
New York, near Watertown. They had met at a singles dive on a cold, snowy
January night in 1984 and made love that very night in a cheap motel. That was
the first and last time Jane Smith would ever see Julian Pantera.


A week later, Julian received orders to Germany
(when Constantine read that, he laughed to himself and shook his head). He left
Fort Drum with his unit, not knowing that Jane was pregnant with his child—a son.
For reasons of her own, Jane did not contact Julian Pantera and tell him about the
pregnancy even though she recorded the man’s name as the boy’s father on the birth
certificate. And for reasons presently unknown, Jane Smith decided to name the
boy Cristos.











Chapter Three

Mary Magdalene


 


 


 


Constantine leaned back against the headboard to
consider all that he had read over the past half hour and quickly fell asleep sitting
up, the iPad resting on his lap. He woke with a start an hour later. After
stretching his arms, yawning and shaking his head, he lifted the iPad and
clicked on the next icon. A moment later, a new PDF file containing a report
titled “Renata Singh” flashed onto the screen.


The Network had thousands of employees and
independent contractors—field agents, intelligence analysts, IT experts,
typists, security guards, clerks, drivers, and assassins, to name a few, who
were paid quite well for the honor and privilege of serving the Supremacy. Of
course, each was carefully recruited and sworn to secrecy. Renata Singh was
among the rare few Network employees who had breached that vow.


She was the daughter of computer scientists,
Jaspal Singh and Indira Jain, children of émigrés who had come to the United
States during a wave of Asian-Indian immigration in the mid-1960s. In 1981,
Indira gave birth to a girl who she named “Renata,” meaning “rebirth.” Renata
was a beautiful child who became a beautiful woman. With her stark-black hair,
square, bronze face, and dark brown eyes, she was soon being ogled by boys and
men alike.


In addition to her beauty, Renata was also
extremely intelligent. Like her parents, she excelled in mathematics. Following
in their footsteps, she attended Princeton and pursued a double major in
statistical analysis and drama.


Since childhood, Renata had voraciously read conspiracy
theories involving a secret ruling elite directing the affairs of mankind,
including Behold a Pale Horse by William Cooper and None Dare Call It
Conspiracy by Gary Allen, along with other books of that ilk that made wild,
paranoid claims. At Princeton, Renata continued to pursue this offbeat interest
and, as she became better versed in statistical analysis and probability theory
during her studies, she began devising complex algorithms in an attempt to
confirm the claims of these authors. Toward the end of her junior year, she’d
produced an algorithm that did just that.


With the help of a professor, Renata published a paper,
“A Statistical Model Demonstrating the Existence of a Political Force
Controlling Human Motivation and Behavior” in the Journal of Applied
Statistics. Within a week of the paper’s publication, Renata was contacted
by a Network recruiter. Less than a week later, she was on the Network payroll
as a statistical analyst. In that position, she’d been tasked from time to time
with assessing the probability of an occurrence based on a set of real-life
variables. The more variables that were known, of course, the more accurate the
prediction.


Constantine put down the iPad for a time and thought
about his own recruitment by the Network, now ten years ago. He’d been a field
agent for the CIA at the time, working for a joint British and American terror
interdiction team headquartered in London. After three months overseas, a
Network operative, himself a Brit, approached Constantine while he was
strolling through shadowy London backstreets conducting routine surveillance of
three Arab men who were part of a suspected terror cell.


The pitch by Constantine’s Brit recruiter was
likely similar to the one made to Renata Singh. Essentially, the Supremacy was
a beneficial association of leading world interests that would eventually lead
mankind to Utopia. However, achieving that end would be a long and sometimes arduous
struggle, a battle of countervailing forces and creeds for the very souls of
men. Like Renata Singh, Constantine was won over by the pitch and joined the
Network, sincerely believing that he was siding with the forces of good.


 


So why had young Agent Singh defected so easily? Why
had this intelligent beauty joined the Cristos Pantera movement? Constantine read on.


At first, Agent Singh was given few assignments because she
was still in school. In Network parlance, she was in “sleep mode.”


In late October of her senior year, while
attending a conference at Cornell with a student group she had joined, Renata
crossed paths with Cristos Pantera. After a long day of seminars, Renata was
strolling across the Cornell campus on her way to her room when she saw a small
group of students gathered around a speaker. Curious, she joined the group and
edged her way through to the front row. Within moments, the speaker turned and
looked into Renata’s eyes. As they locked gazes, Renata was struck with equal
feelings of longing and inner peace. The speaker, of course, was Cristos
Pantera.


Renata knew immediately that he was something special;
“magical,” as she later described him. His kindly expression, cadence of
speech, searing gaze, and message all combined to intrigue and excite her to
the core. There was his white robe and long, glistening brown hair that flowed
behind him, framing his sharp, dark handsome features and nicely clipped
goatee. She was, in short, reminded of Jesus Christ.


It was not strictly a love-at-first-sight kind of
thing, although Renata did not deny that she felt instantly attracted to Pantera.
He was certainly good-looking and strong and sure of himself. There was an
unmistakable affinity between them, as if she had known him her entire life,
and perhaps longer than that, in some supernatural existence long before their
lives had intertwined in that moment.


That moment between them was broken, however, as
Cristos looked away and continued preaching. He made a wide circle with his
right arm as he pointed to each of the students who had gathered around him,
including Renata, as if calling them out.


“In order to attain salvation,” he told them, “you
must discard your present beliefs and adopt new ones based upon the sanctity of
the human spirit!” Everyone seemed mesmerized for the moment by his presence
and cadence of speech as much as his words, as if he was a magician performing
a surprising trick from which they could not look away.


At some point as she listened, her duty as a newly
recruited Network operative bubbled up from somewhere within her and an
algorithm started formulating in her mind. What was the statistical
probability, she wondered, of this fledgling preacher, with his compelling
message and charismatic style of proclaiming it, becoming a threat to the
powerful and all-encompassing secret hegemony that influenced, like puppeteers,
the affairs of men?


The next day, unable to keep her mind off Pantera,
Renata skipped the mathematics seminar, faking a cold, and worked on the
algorithm. After several hours of plugging in variables, she came up with an
equation demonstrating—vaguely, of course—that there was a statistically
significant possibility that this itinerant preacher posed a threat, however
small at present, to the ruling elite. Renata emailed the algorithm in the code
she’d been instructed to use, to an innocuous no-reply address. If her Network
superiors deemed that the report merited further clarification or action,
someone from the Network would contact her.


Back at Princeton a month later, Renata received
an email on her secure Network smartphone. Her orders were to go to Key West during
her winter break. Cristos Pantera and a small band of followers had settled
there for the winter and she was to observe him on the hope of adding new
variables to enhance the reliability of her algorithm.


The assignment had seemed innocuous enough, more a
vacation than a true field mission. The regional chief, now former regional
chief, had approved it despite Renata’s inexperience and lack of field training.
What could possibly go wrong?


So Renata went to Key West on December
twenty-first and watched Cristos Pantera preach each morning at Smathers Beach,
Mallory Square, and other public areas on the tiny island. By early January,
Renata had stopped communicating with her handler and he had to go down to Key
West to find out why. Within a day, he’d determined that Renata had converted
to Pantera’s cause and thus betrayed her oath and the mission.


“They have become lovers,” the handler wrote to her
section chief, who in turn passed the information to the former regional chief.
From that day forward, the Network’s code name for Renata Singh was “Mary
Magdalene,” or as some (including Director Margolis) called her, “Pantera’s
Slut.”


 


Constantine closed his eyes and wondered whether
he had underestimated the importance of this assignment. Something that Agent
Singh, Pantera’s “Mary Magdalene,” had reported near the time she had defected now
aroused his curiosity and concern. According to Singh, during a sermon on
Smathers Beach, a young woman in a long, flowery dress had asked Pantera, “Are
you the One, the Messiah come to save us?”


Pantera had turned to her with a stern expression
and said, “Yes, I have come to fulfill the prophecies. I am the one you mean. I
am he.”


“The Messiah,” Constantine whispered to himself
and frowned. He thought about that for a time and wondered whether Cristos
Pantera’s quest for messiah-dom, self-proclaimed or otherwise, would end up
like all the others—on the cross.











Part Two

Disciples


 


 


All your followers are blind, too much Heaven on their
minds…


- Jesus Christ Superstar


 


And he saith unto them, follow me, and I will make you
fishers of men.


- Matthew 4:19


 


For I am come to set a man at variance against his father,
and the daughter against her mother, and the daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law.


- Matthew 10:34


 


We have left everything to become your followers.


- Mark 10:28


 


There came a time when some abandoned their lives, left
behind their jobs, wives, parents, children, and were drawn to see him, hear
him, touch him, and be touched by him, and join his mission.


- Book of Jude 3:11, Testament of the Church of Cristos











Chapter Four

First Impression


 


 


 


Although Constantine’s room at the Hyatt had been
booked under his longtime Network alias, Lawrence Jarrett, he was to become “Donald
L. Summers” for this mission. The car waiting for him at Charleston Airport’s
long-term terminal parking lot the next afternoon had been registered under
that name. In the glove compartment, he found several credit cards and a debit
card with a $5,000 balance from a bank near Donald Summers’ purported home town
of Gurnee, Illinois, as well as a passport, an Illinois driver’s license, and a
library card all in that name.


The backstory for the assignment was that the
fictitious Donald Summers had heard Pantera preach in Key West while he’d been vacationing
down there during the Christmas holidays. Those sermons had stayed with him
upon returning home, causing a grave reassessment of his life and beliefs.


Like so many others, Summers was purportedly
dissatisfied with life. He found no fulfillment in his job as a financial
analyst (employment as such was easily supported by a local investment firm on
the Network payroll) and was depressed over his inability to find a soul mate.
Thus, he was exactly the type drawn to Pantera’s message: the disillusioned.


At around four, Constantine arrived at the New
Green Acres RV campground, where Pantera’s one hundred and fifty or so converts
had settled in the last three days. Their caravan consisted of the RV transporting
Pantera and three members of his inner circle, another RV for the remaining
inner circle disciples, and two busloads crammed with his remaining followers.


After parking in a small lot at the front of the
campground, Constantine observed the group from a safe-enough distance. Not
much was happening. Many of the followers remained on the buses—sleeping, talking,
doing whatever—while others wandered around outside. Some were sitting on
several long picnic tables between the RVs and buses, playing cards or just
talking.


Fifteen minutes after Constantine’s arrival, Renata
Singh exited Pantera’s RV, followed closely by Pantera himself and two other members
of his inner circle. Constantine would later learn these were Nick Amato and Richard
Avery. Amato was the most noticeable: a hulking fellow in his late thirties with
a sullen expression, wearing a worn leather biker’s jacket. Constantine surmised
that he was Pantera’s bodyguard.


Pantera eventually took the lead, and the others
fell in behind him as they headed toward the parking lot. Constantine ducked
under the steering wheel and went unnoticed as the group climbed into an old, rusted
Ford Taurus parked several rows away from Constantine’s car. Avery drove, with
Amato taking the front passenger seat while Pantera and Singh settled into the
back. After the Taurus drove out of the lot, Constantine followed them. They headed
to the nearby town of Walterboro, parking near the small-town park with a large
gazebo where Pantera had been giving sermons all that week.


Cristos Pantera certainly looked the part of an
eccentric evangelist preaching a radical message that essentially involved replacing
the present world order with a new one that he called “the Kingdom of God.” He stood
an imposing six-foot-three, and his signature full-length white robe
highlighted his slender, athletic frame. A mane of glistening brown hair
cascaded to his shoulders, framing a long, thoughtful, handsome face. He had a
well-kept goatee and, no matter his expression, his searing blue eyes stared
out like accusatory beacons. In his initial report, Constantine commented that
Pantera reminded him of Jesus in the 1960s movie King of Kings, played
by actor Jeffrey Hunter.


Constantine stayed at the periphery of the sparse crowd
listening to the sermon in the park that chilly afternoon. As Pantera got into his
speech, whirling and pointing at the gathering around him in an accusatory way,
Constantine noticed a few more stragglers joining the group. It was difficult
not to come check out the guy with the persuasive voice to have a quick look-see
and listen to what he had to say. While a few people separated themselves from that
message after a time, most remained, their expressions going from quizzical to
serious. They could not stop watching him—could not stop listening, would not
be pulled away. Even Constantine got caught up in it. As he listened, his purpose
for being there went forgotten for a time.


Finally, after no more than half an hour, Pantera
ended this sermon the way he ended all his sermons, with the statement: “Enter
the Kingdom of God and be saved.” He bowed his head for a moment as if in
silent congress with God, then looked heavenward, stepped back with a sigh, turned,
and abruptly departed. Constantine noted that Pantera appeared shaken in those
moments following the sermon, as if stating his message had drained him of all his
mental and emotional vigor.


Constantine didn’t know what to think right then. It
seemed ridiculous that this itinerant preacher with so few followers could
become a serious threat to the formidable power of the Supremacy—that his
sermons to tiny audiences here and there along the East Coast of the United
States might result in a revolution transforming the beliefs of the masses. But,
his superiors were concerned enough, backed up by analysts, to feel the need to
monitor Pantera’s progress.


Following the sermon that afternoon, Constantine
was surprised to note that neither Pantera nor his disciples did much recruiting
among the audience. Despite the obvious impact the sermon had on the psyches of
some among the small audience that had gathered to listen, Pantera had not continued
imploring them to do what he said would bring about their salvation: renounce
their lifestyles, abandon the lives they were leading, and join him and his
caravan of followers on their quest for ultimate change.


During Pantera’s sermon, Renata Singh, Nick Amato,
and Richard Avery had stood unobtrusively behind him, staring out at the crowd
with grim expressions. They circulated no literature that might leave a lasting
effect on those who had heard Pantera speak. They handed out no flyers to tell
people how to participate in the preacher’s revolutionary movement, or even how
to donate money.


Amato remained behind as Pantera started walking away
from the park with Renata and Avery. In a gravelly voice, he announced that if
anyone wanted to learn more about the preacher and his movement, or hear more
of his sermons, they were welcome to come down to the New Green Acres RV
Campground. He gruffly added that they had better get there by this evening, because
the group was leaving in the morning to head north. Amato then trotted off to
catch up with Pantera, Renata, and Avery as they strolled to where the Taurus
had been parked on a side street a block away.


Constantine lingered behind, struck by the lowered
heads, troubled expressions, thoughtful countenances, and deep scowls of some members
of the crowd as they slowly dispersed to get on with their lives. For these
few, it was as if Pantera had awakened an ugly idea that unsettled them to the
core, rattling their semblance of balance and self-esteem. It was an idea that
perhaps had been lurking deep within them for some time, only they had never known
what it meant until now. Oddly enough, Constantine felt something stirring
within himself as well.


A handful of these people would visit the
campground that evening, as Amato had suggested, to hear more. Maybe one or two
would drop everything, hop on one of the buses, and leave with Pantera’s
caravan in the morning. They might become his followers, heading north to
wherever.


Most, however, would remain home and forever
wonder whether they should have gone that afternoon to the preacher’s
campground to hear more of what he had to say, fearing that they had missed
their only chance to find salvation.











Chapter Five

Sons Against Fathers


 


 


 


“He’s something else, huh?”


Constantine turned and looked into the eyes of a middle-aged
man, wearing blue jeans and a light blue golf shirt, standing about a foot
behind his right shoulder.


“Inspiring,” the man added, with a touch of
sarcasm, “in a sad, misguided way. Renounce your beliefs and throw away your
life and enter the Kingdom of God. Become a son of man, whatever.” He laughed. “Yada,
yada, yada. The last of the prophet romantics.”


He was a good-looking man with a square jaw and short-cropped
silver hair. Constantine guessed him to be in his early fifties.


“You into this?” the man asked him.


“I don’t know,” Constantine said with a shrug. “Just
curious, I guess.”


He’d been trying to look that way—just curious—standing
near the crowd that had gathered around Pantera, just at the periphery of it
all, taking it in. The man stuck out his right hand, and Constantine shook it.


“Dick Avery,” he said. He nodded toward the small park
with the gazebo in the center, where Pantera had been preaching only minutes
ago. “My son’s part of that. He was down there, with him.”


“Don Summers,” Constantine said. “So, your son is
a disciple or something?”


“Yep.” Dick Avery nodded glumly. “A disciple.” He
frowned at Constantine and asked more pointedly, “So what about you? What
brings you here?”


“I don’t really know,” Constantine said with a laugh,
falling into his role as the disaffected Don Summers. “Like I said, just
curious.”


“Really,” Dick Avery said. “You see something in
that guy, more than unadulterated bullshit?”


“I…”


“And what’s with that white fucking robe?”


A moment later, another man hurried over to Dick
Avery. He was a few years older and heavier, with a pasty, jowly face.


“You saw him, right?” he said to Avery. “I told
you.”


By now, the crowd had dispersed and the three men
were standing alone at the edge of the park. It was closing in on six o’clock,
and the Sun was getting low in the sky.


“Yeah, I saw him,” Avery sighed. “It was damn
difficult, too. Looks born again or something. And to think all we did for that
boy. My namesake. All our hopes and dreams.”


“Sorry about that, Mister Avery,” the other man
said. He nodded to Constantine. “Help you?”


“I was just leaving,” Constantine responded with a
shrug, though interested in what the two men were doing there.


“He’s all right, Pete,” Avery said. “I approached
him, actually.”


Pete flashed Constantine an unfriendly grin.


After a moment, Avery turned to Constantine and
said, “Richard…that’s my son…he quit law school in his third year to follow
this guy. Called us once, told us he was leaving school to follow this holy
man, something like that. I couldn’t believe it. He threw it all away. To
listen to that.”


So that was it. Dick Avery had come for his son,
one of the inner-circle members who’d accompanied Pantera that afternoon. Constantine
suspected that the other man was a private investigator the elder Avery had
hired to find him.


“So what is it, Don, you mixed up too?” Avery
asked. “Thinking of joining up with this hippie snake-oil salesman?”


“Let’s just say,” Constantine told him, “my life
hasn’t been going well lately.”


Avery made a face, snarling almost, and waved a
hand at him. “Get a grip,” he said. “Joining this is not the answer.”


“Well,” Constantine. “I still want to hear more of
what he’s saying. No harm in that.”


“What’s to hear?” Avery asked. “That drop-out-of-society
bullshit. They tried that in the sixties.” He laughed. “Sex, drugs, and
rock-n-roll. Communes and Charley Manson. Didn’t work then, won’t work now.”


“I don’t think that’s all it is,” Constantine
said.


Avery shook his head and said, “To each his own. But
what’s the world coming to?” After a moment, he grimaced and added, “Sons
against fathers, that’s what it is. Isn’t that some kind of scripture?”


Constantine shrugged indicating he didn’t know. That
night, he used his smartphone to look up the passage on the Internet and found
in the Gospel of Matthew:


For I am come to set a man at variance against
his father,


and the daughter against her mother, and the
daughter-in-


law against her mother-in-law.


 


“It’s a goddamn cult is what it is,” Pete said. “Just
like that Tom Jones.”


“Jimmie Jones,” Avery corrected. He looked at
Pete. “And yeah, it is. A cult. Like Jonestown. In no time, his followers’ll be
drinking Kool-Aid.” He turned back to Constantine. “You’d be into that?” he asked.
“Drinking poison-laced Kool-Aid for this preacher?”


“I don’t think he has that in mind,” Constantine
said. “That’s not what I heard.”


“Well, what does he have in mind, then?”
Avery asked.


“Like you said,” Constantine said, “to change everyone,
what they believe. Change the world. That’s what I heard.” Thinking that he’d
said enough, Constantine wished Avery good luck and said goodbye. In the next
moment, he turned and walked away.


“Think twice about it, friend,” Avery called after
him. “A wolf in sheep’s clothing is what he is.”


 


Constantine hurried to his car and headed back to
the Green Acres RV Campground. Not long into the drive, he glanced up into the
rearview mirror and saw that Avery and Pete were in a car a few lengths behind
him. They were all going to the same place, but for different reasons.


Constantine parked his car in the small lot
adjacent to the campground. After exiting the vehicle, he started walking
toward Pantera’s RV and bus caravan. Dick Avery and Pete had found a spot a few
rows down and were also walking toward the assembly.


Pantera’s followers had settled into the area between
the RVs and coach buses, parked on four separate driveways. Each of the
vehicles had been hooked up to electric, water, and sewer lines.


As they walked toward the camp, Avery approached
Constantine. “A wolf in sheep’s clothing,” he reminded him.


“I heard you,” Constantine said. “I’m still
checking it out. Like I said.”


Avery shook his head. By now, Pete had caught up
to them. After a few more steps, they stopped at the periphery of the camp and watched
for a time. Not much appeared to be happening right then. Like before, most of
the followers were back in their respective RVs or in the buses—probably reading,
listening to music on their iPods, or sleeping something off. A few milled about
outside the buses and RVs, chatting and laughing among themselves, telling
stories or jokes or interpreting Pantera’s sermons. Pantera and his inner
circle were likely holed up in the main RV, and Constantine wondered what they
might be doing. Discussing strategy? Smoking pot? Mixing up a batch of poison
Kool-Aid?


“This reminds me of those outdoor rock concert
days,” Pete blurted out. “Watkins Glen, nineteen sixty-nine. Braless girls in
loose dresses. Hippies with hair down to their ass cracks, dropping acid and
spouting idiot philosophy. You know, flower children.”


He looked over and grinned at Constantine. “Know
where I was during all that, pal?”


Constantine shrugged.


“US Army,” he said. “Nam. Two fucking tours.”


Just then, Avery’s son came striding toward them.


“Dad? What you doing here?” he asked. He
stood before them and looked at Pete, then at Constantine, with a curious
frown. “What the hell do you want?”


“What do I want?” the elder Avery huffed. “Jesus,
how can you ask me that? Your mother and I have been worried sick. You leave
home, call us once, then nothing.”


“I knew what you’d think,” the younger Avery said.


“Damn right, you knew,” Dick said. He took a
breath and looked around a moment.


Constantine thought of stepping away just then,
but he couldn’t make himself do it and break this moment. Pete was standing on
the other side of Dick, tensed-up and glaring at the disagreeable scene.


“You need to quit this and come home,” Dick told
his son.


“No, Dad,” Richard said. “I’m not coming home. I’m
twenty-three years old. You need to let me live my life. Believe what I want to
believe.”


“As a fool? Following some fake? I’m your father. I
can’t just stand by and watch you throw your life away.”


“That’s your opinion,” Richard said. “Not mine.”


“Well, you’ve been brainwashed or something, then,”
the elder Avery insisted.


“Look, I’m not brainwashed,” Richard said. “I simply
believe what the preacher is saying. He’s teaching me the key to salvation, to everlasting
happiness.”


Pete reached out and grabbed hold of Richard’s
left arm. “That’s crazy talk,” he told the younger man. “You need to listen to
your father.”


After a moment, Richard said, “Let go of me,” and pulled
free.


“Let’s just take him,” Pete told the elder Avery. “Get
him into treatment. I’ve done this before. Moonie kids.”


“I’m no Moonie kid,” Richard snapped.


As Pete reached out to grab hold of him again,
Constantine stepped forward and seized Pete’s upper arm. “The kid said to keep
your hands off,” Constantine told him.


Pete swung around and stood face-to-face with him.
Constantine saw the private investigator reach a hand into his pants pocket, presumably
where he kept a small pistol or other weapon.


“Ease up, Pete,” Dick Avery said.


Pete glared at Avery for a moment, sighed, then
yanked away from Constantine. He stepped back and shook out his arms. Constantine
stood there glaring back at him. He had been thinking through possible ways to
disarm the fat investigator without blowing his cover.


“Richard,” Avery said to his son, “don’t you
understand what this has done to me, to your mother?”


Richard turned to him, saying, “What do you want from
me? I don’t want to go home, lead the life you want for me. I’m here escaping that
lie.”


Dick sighed and gave his son a sad, desperate
look. The next moment, he turned to Constantine and said, “See? Just like
scripture. Sons against fathers.”


Richard looked at Constantine, as if to ask, “Who’s
this?” Then, he turned back to his father.


“Look, Dad,” he said. “I’m sorry for not calling. I
should have. But, now you’ve found me and you know I’m okay. In fact, better
than okay. For too long, I suffered doing something I didn’t care about. The
only reason I did it was for you, to gain your approval. None of it was for me.
I hated it.


“Anyway, then the preacher came along,” he went on.
“He looked into my eyes and invited me to find salvation through his message. And
I’ve accepted that invitation.” He smiled and held up his arms. “And like him,
my mission now is to spread the word to others. To spread it to all mankind. To
bring down the present system and build a new one.”


“He’s too far gone,” Pete mumbled from the side.


“What can I say to change your mind, Richard?” Avery
asked. “What?”


“Nothing, Dad,” Richard said. “Nothing. Just go
home.” He nodded toward Pete. “And take him with you.” He turned around and slowly
headed back to Pantera’s RV.


As the kid walked away, Pete came over to Avery. “You’ll
just have to take matters into your own hands, Mister Avery,” he whispered. In
the next moment, he glanced over at Constantine, not sure if he had overheard
him.


Constantine stared forward, pretending he had not.











Chapter Six

Mingling


 


 


 


Minutes after Richard Avery had stalked away,
Amato and three other scowling biker types strolled over. Looking like they had
partied their fair share over the years, each of the three wore threadbare black
leather biker jackets with the name “Road Warriors” inscribed on the back. All
three had scruffy long hair and their thick arms were covered with faded
tattoos of motorcycles, dragons, and women. Constantine later learned that the four
bikers had joined up with Pantera at the same time and were now part of a
makeshift security detail for the caravan headed by Amato.


“You got a reason for hanging out here?” Amato
asked no one in particular. His three comrades stood behind him with accusatory
scowls, their arms across their barrow-shaped chests.


“That’s none of your fucking business,” Pete
barked.


After glancing back at Pete, the elder Avery
stepped forward and said, “I’m Richard Avery’s father.”


“Yeah, we know,” Amato said. “He sent us over, to
tell you to go home.”


“Well, I don’t intend to go home,” Avery told him.
“I’m not finished with him.”


“Well, according to him, you are,” Amato said. “In
fact, he thinks it’s best maybe you and your friends here move along now that you
spoke with him, saw that he’s all right. The way he put it is, it’s time for
you to go back home and let him live his life in peace. He promises to call
regular, check in.”


“I don’t agree we’re finished,” Avery said. “We
never even got started.”


“It’s a free country, Mister Avery,” Pete said,
now glaring at Amato. “They don’t own this property. They got no right to tell
you nothing.”


Amato smirked and shifted around to look at his
comrades. Then, he turned and said to the elder Avery, “Look, you do what you
gotta do. Your friend’s right…we can’t make you go. But, we can stop you from
coming into our camp. It’s up to Richard if he wants to see you. Last I looked,
he’s a big boy.”


The elder Avery nodded, turned to Pete, and
gestured that they should go back to their car in the lot. A moment later, they
headed off.


Constantine remained standing there.


“Why you still here?” Amato asked him.


“I’m not with them,” Constantine replied.


“Who the hell are you, then?”


“I saw the preacher down at the park today,”
Constantine told him. “I came back for another look. You said we could.”


Amato frowned. After a moment, he shrugged and
said, “All right. Just don’t make any trouble, you’ll be fine.” He looked back
at the RV. “Preacher’s resting,” he added. “He usually gives his evening talk around
nine.” He checked his watch, then looked back at Constantine. “’Nother couple
hours. Til then, feel free to come in and mingle. Everyone’s friendly.” He
smiled. “Just like us.”


 


Constantine took Amato up on his offer to go into
Pantera’s camp and mingle. The first person he mingled with was Nick Amato.


“Can I ask you something?”


“You again?” Amato grimaced, then shrugged. “Ask
me what?”


“How’d you join up with this?” Constantine asked as
he looked around. “Doesn’t seem like your cup of tea.” He nodded toward Amato’s
three biker pals. “Theirs either.”


Amato laughed and looked away a moment, then
turned back and, in his gruff manner, said, “How’d we meet up with him? Just
like everyone else around here. Let’s just say we liked what he was selling.”


With a nod, he gestured for Constantine to come
with him. He sat at a wooden picnic table a few feet away, just outside one of
the buses. Constantine sat across from him.


“How’d we join him?” He swung around and waved at
one of the other bikers. “Hey, Tank,” he hollered, “bring me a couple bottled waters.”
The one named Tank nodded and, moments later, delivered them to Amato and
Constantine. Amato unscrewed his and took a swallow while Constantine sipped
his. “Let’s see, how’d we end up here.” He laughed to himself a moment, then
went on, “Well, me, Jake, Ed, and Tank, we’d been part of the Road Warrior
biker crew. I’d been with it what, fifteen years. Doing whatever we liked to
do, most of it not good. Boozing too much, doing and selling drugs, screwing
too much. That kind of life ages you fast, know what I mean.


“Anyway, it was bothering me where my life was at.
I mean, I’m forty-eight years old and still acting like a stupid kid. So, last
fall, the preacher and his little caravan, back then in a single RV and a
couple beat-up cars, they’re stopped at a rest area along I-77 somewhere in
West Virginia. The Master, he’s giving an impromptu sermon and me and Tank and
Ed and Jake, we went over to see what it’s about, what’s this dude saying. And
something about that, what he was saying, and how he was saying it, blew me
away. And blew Tank and Ed and Jake away, too. I mean, man, we were looking at
each other with every sentence saying, Wow! man, that’s it. You know, the
truth.”


Amato laughed to himself a moment, took another
swig of water, then continued, “It was like a bolt of lightning struck us, you
know. I felt myself, well, transformed. Like a different person had come out
from inside my brain and took over.”


He glared at Constantine a moment, then asked, “You
know what I mean? After listening to him this afternoon?”


Constantine nodded and said, “I don’t know, maybe
something like that. Anyway, I’m here. Actually, I saw him preach a few months
ago, down in Key West. I was there on vacation.”


Amato stared at the top of the picnic table, then
finally looked up and told Constantine, “Anyway, that was it. I was changed. And
so were the other guys.” He laughed. “Next thing you know, we’re riding behind
his RV on our hogs instead of hauling off with the Road Warriors. We went all
the way to Key West, sold our Harleys and become his cops.”


Suddenly, he stood and said, “And the rest, as
they say, is history.” With a nod, he added, “Like I said, feel free to mingle,
look around. Figure out if this is for you.” He smiled ruefully. “I guarantee,
it’s quite a ride.”


Amato slid out from the picnic bench and walked
off to one of the RVs.


As Constantine walked through the group, he started
making mental notes for the report he needed to submit that night. Most of the
followers were young, college-aged, with a sizeable number in their late
twenties and early thirties. There was a small contingent of older folks and
some homeless or mentally ill types. It seemed Pantera turned nobody away.


He came across a few professionals among Pantera’s
converts as well, finding a lawyer, a stock broker, and a real estate broker. He
learned that one of the inner circle, Stu Goldstein, had walked away from a
lucrative CPA position and was now the ministry’s treasurer. Still, the
collective lot of this mostly ragtag group hardly seemed to pose even the remotest
threat to the Supremacy, no matter what the intel and stat wonks were telling
the Network’s chain of command. Not in a million years. The assignment seemed
more and more to be one big waste of time.


During that evening, Constantine engaged a couple
of converts in conversation about what the preacher was saying, the crux of his
message.


“Wakes you up to reality,” one of them, a thirty-something
guy who was a former welder, told him. “To what really matters. I mean, not
money, not sports. You. And those around you. And the whole human species. That’s
what matters. Doing things to improve the lives of others. Ensure our survival.
Not making a million dollars for yourself and buying a big fancy house out in
the suburbs, a couple new cars in the driveway, and a boat.” He grinned at
Constantine. “See, none of that matters.”


“What I get out of it is love,” added a skinny
girl standing next to the welder. She told Constantine that she’d dropped out
of Cornell in the past semester to follow Pantera. “All you need is love.”


While waiting for Pantera’s evening sermon at nine
o’clock, Constantine sat on the grass in a circle around a campfire among a
group of ten or so followers. They started singing songs about peace and love,
and after a time, he sang along with them.











Chapter Seven

Parable of the Bad Football Team


 


 


 


At five minutes after nine, Amato came out and
called everyone who was hanging out outside to form a circle around him. Constantine
walked with the others from the campfire pit to join forty or so others
standing around the former biker in an open area on the other side of Pantera’s
RV.


Amato clapped his hands and waited for everyone to
settle down.


“Spread the word, we’re breaking camp in the
morning,” he told them. “Make sure you collect whatever you need, take it with
you. We’ll be cooking up some eggs and brewing some coffee in the morning,
around seven sharp. Any questions?”


No one had any.


“Thanks, all.”


“Where we going?” Constantine asked a demure-looking
Asian girl standing next to him.


She shrugged, smiled demurely, and said, “Wherever
he takes us.”


“How do you join up?” he asked her.


The girl frowned at him a moment, as if she didn’t
quite understand the question. With a shrug, she said, “Like everyone else. You
hop on a bus, grab a seat.”


“But I have a car,” Constantine told her. “Out
there, in the lot.”


The girl looked that way. “You sign it over,” she
said. “They’ll keep it or sell it.”


Fifteen minutes after Amato’s announcement, Pantera
strode out of his RV to give his evening sermon. He was wearing his long white
robe and wore a somber expression. Anyone who wasn’t outside exited the buses or
came back from wherever they had gone in order to hear his nightly talk.


Pantera patiently waited for them to gather around
him. As the group formed up, he smiled and nodded at a few followers who had come
in closer. They smiled and nodded back, but seemed too much in awe of him to do
much else, pleased and honored just to have been acknowledged. Constantine
remained in the middle of the pack, trying to look inconspicuous. Finally, when
it appeared everyone had gathered around, Pantera began the evening’s service.


“My friends,” he started in a low voice, raising
his hands and waving them in. “Squeeze in a bit so everyone can hear.”


He waited another few moments before calling out
to the back row, “Can you hear me back there?”


There was affirmative grumbling.


“All right, then,” he said, then raised up his
arms. “Are you ready to hear the Word of God?”


A resounding “YES!” roared out from the crowd
around Constantine.


“Have you faced up to the illusion of your life?”


“YES!”


“Have you renounced that illusion?”


“YES!”


“Have you embraced the Word of God?”


“YES!”


“Let us meditate on this.”


Pantera bowed his head and closed his eyes, and so
did everyone else—including Constantine. Finally, after a minute or so, Pantera
looked up.


“There once was this really, really bad football
team,” he began, looking skyward and laughing to himself, as if remembering the
team. Then he looked around, scanning the faces of his followers. After another
short laugh, he continued, “I mean really bad. Oh and sixteen kind of bad
for like three straight years. Anyway, there came a day when the team hired a
new coach. He was an odd man, this new coach. Inconspicuous, you know. Scholarly,
which didn’t quite fit the game. A behind-the-scenes rather than in-your-face kind
of guy. But no matter. He knew raw football talent, the physical and mental
skills that made a player good, if not great. And most of all, this coach knew
how to tap into that talent and make it shine.”


Pantera paused, then sighed. His voice so far had
been secure and determined, not loud or scratchy. Constantine liked the sound
of it and liked this story, wherever it was going.


“The first thing he did was scrap the old
playbook,” Pantera went on. “It was tired and worn out. Then the new coach drew
up new plays, plays that any player would like to run. Why? Because these plays
represented the essence of the game.


“After that, the new coach talked to the old
players, the guys who’d suffered through three straight winless seasons. He
showed them the new playbook. And you know, some of the old players bought into
it, the new system, but some of them didn’t. Still others were tempted away by
teams that kept using the old way of playing the game.


“So the new coach recruited new players who liked
what they read in the new playbook. And soon enough, after weeks of practices,
the new team was a solid whole. And you know what? The players who stayed and
the new players who joined the team and started using the new playbook became a
team that started to win. No longer did this team lose every game. And after a
while, you know what? This team won it all.”


Pantera sighed and looked out at them. “The
Kingdom of God,” he said, “is that team. And the Word we are preaching is that
new playbook.”


When he finished speaking, he broke into a wide
smile. He nodded while some of his followers laughed or mumbled their understanding
and agreement with what he had just preached. Constantine realized that Pantera,
like Jesus, liked to use parables to spread his message. Some might be obscure,
but parables like this one (the Parable of the Bad Football Team, he decided to
call it) were pretty clear.


Pantera finished his talk with, “Enter the Kingdom
of God and be saved.” And that was it. In the next moment, he walked back to
his RV without another word.


Most of the followers returned to the buses. Some
went back to the campfire. Still others broke off into small groups. A few,
couples, stole away to uninhabited dark corners. Constantine returned to his
car to escape from the eccentricity and catch some much-needed sleep.


In the morning, he’d become a full-fledged convert.











Chapter Eight

Insiders, Outsiders


 


 


 


Back in his car, Constantine pulled down the seat,
stretched back and dictated his first report using his Network smartphone. After
sending it, he stepped out of his car, stretched his back, and looked down at
Pantera’s camp. A few followers were still milling about, sitting before
campfires, talking and sipping beers. Some of them may have been smoking pot—or
worse. They sure looked the part. However, he had the feeling that such conduct
was taboo, or at very least, seriously frowned upon by Pantera. And Pantera’s
biker brigade was roaming around checking things.


After a few minutes, Constantine got back in his
car and nodded off for a time. By the time he woke up an hour or so later, the
camp had gone completely dark and silent. Everyone appeared to be sleeping.


He stared toward the darkened vehicles for a while,
wondering where this assignment would lead. It was hard to fathom how this
Pantera fellow, no matter how charismatic, could possibly end up threatening the
Supremacy. No doubt in a couple months, it would fizzle out. People would stop
joining up. Then, some who already had would reconsider what they had done or
given up and would leave the caravan, tired of what by now was the cult leader’s
same, tired old spiel about rejecting illusions and entering the Kingdom of God.


After listening to the car radio for a short
while, Constantine turned it off and closed his eyes, huddled under his jacket,
and fell into a deep sleep.


 


Shortly after the Sun came up the next morning, a
gray haze seemed to fill the eastern horizon. Darkness was still deep toward
the west, and fog thick as smoke hugged the ground as Constantine woke up and
rubbed his eyes. He looked down toward the camp, surprised to see a buzz of activity.
Amato and his biker pals were awake, lifting and strapping suitcases onto the
roof of one of the RVs while other followers were packing the other RV and the
buses.


Constantine exited his car into the chilly morning
and walked over to Amato, who had watched him approach. “I slept on it,” he
told the biker. “I want to join.”


“So join,” Amato said. He looked back as the other
bikers finished tying the last of the suitcases on the roof. “Like I told you,
there’s no application to fill out. You just join.”


“So that’s it?” Constantine asked. “Just hop on
the bus?”


“That’s it, my friend,” Amato confirmed.


“Well, I got a car,” Constantine pointed out.


“So, then you follow us. We got a couple other
vehicles, too. The Taurus, an SUV. You stay long enough, you donate yours to
the ministry.”


“What else can I do?” Constantine asked. “You
know, to help the cause.”


“Mostly, keep out of the way, if you want to know
the truth,” Amato said. “Go to sermons, meditate, get clear of whatever brought
you here from your old life. Sometimes, the Master assigns you things, or maybe
sees something in you and asks you to take on a greater role. Like he said in
his parable last night, he’s the coach trying to build a winning team with a
brand-new playbook. And he knows talent.


“Bottom line,” Amato went on, “the Master’s converts
either become insiders or outsiders.”


Constantine gave Amato an inquiring look.


“An outsider,” Amato explained, “is someone who
tags along for the ride. Maybe not one hundred percent buying into what the preacher’s
saying, or not with it enough in the head to do more than just be along for the
ride. An insider is a guy like me, in it for real and ready to put his blood,
sweat, and tears into making it real. You know, a true believer.”


Amato looked over at his crew of bikers as they,
and a couple other followers who had come over to help them, finished packing up
the RVs and buses. After a moment, he looked back at Constantine.


“So which do you think you’re gonna be?” he asked.
“An outsider, or insider?”


“Right now,” Constantine said, “I’m not sure.”


“That’s all right, my friend,” Amato told him. “Most
followers start out that way. Unsure. Look around you. There are what, a hundred
fifty of us. Most are outsiders. But that doesn’t mean they’re not benefitting
from the ride. The Master has a way of breathing life into you, no matter what
your circumstances, the cards you’ve been dealt. That’s his gift. Aiding your
rebirth. Saving you.”


Constantine nodded. He’d recognized a semblance of
that ability after witnessing only two sermons. Pantera had an affecting style
that made people want to hear more and evolve into someone else.


“You call him ‘Master’,” Constantine pointed out. “Does
everyone call him that?”


Amato laughed and said, “It’s just my term, what I
like to call him. Some of the others call him that too. Sounds right. Master of
the Word. That’s who is he. I think eventually everyone will call him that.”


“Everyone?”


“Yeah,” Amato said and smiled. “The whole world.”


 


By nine, they had broken camp. The cables, hoses,
and wires were pulled from the water and electric hook-ups and the two RVs and the
two coach buses slowly backed out of their respective driveways. The vehicles lumbered
off one by one, transmissions groaning, led by Pantera’s RV along the narrow
access road past the parking lot to State Road 60.


Constantine followed in his car behind the Ford
Taurus and the SUV, driven by a couple followers. Probably outsiders, Constantine
thought, like me. He’d figured that only “insiders” rode in the RVs. What
he needed to do, at some point in the immediate future, was to become one
himself—an insider—so he could get to know what Amato’s “Master” was all about.


After driving slowly along State Road 60 for a few
minutes, he followed the caravan onto the entrance ramp to Interstate 95. Together,
they headed north.











Chapter Nine

The Cure


 


 


 


Three hours later, the caravan
exited the interstate onto State Route 9 just outside Dillon, South Carolina, a
few miles south of the North Carolina border. Minutes later, the RVs and buses lumbered
into the Bass Lake RV Campground.


They would have arrived earlier in
the day, but about halfway there from Walterboro, they pulled off the
interstate and took up one whole side of the parking lot at a McDonald’s near
the exit. Amato and his biker colleagues shuffled into the restaurant and
ordered one hundred and fifty-three Quarter Pounders, each with side orders of
small fries. They paid for everything with a debit card drawn on the ministry’s
checking account.


Within half an hour, everyone had
gotten a burger and fries. Constantine thanked the pretty twenty-year-old girl who
handed him his bag of food by his car. She had long, sandy hair and a fair
complexion with freckles dotting her nose, and she wore a tie-dyed pixie dress.
The girl nodded, flashing him a shy smile. Her name was Mary.


An hour later, the caravan negotiated
the bumpy gravel and dirt entrance road of the Bass Lake RV Campground before
pulling into an open area, more or less an open field set aside for parking
recreational vehicles. Goldstein had called ahead to reserve four spaces with
electric and propane hookups for three days at thirty-six dollars a day


Within half an hour or so, the camp
was set up. There wasn’t that much to do and after two months of traveling from
RV campground to RV campground, Pantera’s followers had turned moving in and moving
out into a well-oiled process.


There were a few other campers
around them, mostly snowbirds on their way back north after spending the winter
at some modular park down in Florida. With the camp settled, everyone seemed content,
glad to be living this transient, mobile existence. Most, if not all, were
fully under Pantera’s spell.


That afternoon, Constantine sat
around a wooden picnic table with a small group of the converts. Amato had
given them the task of grilling hot dogs for whomever wanted one at a rickety
line of old grills provided by the campground. He turned to a tall guy in his
late thirties standing next to him, one of the exceptions to Pantera’s mostly
younger converts.


“How long you been here?” Constantine asked the man.


“Month,” he said. He was tall, with pasty skin on
the lumpy side, and tired, almost droopy eyes and spoke in a slow, deliberative
manner.


“Where you from?”


“Miami,” he said.


The guy told Constantine his name was Danny
Stewart. Before following Pantera, he’d been a lawyer working for a
medium-sized firm in downtown Miami. One day, while on his way back from lunch,
he’d stopped to listen to Pantera preaching at a small park near the Intercostal.
After only five minutes, he was hooked, feeling the urge and need to transform
his life. He found out where Pantera’s small group was staying—in an RV park near
Ft. Lauderdale—told a senior partner he quit, packed a couple suitcases, and
went to the RV park.


“His words,” Danny tried to explain, “what he says,
man, the way he says it. He woke me up that day to the emptiness of my life. To
the truth. That my life was a lie, a complete sham…an illusion, like he says. I
was an automatic man programmed by my parents and society to think what I was
doing was real, that it meant something. He made me realize it’s not, that all I
left behind back there meant nothing. And from that realization, from acknowledging
that, I felt my self-esteem coming back. I felt meaningful.” He smiled. “I felt
happy.”


Danny turned to Constantine, his eyes wide,
holding his smile. “Now I’m part of the solution, like the Master says,” he
went on, “instead of part of the problem. I am becoming authentic.”


“Authentic?”


“Yeah, doing things that really matter,” he said, then
paused a moment. “Helping the species survive, helping some guy down on his
luck. Finding God. That’s what it means.”


That’s the party line, the message, Constantine
thought. It was what Pantera had talked about in the two sermons he’d heard so
far. Pantera wanted whomever would hear and listen to do what they needed to do
to become “authentic.”


Pantera emerged a moment later from his RV and was
immediately surrounded by converts. Some of them streamed from the buses to be
near him. Unable to help themselves, some of them reached out to touch his
white robe. He smiled as he strolled with them and from to time held up his
hands to fend them off. With him were Renata Singh, Richard Avery, Nick Amato,
and the accountant, Stu Goldstein. They walked to the Taurus, got in together,
and drove off.


“Going to preach,” Danny told Constantine. “Convert
the deluded.”


Constantine nodded and smiled. Look who’s
calling who deluded, he thought.


 


A couple of hours later, Pantera and the others
returned to the camp. A few cars had followed them back and their eight
occupants, men of various ages, exited. They followed Pantera and the others toward
the camp, taunting them, yelling names, and waving their arms above their heads
menacingly.


“Faggots!” one of them yelled.


“Commies!” yelled another.


Still another shouted, “Beware false prophets who
come in sheep’s clothing, for they are ravenous wolves!”


Nick Amato kept turning around, glaring viciously back
at them. He shouted something—a curse, Constantine thought. Once, he turned and
stood his ground, giving them the finger, but Pantera reached out and pulled
him back. Finally, Amato’s three biker comrades ran over and formed a line between
the eight taunters and Pantera, Singh, Goldstein, and Avery. Soon, other converts
joined the human barricade. Constantine got up and ran over to join the wall of
defense.


The taunters stopped a few feet from them and each
side glared at the other for a time. Then, Constantine noticed that
Pantera had somehow edged his way into the narrow space between the line of his
followers and the group that had come to challenge him.


Both sides hesitated, gawking at
him. What was he doing?


Pantera faced down the group
opposing him for a time, then turned around and gave an equally disgusted
expression to those supporting him. He then stepped forward and stood boldly
before the other side. His hands were on his hips and he looked at them for a
time, his expression changing from a glare to one of amusement.


“You’re not aware that there’ll come
a day when my enemies will perish?” he asked the eight taunters. “That everything
they thought and did, and the very lives they led, and all they believed in, will
be as nothing?”


The way he said this, his stance and
the fire and certainty in his eyes and voice, seemed to stop the taunters cold.
They stood before him, glaring, but seeming to tremble as well.


“Let me say it to you this way, my friends,”
Pantera went on. “The souls of those who do not hear the Word I preach shall
die two deaths, one in this life on Earth, and another in the afterlife. They
will never gain salvation, not in this world or the next.” Then he stuck out
this right arm and aimed his index finger at them. “None shall be saved who
does not hear the Word and enter the Kingdom of God.”


In the next moment, he turned and walked back to
his RV. Everyone seemed stricken by some invisible force—unable to move, unable
to speak.


After a few moments, the taunters
began grumbling to themselves. Some were shaking their heads at having just
heard what seemed like a curse emitting from the weird preacher’s mouth. Facing
the likes of Amato and the other bikers and a veritable army of frowning and
scowling Pantera converts, they seemed to have second thoughts about whatever
they had originally had in mind. They turned around and started back to their
cars.


Constantine saw one of them, a young
guy in his twenties wearing a greasy hat with the emblem of a deer across the
front, step forward and walk toward the preacher’s followers. Wearing a wide
grin, he was patted on the back as he began strolling with the group back to
the camp.


One of the taunters who had been walking
back to their cars noticed the defection. He stopped and turned, yelling out, “Hey,
Lucas! Lucas! What
the hell ya doing?”


Now the rest of the taunters had stopped
as well. Lucas yelled back to them, “I’m staying. Gonna join up with these good
people. Get along home without me.” He waved them off. After a few moments,
however, the men started toward the camp again, and it seemed that the
altercation might flare back up.


But seeing this, Lucas shouted, “I
said go on along home without me. I’m not going back with you. Tell Lori I’m
sorry.” He sighed and looked at the smiling faces of Pantera’s followers around
him. “I’m staying here.”


The taunters looked at each other
for a time. Some of them shrugged, others flipped Lucas off. Someone shouted, “Asshole.”
Another yelled, “Faggot.” Moments later, they returned to their cars and drove
off.


 


Around nine o’clock that evening,
Pantera emerged from his RV. Just like the day before, everyone stopped
whatever they were doing to gather around him and listen to what he had to say.
Constantine again edged his way toward the front.


“Gather round and hear the Word,”
Pantera began as he had the day before.


That seemed to be the standard way the
man started his sermons, Constantine mused. Gather round and hear the
Word.


“I want to tell you a story I call ‘The
Cure’,” Pantera went on. “You see, a terrible disease, like a bad flu or
something, swept throughout this particular country, and many, many people
starting getting sick and an alarming number of them died. Soon enough, it
became apparent that no one was immune from the virus that caused this disease.


“So the president and Congress got
all the great doctors and research biologists together to come up with a cure.
And, you know, it took a few anxious weeks while more and more people got sick,
and more and more people died, before finally, after mixing together various
chemical potions, they came up with a pill that could cure the disease. Only
taking the pill wasn’t enough. The doctors told everyone that in addition to
taking the pill on a daily basis for a couple weeks, they had to follow a
strict regimen that included eating right, exercising, meditating, getting
enough sleep, that sort of thing.


“Well, you know, there were some
people who refused to take the pill and they got sick and died. And then there
were those that took the pill, but didn’t follow the regimen, and they got sick
and died. Then there were a number of people who took the pill and followed the
regimen for a while, but stopped. For a time, they got better, but after they
stopped the regimen, they got sick and died.


“And then there were a smaller
number who took the pill and followed the regimen, and they all got better. And
they became the rulers of the country.


“Enter the Kingdom of God and be saved.”


That signaled the end of the sermon—in
this case, another parable—and Pantera’s followers mumbled, “Enter the Kingdom
of God and be saved.”


A couple hours later, back in his
car, Constantine thought about the simple parable that he called “The Cure.” It
explained exactly what Pantera was doing—giving the masses a pill and a regimen
to get better, to gain salvation. Only those who took the pill
and followed the regimen would enter the promised Kingdom of God and be saved.


He sighed and picked up his
Network smartphone to begin dictating that day’s report.











Chapter Ten

Rescue


 


 


 


Constantine slept in the back seat of his car that
night. In the morning, he intended to approach Nick Amato about donating it to
Pantera’s ministry upon the premise that he had indeed decided to fully commit.


Deep in the early morning hours of that moonless
night, with darkness and silence hanging over the camp, Constantine was
awakened by the sound of hushed voices and footsteps. He slowly rose from the
seat and spotted the source of the noise. Four men dressed in black were moving
stealthily and methodically toward the main RV—the one occupied by Pantera, Renata
Singh, Amato, and Avery.


Within seconds, Constantine’s eyes had adjusted to
the darkness and he saw that the four intruders were carrying billy clubs. They
clearly meant to do harm if necessary. A moment later, Constantine realized what
was happening: Dick Avery had likely hired these thugs to forcibly rescue his
son from Pantera’s “cult.”


Constantine turned off the overhead light before slowly
exiting the car. He gently shut the door behind him, then, staying low, hustled
toward the main RV. It was his hope to thwart Richard Avery’s kidnapping and,
in the process, earn himself notice and praise and perhaps admission into
Pantera’s inner circle. He might go from outsider to insider in one fell swoop.


However, he hadn’t quite figured out just how he
was going to do that. Using martial arts skills honed by Network training would
likely give away that he was not some ordinary schlep named Donald Summers, fed
up with life and therefore ripe for Pantera’s message, but instead was some
type of field agent sent to investigate Pantera.


Constantine scampered to the rear of Pantera’s RV
and waited as the four intruders made a final run for the side door. They stood
there for a moment, getting their bearings and gathering their nerves. Finally,
they appeared ready for their next move: breaking down the door and entering
the RV. Constantine took a deep breath and stepped out from behind the vehicle,
shouting, “What you doing, man?”


Each of the intruders turned to face him.


“Fuck,” one of them whispered.


In the next moment, Constantine was banging on the
side of the RV.


One of the intruders, a big, burly guy who looked
like he’d had a long career as a bouncer and repo man—and whatever he was now—approached
Constantine in a lumbering fashion, ready to strike. Constantine widened his
stance and banged on the RV again.


As the burly one got nose-to-nose with Constantine
and was lifting his billy club for a strike, the side door of the RV opened and
out stepped Nick Amato. A moment after that, Amato’s three ex-Road Warrior
comrades exited the other RV and were running over to join the brewing fracas.


“What the fuck’s this?” Constantine heard one of
them say.


This show of force ended the rescue mission. The
burly one lowered his club and backed off.


“Lucky for you, shithead,” Amato said.


By now, the area around the main RV was filling up
with followers from the buses and tents set up in the vicinity. That was the
cue for the rescue team to flee. First one turned and trotted off, then the
next, and finally the other two, including the big burly one. They ran into the
darkness past the parking lot, toward the woods that led to the state highway. Constantine
surmised they had a vehicle parked somewhere out there.


“What was that?” Amato asked of no one in
particular.


“Rescue mission, I think,” Constantine said. He explained
what he suspected, that Richard Avery’s father had hired these guys to forcibly
remove his son from the caravan and take him home. Richard cursed and stalked
back into the main RV in a huff.


Pantera stepped forward and patted Constantine on
the back.


“Well, your diligence just saved him from that,”
he said. “A father sometimes wishes to hide his son from the truth. He teaches
the lie, and then objects when the son wishes to escape from it.” Then he gave
Constantine a curious look. “You’re new here.”


“Yes,” Constantine said. “I saw you speak yesterday.
And before that, when I was down in Key West on vacation. Over Christmas. But
when I came back north, I couldn’t get your message out of my head. I’d heard
you’d be heading north when the weather broke, so here I am.”


Pantera looked around him, at the gathering of
sleepy followers.


“It’s over now, my friends,” he said. “Thanks to
this man.” He looked back at Constantine. “What’s your name?”


Constantine almost blew his cover in that moment. “Ju…Don,”
he said, trying to recover. “Donald Summers.”


“Well, Donald,” Pantera said, “I’m wide awake. Got
time to talk?”


He waved his arm toward the main RV. Constantine shrugged,
nodded, then followed him inside.











Chapter Eleven

Savior


 


 


 


“You’re different,” Pantera said to Constantine
after sliding into the seat across from him. They faced each other in a booth that
appeared to serve as the kitchen table in the mid-section of the RV.


“Excuse me?”


“Different,” Pantera went on as he cocked his head
ever so slightly. “You’re trying to look like one of my typical followers, but
I see something else in you.” He frowned, then said, “Something different.”


Constantine suddenly wondered whether Pantera might
have guessed his identity.


Singh, Avery, and Amato had returned to the RV
with them and been quickly shooed to bed by Pantera. He told them to get some
sleep. They were breaking camp once the Sun rose. He didn’t feel safe there
between the rednecks and cult-busters. And he wanted to discuss some things
with Constantine. Alone.


“So tell me about yourself,” Pantera continued.


Constantine recounted the main points of the
Summers backstory. After graduating high school in Libertyville, Illinois, not
far from his present home in Gurnee, he’d attended Northwestern and obtained a
degree in finance. Upon graduation, he had landed a job with Dwyer &
Clattner, where he had remained ever since—nine years, and finally creeping
past a six-figure salary in the past year.


Constantine went on to provide more detail about
the fake Donald Summers, things he’d made up beyond the barebones sketch the
Network had provided. He told Pantera that Summers had been an only child. His
parents were dead, both dying the same year five years ago and that he missed
them. He’d dated a secretary from the firm, but that had never gone anywhere. There
were several others, but never a wife.


Indeed, these facts were taken from Constantine’s
own life. Dead parents, no wife. He’d never found the woman of his dreams, just
bedded whores on the Network payroll to satisfy his sexual needs. He’d been too
busy with difficult and dangerous Network missions over the last ten years to
cultivate much more than lust.


The rest of the Summers story had little
relationship to his own. When he turned thirty, he continued as Summers, he
began to feel as if his life had no purpose—no direction. His job was rote, serving
to enrich clients through mutual funds or securities, about which he had become
an expert. His life had become a grand bore rather than a grand adventure. In
dark, lonely moments in his apartment, he had on more than one occasion
considered suicide. In short, nothing seemed to matter anymore. He went to see
a doctor and was given meds for depression. The doctor had convinced him to
take a trip to Key West during the Christmas holidays.


Thus, Summers was ripe for the new, meaningful
life that was the essence of Pantera’s message. Thus, it should not have been surprising
that while on that Key West vacation, Summers found Pantera’s message to be a
salve for his soul. The preacher’s message had resonated within and awakened
him, easing his angst.


“Bottom line,” Constantine told Pantera, “I’m here
because I need something that only you can provide.”


“What’s that, Donald?” Pantera asked.


Constantine looked up and smiled, now fully into
his role as Donald Summers. “Salvation.”


 


“Now let me tell you about my life,” Pantera said.
“Why I’m here, doing this.”


“That’s not necessary.”


“Yes, it is,” Pantera said. “You want to be sure,
don’t you, that I’m the man you want to follow…the man who can guide you to salvation?”


Constantine shrugged, then said, “I think I
already know that.”


“Well, I’m going to tell you anyway,” Pantera responded.
“After listening to what I have to say, you may change your mind.”


Constantine shrugged, silently agreeing to listen.


“First off,” Pantera began, “I’m a bastard.”


Constantine feigned surprise. He already knew this
and certain other details that Pantera then related. His mother, Jane Smith—an
intelligent, spirited woman—had raised him alone. They lived with his
grandmother until he was about eleven; then, for some years after that, on a
commune located on an abandoned and sprawling, hilly stretch of farmland not
far from Watertown that belonged to the commune’s leader, a free spirit and former
hippie named Gracie Paige. After the commune closed down, his mother moved them
to a small apartment just outside Watertown. Aunt Gracie, as Pantera called
her, moved in with them and cared for him while his mother worked long hours at
a local diner.


“Gracie taught me some odd things about life,”
Pantera told Constantine with a laugh. “Some of it fueled, perhaps, by a
lifetime of smoking pot and dropping acid. Life was an illusion created by a
secret ruling elite to make each of us subservient automatons. That sort of
thing.


“And, of course,” he continued somewhat ominously,
“there were visitors. Both at the commune and after.”


“Visitors?”


Pantera smiled and looked away, as if remembering
something. Finally, he looked back at Constantine and said, “Yes, visitors. Emissaries
from some mysterious group with ties going back to the Ebionites in the first
century AD. These Ebionites believe, to this day, that Jesus was the Messiah come
to overthrow the status quo and rule the world.


“At the time, I had no idea why they’d come…what
they wanted, what any of it had to do with me. It was only years later that my
mother told me that I was the reason they had come. They were watching me,
monitoring my progress. They claimed that I was a descendent of Jesus, that his
blood was my blood. They said I was to fulfill the scriptures, and that doing
so was my birthright. They said I was the next Messiah.


“And they were right,” Pantera continued after a
time. “I am the Messiah, the Savior of mankind. And so, last July, my mother
and I agreed that I was ready. It was time to start my ministry.” Pantera was smiling
now as he drew in a breath, adding, “It was time for me to save the world.”











Chapter Twelve

The Twelfth


 


 


 


Constantine didn’t think Pantera’s efforts to save
the world had amounted to much so far after nine months of preaching. One
hundred and fifty converts hardly constituted a revolution.


“Would you like to join us?” Pantera asked. “Help
us save the world?”


“I have joined you,” Constantine said, smiling
curiously. “I’m here. I’m handing over my car, donating my bank account. And I
plan on liquidating my 401k first chance I get so I can donate that as well. I’ll
be riding in one of the buses today.”


“No, not the buses,” Pantera said. “I want you to
ride with me. In here. I think there’s more to you than those who ride the
buses.”


“I…I don’t know what to say,” he said slowly. “I…just
joined.”


“It doesn’t matter when you join,” Pantera told
him. “It’s what you bring to the table. I see something in you, something deep.
Like in the others I selected for my inner circle…Richard and Renata, Nick and
Stu, and the rest. I see you can help us in doing what Jesus was unable to do,
establishing the Kingdom of God on Earth.”


“And anyway,” Pantera went on, “my inner circle presently
numbers eleven. I need a twelfth.” He smiled. “A messiah needs twelve
disciples.”


Constantine looked down at the red-speckled Formica
tabletop for a time. This seemed too good to be true—too easy. Still, he looked
up, nodded, and said, “I accept. I’ll be your twelfth disciple.” Then, after
another moment, he asked, “Now what?”


“Now, nothing,” Pantera said. “Now, you help us spread
the Word of God, increase our numbers, expand our influence. Jonathan…he’s our
computer geek in the other RV…he’s developing a website. We already have a
Facebook page, and a Twitter account.” Pantera laughed. “He makes me tweet a
new saying every day. He says all we need is something that we do or say to go viral.”


“Like what?”


Again, Pantera flashed that knowing, kindly smile.
“A miracle. Maybe raising someone from the dead.”


Constantine shrugged, not sure whether Pantera was
being facetious or serious and said, “Can I ask you something?”


“Sure, shoot.”


“Those visitors you mentioned who came to see you
and your mother, what proof did they have that you’re in the Jesus bloodline?”


“I don’t know,” Pantera responded slowly. “They
never showed us any proof, far as I know. But my mother confirmed what they
said, or at least, that’s what she told me. From her reading, mostly scholarly
books on the life of Jesus written by college professors. Plus, there’s the Pantera
name, same as Jesus’s supposed real father. Things like that.”


The preacher shrugged. “Or perhaps it’s all
fantasy, wishful thinking. A delusion, nothing more.”


“Why don’t you mention it in your sermons?”
Constantine asked curiously.


“Do I need to?” Pantera said. “It’s the message
that counts, not the messenger. Even for Jesus, it was the message. Or it was,
at first. But then, Paul of Tarsus, St. Paul, butted in, making Jesus the Son
of God and morphing his message into something else, some bizarre myth.” He sighed.
“Jesus’ original message got distorted because of Paul. It became, in essence, a
fairy tale.”


In the next moment, Pantera added, “And plus, if
it’s proved untrue and I’m discredited, that I’m not really descended from
Jesus, the message would be discredited. I would be called a liar. So I can’t take
the chance without more proof. Certain proof.”


“A DNA test, maybe?”


“That would do it, sure,” Pantera said with a
shrug. “DNA confirmation that my genes are linked to Jesus. But I’m afraid getting
that done may be impossible.”


Constantine knew, of course, that it had already
been confirmed—the man was descended from Jesus. Being able to proclaim that as
fact would certainly ratchet up Pantera’s gravitas to stratospheric heights, adding
a new scary variable to the computations of the Network’s analysts.


“In which RV would you like me to ride?”
Constantine asked after a moment.


“This one,” Pantera said. “I feel the need to keep
you close.”


Constantine didn’t know what that meant, whether that
was good or bad, and again feared that Pantera suspected him. The preacher
seemed to have a keen sixth sense—an innate, uncanny, almost telepathic ability
to know what made a person tick, what a person really was deep down.


Renata Singh quietly approached them from the back
of the RV, moving to stand next to Pantera at the table.


“You should get to sleep,” she scolded as she
stroked his head, confirming to Constantine in that gesture that she was his
lover, his Mary Magdalene. “All these long nights. You’re wearing yourself out.”


He looked at Constantine and said, “Donald has
joined us. Finally, our twelfth.”


Renata looked at Constantine and frowned. He wondered
whether she might recognize something amiss about him, a statistical
probability that he was a fraud. That he was not Donald Summers at all, but a
Network operative come to take her place and sabotage Pantera’s quest to save
the world.


The moment passed, and Renata stuck out a hand and
said, “Welcome, Donald. God knows we can use all the help we can get.”


Constantine shook her hand and said, “Thanks. Glad
to be here.”


By now, Pantera was sliding out of the booth. Before
standing up, he reached over and grabbed Constantine’s left forearm.


“Get some sleep, Donald,” he said, nodding toward
the front of the RV. “There’s an empty bunk forward. You need your rest. There’s
still much work to do.”











Chapter Thirteen

The Twelve


 


 


 


At daybreak, Pantera sent Amato to the other RV to summon the
rest of his inner circle for a meeting. As they crowded into Pantera’s RV, they
frowned at the intruder, Constantine, seated next to their leader at the
kitchen table.


“We all here?” Pantera looked at Amato, who
nodded. “Before we begin,” he continued, “I want to introduce Donald Summers.
He comes to us from the Chicago area.” He turned to Constantine. “Gurnee,
right, Donald?”


“Yes, Gurnee,” Constantine said. “Halfway between
Chicago and Waukegan.”


“Donald has agreed to become our twelfth disciple,”
Pantera went on with a smile. “Our circle is now complete.”


The other eleven disciples greeted the news with
brief nods or short smiles, but seemed leery of the new guy who had joined
their quaint little group. Constantine wondered if they felt threatened by someone
new competing for the Master’s attention. What would it do for team chemistry?


Pantera went around the room, introducing Constantine
to the other eleven disciples of his inner circle. Some Constantine already
knew—Renata Singh, Richard Avery, Nick Amato, and Stu Goldstein. The preacher had
already mentioned Jonathan Walsh, the computer geek who was in charge of
developing the ministry’s internet presence. Pantera had lured him away from a
lucrative job as a programmer for a small but growing Albany, New York outfit
that developed software for major businesses, law firms, defense agencies, and their
contractors.


And then there were those members Constantine had
only seen from a distance, hanging around the other RV. There was David Cantor,
a social worker in his late twenties from Cleveland; a black guy with a rumpled
frame and large, tired eyes. Miranda Siminski was a plain, twenty-something
dental hygienist who had joined up as they were passing through Charlotte on
the way down to Key West late last autumn. Mohammed Atti, a handsome and forever
scowling thirty-five-year-old, was the son of a convenience store owner whose
family had come to the United States from Yemen in the early nineteen nineties and
settled in Lackawanna just south of Buffalo. 


There was Ken Baker, blond-haired beach bum with a
pleasant voice who played guitar and sang ballads and smiled a lot. He was a
Yale dropout who had drifted down to Key West, where he sang at nightspots like
Captain Tony’s and Sloppy Joe’s before hearing a couple of Pantera’s sermons. He’d
become a follower at first, and then, as they started heading north, joined the
inner circle upon Pantera’s invitation. Myra Kearns, an attractive, recently
divorced real estate agent in her late thirties, had joined the caravan when it
stopped for a couple of days in Sarasota. 


“Last but not least,” Pantera continued,
introducing Luke Morgan, a brawny, red-haired, good-looking general laborer in
his late twenties who had kicked around various construction jobs in Florida over
the last several years after dropping out of Florida State in his senior year.


With introductions out of the way, Pantera called
the meeting to order as if they were the board of directors for some small
company—which, in some sense, they were. What they were selling was Pantera’s
message. They took in revenue in the course of doing so, by way of donations, and
spent the money on expenses, like the RVs and buses as well as the food and
drink that Pantera’s followers consumed. The enterprise was ultimately inspired
by the ultimate business plan: saving the world.


“In light of last evening’s events,” Pantera said,
“I think we need to break camp this morning and head north.”


“Yea, too many Christian rednecks down here,”
Amato said with a laugh, and some of the others laughed as well.


“How far does the Master wish to go?” Mohammed asked
with a humorless scowl.


Pantera shrugged. He opened an iPad on the kitchen
table and tapped on the screen, calling up a map of Interstate 95 showing RV
campgrounds and other recreational areas at or near the interstate’s exits along
the entire East Coast. After a couple of minutes checking various campsites,
Pantera nodded and looked at his inner circle.


“I think this one will do,” he said. “The
Interstate Inn Campground in northern North Carolina.”


“How far is that?” Nick Amato asked.


“Two and half hours,” Pantera said. “The place has
everything we need, including a bath house. And an inn with a hundred and
sixteen units.” He scanned the twelve disciples of the inner circle until he
found Goldstein. “We got enough money to rent the place out, Mister Goldstein?”


“Yeah, sure,” Goldstein said. “More than enough.”


“Call them up, then,” Pantera said. “See how many
of our followers we can get into rooms. Have them clean up and sleep in beds
for a few days. Take real showers. I don’t want to be seen as a bunch of smelly
hippies.” He sighed. “So, any objections?” He looked around the RV. There were
none. “Okay, next stop, the Interstate Inn Campground.”


“You gonna be preaching there?” Renata asked. “I
mean, it’s rural, just like here. We need to reach more people if we’re ever
gonna have an impact.”


“I thought that was a statistical given,” Pantera
said with a smile.


“That’s the point about statistics, Cristos,” she
said, and Constantine immediately noticed that she was the only one who thought
to call him by his given name. “Nothing’s a given. It’s all probability.”


“Well, we’ve grown since you joined us, haven’t we,
Renata?” he asked.


“Yes,” she said. “From twenty to a hundred and fifty.
But that’s hardly a revolution.”


“Do we have to discuss this right now?” Amato asked.
“We need to pack, get everyone moving, get on the road.”


“No, this needs discussion,” Pantera said. “Anyone
else think that our mission moves too slowly?” He looked around at the faces of
his inner circle. No one offered a response. “Why are we in a rush to do so
anyway?” he asked, now looking straight at Renata. “What we’re trying to do can’t
be done in a day, a week, a month, a year…maybe not even in a decade or a century.
Our goal should be to plant the seeds of change and watch them grow. Some of
them will not take root. But others, I think, will, and they will become a
forest of change.”


Pantera smiled and looked with kind eyes first at
Renata, who shrugged and nodded after a time, then at the others, as if they
were children in a classroom.


“So all of you, be patient,” he went on. “Our
mission is to offer a way to the Kingdom, not to impose it.”


Everyone sighed, seeming to accept Pantera’s patient
approach. Spread the word, plant the seeds, and hope and pray that the new way
of life being proposed would eventually take root and become accepted by the
mass of humanity.


“All right, then,” Pantera said. “Let’s break camp.”











Chapter Fourteen

Baltimore


 


 


 


They spent four days at the Interstate Inn
Campground. Each afternoon around four, Pantera drove into the small town of
Weldon, a few miles from the campground, and preached. He was always accompanied
by Singh, Amato, and Avery.


On the last day, Pantera asked Constantine to tag
along, and he crowded into the backseat between Amato and Avery. The sermon was
much like the one Constantine had witnessed at Waterboro, South Carolina. In
his inimitable, charismatic style, Pantera told the audience that their present
lives were an illusion based upon false beliefs that their parents, siblings,
teachers, priests, friends, and the media had programmed them to accept. He
told them they must renounce these false beliefs and embrace the new ones he espoused,
based upon the sanctity of the human spirit. Such new beliefs would motivate
them to do and think things that would improve the lives of their fellow man,
enhance the survivability of the human species, and bring them closer to a
comprehension of God and the cosmos. Only then, Pantera went on, could they
attain a sense of genuine meaning and self-esteem in their lives; only then could
they become authentic human beings capable of entering the Kingdom of God.


While small, the audience was larger in Weldon
than it had been in Waterboro. Afterwards, eight members from that audience showed
up at the campground to listen to Pantera’s evening sermon. Six of them stayed.
No one came to taunt them.


 


By Constantine’s count, Pantera’s followers,
including the inner circle, had increased to one hundred and seventy-six as the
two RVs and two buses chugged out of the driveway from the Interstate Inn
Campground on the morning of the fifth day and headed north again, up
Interstate 95. Their next stop, only a two-and-a-half-hour drive, was the Aquia
Pines Camp Resort in Stafford, Virginia, just south of the Marine Corps
training base at Quantico. They stayed there another four days before heading
north again.


The caravan got stuck for almost three hours in
traffic in the loop around Washington, DC. Finally, free of it, they drove
straight through Baltimore and, after driving another thirty miles or so up
I-95, they pulled into the Bar Harbor RV Park and Marina along the Bush River,
a tributary of Chesapeake Bay, near Churchville, Maryland.


The third morning at the Bar Harbor camp, Amato
and the other ex-bikers took a census and announced during a meeting of the
inner circle immediately afterwards that the number of followers, counting
them, had swollen to two hundred and seventeen. Word was somehow getting out,
Amato said, that “the Master’s” sermons in small local towns around the RV
camps seemed better attended now than had happened earlier in the trip, and
more people were crashing their camp afterwards. The Facebook presence, Pantera’s
daily tweets, and the website launched a few days previously by Jonathan Walsh were
also helping to attract converts.


“And,” Amato added, “we are just about to hit some
pretty big cities in the next few weeks.”


“Maybe we ought to go into Baltimore,” said
Renata. “See what happens.”


“One thing’s for sure,” Amato said. “We need to
buy us another bus, maybe two.”


“How’s the balance sheet?” Avery asked Stu
Goldstein.


With a shrug, Goldstein answered, “We’ve got
enough for another bus.”


“Enough of this,” Pantera said with obvious anger
in his voice. Constantine had already noted his quietness that morning, his
seeming distraction. “As I’ve said, what will be, will be. You cannot plan the
changing of people’s minds. You cannot plot the salvation of souls. Enough!”


Every member of the inner circle fell silent. They
sat stone-faced, mouths open, eyes wide, stunned and stung by Pantera’s seeming
rebuke. Even Constantine was taken aback by the venom in his tone. Was the man simply
tired, or was he genuinely sick of all the scuttlebutt among his inner circle about
what was next on his ministry’s agenda for changing the world? The meeting
broke up on that sour note.


 


Later that morning, Pantera announced that he
would follow Renata’s advice and preach in Baltimore that afternoon. He told
her to find a suitable public place for it and after a fifteen-minute search on
the Internet, she told him, “Patterson Park looks good. We can go to the Pagoda.
It’s a neat old building, looks oriental. You can preach from its balcony.” She
smiled. “You’ll be even more impressive up there.”


A couple hours later, he had Renata gather up
Constantine, Amato, and Avery, and the five of them squeezed into the Taurus
for the forty-five-minute ride to Patterson Park in southeast Baltimore. They
found a parking spot and ambled to the Pagoda. Pantera and Amato climbed a
winding staircase to the second level and stepped out into a balcony
overlooking the lawn stretching out below it. A few joggers and people strolling
the park or walking dogs saw Pantera up there, a long-haired, good-looking guy with
intense blue eyes wearing a long, pristine white robe. “Jesus,” they may have
thought, and then stopped jogging or walking to stare up at him.


And then he started speaking.


Pantera’s sermon that afternoon was especially stirring,
Constantine thought. The preacher had told a story, another parable that subtly
suggested to the listener what he or she needed to do in order to obtain true
meaning in their lives and gain salvation. As always, Pantera ended the sermon
with, “Enter the Kingdom of God and be saved.”


Fifteen people who heard him that afternoon showed
up at the campground that evening to hear more. Of those, eleven remained. His
following was growing daily and was certainly impressive. Still, Constantine
doubted that, at this rate, Pantera’s movement could approach a tipping point
and have the revolutionary effect on the thinking of the masses to pose a real
threat to the Supremacy. It still seemed to him that the Network analysts, and
Renata Singh, had grossly overestimated Pantera’s potential.


Of course, all that could change by the sudden
occurrence of something that would ignite that potential. What that something was,
Constantine couldn’t venture a guess.











Chapter Fifteen

Eyewitness News


 


 


 


Constantine woke early the next morning before any
of the others and sat at the kitchen table, rereading the report he had filed
with his handler the night before during his nightly “meditative” walk. Essentially,
he had informed his superiors that nothing had altered his view that Pantera
posed a minimal threat. Of course, that could change if the Jesus lineage was
proven. But, as Pantera had told him, that seemed an impossible task. After
closing the report, he decided to take a walk around the grounds.


He opened the side door of the RV and stepped out
into the chilly spring dawn. A gray fog hugged the hills and woods surrounding
the camp, where he had taken his solitary walk the night before, and the
horizon was lit by a dull, grimy haze as the Sun slowly rose on its way to a
bright, warm late April morning. Constantine yawned as he scanned his
surroundings, longing for the day when he’d be reassigned to a place where real
threats to the Supremacy could be investigated and quashed.


In the next moment, he saw what appeared to be a television
news van slowly crunching along the camp’s gravel access road toward Pantera’s RVs
and buses. The vehicle came to a stop and a cameraman lugging a large, portable
video camera stepped out into the chilly morning air. He was followed by a
diminutive, pretty Asian reporter.


Constantine stood a few feet from the side door of
Pantera’s RV and watched as the cameraman hoisted a satellite antenna on the
back of the van and the reporter scanned the camp. Squinting, he read the
writing on the side of the van: “Eyewitness News, Channel 5, WKKT, Baltimore.”


Most of Pantera’s followers were still sleeping at
that early hour, either on the buses or in the tents that had popped up around
them, and still others huddled inside sleeping bags scattered about on the
ground. Several campfires gently smoldered in various spots between the tents
and sleeping bags.


After a time, the reporter spotted Constantine
standing by Pantera’s RV and headed toward him. He saw that she was holding a
microphone, ready for an interview.


“Hello, sir!” she called out as she approached. “Have
a moment?”


The cameraman was following behind her, and they stopped
within a few feet of Constantine.


“I’m Darla Chen with Channel 5 Eyewitness News,”
the reporter said. She was holding the microphone loosely in her right hand,
down by her right thigh. “I was wondering if the man who gave the sermon in
Patterson Park yesterday afternoon is available. We’d like to interview him.
Tell us, tell people, what he’s trying to do.” She looked about the dormant
camp a moment and shivered. Then, she turned back to Constantine and added, “You
know, find out what this is all about.”


Constantine shrugged, not sure what to say. He
looked back at the RV just as the side door opened, and out stepped Pantera. He
was wearing his preaching outfit, the long, flowing white robe, and his glimmering
hair was neatly combed as it fell to his shoulders. Right behind Pantera was Renata
Singh. They walked past Constantine and approached Darla Chen and the
cameraman. The reporter turned to the cameraman and gestured for him to start
shooting.


“You want to know what this is all about?” Pantera
said.


“Yes, I do,” she confirmed. “Our viewers do. Why
are you giving these sermons? What are you trying to accomplish? What’s your
point?”


“My point?” Pantera looked straight into the
camera and flashed a kindly smile. “My point is to awaken you. To save you and
your viewers. To save the world.”


“You’re an evangelist, then?” Chen asked. “Like an
apostle?”


“No,” Pantera said with another smile. “I’m not an
apostle.” He paused a moment, then turned to look straight into the camera.


“I’m the Messiah,” he said, “come to save the
world.”











Chapter Sixteen

In the News


 


 


 


Pantera’s confident claim, “I’m the Messiah, come
to save the world,” played on Channel 5 Eyewitness News during the five, six,
and eleven o’clock broadcasts, and then found its way onto the Internet. Clips
from his latest sermon that same afternoon in Pagoda Park, filmed by Darla Chen’s
cameraman, also appeared online.


“Have we found a modern Jesus?” said the
attractive black anchor leading off the segment at ten past five. “That’s what we’re
wondering after a preacher proclaimed himself to be, like Jesus did over two
thousand years ago, the Messiah who’s come to save the world. He’s been traveling
up the East Coast along Interstate 95 since late winter, and yesterday, he arrived
right here in Baltimore. Our very own Darla Chen caught up with him this
morning.”


She turned to Darla Chen, who was sitting next her
at the anchor desk.


“Darla, what can you tell us about this
self-proclaimed messiah?”


“Well, Susan, we received a report from one of our
interns about a man he happened to see preaching near the Pagoda in Patterson
Park yesterday afternoon. He was demanding that people change their lives and join
his crusade to change the world. The intern was pretty impressed by this preacher,
so we went out this morning to where he’s staying with about two hundred
followers at the Bar Harbor RV Campground to interview him.


“During my interview with him this morning,” Darla
went on, “I asked him why he was out there preaching, and that’s when he told
me this.”


She replayed the brief interview from that
morning, showing Pantera standing in front of his RV. Wearing his long, white
robe, he gave his “I’m the Messiah” declaration.


When the clip ended, Darla went on, “This
afternoon, we went out to Patterson Park to see this self-proclaimed messiah
preach. He attracted a small but attentive audience and, as you will see, he’s
an accomplished orator with a stirring message.”


There was another short clip of Pantera preaching
that afternoon from the pagoda at Patterson Park. He was at his best, in his
long, white robe, lifting his arms to Heaven, his eyes intense as he told his
audience to give up whatever they were doing with their lives, that it was
meaningless, and to join him in entering the Kingdom of God.


“Does he have a name, this preacher?” Susan asked.


“Yes,” Darla said. “Cristos Pantera.”


“Cristos?” Susan said with an amused look. “That’s
awfully close to Christ.”


“Yes it is, Susan.”


“So, is this man for real, Darla?” the anchor asked
with a slight smile. “Is he truly the messiah? Or just another false prophet?”


Darla smiled as she looked to the camera and said,
“I guess only time will tell, Susan.”


 


“That was lame,” Renata said as she clicked off
the small TV that sat on a ledge in the corner of the RV after the five o’clock
segment. “Must be a slow news day. Almost made a joke of him, of us.”


“Well, press is press,” Amato said. “I didn’t find
it so bad. And there’s been a definite uptick in visitors this evening.”


“And internet traffic,” Stu Goldstein added. “Or so
Jonathan tells me.”


“Where’s the Master?” Amato asked. “Didn’t he want
to see the report?”


“No,” Renata said. “Said he didn’t need to see it.
He’s out for a walk. Said he needed to collect his thoughts.”


“So do you think he’s what he says he is, what he
told that news lady today?” Constantine asked. “The messiah?”


Without hesitation, she shot him an icy look and said,
“Yes, of course. Don’t you?”











Chapter Seventeen

Necessary Action


 


 


After the nine o’clock sermon, Pantera retired to
his room with Renata. Amato had his head in a section of the local newspaper at
the kitchen table, while Avery was sitting across from him staring forward with
a glum expression. Constantine had been on his bunk, thinking about the news
coverage Pantera had gotten and agreed with Amato. Press is press. Couldn’t
hurt the movement.


At around 9:30 p.m., Constantine pushed himself off
the bunk. On his way out of the RV, he told Amato and Avery, “I’m heading out
for my walk.”


Amato grunted, but Avery looked up and said, “Just
called my father. Know what he said?” Constantine looked at him, shrugging
slightly. “You’re dead to me,” Avery went on, giving a wan smile.


“Well, you are,” Amato said from behind the paper.
“But remember why and forgive him for it. He’s still caught up in his world and
can’t see the light. That’s all it is. He’s fooled by the illusion, by the lie
of his life.”


Avery nodded glumly.


Constantine had opened the door but before
stepping out, he said to Avery, “Maybe someday he’ll understand and wake up to
what’s real. Like Nick said.”


Avery nodded unenthusiastically as Constantine
stepped out into the warm night. The camp was quiet for the most part, with the
now-two hundred and twenty or so followers gathered around three or four large
campfires, quietly laughing or telling stories and sipping beers, or huddled
under blankets on the buses or in their tents.


Constantine strode toward the Bush River. After
entering the woods and brush at the perimeter of the camp, he took out his
smartphone and called his handler as directed in a text message that he’d
received around seven that evening. Before placing the call, he had not spoken
with his handler. His communications with the Network had been solely via his
brief daily text reports. The handler answered after the first ring.


“Summers,” Constantine stated. He gave the seven
digit and letter passcode.


“The chief would like a word,” his handler
informed him.


Constantine frowned, wondering what was so
important that the regional chief would want to speak with him. There was a
beep as the handler transferred the call. Then, Chief Bradley was on the line.


“So the press has finally taken notice,” Bradley
said.


True, Constantine thought. That had been a
significant development, another variable for the statistical analysts to
ponder that perhaps had ratcheted up Pantera’s threat level.


“It wasn’t exactly favorable,” Constantine pointed
out. “It made him like just another bizarre cult leader.”


“That wasn’t entirely the director’s impression,”
Bradley said.


“The director saw it?”


“Yes,” Bradley said. “And he’s concerned. Said he’s
seen the pattern before. It’s like a virus spreading, he says. Starts small,
with only a few infections, then it slowly and geometrically spreads. Before
you know it, it’s an epidemic, the changing of minds en masse. Plus, the
projections of certain analysts are giving him heartburn.”


“Well, I still think the threat’s overstated,”
Constantine said. “I grant you, the man can preach. But, I mean, the guy has
what, two hundred and twenty followers, tops.” He let out a sigh and added, “Though,
I have to admit, the guy scares me a little. As I said, he can preach. And he
has this aura. He can affect your way of thinking. But he hardly seems ripe to
start a full-blown revolution. Seems like we have bigger fish to fry.”


“And we’re frying them,” Bradley said. “But for
some reason, the analysts are starting to worry and that worries the director,
and me. So we feel the need to stay on top of it, ahead of it, you might say.
And to be ready to take action, if need be.”


The kind of the action they were talking about,
Constantine knew, would eliminate the preacher and his threat equations.


“I highly doubt that’ll become necessary,”
Constantine said.


“But should it,” Bradley said, “be ready.”


“Of course,” Constantine quickly replied. In the
next moment, he asked, “Is there anything in his background, something that
could be used to discredit him? A skeleton in his closet?”


“No, nothing,” the chief said. “He’s squeaky clean
and believe me, we’ve looked. Brought up by his flower-child hippie mother in
some commune until his late teens. Home-schooled and all that. Didn’t attend college
and worked in minor jobs…car mechanic, construction, that sort of thing…until
he started his ministry last summer. No evidence of drug abuse, gambling,
sexual deviance, nothing. As I said, he’s squeaky clean. We could start making
up stories, but that could backfire. No, I’m afraid discrediting him is not an
option. Not at this point, anyway.” He sighed, then asked, “Anything on the
Jesus connection?”


“Nothing yet,” Constantine said. “He’s reluctant
to publicize the connection without solid proof. So, he’s chosen to leave it
alone for now.”


“Yes, for now,” Bradley said. “Well, should that
blow up in our faces, all the more reason to be ready to pursue whatever action
the director may order.”


Constantine sighed and said, “Yes, sir, of course.
Whatever action.”


Now, he was certain. At any moment, he could
receive an order to take that action. And it could only mean one thing: crucify
Cristos Pantera.











Chapter Eighteen

Spartacus Rex


 


 


 


Constantine woke just before eight the next
morning and brewed a pot of coffee. Nick Amato joined him a few minutes later
and toasted bagels for them. Constantine poured two cups of coffee and brought
them over to the kitchen table. Amato was there a moment later with bagels
slathered with cream cheese.


They ate in silence for a time before Amato looked
up and said, “Do you think that the Eyewitness News thing yesterday helped any?”


“Like you said, any coverage helps,” Constantine
replied. “The only bad news is no news. And the Master spoke well.”


“You’re calling him that now?”


Constantine chewed on his bagel and looked up at
Amato, smiling. He swallowed and said, “As you said, it fits.”


After a shrug, Amato went on, “Renata feels he
came off as a joke.”


“I think he came off fine,” Constantine said. “And
I think Renata worries too much.”


“Yeah,” Amato said, “about a lot of things. Like
spies, for instance.”


“Spies?” Constantine gave him a worried look,
wondering why Amato was telling him this. Did he suspect him as a spy? “Who’d
spy on us?”


“Well, let’s just say,” Amato said, “the
powers-that-be.”


That was exactly it. Constantine felt that Amato
was being coy about what he must have known by then, that Renata had herself
been a spy for the Network, sent on behalf of the Supremacy—the “powers-that-be”—to
monitor Pantera. And, that the “powers-that-be” must have sent someone, another
spy, to take her place—or worse, kill her as payback for her betrayal.


Amato shrugged, then added, “She wants me to be on
the lookout for that. Someone among the followers monitoring the Master.”


“You suspect anyone?”


He sighed, shook his head, took a bite of his
bagel. “No,” he said as he chewed. “I don’t even know what to look for.”


In the next moment, someone was knocking at the
side door. Grumbling, Amato pushed himself out of the booth and answered it.
Ken Baker had come over from the other RV. He whispered something to Amato, who
stepped outside. Constantine got up and went outside as well.


A few moments later, Pantera, Renata, and Richard
Avery were also out there, along with some other followers who were all looking
at the same thing: a black stretch limousine with thick, tinted windows that
had pulled up alongside one of the buses and parked, idling there.


“Who the hell’s that,” Amato whispered to no one
in particular.


With that, the back door of the limo opened and
out stepped a tall, robust black man in his late fifties with fudge-colored
skin and a shaved head that glistened in the morning sun. He looked around for
a moment with an intense scowl at the buses and RVs, and the people milling
about gawking at him. Each breath formed a small wispy cloud in front of his
mouth as he looked about. Finally, he strode forward toward Pantera and his
inner circle, still standing at the side of Pantera’s RV. As Constantine
watched the man approach, he was reminded of someone and then it hit him—this
was none other than Spartacus Rex. Voices among the inner circle and the
followers soon murmured the same thing: “Spartacus Rex.”


Moments later, Rex was standing directly before
Pantera.


“You’re the preacher fella, right?” he said. His
voice was deep, sonorous; it rolled out of him with a bass resolve that
demanded attention. “The one on the TV yesterday and in that clip that’s making
the rounds on the Internet, on YouTube, and all that shit.”


“Yes,” Pantera said. “That’s me.”


Rex grinned and before anyone could react, he
reached forward with both thick arms and gave Pantera a bear hug. After a
moment, he let go.


“Well, I’m Spartacus Rex and I want to promote
what you selling, Preacher man,” he said. “You got the gift, you know that? The
gift for oratory.”


He stepped forward again and pulled Pantera under
his right arm. Scowling, Amato stepped in and grabbed Rex’s arm, and Rex shot
him a nasty glance.


“It’s all right, Nick,” Pantera said.


Rex nodded and said, “Sure is.” Then, he smiled at
Pantera and said, “I’m here to help make you something big, my friend. A star.”
He grinned, stepped aside, held out his arms and looked to the heavens. “A
god-damned superstar.” He let out a big laugh, then turned back to Pantera,
still chuckling to himself, low to the gut.


“You can sure talk, Preacher man,” Rex went on. “Best
sermon I heard in a long, long time. Best ever, you ask me. Sure better than
that gnarly-ass reverend in the old Baptist Church south of Eight Mile Road in
Detroit city that I used to hear. Reverend Marcus Clay.” He laughed to himself.
“The way you lay it out is like golden honey spiked with pure vinegar. You know
what I mean…all sweet and bitter at the same time. You know, gracious but
strong. Not just what you say, you know—all that giving up who you are to
become who you really are bullshit—but the way you bring it on. Make it
understandable, cool. I could see it in your eyes, the tone of your voice, the
movement of your arms, and that hip white robe.” He laughed again. “That robe!
What a feature, man. You think that up?”


Pantera smiled at him and shrugged. In fact, his
mother had.


“And you got the look, man,” Spartacus Rex went
on, stepping back and sticking out both arms toward Pantera in admiration. “You
sure got the look. The flow of your hair, your deep blue eyes, like Jesus
hisself. You be cool, Preacher man. You got rock-star quality.” He laughed
again. “Capture any audience wholesale. White, black, Chinese.” Another laugh
rang out. “And that damned parable you told, about the sheep inviting the foxes
inside the pen with them.”


He shook his head and laughed a bit longer.


“I couldn’t stop watching you, man, is what I
mean,” Rex went on. “And watching you, it grabbed me. What I needed to do.”


“And what’s that, Mister Rex?” Pantera asked.


“Why, like I said, promote you—make you and your
message world famous,” Rex said matter-of-factly. “That’s what I do. That’s
what I’m here to do.”


Pantera cocked his head, seeming impressed with
the bluster of the man. “You want to promote me,” he said.


Rex shifted around on his feet and looked back at
this limo.


“Yeah, man, like I said,” he told Pantera. “Promote.
What you think I been telling you?” He frowned at Pantera. “You heard of me,
right? Spartacus Rex.”


“Yes,” Pantera said. “I’ve heard of you.”


“Well then, you know what I do,” Rex said. “I help
people get themselves known. Make them celebrities with a capital C. I
broadcast their talent. And your talent is spreading a message. An important
message, far as I can tell. And, I got to thinking after I saw you, and my
Melinda and me agreed I can help this man spread his word and change the world.
Spread it far and wide.” Rex smiled. “And in the process, make us some money. Some
real cash money.”


“That’s not what this is about, Mister Rex,” Amato
said. “Making money.”


Rex turned to Amato and laughed dismissively. “That’s
what everything’s about in my world,” he replied. Then, he turned and glared at
the RVs and buses, and the rag-tag group of converts milling about listening to
his spiel. “I can get y’all way beyond this shit,” he stated.


With a frown, Pantera looked around at his inner
circle and followers, who had edged forward, trying to hear what Spartacus Rex
was pitching. Finally, he turned back to Rex.


“Perhaps, Mister Rex,” Pantera said, “perhaps we
should discuss this further, inside.” He waved his arm toward the RV. “Just you
and me.” He looked around, spotted Renata Singh and nodded, then turned back to
Rex. “And her.”


Rex smiled, nodded at Pantera and said, “Would be
my pleasure, Preacher man.”


Half an hour later, Rex came out wearing a beaming
smile. A deal had apparently been struck. Whistling some tune, he strode back
to his limo and drove off. Moments later, Renata exited the RV and assembled
the inner circle for a meeting.


“We’ve reached a deal with Mister Rex,” Pantera
told them after they had assembled inside the RV. “He’s going to promote the
movement.”


“Promote it?” Amato asked. “Promote it how?”


“Well, for starters,” Pantera answered, “tomorrow,
I’m to appear on The Opal Show.” All of them drew in a breath, even
Constantine, and Pantera smiled. “Mister Rex, it seems, has many friends in the
entertainment world, including her.”


“And there’s more,” he went on. “As you know,
there are some who believe that I am descended from Jesus. Mister Rex believes
he may be able to confirm this through his contacts. I’m to arrange for a
specimen of saliva and blood to be delivered to his associates this morning. He’ll
see what he can do.”


Constantine swallowed. The regional chief wasn’t
going to like this. Still, he wondered what contacts Rex could possibly have
that could link DNA from Pantera’s saliva and blood to the bones from the
so-called Jesus ossuary and the grave of Abdes Pantera.


Pantera let all this sink in as he looked around
the RV at the faces of his closest disciples. After a time, he smiled and told
them, “Tomorrow, it appears that our mission to save mankind truly begins!”











Part Three

Mission


 


 


Now
Jesus Himself began His ministry at about thirty years of age.


-
Luke 3:23


 


And
Jesus went about all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues, preaching the
gospel of the kingdom, and healing all kinds of sickness and all kinds of
disease among the people.


-
Matthew 4:23


 


Whoever
has ears to hear, let him hear.


-
Matthew 11:15


 


From
May to October that glorious year,


He
awakened the multitudes to the Word of God.


-
The Book of Jude 14:21, Testament of the Church of Cristos











Chapter Nineteen

The Opal Show!


 


 


 


At nine the following morning, another black
stretch limousine arrived at the Bar Harbor campground to take Pantera to New
York City for his appearance on The Opal Show! that afternoon. Pantera
selected Renata, Amato, and oddly enough, considering how new he was to the
inner circle, Constantine, to accompany him.


Constantine could feel the resentment oozing from
some of the other inner circle disciples as he walked with Pantera, Renata and
Amato to the limo. Goldstein was more overtly displeased and muttered, “This’s
bullshit,” as Constantine climbed into the rear compartment.


Pantera wore jeans with holes in the knees and a
tie-dyed T-shirt he’d picked up at a beach shop in Daytona. A paper bag on his
lap contained his signature white robe that he’d wear on the show. The others
had likewise dressed casually.


“We’re not going there to impress anyone,” Pantera
had remarked as they waited for the limo that morning, “just spread the Word of
God.”


“You know pretty know much what you’re gonna say?”
Amato asked him after a time.


“What I’ve been saying.”


“He’ll do fine,” Renata said. “Better than fine.
Everyone will be talking about it tomorrow. It’s going to kick start
everything. Bring on a new age.”


“Well, we’ll see,” Pantera said.


Pantera napped most of the way to New York City
while Renata and Amato fiddled with their smartphones, checking the Internet
and the ministry’s KingdomofGod.com website. Constantine tried to nap as well,
but kept thinking how much of a disaster this was going to be if Pantera gave a
strong performance on The Opal Show! that afternoon.


Last night, he’d informed Chief Bradley about it
during his “meditation” walk at the perimeter of the camp.


“The Opal Show? How the hell did he pull
that off?”


Constantine filled him in on the surprise visit
from Spartacus Rex, an unexpected variable in the Pantera threat equations.


“Rex knows her,” Constantine added. “Our files
should show the relationship. They’re apparently close.”


“Apparently,” Chief Bradley said, and thought a
moment. “I’ll send a text right off to the director.”


 


They arrived at Opal’s studio on Broadway in
Manhattan at about one that afternoon. The limo pulled into an alley that led
to a small back lot. They scrambled out of the car and were greeted by a tall,
slim young black woman with a radical Afro-cut. She was an assistant for the
show and hustled them through a metal door down a narrow, brightly lit corridor
until they reached a door designated “Green Room 2.” As she opened it for them,
she said, “Our producer, Saul Hemick, will be with you shortly. Until then,
enjoy the amenities.”


The amenities included a table loaded with several
varieties of hors d’oeuvres, including assorted fruits and vegetables, cold
cuts, and breads and rolls. There were cylinders of caffeinated and
decaffeinated coffee, another with hot water for an assortment of teas, and
water bottles and cans of soda in a plastic ice container.


They would soon learn that Green Room 1, down the
hall, was occupied by the beautiful African pop music star Amara and her
considerable entourage. Her songs had become all the rage that winter and
spring with their stirring and hypnotic and often-times peculiar melodies and
poetic lyrics. Each new release quickly rose to the top of the charts. She was
in the middle of a successful US tour and was playing Madison Square Garden that
night. Thus, Amara was in great demand, and her interview with Opal could
easily overshadow anyone else appearing on the show, including Pantera.


Fifteen minutes after they’d settled into Green
Room 2 and filled their plates with hors d’oeuvres, a minor TV star, the
blue-eyed, boyish Buddy Foster, and his agent, a short, squat middle-aged woman
with a perpetual squint, entered the room. Seeing them, Foster and the agent
scowled and huffed momentarily before stalking over and sitting down on the
couch across the room.


A few minutes later, executive producer Saul
Hemick burst into the room and, seeing Foster and his grimacing agent, waltzed
over to them. He shot a glance and frowned at Pantera with his long, glistening
dark hair, worn jeans, and tie-dyed T-shirt sitting among his equally
hippie-looking colleagues. Obviously, it had not been his idea to book Pantera
for the show.


He welcomed Foster and his agent with a wide smile
and bent down with a hug for each of them. “Sally Morris will be down any
moment to prep you,” he promised. “Just keep mentioning that new movie, Buddy,
and you’ll be fine.”


After cracking a disingenuous smile, Saul winked,
then turned and headed toward Pantera and the others.


“So who’s the Jesus fella?” he asked as he scanned
their faces and frowned. “The guy who claims to be the messiah?”


“Me,” Pantera said as he leaned back with an
amused look.


“Well, when you go on, whatever you do, don’t get
preachy,” Hemick told him. “Mid-afternoon preachy is killer TV, but not in a
good way.” He reached up with his hands and wiggled them toward Heaven. “Be
more a comic preacher. Tell some funny parables. Or better yet, perform a
miracle or two. You know, turn your glass of water in wine, whatever. Now that
would sell!” He winked and added, “Just do the best you can. Sally’ll be in to
prep you in a few minutes.”


And with that, he left the room.


“Ass,” Amato whispered.


“He’s just doing his job,” Pantera said.


As usual, thought Constantine, the preacher was
taking it in stride.


A minute or so later, a woman in her late twenties
wearing a crisp, dark gray business suit with light gray stripes and carrying a
clip board entered Green Room 2. She looked a bit frazzled as she hurried over
to Foster and his agent, pulled two typewritten sheets from her clipboard, and
handed one to the agent and the other to him.


“I’m Sally Morris, the assistant producer. Here’s
your outline,” she said.


“He’s done this before,” snapped the agent.


“He can go over to makeup,” the woman said. “He’ll
be on first.”


“Before Amara?” the agent asked. “The audience’ll
want him to be done before he gets started.”


“That’s Opal’s call,” Sally told her, “not mine.
Not even Saul’s.”


The agent made a face, then shrugged. That it was
Opal’s call apparently said it all. There was no arguing with it.


Foster and the agent got up and left the room as
Sally came over and stood before Pantera and the others. “Mister Pantera?” she
asked, and like Hemick, scanned their faces.


Pantera raised his right hand.


“The preacher, right?”


He nodded. “Yes,” he said.


She looked at the others around him—Renata, Amato,
and Constantine.


“Your entourage?”


“Disciples,” he said.


She frowned, then sighed as she pulled a
typewritten page from her clipboard, stepped forward, and handed to him.


“Review this in makeup,” she said. “It’s some
questions Opal wants to ask. Easy stuff. Where you’ve been. What you’re
preaching. Why. How many followers you have. But keep it short and sweet,
because we’ll be squeezed for time by the time you get on.”


“How much time?” Amato asked.


Sally shook her head and said, “Hopefully enough.”
In the next moment, she looked at Pantera and asked, “That’s how you’re going
on? Dressed like that? In the YouTube video I saw, you were preaching in a
white robe.”


Wearing a white robe had been his mother’s idea.
In fact, she had gone down to a dressmaker and had two made up for him out of
Osnaburg cotton, a mid-weight fabric with a linen look. “Every messiah needs a
trademark,” she had told him.


Pantera reached over and grabbed the paper bag on
the empty chair to his right. “It’s in here,” he said.


“Great,” Sally said. “You can change in makeup.”
Then, she smiled and added, “Know something? You kinda do look like Jesus.
Especially in that robe.” She gave him another appraising look. “I’ll do what I
can to get you on. But if Amara goes too long, that might not happen. We’ll
see. I’ll get in Mister Hemick’s ear. And if he doesn’t listen, Opal’s.” She
nodded and smiled. “I really think you could make good television. Now, get to
makeup and change into that robe.”











Chapter Twenty

National Appearance


 


 


 


There were only five minutes left of the show when
a skittish producer’s assistant, a kid in his early twenties with greased-back
hair and squinty eyes, came to fetch Pantera.


“You’re on,” the kid said as he burst into Green
Room 2. “After the next commercial break.” He stepped back a moment to look at
Pantera, who had stood up in his long white robe. After regarding him a moment
longer, the kid said with a nod, “You look awesome.”


A moment later, Pantera was striding behind the
kid down the hall to a hidden waiting area behind the stage. Along the way, the
kid told Pantera he would have no more than two or three minutes of airtime.
Amara’s appearance, as expected, had run long.


Back in Green Room 2, Amato stood and moved to the
television screen. As he picked up the remote on a table below it and increased
the volume, he said, “This is bullshit. What’s he gonna say in three minutes?”


“He can say a lot in three minutes,” Renata told
him. “More than a lot. All he has to do is give the worldwide audience his look
and launch into it.”


Amato held his sour look as he stared at the TV.
After a moment, he sighed, then sat down on the couch between Constantine and
Renata while the TV played a seemingly endless series of inane commercials—for
shampoo, car insurance, and the last, a drug for male erections.


Finally, there was Opal on her couch, legs
crossed, with a serious expression. The camera panned to her guest, Pantera,
sitting on the chair next to her, a strangely compelling and attractive figure
with dark, shoulder-length hair framing a square handsome face, wearing a long
white robe with his hands clasped together on his lap. He certainly comes
off as a wise man, a man to be listened to, Constantine thought. Gravitas
was the word that finally came to mind. Gravitas and sincerity. And his good
looks and searing blue eyes didn’t hurt.


“Finally, we have with us this afternoon a most unusual
guest,” Opal began. “I would like to introduce Cristos Pantera, whose stirring
sermon about peace and love and societal advancement in a Baltimore park went
viral yesterday.” She turned and nodded to him, and he smiled and nodded in
return. “As I understand it, Cristos, you’ve been traveling up the East Coast
along Interstate 95 this spring with a caravan of followers, all the way from
Key West, spreading your message of peace and change.”


“That’s right, Opal,” Pantera said, shifting in
his chair with a gaze that seemed to unnerve his host. Indeed, Opal seemed to
have been struck momentarily dumb. Constantine noted in that moment that
Pantera looked magnificent and powerful sitting across from her—anything but
ordinary. No one could mistake him for a crazed evangelist leading some wacky
new cult. In the next instant, Opal shook herself and returned to her script.


“So can you give us a sample?” she asked. “Of your
message. What you preach.”


Constantine checked his watch. The preacher had
perhaps another minute.


The camera tracked him as Pantera shifted in his
chair, turning fully to the audience, and began his compelling spiel—how
everyone’s life was a lie, an illusion, based upon false beliefs that society
programs into people’s heads causing them to do and think trivial or
destructive things; how these false beliefs were perpetuated by the hidden
powers in control of the world—the Supremacy, Constantine thought—in
furtherance of their own selfish interests in keeping everyone under their
control. He told the audience that they must reject these beliefs and embrace
those that he espoused, based on the dignity of the human spirit; and that only
by doing so would each of their lives be improved, and the species’ survival be
enhanced, as they collectively moved closer to a comprehension of God and the
Cosmos.


As he spoke, the camera briefly panned the
audience, mostly women, who appeared rapt, mouths slightly open, heads cocked
slightly to the side, engaged by what this substantial and striking man had to
say. The camera turned to Opal for a moment, and she too looked enraptured by
her eccentric guest’s presentation.


“Through my ministry,” Pantera went on, “I seek to
inspire everyone to gain an appreciation of the true meaning of life so they
can become Sons and Daughters of Man in the Kingdom of God on Earth, and in
doing so, gain salvation for themselves and the whole of humanity. Once each of
us has awakened, mankind will attain peace and reach its highest potential.”


“That’s a compelling message, Cristos,” Opal
chimed in. Then she leaned toward him with a serious expression and said, “You
claim to be the messiah, mankind’s savior. Do you also claim to be, like Jesus,
the son of God?”


“No, I don’t claim that,” he said with a beguiling
smile. “Jesus never claimed that either. Like him, I am God’s messenger; a mere
mortal on a divine mission to effect change in each of us, to instill beliefs
that can advance and save the individual and all of mankind.”


Opal nodded and seemed impressed with this direct,
appeasing answer. And then The Opal Show! jingle softly played from
speakers attached somewhere up in the rafters above the stage.


“Well, it appears our time is up,” Opal said. She
seemed slightly flustered, as if disappointed with the quick end to the segment
and wanting more.


“This has been quite a fascinating discussion,”
she added. “Can you…can you come back and continue it tomorrow?” And then, she
had a sudden, bright thought as the closing jingle sounded again. The show was
rapidly encroaching on a commercial break and, at his spot off-stage, Saul
Hemick made a gesture across his throat to apprise her of that. “Give us one of
your magical sermons, start to finish?”


 


When Pantera returned to Green Room 2, the others
stood and clapped. Then, they went to greet him one by one.


Renata was last and said to him, “You were
magnificent.” She hugged him around his waist and put her head to his chest,
and then backed away.


“You were great, Master,” Amato agreed.


Constantine held back. He didn’t know what to say.
He’d been impressed by Pantera’s appearance, moved—even inspired. But inspired
to do what? He quickly rejected his feelings. What he was feeling and thinking
a moment before seemed treasonous. What kind of spell was this Pantera putting
on him? Perhaps he was too much into his role as Donald Summers. That was not
unheard of, an agent becoming sympathetic with a group he or she had
infiltrated. Renata Singh was an extreme example.


“And you, Donald,” Pantera asked, startling
Constantine. “What did you think?”


Constantine nodded and thought a moment.


“I thought it went well,” he said. “You were…inspiring.”


Inspiring enough to kick-start something, as
Renata had predicted? That needed to be his concern. It just might have done
exactly that—and Chief Bradley and the Director, who had certainly watched the
show, would not be pleased. It might even convince them it was time to for
Constantine to take the “action” Chief Bradley had referred to in a recent
call, switching Constantine’s role from infiltrator to assassin.


In the next moment, Saul Hemick entered the room.
When Pantera turned to him, the executive producer gave him a brief, sarcastic
grin.


“So you really are Jesus,” he said. “Or, his
second coming. What did you say? Oh, the messiah, right?”


Pantera looked at the man again with mild
amusement.


“Opal wants you back for tomorrow’s show,” he
said. “Our phones are ringing off the hook. The emails are pouring in. And you’re
trending as we speak on Twitter. In short, you made quite an impression on her
and her viewers. So what do you say? Come back tomorrow. We’ll even put you in
Green Room 1.”


“Yes,” Pantera agreed. “We’ll be there.”


“She was so taken with you, young man,” Hemick
went on, “for tomorrow’s show, you’re going to be her only guest. And do you
know who I had to bump to do that? Brad fucking Pitt.”











Chapter Twenty-One

What’s Next


 


 


 


Hemick told them he was putting them up for the
night at the Plaza Hotel overlooking Central Park. He’d booked a four-bedroom
penthouse suite.


Yet another stretch limo took them to the hotel.
Stretched out on the chairs and loveseats waiting for them in the spacious
lobby was Spartacus Rex and his entourage, consisting of a half-dozen
thick-bodied, steroid-laced guards, three of them ex-NFL linemen, a lawyer and
an accountant wearing shiny, gray pin-striped silk suits, a gangsta rapper
wannabe named Kill-Y’all, and several slinky-looking black and white women in
clingy pants-suits. Every one of them, especially Rex, wore multiple layers of
gold bling.


As Pantera and his own entourage entered the
lobby, Rex got up and opened his arms to them with a roar of laughter.


“Here come the man!” he shouted. “My main man.”


A couple of Rex’s bodyguards got up with him and
remained at his side, ready for action, as he crossed the lobby to Pantera’s
group. Rex strode up to Pantera and after a solid bear hug, turned him around
in his arms and patted his back. Finally, Rex let go and stepped back. He gave
Pantera the once-over, up and down, and then again broke out into a wide grin.


“You converted fucking Opal,” Rex said. “That’s an
exact quote. Bitch said it was all in your eyes, that silky voice like
listening to Sinatra croon. Hypnotic, that’s what she called it. Put a goddamn
spell on her.” He laughed. “You got charisma with a capital C, Mister Preacher
man. There was no way she was gonna let you go, especially when I told her you
been asked to appear on the Mid-Day Show.”


“I was?”


“Yeah,” he said, “but they ain’t shit. Got no
ratings. Not like the ratings you’ll be getting on Opal tomorrow. The whole
world’ll be watching.” He laughed and clapped his hands together and looked
skyward. “You pulled it off, my man.” Then, he looked at Pantera and told him, “Even
Jesus never had these ratings.” He cocked his head with an inquiring look. “We
got us a hospitality room spread out with champagne, shrimp, you know. Wanna
come celebrate?”


“We’re tired,” Pantera said, nodding to the
others. “We’d like to go up to our suite.”


Rex shrugged, nodded, then said, “Let’s go on up,
then. Me and you, we need to talk a minute anyhow. Then you could drink your
milk and cookies or whatever you do and rest up for tomorrow. Got to be fresh
to sermonize, right?”


“Talk about what, Mister Rex?” Pantera asked.


“Why, about your mission,” Rex said. “You know.
What’s next.”


Pantera thought about it, then nodded. “Sure,” he
said. “Come on up.”


Pantera, Renata, Amato, and Constantine crowded
into one of the elevators near the lobby with Rex, two of his burly guards, and
his thin, morose-faced black lawyer, introduced by Rex as Maurice Watson. They
zoomed up to the twentieth floor and found the four-bedroom suite at the far
end of a long hallway after a right turn from the elevators. Everyone let out an
appreciative gasp at the room’s exquisite furnishings and the expansive view
from the window that stretched the length of the far wall.


“Holy shit,” Amato said, and even Renata sighed.


“Something else, ain’t it,” Rex agreed.


His guards stood near the door with their arms
crossed while his lawyer sauntered forward and looked around, stopping to pick
up a vase and examining the bottom.


“Something else,” Rex repeated as he looked out
the window as dusk began to settle over Central Park.


Pantera was the only who didn’t seem impressed.
Constantine sensed that he was in a bad mood or simply tired.


“You came here to talk,” the preacher reminded
Rex.


Rex turned to him and his smile disappeared as he
said, “Sure thing, Reverend,” He came over and put his arm around Pantera’s
shoulders and led him back into the master bedroom, just him and Pantera, and
closed the door. Rex’s two guards took up positions in front of the closed door
like ill-tempered bookends.


“I don’t like this,” grumbled Amato.


“Cristos knows best,” Renata said.


“What concerns me is that the mission become a
circus,” Amato told her with a frown.


Renata thought of responding, but only shook her
head and sat on one of the lush couches set at various angles around the
spacious living room. After a moment, seeing no further comment necessary,
Amato sat on a high-backed antique chair across from her.


Seeing an opportunity to call his handler,
Constantine told them he was going to settle into his room and take a nap.


 


The handler seemed glad to hear from Constantine. Chief
Bradley wanted to talk to him and the handler immediately patched him through.


“Impressive show he put on today,” the chief said.
“I couldn’t take my eyes off him. And I hear tomorrow the world will get even
more.”


“The entire show,” Constantine confirmed.


“Well, this certainly isn’t getting any better,”
the chief said.


“There’s more,” Constantine said. “He’s in a
meeting with Rex as we speak.”


“Any idea about what?”


“The mission,” Constantine said. “You know, what’s
next.”


“What is next, do you think?”


“Got to be a speaking tour,” Constantine said. “You
know, arenas, stadiums. Who knows, maybe even a festival in some farmer’s
pasture attended by five hundred thousand idiots with some famous rock bands as
a sideshow, a modern Woodstock or something. Spartacus Rex is guiding him, so
it’ll be big. And as you also know, he can pull it off.”


“Yeah,” Chief Bradley said, “that’s what worries
me. And that’s what worries the director.” He sighed and after a moment, added,
“Well, it is what it is. But I would never have thought it would happen so
fast.”


“And he hasn’t even played his trump card yet,”
Constantine added. “The Jesus connection.”


“Where is that at?”


“Rex has Pantera’s blood and saliva,” Constantine
told him. “He’s looking into it, I guess. What his sources are to confirm the
connection, I have no idea.”


After another sigh, Bradley said he’d relay the
latest to the director and that was it. Secret call over.


Constantine unpacked the few items he’d stuffed
into a backpack for the trip—another pair of jeans, a fresh T-shirt, clean
boxers, a toothbrush, and a half-empty tube of toothpaste. He had also stuffed
a small bag of potato chips inside and he opened and crunched down a handful
before stripping down to his boxers and crawling under the covers. The bed was
soft and spacious, and he quickly fell asleep.


His power-nap was short-lived. A bang at the door
woke him about five minutes later. Constantine pushed off the covers, growled
to himself, and padded across the soft carpet to the door.


He cracked open the door and saw Renata Singh
standing there.


“Yeah?” he asked.


“He wants a meeting,” she told him.











Chapter Twenty-Two

A Permanent Camp


 


 


 


Constantine, Renata, and Amato squeezed onto the
couch while Pantera knelt in front of a laptop that had been opened on a
polished cherrywood coffee table in front of him. He had placed a video call to
Goldstein in the RV back in Maryland, and the other seven members of the Pantera’s
inner circle huddled around Goldstein’s laptop.


“Everyone there?”


“Yes, Master,” Goldstein said. He counted everyone
again, one by one, turned back to the screen and verified it. “Yes. Everyone.”


Pantera got off his knees and winced momentarily
as he stood before them, then bent forward toward the laptop screen and said, “Still
see me?”


“Yes.”


“All right,” Pantera said. “There’s been some
developments.” He told them about his special scheduled appearance on The
Opal Show! the following afternoon, and everyone in the RV cheered.


Pantera then asked Goldstein, “How’s the purchase
going, Stu?”


“Of the Carolina property?” Goldstein asked.


“Yes, that,” Pantera confirmed.


“Good,” Goldstein said, “Should close in a couple
weeks. Sooner, maybe.”


Constantine frowned, not knowing what this was
about. Another new variable for the statistical analysts to plug into their
equations, no doubt.


“Finally, we get a home base,” Pantera said,
smiling. He went on to explain that he’d tired of preaching by caravan and
therefore had decided to purchase a swath of land for a permanent camp, a
retreat of sorts, in a secluded spot somewhere. Goldstein had found a perfect
spot on some farmland in northern North Carolina.


“When can we move in?” Pantera asked Goldstein.


“Right away,” Goldstein told him.


“Fantastic,” Pantera said. “Well done, Stu.”


Goldstein nodded, clearly glad for the praise.
Constantine had noticed that all of Pantera’s disciples doted on him, begging
for his attention and praise like little boys and girls fawning over the most
popular kid in school.


“We’ll be driving back tomorrow afternoon,”
Pantera went on. “Then, on Friday, we’ll break camp and head down there. How
are the accommodations?”


“Pretty rough right now,” Goldstein told him. “There’s
a large farmhouse, six bedrooms. Plus, some finished rooms in the cellar. Damp,
though, down there. It’s an old house. Needs work. I have a contractor coming
in to start some rehab.


“Anyway, for now, we’ll all fit comfortably. It’s
livable. The RVs and buses will have access to outlets. I’ll get some
Johnny-on-the-spots out there. And I already made contact with another
contractor to start that small dorm we talked about. Until that’s ready, he can
put up a couple Quonset huts. You know, like military barracks. And another one
as a makeshift dining hall.”


“How much is that going to set us back?”


“For all that, surprisingly cheap,” Goldstein told
him. “Less than two hundred grand.”


“That’ll pretty much deplete us, right?”


“Just about,” Goldstein agreed. “But after
tomorrow, the donations will come pouring in. They’re already pouring in from
your three-minute gig this afternoon. Remember to plug our website every chance
you get.”


“Sure, I didn’t have time today.”


“No, I know,” Goldstein said.


“So that’s it. Day after tomorrow, we’ll be at our
new base of operations.”


“And then what?” Amato asked. “What did you and
Rex decide?”


“In three weeks,” Pantera told them, “we go on a
speaking tour and spread the word of God to all mankind.” He smiled and brought
his arms upward. “The Enlightenment Tour.”











Chapter Twenty-Three

The Enlightenment Tour


 


 


 


Rex’s plan, as Constantine had expected, or “The
Enlightenment Tour,” involved booking Pantera at a series of venues across the
United States—outdoor stadiums, theatres, indoor arenas, parks, playhouses—to
preach his message. The tour would be capped off by what was to be billed as “The
Enlightenment Festival,” a happy gathering of his followers on a farmer’s field
in upstate New York near Watkins Glen. In addition to Pantera’s sermons,
motivational speakers and rock bands would be booked both before and after he
gave them in a bold attempt to persuade the masses, just as Jesus had tried two
thousand years ago, to reject the lives they were leading and become Citizens
of the Kingdom of God on Earth. Of course, using Rex’s connections, Pantera’s
sermons during the tour would be broadcast across the world.


The day after being informed of the Enlightenment
Tour, Chief Bradley told Constantine that he should take no action at present.
See what happens, he told him—assess Pantera’s impact. Determine whether the
Enlightenment Tour would ignite the always-feared revolution of the masses in
an attempt to install Pantera as the Messiah and Savior of the World—its King. Hopefully,
instead, he’d be seen as a false prophet, like so many others before him.


 


“Has a date been set for the tour?” Chief Bradley
asked a week later as Constantine was taking another of his evening “meditation”
strolls in a wooded area along the perimeter of the remote farmland that
Pantera had purchased in Grassy Creek, North Carolina. Pantera and his
followers had settled there immediately after the Opal Show appearances.


“Soon,” Constantine told him. “Within the next
couple of weeks, I believe.”


“What do you think, Agent Constantine?” Bradley
asked. “Can he really sell his message en masse?”


Constantine sighed and thought for a time.


“What he has to say is compelling,” Constantine
said, trying to provide a sincere assessment. “There’s a lot of unhappy, lost
people out there whose lives seem empty and full of regret, with the prospect
of death the only real outcome. So, sure, with Rex’s help and Pantera’s
charisma and oratory skill, this movement could become something big. Spin out
of control.”


Bradley sighed, seeming in agreement with that
assessment.


“All right,” he told Constantine after a moment. “Let
me take this to the director.”


Constantine and the chief remained quiet for a
time. Finally, Constantine stopped walking and looked back in the direction of
the farmhouse. He could see it through the trees—only a few lights were still on
as Pantera and most of his fellow disciples had gone to bed. It had been
another long day, and in the coming days, they’d be heading out for the start
of what promised to be three grueling months of sermonizing and enlightening
thousands of people in football stadiums, arenas, and amphitheaters.


“What’s happening on that farm he bought?” Bradley
asked.


“We’re still settling in,” Constantine said. “Setting
things up. Four hundred people are tough to keep straight. Sanitation and food
are constant problems.”


“So where does it start, this Enlightenment Tour?”


“Buffalo.”


“Buffalo?”


“New Era Cap Stadium,” Constantine told him. “Where
the Buffalo Bills play football. Used to be called Ralph Wilson Stadium, the
Ralph. It holds something like eighty thousand people. Tickets are going fast.”


“They expect a sellout?”


“That’s the hope.”


“Jesus,” Bradley said, then laughed to himself at
the obvious irony in saying that. Then, he asked, “Still nothing on the Jesus
connection?”


“Not yet,” Constantine said. “Rex is working on
it.”


“That’s all this needs. More fuel on the fire that
is Cristos Pantera.”











Chapter Twenty-Four

Mother Superior


 


 


 


Constantine still held out hope that eventually,
Cristos Pantera’s bedazzlement would wear thin and he’d fade or fizzle out. If
not, the Supremacy would take action to nip Pantera’s mission in the bud and he’d
certainly be in the middle of it. How that would be arranged, he wasn’t sure—assassination,
arrest on trumped-up charges, suicide while awaiting trial, illicit photos of
him with a goat. There was almost nothing the Supremacy couldn’t pull off. Cristos
Pantera would then become a mostly forgotten historical footnote.


If assassination was the method chosen for Pantera’s
elimination, Constantine knew he’d be the trigger man. The Network would use
some lone-nut patsy long under their control to take the blame, but it would be
Constantine who’d do the killing. They’d done that before countless times throughout
history, with patsies like Lee Harvey Oswald, James Earl Ray, and Sirhan Sirhan
coming to mind.


Constantine wanted no part of it. Assassinating
Cristos Pantera was truly not something he wanted to do. Indeed, over the past
weeks, he’d become quite fond of the man—enamored with him to some degree, an
admirer. But, he was no rookie like Renata Singh. If ordered, he would carry
out it out no questions asked. At least that was what he told himself that
night.


After his call with Chief Bradley, Constantine
strolled back to the farmhouse, zipping up his light spring jacket as he
walked. Even in early June, the nights still got rather chilly high up in the
foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains. As he approached the farmhouse, he noticed
the lights were on in the kitchen at the back of the sprawling six-bedroom
structure. He also noticed a late-model SUV parked on the gravel driveway
directly in front of the farmhouse. They had a visitor.


The area around the farmhouse was quiet, eerily
so. Pantera’s followers were asleep on the buses or in the many tents that had
sprung up in what had used to be a cornfield. From a distance, Constantine thought
it looked like an old American Indian village with campfires smoldering among the
teepees.


Constantine heard voices from the kitchen as he
entered the front door and stepped into the wide foyer. He recognized Pantera’s
voice, but not the other—a woman’s. After a moment listening to the muffled
voices, he decided to see who was there.


As he walked into the kitchen, he saw Pantera
sitting at the old oak kitchen table. Across from him sat an attractive woman
in her mid-fifties. Constantine immediately recognized her from the reports he
had read while at the Orlando Hyatt Hotel only a couple months back, which now seemed
like an eternity ago.


“Oh, hello, Donald,” Pantera said when he saw
Constantine. “Say hello to my mother.”


Pantera’s mother nodded and smiled as Constantine hesitantly
walked over. He bowed slightly and shook her hand. So finally, the mother was
there.


“Jane Smith,” she said.


He almost said, I know. Instead, he said, “Donald
Summers.”


She was petite and attractive, with a fair, open
face and freckles dotting her nose and forehead. Her hair had morphed from the
reddish-brown in the photographs Constantine had seen into a witchy purplish
gray that laid across her slender shoulders. Her blue eyes were kind, twinkly
and intelligent, with crow’s feet at the edges. She had a simple, farm-girl
communal look, like some flower child transported out of the late 1960s—a
benign, smiling hippie from that era come to spice up the modern world with
peace and love.


Constantine immediately decided that Pantera had
inherited little of her looks. His complexion was darker, for one thing, and he
was much taller—not slight or airy. His face was square and sharply drawn, and
darkly handsome. Pantera had the same color eyes, that deep blue, but they
looked out in a sharper, deeper, more invasive way. Must have gotten his
father’s looks, Constantine thought. A chip off old Julian Pantera’s block.


Jane Smith wore a simple floral dress with a tan
shawl draped around her shoulders, and she sat smiling up at Constantine as he
considered her presence. He had wondered where the woman had been all these
weeks.


“So you’re the twelfth,” she said to Constantine. “Cristos
says he is most impressed with you.”


“My only wish is to serve him and the mission
well,” Constantine said. He smiled and tried to deflect attention from himself
by asking how her trip had gone.


“My trip?” she asked and shrugged. “It was fine.”
She looked across at Pantera and winked. “A boy needs his mother.”


“Yes.” Pantera smiled, then added softly, “A boy
needs his mother to nag him.”


Jane laughed, patted his arm, and said, “I don’t
nag you, Cristos, I teach you. And it now appears you need my wisdom more than
ever. I have left you to yourself long enough.”


Pantera nodded to a chair at the kitchen table and
told Constantine, “Sit. Join us. You’re up late. Taking your nighttime walk?”


It was by now well-known that “Donald” enjoyed his
solitary evening strolls to meditate, clear his mind. If they only knew the
real purpose.


“Yes, Master,” Constantine said.


“Master?”


Pantera shot his mother a glance and told her with
a shrug, “That’s what they call me.”


“So if he’s the Master, as you call him,” she
asked Constantine, “are you his slave?”


“Not master in that sense, of course,” Constantine
answered. “As our teacher. It’s simply a title of respect.”


“But it makes you sound like a sycophant,” she
said. “Like the others. All of you, yes men.”


“She means you are all too ready to kiss my
behind,” Pantera added, then turned to her. “She says my closest friends are
too enamored with me and therefore blind to what’s best for the mission.”


“Well, it is a dangerous thing to be surrounded by
yes-men.” She sighed. “And another thing, what’s this talk about you being the son
of God?”


He shot her a stern look. “I never claimed that. I
said I was the messiah and certain people, the press mostly, have confused it,
twisted it around.”


“That’s what people always do, especially the
media,” she told him. “You must choose your words carefully, Cristos. I
told you that. They only need the smallest excuse to cut you down.”


“You see?” he asked, turning back to Constantine. “She
loves putting me in my place.”


“Only when you need it,” she snapped back.


“And that’s why she’s here,” he told Constantine. “To
keep me honest. It was Mother who put me on this road in the first place.”


“It’s your destiny,” she reminded him, her
expression serious as she reached over and took hold of his arm. “It’s part of
an ancient plan. You are the Messiah. The one who has come to put things right.”


Pantera nodded, and in that moment, looked exhausted.


“Well, whatever I am,” he said, “it seems to be
working. The word is getting out. People are awakening. Just look around you,
at the people on this farm. They’ve given up everything to join me. Like Donald
here.”


“Yes,” his mother agreed, “and that’s what scares
me. Your success. Your rise has been too fast. You’re becoming dangerous, a
real threat. They already sent one of their agents to watch you, and they’re
certainly watching you still. It could be one of your followers out there. Or
worse, in here.”


She turned to Constantine as if she knew what he
really was, asking, “What do you think, Donald?”


Constantine arranged his face in a thoughtful
frown, as if only now considering the issue. Could she have guessed my true identity?
After a moment, he decided on a course to take and turned toward her.


“I agree,” he said. “The Master must be careful.”
He looked at Pantera. “He must be vigilant and not underestimate the strength and
resolve of those he wishes to overthrow.”


Pantera shrugged, as if to say there was nothing
he could do about that. Turning to her son again, with more certainly and
virulence in her voice, she told him, “They’re watching you. Monitoring the
situation. And once this tour of yours takes off, goes viral, as the young
people say, and your disciples and followers number in the thousands, the
millions perhaps, then they will come at you. You will leave them no choice.
They will try and take you down. They will…” And then she sighed and looked
away, and after a moment, swallowed. Finally, she looked back at Pantera with
tears welling in her eyes. “They will crucify you.”


“That’s what happens to messiahs,” Pantera said, trying
to smile.


“Don’t make light of it, Cristos,” she said. “Please.”


They fell silent for a time. Constantine felt
uncomfortable to be sitting there at such a poignant and private time between
mother and son, even though it gave him an opportunity to assess their
relationship.


Eventually, Jane looked squarely at him and asked,
“What do you think of Renata, Donald? Do you trust her? My son, I fear, has
been blinded by love. Or lust.”


“Mother…”


“No, let him answer.” She turned back to
Constantine. “What’s your impression of her? You know her background? She was
recruited by the dark forces ruling mankind to spy on Cristos. But now she
claims to have been awakened by Cristos to the Word of God and has come over to
the forces of good. Did you know any of this?”


Constantine looked over at Pantera, then back at
her, and considering his words carefully, said, “A little. That she worked for
the CIA or something. But the Master changed her, like he changed the rest of
us.”


Jane Smith looked to Pantera and asked, “Is she?
Has she changed?”


“Yes, Mother,” Pantera told her, “she has
renounced her old life and has accepted the truth of the Word. She has become a
Daughter of Man and now lives with us in the Kingdom of God. And beyond that, I
love her and she loves me.”


“But how do you know that it’s not an act?” his
mother pressed.


“Because, I know,” was all Pantera would
say.


Constantine found himself curious to see how the
two women would interact now that they were under the same roof. Pantera’s
followers had started calling Renata “Mother Superior” to differentiate her
from the mother of Cristos Pantera. They would soon refer to Jane Smith as “Mother
Jane,” and give her an exalted, almost saintly status that they felt she
deserved.


Certain enemies of Pantera and his ministry, Constantine
knew, still referred to Renata Singh as “Pantera’s slut.”











Chapter Twenty-Five

Son of the Son of the Son…


 


 


 


Late in the afternoon the next day, Spartacus Rex’s
black stretch limo turned into Pantera’s new compound in Grassy Creek and stopped
in front of the old, hulking farmhouse at the center of it. Rex exited the back
compartment and strode toward the house ahead of his two massive bodyguards.
They stomped up onto the wide wooden porch and, without knocking, walked
straight in. Rex didn’t have to knock—he had become, in a sense, Pantera’s
thirteenth disciple.


Constantine was sitting in the kitchen, sipping
coffee and checking Facebook on his smartphone, when he heard Rex call out, “Hey,
Cristos! You around?” from the front foyer. He walked out into the living room
and told Rex, “He’s up taking a nap.”


Pantera took a half-hour snooze every afternoon to
recharge his mind, and Renata Singh usually went up with him. In the next
moment, however, Pantera was coming downstairs with Renata behind him.


“Mister Rex,” Pantera said as he strode up to Rex.
They hugged and slapped each other on the back in a brief greeting. Then,
Pantera stepped back and asked, “And to what do I owe the pleasure of this
visit?”


Rex had been calling several times a day over the
past three weeks since Pantera’s second The Opal Show! appearance,
getting this and that ready for the Enlightenment Tour, informing him of the
latest venues added, the rock bands and speakers booked to supplement Pantera’s
sermons. Though Rex assured Pantera that he was to be the whole show, he told
him these other “acts” were needed to increase its overall entertainment value.
Constantine surmised that the surprise visit must be something beyond these
details, something that couldn’t be discussed over the phone.


“It got confirmed, man,” Rex said, laughing
and holding up his arms in celebration. “Your DNA’s a match! You really are the
son of the son of the son of God. Jesus is like your great, great, great,
great, great, great grandpa.”


Constantine, of course, wasn’t surprised and held
a poker face. He’d have to break the news to Bradley as soon as possible that
Rex had somehow dug up proof confirming Pantera’s Jesus connection, and that he’d
probably already put out a press release. It would make Pantera and the
Enlightenment Tour all the more happening. Establishing the Jesus connection would
take care of lagging sales at certain venues. The entire tour would likely be
sold out.


“Maybe we should have called it the ‘Second Coming
Tour,’” Rex said.


“I’m not the second coming,” Pantera stated firmly.


“What’s the proof, Mister Rex?” Constantine asked.
“I mean, how do you prove something like that?”


“Well, hold onto that, Mister Rex,” Pantera said. “I’d
like to get everyone else together for this news.”


Pantera sent Constantine to round up the other
members of the inner circle. Ten minutes later, they were all sitting on the
three couches or cross-legged on the floor of the living room, looking up at
Pantera and Rex in the center of the room. Mother Jane had taken a seat on the
floor with an I-told-you-so look.


Pantera solemnly broke the news that he was
descended from Jesus, that Spartacus Rex had confirmed what before had been an
odd rumor. Then he turned the meeting over to Rex to explain how.


Rex gave them a brief but understandable synopsis,
in his own street-talk vernacular. He had handed over the swab of Pantera’s
saliva and blood sample to three reliable staff members to see if they could
connect the dots to Jesus. Their initial research led them to several reliable
articles and a couple bestselling books written by biblical scholars, claiming
that Jesus was the illegitimate son of a Roman soldier named Abdes Pantera. That
research led them to a certain Professor Marcus Banyan, the chair of the
Department of Religious Studies at Charlestown State University. Banyan’s
writings had led them to the bones of Jesus found in Jerusalem, in the
so-called “Jesus Cave,” and to those of the Roman centurion Abdes Pantera, found
in an obscure grave in Germany. According to Banyan, DNA samples taken from
these two sets of bones matched, proving that Abdes Pantera had fathered Jesus,
not some carpenter named Joseph, and certainly not God.


“So my people went to see Professor Banyan,” Rex went
on. “And at first, he refused to help them. But then, I made him an offer he
couldn’t refuse.”


“What, break his legs?” Nick Amato asked.


“No, not that,” Rex said, flashing a mirthless
smile. “I offered him a chance to confirm the existence of the first-known
living descendent of Jesus Christ—our very own Master Cristos Pantera.” He
waved a hand and bowed toward Pantera, then straightened and continued, “That
made him see the light. See the profit in it. The professor arranged for a test
to compare the DNA from Cristos to the DNA of Abdes Pantera and Jesus. And
presto,” he went on, snapping his fingers, “an exact match. Something like two
billion to one that our very own Cristos Pantera is a descendent of the son of
God.”


Rex sighed and looked around the room at Pantera’s
inner circle.


“So, now, what the professor’s been doing is
polishing off an article on what he’s found,” he went on. “It’s getting published
tomorrow in something called The Journal of Early Christianity.” He
laughed. “I already got in touch with my contacts at the major news services,
AP, Reuters, reporters at the New York Times, Washington Post. They are foaming
at the mouth to get that story out. Timing couldn’t be better. Ticket sales
gonna soar.”


Rex turned to Pantera, who was still standing next
to him, and slapped him on the back.


“Now, whenever you give one of your sermons,” he
said, “half the audience gonna see Jesus on your shoulder. You won’t even have
to mention it. You got the pedigree to make mass pronunciations of what’s
right, and what ain’t. It’s like your father played in the major leagues, and
now your time has come.”


“Yes, Mister Rex,” Pantera said with a smile, “something
like that.”


 


An hour later, Constantine stepped outside and
walked into the woods, wondering how the Supremacy would choose to handle the
news. Once he was out of sight of the farmhouse, he called Chief Bradley.


After hearing Rex’s news, Bradley said, “This’ll
certainly cause a stir. The star of Cristos Pantera will rise even faster now.
He’ll soon become a household name, as famous as his famous ancestor.”


The chief fell silent for a time, mulling over
something. Then, he said, “I wonder how this is going to affect the statistical
algorithms. This is certainly one of those unforeseeable variables that gives
the director, and yours truly, gray hair and sleepless nights.”


“Rex now wants to call it the ‘Second Coming Tour,’”
Constantine told him as if pouring salt in fresh wound.


Bradley thought about that a moment and said, “That
he very well may become—the second coming. If we let him.”


Constantine sighed inwardly. That last part had an
ominous ring to it.


“Well,” Bradley said, “better go fill the director
in on the latest bad news.”











Chapter Twenty-Six

The Ralph


 


 


 


It was raining the morning of Pantera’s opening sermon
of the Enlightenment Tour, scheduled for eight that night in mid-June at New
Era Cap Stadium just south of Buffalo. Formerly called Ralph Wilson Stadium, it
was home to the Buffalo Bills and known by the locals as “the Ralph.”


Spartacus Rex and his staff with degrees in
marketing and hotel and entertainment management worked tirelessly to book the
supporting acts and give the event the aura of something genuinely hip and
uplifting, new and not to be missed. But, they had never done or seen anything
like this. They were used to promoting concerts, not sermons by an evangelical
preacher who wanted to change the world and save mankind.


On the days leading up to the sermon, a series of
local TV and radio spots were broadcast using snippets of Pantera’s
inspirational second appearance on The Opal Show! An announcer with a
low, booming voice ended each of these commercials with the phrase, “For the
sake of your soul!” In another commercial, a local actor sat on a stool on a
bare stage and gave a testimonial regarding how “the Master” had changed his
life. “I was dead,” the actor told the audience, his eyes intense, “but he
resurrected me.” In yet another commercial, a guitar riff by one of the rock
bands slated to appear before Pantera’s sermon was interrupted by a black
screen, followed by what sounded like the voice of God booming, “SAVE YOUR
SOUL!”


A few days before the show, billboard ads were
placed along the Thruway and other major roads in and around the Buffalo area,
all depicting the white-robbed Pantera with his arms raised up to the heavens.
Behind this mesmerizing portrait was a velvet-textured scene filled with
billions of glimmering stars set against the cold dark of deep space.


In the days leading up to the show, Rex also ran
full page ads in The Buffalo News, depicting the by now-iconic white-robed
Pantera pose—hands uplifted and his intense blue eyes peering upward into
Heaven. Red letters across the photograph declared, “First There Was Jesus…” Rex
called it “the Second Coming” ad.


The campaign paid off in sales. The show was a
sell-out. Nearly one hundred thousand tickets had sold, ranging in price from
$25 to $250, depending on proximity to the stage. And of course, the scalpers
would be asking for more.


“Fucking rain,” Amato blurted from the living room
of one of three spacious suites in the Hyatt Hotel in downtown Buffalo that Rex
had booked for Pantera and his inner circle.


“Well, at least it’s not fucking snow,” joked Luke
Morgan.


“The language,” Renata scolded, glaring at Amato,
then at Morgan. “That’s all we need. Some reporter overhearing his closest
disciples using the “F” word. Cause a scandal that might scuttle everything.”


Amato nodded sheepishly, but then snapped, “Yeah,
okay. I should have said, goddamn rain. But I getcha. You’ll have no more
gutter talk from this fucking asshole.”


Renata could not help but smile and shake her
head.


 


By eight o’clock, over one hundred thousand men
and women of various ages, but mostly in the twenty to forty range, together
with several thousand children, had trudged their way from the expansive parking
lots around the stadium into the Ralph. Some of them showed signs of having
tailgate parties, as if they were attending a Bills game.


Once in the stadium, depending on their ticket,
they either found a spot on the football field emanating outward from a large
stage constructed at the twenty-yard line at the north side of the stadium or
had taken their respective seats up in the stands. The stage was empty and dark
as the audience shuffled in, all except for a narrow band of bright white light
focused on a mark at the approximate center where Pantera would stand and give
his sermons. Helicopters and drones buzzed above the stadium like giant angry
insects looking down at this assembling throng of humanity.


No one seemed quite sure how to behave for the
event—whether to act celebratory, as if it was a rock concert or football game,
or contemplative, as if they were attending a Sunday mass. A healthy number had
decided that the former characterization was more appropriate, starting with
tailgating before the stadium had opened for admission at 6:00 p.m., drinking
beer, wine, or other alcoholic beverages, eating cheese and crackers while
sitting on lawn chairs. The scent of charred meat swirled from those who’d been
grilling hot dogs and sausages and brats, and hamburgers, steaks, chicken, or
kabobs. The food smells wafted through the accumulating crowd like an
aphrodisiac. The distant smell of marijuana also drifted through the air.


A smattering of those attending that evening had
seen Pantera before. Some had driven a long way for the privilege of seeing him
again. This time, perhaps, they might throw caution to the wind and join his
merry band of followers, living a new existence free of their old, boring,
oppressive lives in one of the dorms being built on his Carolinian commune.


By mid-afternoon, the rain had stopped and the
low, oppressive steel-gray clouds that had dominated the sky all day began to
break apart, allowing glimpses of a crisp blue sky. At various times after the
advertised starting time of 8:00 p.m., whole sections of those who had already
arrived and taken their ticketed spots began clapping together, while some
smaller groups started some mostly inaudible chants calling for the event to
finally start. Several times, “the wave” rumbled through the assembled mass of
people. But soon, the clapping and chants dissolved into general static and
impatient murmur. The start time had come and gone. Where was he? When was this
going to start?


Finally, at 8:47 p.m., Spartacus Rex strode out
across the stage from a curtained section to the right. There was polite
applause as he turned center stage and brought up his arms. Rex was a
well-known figure, the modern-day P. T. Barnum.


“Are you ready for salvation!” he shouted into the
portable microphone at his mouth. His voice boomed through the bank of massive
loudspeakers arranged around the stage, echoing and shaking across the Ralph.


Everyone stood, clapping and shouting—the show was
going to begin. Long curtains in front of another section of the stage behind
Rex started rising, revealing the rock band Twister. With the crowd of
over one hundred thousand now ripped into a frenzy, they launched into a raw
guitar rant with their anti-authoritarian mega-hit, “Go to Heaven!” But after
five minutes of raucous guitars rifts and screaming vocals, the band switched
chords and the song somehow morphed into something softer, something more in
tune with the evening’s purpose and intent.


Twister had broken into a cover of “Stairway
to Heaven.”


Two more acts followed, then the stage went dark. It
was already nine-thirty, and the audience was grumbling. Rex didn’t care. He
wanted the audience to reach a frenzied pitch of impatience and need. It would
magnify their pleasure when Pantera finally took the stage. After that, Rex had
no doubt the preacher would not disappoint.


And then, finally, to the sound of a long series
of bass drumbeats—boom, boom, boom, boom, boom, boom, like the Olympic
Games were starting—a tall, white-robed figure, the one and only Cristos Pantera,
emerged from behind the same curtained section to the right that Spartacus Rex
had emerged from an hour and a half before. Pantera strode triumphantly across
the stage, brushing back his long, gleaming brown, Jesus-like hair along the
way. People nearest the stage started clapping and calling out his name. Then,
more of the crowd cheered as they recognized that the man they had come know
from video clips and commercials and billboard ads was finally before them, on
stage, ready to fill their minds with wisdom and hope and love.


It was truly “Him,” “Cristos Pantera,” the one
called the “Master” or “Teacher,” the same cool-looking dude who promised to
change their lives for the better, to make them happy. To save them. To save
the world.


As Pantera took his spot roughly mid-stage and
turned to face the sea of people filling every space in the stadium, a guttural
unison roar rose from the crowd. As he raised his arms to Heaven, the roar
became so deafening that Constantine, who was in the entourage standing behind
the curtain where moments earlier, Pantera had emerged, had to cover his ears.


And then, a bright, narrow ray of pristine white
light beamed down from a silver canister on the front stage railing, focusing
upon Pantera’s tall frame with his arms raised up to Heaven. By design of one
of Rex’s stage crew members, the light seemed like a beacon from Heaven that
had deposited Pantera among the living. With him in the light, the audience
continued its incoherent, thumping, adoring roar.


Many of those in the audience that night were not entirely
sure why they had been whipped into such a frenzy by Pantera’s appearance
before them. Was it merely the product of some vague hope that he might provide
a real “way” to alleviate their suffering, their pain, the nagging anxiety that
bubbled under the surface of their daily lives? All the pre-show advertisements
must surely have something to do with what they were feeling now.


But as he stood there now, they found more to it
than that—a visceral yearning that was scratched by this eccentric prophet,
this preacher who had the power to soothe their fears. The power emanated out
from the blaze of his deep blue eyes, his serene good looks, his long,
glistening brown hair, his slender strength, heightened by that long, white
robe and his amazing connection to Jesus.


Pantera’s magical sway over the crowd reminded
Constantine of the sermon given by Pope John Paul II on July 31, 2002 in Mexico
City during a mass celebrating the canonization of Saint Juan Diego. He had
been dispatched to attend and monitor the event while serving as a rookie agent
for the Network. Yet, the fervent adoration that the pontiff received from the
crowd on that occasion did not come close to matching what he was observing now—one
hundred thousand human souls lifted into a state of anticipation and pure
ecstasy.


Pantera stood still within the blazing light for a
time as if immersed in his audience’s adoration. Finally, he lowered his arms
and peered out at the throng.


The gigantic speakers lined up to the right and
left of the stage began booming the second half of the old 1960s song, “Aquarius/Let
the Sunshine In”:


 


Let
the sunshine


Let
the sunshine in


The
sunshine in


Let
the sunshine


Let
the sunshine in


The
sunshine in


 


As the song played on, Pantera began to sway and
clap with the tune and the crowd joined in and began singing along with the
repeating the verse like a hundred-thousand-member chorus.


 


Let
the sunshine


Let
the sunshine in


The
sunshine in


Let
the sunshine


Let
the sunshine in


The
sunshine in


 


At last, the music faded, and the crowd quieted
and watched while Pantera remained standing at the front of the stage, still
bathed in that intense white light seemingly pouring down from the sky. He stared
out at them with a benign expression and kindly grin. But then, his serene
countenance faded into a scowl as he looked out at the crowd. A mic had been attached
to the front of his robe that would wirelessly deliver his words to the giant
speakers lined up like unpleasant, stout sentinels along each side of the
stage.


After a time, Pantera drew in a breath and shouted,
“Liars!”


His voice boomed through the speakers across the
full expanse of the football field and up through the stands. He drew in another
deep breath and stared out at the now-quieted multitude before him. In a barely
audible whisper, he told them, “Each of you is living a lie. A lie perpetuated
by a secret ruling order who benefits from it.”


Constantine had not expected that message. This
was different than Pantera’s call for personal change through the adoption of
the Word of God. The preacher had never directly referred to the “secret ruling
order”—what Constantine and others knew as the Supremacy.


Pantera paused for a time as he gazed out at the
crowd, looking left, then right, then forward again. The massive audience had
grown cold. The accusation had silenced them.


“Yes, your lives are run by these puppeteers, with
each of you serving as their puppets.”


Again, Pantera stopped and waited. The crowd had
become completely still, as if he had used a magic spell and frozen them in
place. Constantine thought of the phrase, you could hear a pin drop.


And then Pantera spoke again, but louder now, as
if to drive home the point: “To gain salvation, to live, you must admit and
renounce the lie perpetuated by your puppet-masters that has been burned into
your mind and soul. You must admit and renounce that lie. That, my friends, is
Lesson Number One.”


Pantera raised his arms skyward again. In the
blaring light, Constantine thought of Jesus standing there, preaching to the
multitudes. After a time, he looked across the stadium again and told them, “Only
by accepting this truth, can you become a Son or Daughter of Man and enter the
Kingdom of God. I have come to deliver you from the lie. I have come to show
you the Way. I have come to baptize you into truth.” Then, he shouted at them, “I
have come to save you!”


There was a moment’s pause, a hush, and then the
crowd let out a roar that felt to Constantine like an earthquake. When the roar
subsided, Pantera’s kindly smile had returned as he looked out at them for a
time. Then, in a soft voice, he whispered, “I am your servant.” He hesitated a
moment, then added with utter certainty, “I am your Messiah!”


After that, there was silence for a time, then the
audience all at once erupted into an all-consuming roar that seemed to fill the
skies above Buffalo and around the world.











Chapter Twenty-Seven

The Magical, Mysterious,

Miraculous Tour


 


 


Over the next three months, Pantera’s show at the
Ralph was replicated at twenty-three other venues—open-air and domed stadiums, arenas,
and playhouses—across the entire US of A, from sea to shining sea.


The Enlightenment Tour culminated on a chilly,
rainy weekend in mid-September on a patch of farmland near Watkins Glen, a
small village in central New York. Two hundred thousand people showed up and
huddled under tents and umbrellas and stood by smoldering campfires, mesmerized
by Pantera’s still-inspiring spiel.


In total, Pantera’s twenty-three “performances”
drew 1.3 million spectators and grossed nearly $35 million. In addition to
money from the gate, Rex sold DVDs and CDs from each tour stop, all filmed as
part of a documentary sold to HBO for airing as a three-part series just in
time for Christmas. Thus, with the help of Spartacus Rex’s promotional magic,
Cristos Pantera had become a household name—a celebrity. In the process, both
he, and his movement, had become quite wealthy.


Pantera’s rise to stardom was clearly demarked
when the now-iconic depiction, from a photograph taken at the Ralph back in
June, of him in his stark white cotton robe—his arms upraised to Heaven and his
deep blue eyes and intense dramatic gaze locked onto something up—graced the
covers of the August editions of Time, People, Rolling Stone,
and GQ.


The banner headline across the cover of Time
Magazine proclaimed:


THE MESSIAH!


Other magazines followed suit, and the major
tabloids got into the act on a regular basis with bizarre stories claiming that
Pantera was truly the Son of God or of extraterrestrial origin. Of course,
scandalous stories ran that were immediately debunked through Twitter
statements or threats by Rex to sue. Most were eventually withdrawn.


It didn’t take long for a regiment of paparazzi to
gather among Pantera’s followers during the Enlightenment Tour, snapping
thousands of photographs and videos. As Pantera walked among the crowds or from
a hotel to the venue of his latest sermon, or back again, always surrounded by
Amato and a growing number of biker bodyguards, the click and whirl of cameras
accompanied the stroll like angry insects. One photograph that made the rounds,
published over and over again, was Pantera locked in an obviously loving
embrace with Renata Singh. The caption under this photograph read: “The
Preacher and his Mary Magdalene?”


The talking heads and analysts who chimed in
during the tour on local and national news shows all agreed that Pantera’s rise
to stardom was attributable to his striking a chord into a gaping, modern
spiritual void. The old religions were no longer able to ease the pain of
existence and the fear of death. His critics lashed back, saying it was all so
much New Age mumble-jumble. Among these critics, not surprisingly, were the
priests, reverends, imams, and shamans of the major and minor organized
religions, who all gave unified voice to the claim that Cristos Pantera was a
fraud, a false prophet, and not the authentic, enlightened man that he and his
handlers made him out to be.


Despite the frenzy, Pantera seemed to have little
practical effect in effecting real change. Constantine pointed this out
repeatedly to Bradley when the specter of “taking action” against Pantera was
raised during the tour. Pantera’s sermons seemed to quickly wear off most
members of his audience. After all the sermons and parables, and the attendance
of millions at his events and even more millions watching at home, life had
gone on pretty much as before. Those who had listened to his words were perhaps
superficially enlightened, for the moment, and possibly for a few hours or days
thereafter. They had briefly awakened, but then gone back to sleep in the
comforting illusions of meaning that the ruling elite’s belief system had
always provided.


Only a miniscule portion of Pantera’s “multitude” who
attended his Enlightenment Tour sermons renounced their old beliefs and
embraced those he urged upon them. Only these few left their old lives behind
and joined the movement, becoming so-called Sons or Daughters of Man, and thus
Citizens of the Kingdom of God.


Chief Bradley agreed with Constantine that Pantera’s
effect was minimal. Society had not changed much despite the seeming success of
Pantera’s Enlightenment Tour. The Supremacy remained securely in control. The
tipping point for Pantera’s revolution seemed far from reach.


“But the night is young,” Bradley added dourly.











Chapter Twenty-Eight

Lazarus


 


 


 


Healing the sick became a regular part of Pantera’s
routine at the end of the Enlightenment Tour gigs, from the first one at the
Ralph to the last at Gruden’s Farm. Once Pantera stopped speaking, a small but
ever-growing portion of the audience squeezed toward the stage, and then
followed him and his entourage of security guards and disciples toward various
dressing or staging rooms.


“Help us!” shouted the afflicted, or family or
friends pushing the wheelchairs of the afflicted. “Touch us!” others said. “Make
us whole!” still others beseeched.


Hearing them, Pantera could not resist the call.
He came out and said a few words of hushed encouragement to each one of the
afflicted and, for some, the power of suggestion did the rest. Reporters tried unsuccessfully
to verify claims of healings. His ability to heal some or to cast psychological
demons from the minds of others, like everything else concerning Cristos
Pantera, became shrouded in mystery.


And then in late August, after a sermon at Mile
High Stadium in Denver, the inevitable happened. It was reported that Pantera
had raised a man from the dead.


 


The night after the “miracle,” the inner circle
gathered in the penthouse suite at an upscale hotel in downtown Denver that Rex’s
team had booked for them. They lounged on various couches and chairs in the
spacious living room, waiting for Pantera to emerge from his bedroom. Finally,
he walked out with Renata. As she found a spot on the floor and sat down,
Pantera moved to the center of the living room.


“You’ve all heard what happened this afternoon,”
he began.


“Is it true, you raised some guy from the dead?”
Richard Avery asked, laughing sarcastically. “Did we hear that right?”


Avery seemed agitated over everything lately, and he
had been making derogatory comments. He had confided to Constantine that he hated
how Pantera’s ministry was becoming a circus act controlled by Spartacus Rex.
Constantine had said nothing in response, but wondered if Avery’s father might
soon get his way and see the return of his prodigal son.


Pantera turned to him and softly said, “Yes, Richard,
you heard it right.”


Stu Goldstein burst into the room, cutting off
anything further that Pantera might have said. “It’s gone viral,” he told them.
“The Pope is having a coronary. The Holy See has officially condemned the
claim. Calls it not only false, but blasphemous, profane.”


“Who cares what the Pope thinks?” Amato snapped.


“The Master is lucky the Grand Mufti doesn’t
condemn him,” Mohammed Atti said, “because that would be a true condemnation. A
death sentence. The Master would have to go into hiding, like Rushdie.”


“Be careful with this, Cristos,” Mother Jane warned
from her chair in the back corner of the room. Over the past weeks, she had
cultivated a backseat approach regarding her son’s doings and would normally
speak up only when Pantera asked her to. But this time, she clearly felt the
need to speak. “The Pope’s furor could alienate a lot of people.”


“I threaten him,” Pantera told her. “I threaten
them all. As I should.”


“But this is more than a war of words,” she
pressed. “Something like this is what they fear most—that you’ll be considered
a god.”


Pantera sighed and sat on the couch, suddenly
looking distracted. After a time, Luke Morgan asked, “So what happened? Tell
us, Master. How did you raise someone from the dead?”


Pantera turned to Renata and said, “You tell them.”
He leaned back and closed his eyes while Renata stood and told the story.


 


Earlier that night, a forty-two-year-old man
standing on the football field with his wife not far from the stage at Mile
High Stadium had suffered an apparent heart attack toward the end of Pantera’s
sermon. Upon his collapse, the woman screamed, and a couple paramedics rushed
over. Pantera had stopped in mid-sentence and watched the drama unfold, but few
in the audience were close enough to the fallen man to realize why the preacher
had stopped speaking.


Today, they knew.


Pantera finally resumed speaking as the paramedics
lifted the stricken man onto a stretcher. His skin was gray, ashen. He appeared
lifeless. As the paramedics rushed him to a nearby hospital, Pantera cut short
his sermon and had one of Rex’s limos take him there. Upon his arrival in the
ER waiting area, he found the wife frantic, sobbing. But seeing the white-robed
figure, she ran over and hugged Pantera, thanking him for coming. Then,
suddenly, she backed away and looked up into his eyes.


“It’s too late,” she told him through her sobs. “Robert’s
dead.” And then she broke down again in Pantera’s arms.


“May I see him?” he asked. She looked up at him
and nodded, then led him into the ER and approached the bed where her husband’s
lifeless body lay. By then, the nurses were milling about in the hallway by the
man’s curtained-off bed. The instruments monitoring his condition had
flat-lined and a crisp white sheet had been pulled up over the length of his
body. At any minute, orderlies would come and take it to the morgue. Tomorrow
morning, there’d be an autopsy confirming that he’d died of a massive coronary.
His funeral would be held later in the week.


Pantera approached the man’s bed and pulled back
the sheet. The face that greeted him was in a contorted death-grip. The man’s mouth
was open, as if he’d needed to say something—perhaps a final goodbye. His wife
approached the bed and broke down into a guttural wail.


Pantera reached out a hand and touched her
forehead to quiet her as he stared down at her husband in his death agony.
After a time, he closed his eyes and mumbled a prayer or chant. Finally, he
opened them and waved his right hand over the man’s forehead, whispering
something that the woman later reported as, “Whoever lives and believes in me
shall never die.”


Moments later, the man’s mouth closed and his face
went slack. His chest to have started rising and falling. He was breathing
again, and the instruments began to confirm the impossible. They registered
life. And then the man opened his eyes. With this, the woman screamed—not out
of terror, but out of utter joy.


Hearing the commotion, two nurses and the young
resident who had valiantly tried to save the man hurried into his room. What
they saw caused them to stop in their tracks and gawk. The dead man was sitting
up, his eyes open. Somehow, he’d come back from death. In the next moment, they
all looked over in awe at the long-haired, white-robed man with a benevolent
smile standing at the man’s bedside. They knew him as the famous preacher,
Cristos Pantera, who they also now believed was responsible for raising a man
from the dead.


There was, of course, no way for anyone to verify
that Pantera’s spiritual intervention had brought the man back from death. His
wife certainly told that story—the “Master” had saved her husband. The doctors
couldn’t explain it, except to say, sometimes things like that happen. Had
Pantera’s prayers or chants over the man been the cause? The press conjectured,
and many came to believe it.


 


“The Christ parallel again,” Chief Bradly later
told Constantine. “The Lazarus story.”


Constantine had left the hotel and was walking on
a narrow path in a small park across from it. It was a dark, clear night and a
half moon blazed above him. After a time, as if it had just occurred to him,
Constantine said, “Lazarus…wasn’t he a friend of Jesus?”


“I don’t know,” Bradley said. “Was he?”


Constantine said he thought he was and added, “And,
though I don’t know the source just yet, there is a rumor circulating around
that the man who supposedly died, Robert Jeffries, is somehow associated with
none other than Spartacus Rex.”


“I’ll put someone on that,” Bradley said, then
sighed and added, “So that’s the plan—same as Jesus.” Then, he laughed. “What’s
next, he turns water into wine?”


“No matter what it is, it’s already gone viral,”
Constantine said. “A modern-day miracle, straight out of the Bible.”


“The ultimate miracle, I’d say,” Bradley said. “Something
only a god could do.” He laughed again. “Or the son of God. It’s like the
bastard’s poking a finger in our eyes,” he continued. “He knows we’re out
there, watching him. So, he orchestrates this?”


“If it was faked,” Constantine said.


“What, you think he can bring people back from the
dead?” Bradley asked with another laugh. “And I bet there’re be more of them,
miracles probably orchestrated through Rex. Like the kid whose eyesight was
restored in Chicago.”


Bradley sighed and they stopped talking for a time.


“He wants to be the king of the world,” Bradley
finally said. “There’s no mystery about it anymore. Just like Jesus.”


“So he’s a megalomaniac? That’s what you’re
saying?”


“What messiah isn’t?”











Chapter Twenty-Nine

The Invitation


 


 


 


With the Enlightenment Tour over, Pantera returned
to his farmhouse retreat in Grassy Creek for a period of rest. Construction
crews were still working on the permanent dormitories, a dining hall, and a
small amphitheater with one thousand seats arranged in semi-circular rows
before a small stage where Pantera could give his sermons from a raised pulpit
to resident converts and visitors.


While they waited for the dorms, Pantera’s
followers had arranged themselves in Quonset huts set along the periphery of
the construction zone, which were in turn surrounded by a dozen or more
porta-potties. Another larger Quonset hut in the middle of the others housed a
temporary dining hall. Beyond the structures, in a wide clearing, were parked
the three RVs and now ten buses that had been used to crisscross the country
during the Enlightenment Tour.


A security gate had been installed along the
temporary main gravel road leading up to the farmhouse, only a short drive from
the narrow county road it intersected. There were always four guards manning
the gate, more bikers from Amato’s old club, but also including other
volunteers who knew how to handle themselves and who had passed a basic psychological
test that Amato and Pantera had devised.


After some debate among the inner circle, Amato
had been permitted to amass a small arsenal, including semi-automatic rifles
and small arms, to defend against whatever official, unofficial, government, or
other threat might seek to put them out of commission.


“It’s useless,” Renata Singh had argued. “If they
want to take us down, they will.”


“Maybe,” Amato replied. “But why go down without a
fight?”


“Our defense against Satan is our message,”
Pantera had snapped.


But the inner circle voted to appease Amato and
permit the arsenal.


 


On the day following Pantera’s return to the
Grassy Creek compound, a contingent of national and local news hounds and at
least a dozen paparazzi had camped out in cars or smaller RVs along the county
road just outside it. The next afternoon, a county sheriff’s patrol came by and
chased them off, only to see them return the following morning.


When Pantera saw that they had returned, he and
Amato strolled out and called them over. The two men then marched the group
past the security gate and inside the compound. When Constantine saw this from inside
the farmhouse, he went outside to see what was going on.


Standing in the middle of the crowd of curious
reporters and paparazzi, Pantera raised up his arms and said, “We welcome you.
There is nothing to hide here. Breaking free of the illusion provides ultimate
freedom in the Kingdom of God. And we want you all to see that.”


Brilliant, Constantine thought. Pantera was
always brilliant.


That same morning, a black stretch limousine
pulled into the gravel driveway to the compound. Moments later, Nick Amato had
come out with a detail of three bikers to greet the limo as it slowly drove up
the driveway. He stopped it some distance from the farmhouse and stood waiting
for its occupant to exit and show himself. It wasn’t Spartacus Rex this time.


A moment after the limo came to a stop, the rear
door opened and out stepped a tall young priest in a full-length black cassock.
Amato stepped forward, within a few feet of the priest, and asked, “Help you?”


The priest looked surprised, first by Amato’s
question, then by the three scowling bikers lined up behind him. He stiffened,
smiled, and bowed briefly, then pulled an envelope from his pocket and offered
it to Amato.


“It is from the Vatican,” the priest said. “An
invitation. Direct from the Holy Father himself. I am Father Antonio Parlato,
an aide to the Vatican Secretariat.”


Amato’s frown deepened. He reached out and took
the letter, and examined it for a moment. The envelope was made of thick,
expensive paper edged with gold embossing. It bore no address—no writing at
all. Inside it was a single card of some kind.


At last, Amato looked up at Father Parlato and
asked, “An invitation? An invitation to what?”


“Why, an audience with the Holy Father,” the
priest said with a smile.


Amato thought a moment, then said, “Wait here.”


He went into the farmhouse with the invitation,
leaving Father Parlato standing there facing the scowling bikers. Five minutes
later, he returned and told the priest, “He’ll be there.”


The priest smiled, then stood looking at Amato and
the bikers for a time as if expecting Pantera to come outside and introduce
himself, a show of respect.


“Is there anything else?” Amato asked.


Father Parlato finally shook his head and said, “No.”


The priest stepped back, turned, and walked to the
limo. A moment later, it drove off. Inside the farmhouse, Pantera had already
placed a call to Spartacus Rex.


“Holy See, holy shit!” Rex exclaimed after Pantera
told him the news. He seemed to be laughing, or possibly hyperventilating, at
the other end. “But what the fuck you think he wants?”


Pantera thought a moment, then said, “To do Satan’s
bidding and bribe me.”


Rex burst out laughing, then said, “Yeah, that’s
it. Pope’s gonna bribe your ass. Buy your fucking soul. But not for Jesus’
sake. He wants to preserve his fucking church. When is it? This audience with
the Pope?”


“Day after tomorrow. The Vatican has made the
travel arrangements, it seems. All I need to do is catch a plane.”


“Tomorrow?”


“I guess what the Pope wants to see me about can’t
wait,” Pantera said.


“I guess not. Like the Godfather, I bet he makes
you an offer you can’t refuse.”











Chapter Thirty

The Vatican


 


 


 


At just before nine the following morning, two
black stretch limousines rented by the Vatican took Pantera, his twelve
disciples, and Mother Jane from the Grassy Creek compound for the two and a half-hour
drive to the Charlotte Douglas International Airport. The Vatican had booked
fourteen round-trip tickets on an Alitalia Airbus A330 scheduled to depart
Charlotte Douglas at 2:25 p.m. for the long trip across the Atlantic to Rome.


Upon arriving at the airport, Pantera and his
entourage were met by two TSA agents who hustled them through security to the
gate for their flight. Passengers in the terminal concourse could not help but
do a double-take, giving Pantera a number of “isn’t that him” looks and
thumbs-up signs as he and his entourage strolled to their gate. Some passengers
who had time on their hands followed after him, and soon enough, a crowd had
gathered at the gate where Pantera, his mother, and his twelve disciples,
themselves now minor celebrities, waited to board their flight.


After a time, Pantera got up and, as the growing
number of passengers stretching out some distance down the concourse attempted
to crowd around him, he did what he did best—gave an impromptu sermon. Constantine
wondered how the crowd of fellow travelers would react if they knew Pantera was
on his way to the Vatican for an audience with none other than Pope Pius XIII.


Pantera hadn’t been speaking for long before
airport security was tasked with breaking up the logjam of passengers who were
blocking the concourse in their effort to see and hear him preach. A guard
approached and politely asked him to stop just as the Alitalia flight started
boarding. After a wave to his fans and admirers, Pantera smiled at the guards
and led his disciples and mother down the jetway to the first-class section of
the Airbus.


Thanks to Spartacus Rex, the press was soon all
over the trip. Using Pantera’s Twitter account, he’d gotten the ball rolling
with a simple tweet: “Going to meet the Pope. Wants to chat. Maybe he’ll join
us in changing the world? We’ll see. #enlighten.”


Halfway down page 1, the New York Times ran
a brief story on the meeting under the staid headline, “Pontiff To Meet
Pantera.” The New York Post, however, put it as: “Papal Pandering or
Pope Rope-a-Dope?” The photographs accompanying the article depicted the
diminutive, eighty-three-year-old Pope Pius XIII flashing his ever-mischievous grin
and peace sign next to the now-iconic image of Pantera in his pristine white
robe, his arms raised to the heavens and long brown hair flowing behind him.


By that afternoon, every major newspaper in every
major city in the world was reporting the curious news that the Pope and
Pantera were meeting. About what, and what would come of it, was the subject of
much speculation.


Immediate opposition to the meeting arose among
certain factions of the Catholic clergy and other Christian denominations.
While Pantera’s transatlantic flight was only three hours out and still over
the ocean, French Cardinal Jacob Mallard issued a statement decrying the meeting
as profoundly unwise. This meeting, he claimed, would serve only to legitimize
and enhance the message of a “false prophet” that essentially called for the
destruction of the Catholic Church by challenging the basic tenet of
Christianity—that Jesus was the divine Son of God who died on the cross and was
resurrected. Unless the Pope convinced this man to renounce this message, he
added, the meeting would serve no valid purpose and only heighten the heretic’s
popularity, thus negatively affecting the Church and the faithful.


The Vatican’s response was immediate. Within half
an hour of the issuance of Cardinal Mallard’s diatribe, a statement was issued
by Pope Pius XIII’s press secretary, Enrico Ginelli: “In answer to certain
remarks critical of the meeting between the Holy Father and Cristos Pantera,
whose recent series of sermons has reached the ears of millions around the
world, the Holy Father thought it wise, in service to the Lord Jesus Christ, to
meet and reason with this man for the good of the Church and all mankind. Such a
meeting is no different than the Pontiff’s recent discussions with leaders of
Islam and other major faiths in seeking to achieve a better understanding among
theologies in the interest of promoting cooperation in our mutual service to
God.”


 


About halfway across the Atlantic Ocean, Amato
unlatched his seatbelt, got out of his seat and approached Pantera in the aisle
seat in the first row of the first-class section. By then, the cabin had
darkened and most of the other disciples had leaned back and drifted off to
sleep while listening to music through earphones or the soundtrack of the movie
playing on a small screen on the backs of the seats in front of them.


“Nick,” Pantera whispered as Amato knelt in the
aisle at his side. “What’s up?”


Amato leaned toward Pantera and whispered, “I
think this is a mistake. I think this meeting is a set-up to make you look bad,
like a chump.” He sighed as he adjusted himself on his haunches. “Or worse.”


“Or worse what?” Renata asked from the seat next
to Pantera.


“As in much worse, like an assassination attempt.”


Pantera thought a moment, then frowned dubiously.


“Why not?” Amato asked. “You’re a threat, right?
To the ruling order, to the Church. What you say, who you are. Popes have done
worse things.”


“So, while in Papal custody, I am to be murdered,”
Pantera said and smiled. He reached out and patted Amato on his graying head. “I
appreciate you watching over me, always mindful of my security, but I think you’re
overreacting here.”


Amato glanced back, then leaned closer to Pantera
and whispered, “To be honest, I don’t feel so safe on this plane. With one
rocket, they could take out the entire ministry.”


Pantera shook his head and said, “My friend, you’ve
been reading too many Dan Brown novels. Something happens to me, to us, in the
bosom of the Pope, and it would confirm everything I’ve been saying. No, this
is no set-up.


“This meeting will serve the Ministry well,” he
went on. “Spartacus Rex is right. The Pope will make an offer, try to bribe us,
or somehow, in his presence, try to dim our star. But that will backfire on
him. And it’ll backfire because of one reason—our message is stronger, truer,
than the one he represents. Truth will always trump faith based on nothing.”


“And,” Renata added, smiling at Pantera, “that
frail man is no match for you.”


Pantera frowned, nodded briefly, then added, “This
meeting propels our Ministry onto the world stage like nothing else could.
Beyond even the tour. It makes us equal to the Catholic Church. And better yet,
the Pope, and whomever he represents, has woefully underestimated us. After
this meeting, we will be a giant step closer to our ultimate goal.”


“Yes, our goal,” Amato agreed, then he stood, his
legs aching. He nodded.


Pantera reached out and grasped Amato’s left arm. “Get
some sleep, my friend,” he whispered. “Ease your mind awhile.” Amato nodded and,
after a moment, walked back to his seat.


Feigning sleep, Constantine had heard the entire
exchange from his seat on the aisle directly behind Pantera. He was fully aware
of Pantera’s ultimate goal—to overthrow the Supremacy. He also agreed with
Pantera. It was highly unlikely that the Supremacy Council or Network would so
brazenly—and recklessly, he thought—eliminate Pantera either by shooting
down this plane or while a guest of the Pontiff. That might come later, however,
when he was back in the United States, giving yet another sermon beseeching the
masses to renounce the status quo and embrace his new way of life into the
Kingdom of God.


 


After a brief layover at Charles De Gaulle Airport
in Paris early the following morning, Pantera and the others boarded a smaller
jet for the short hop to Rome’s Fiumicino-Aeroporto Internazionale Leonardo da
Vinci. They arrived at 12:01 p.m., a mere six minutes behind schedule. Two
young priests wearing long black cassocks met them at the gate and, after
surprisingly quick processing through customs, no doubt aided by Vatican
influence, the priests hustled Pantera’s party through a series of concourses,
down elevators, and outside the baggage claim area to two waiting black
limousines.


Forty-five minutes later, they were driving down
Via di Porta Angelica just outside the walls of Vatican City. The limos finally
slowed and turned left into a narrow alleyway alongside one wall of St. Peter’s
Square, which served as a private entrance into the City. After a brief stop at
a security gate, they were ushered inside. After passing the barracks of the Swiss
Guard, the limos stopped at an entrance to the Apostolic Palace, an ornate
structure in the Renaissance style that, most significantly, housed the Papal
apartments on the third floor. On the second floor were countless suites,
offices, and reception rooms including, down a long, dark corridor, a spacious
private library. For centuries, Roman Catholic Popes had received kings and
queens, prime ministers and presidents and other significant dignitaries, in
this library for both mere show and, on occasion, to discuss and advance policies
important to the Church and the Holy See—and, since the Dark Ages, the
Supremacy. And it was there, in this private library, that Pope Pius XIII would
receive Cristos Pantera.


But first, Pantera and the others were escorted by
two different priests to the Domus Sanctae Marthae of Casa Santa Marta, a
squat, rectangular five-story guest house and hotel located at the edge of
Vatican City, just south of the Apostolic Palace. It had been constructed in
1996 by Pope John Paul II, ostensibly to accommodate aged cardinals and other
clergy called to the Vatican for official conclaves or to elect a new Pope.
Sometimes it hosted important dignitaries, such as Henry Kissinger years ago,
and now, Cristos Pantera and his closest disciples.


Each disciple and Mother Jane had been assigned their
own room, essentially an ordinary hotel room with a queen-sized bed, wooden
dresser, and short, squat desk. A large bathroom occupied the front corner of
the guest rooms, and each room had its own wet bar with several small bottles
of wines and liquors, small microwave oven, and portable coffee brewer.


Pantera was assigned a spacious and luxuriously
furnished suite, and he informed the priest escorting him that Renata would
stay with him. The priest frowned and seemed about to issue a protest, but thought
better of it. Instead, he told Pantera that he had about an hour to freshen up,
take a short nap, perhaps, before his scheduled meeting with the Pope at three
that afternoon.


Exactly one hour later, another emissary, this one
a heavy-set bishop in his early sixties, came for him.


The bishop introduced himself as Francis Gabriela,
and asked, “You are ready, Señor?”


He was wearing the official pian dress for the
occasion: a black cassock trimmed in amaranth red silk, a purple silk rabat,
purple stockings, black shoes without buckles, a purple silk sash with fringes,
a purple silk ferraiolone, and purple silk skullcap. A pectoral cross was
suspended from a chain across his chest, and on his right ring finger, he wore
a gold ring.


“Yes, I’m ready,” Pantera told the bishop. In
truth, he was exhausted and could have used a few hours of sleep.


“Please come with me,” Bishop Gabriela said. “The
Holy Father awaits.”











Chapter Thirty-One

Pope Pius XIII


 


 


 


Pantera followed Bishop Gabriela into the hallway
outside his room to a bank of elevators. After taking one down to the lobby of
the Domus Sanctae Marthae, they walked across the quad to the Apostolic Palace.
The bishop led the way to a back entrance. The dark space gave Pantera momentary
pause as he suddenly remembered Nick Amato’s concern over his well-being, then
he was offered an open door into the palace by the mirthless Bishop.


They took a winding marble staircase up to the
second floor, then traversed a long, wide hall to the private library where His
Holiness, Pope Pius XIII, was waiting. Bishop Gabriela opened the door, carved
from Sicilian mahogany, and strode in ahead of Pantera to properly announce the
Pope’s guest.


Pope Pius XIII was standing at the head of a long
conference table at the other side of the spacious room. He was a diminutive,
unimposing man and watched with a kindly smile as Pantera entered behind Bishop
Gabriela. As he stepped forward, Pantera looked up momentarily at the rows of
ancient books adorning the high walls.


The Pope wore his “ordinary dress,” a white cassock with attached Pellegrino
girded with a fringed white fascia
embroidered with the papal coat of arms. A pectoral cross
suspended from a gold cord draped across his chest, and his outfit was
completed by red papal
shoes and a white zucchetto.
Standing next to the Pope was a priest in a plain, unadorned black cassock—some
kind of clerk or aide, thought Pantera. Next to him stood a Vatican
photographer, yet another priest in a black cassock.


Within a couple of feet of the Pope, Bishop
Gabriela stopped and nodded to Pantera to stop as well. He then turned, offered
a hand toward the Pontiff, and said, “Your Holiness, may I introduce Cristos
Pantera.”


With a smile, Pius said, “Welcome.”


Pantera had used the Internet to research the
protocol for meeting the Pope. All sources agreed that upon presentation to the
Pope, you should genuflect. If the Pope offered his hand and you were Catholic,
you should kiss his ring; if not, you could merely shake his hand, as President
George Bush II had done when greeting Pope Benedict XVI upon his landing at
Andrews Air Force Base. Finally, the Pope should be addressed as “His Holiness”
or “Holy Father.”


But Pantera had decided to do none of these
things. He offered no deference to papal power or influence except to shake the
man’s hand, despite the fact that he had been born, though not raised, as a Catholic.


“Hello,” Pantera said as he firmly shook Pope Pius
XIII’s right hand. “Thank you for seeing me. I am Cristos Pantera, a descendent
of Jesus the Nazarene, upon whose life your Church is based.”


In his first dress rehearsal for this meeting with
Renata, Pantera had said, “falsely based,” but decided against such a bold
insult. It would start the meeting on a sour note.


 


Forty-five minutes later, Pantera was back in his
room at the Domus Sanctae Marthae.


“So?” Amato asked and smiled. “Did you tell His Holiness
to go to hell?”


Pantera smiled, then shook his head and said, “No,
but as Mister Rex predicted, he made me an offer. I refused.”


“You mean a bribe.” Amato snorted.


“The offer? What was it, Cristos?” Mother Jane
asked.


“To join forces,” Pantera said. “He would
acknowledge that I am Jesus’ descendant. Issue a Papal Bull proclaiming that
before his crucifixion, Jesus produced a child, an heir, and that his line has
survived to today. That I am evidence of it. In some perverse way, I think he
and the Congregation of the Faithful saw a great advantage in doing this. It
would result in a sort of revival, something like, but not quite, a Second
Coming. He tried to sell me on the point that by joining forces, both the
Church and my ministry would benefit. My message of entering the Kingdom of God
would become the Church’s message. Or the Church’s message would become somehow
more closely aligned with ours. That could be worked out, he said. It was a
mere detail.


“But ultimately, he saw our joining together as a
means of reinvigorating his Church. Rekindling the faithful.”


“What did you tell him?” Mother Jane asked.


“I told him I saw no benefit in joining forces,”
Pantera said. “Strengthening a false religion does nothing to advance our
mission. Joining with them would be the end of my ministry. It’s defeat. That
was what he was truly offering. Not rapprochement, but defeat. A corporate
takeover that would transform our message into something perverse. Like
Christianity ultimately perverted Jesus’ message.”


Everyone was silent for a time as they considered
Pantera’s report. Constantine hid his brief moment of inward satisfaction
thinking of this man refusing the Pope.


“How did he take your answer?” Mother Jane asked.


“He remained serene,” Pantera said. “Held that
impish grin. But behind his eyes, I saw…” And now Pantera sighed.


“Saw what?” Renata asked.


He turned to her.


“Murder.”











Chapter Thirty-Two

Zandoria


 


 


 


The tiny Republic of Zandoria, a landlocked
rectangular chunk of jungle and plateaus in central Africa with a population of
just over 5 million, had since the spring been the focus of international
concern as a civil war raged between the forces of Islam and Christianity. Anak
Shelom, a fanatical cleric who was the leader of the vicious Islamist group,
Addini Daya, meaning “One True Religion,” had proclaimed the goal of the
radical group to kill all non-believers of the Quran and to impose Sharia law
upon the nation.


Over several months, Shelom had assembled a
sizeable army of militants who were now engaged in attacks upon the civilians
and the Zandorian army across the impoverished country and organizing murderous
suicide bombings in Zandoria’s capital, Zandor City. Following five months of murderous
conflict, the Red Cross and Amnesty International estimated that over two
hundred thousand Zandorians had been massacred.


The Supremacy desired the defeat of the Addini
Daya uprising. Before the civil war, it had exercised considerable control over
Zandoria. That control had increased following the election, with their help, of
George LaPierre—an American-born, Christian academic—as Zandoria’s new
president. But the onset of civil war had dramatically limited LaPierre’s
influence over Zandorian affairs.


As the carnage increased and surprising gains were
made by the Addini Daya, due in no small part to their savagery and assistance
from other radical groups outside the country, a team of Network assassins were
dispatched to eliminate Anak Shelom and his captains. But by August, it was
clear that the effort had failed miserably, resulting in the deaths of
seventeen top-notch Network operatives. Those not killed outright and instead
captured, were either burned alive or beheaded.


Immediately upon his return to the Grassy Creek
compound from the Vatican, Pantera called a meeting of the inner circle in the
living room of the farmhouse. He held up that day’s edition of USA Today
and sighed.


“I need to do something about this,” he said,
waving the paper at his disciples. “Show the world how one’s beliefs,
especially religious beliefs, can cause such abject cruelty and meaningless bloodshed
as has been exhibited here. I must show the world that what I am about is not
just talk, but action.”


“What kind of action, Master?” Amato asked.


“Going to Zandoria,” he said and waved the paper
again. “Stopping this.”


“The war?” Amato asked. “You mean to stop the war—stop
Muslims from killing Christians, and Christians from…”


“Yes,” Pantera finished for him.


Three days later, Pantera called another meeting
of the inner circle and announced he was leaving for Zandoria the following
day. Through various contacts of Spartacus Rex, he had managed to set up a
meeting with a top captain of Addini Daya and a representative of the Zandorian
government, a Christian. Pantera added that he’d like Amato, Renata, and
Constantine to accompany him.


Constantine’s head was swimming. Just last month,
he’d gotten word of the brutal killings of his fellow Network operatives. He
had known two of them from his Academy days. If he was placed in a room with
the captain of these killers, he wasn’t sure if he could restrain himself from
attacking the man and whomever came with him.


 


“I do not understand. Why would you meet with the
Addini Daya?” Mohammed Atti demanded. “They are not true Muslims. They are criminals
who distort the faith.”


“What does that matter?” Pantera asked. “They
espouse a creed that motivates their followers to do violence. They think they are
advancing the word and will of their God, Allah, through such violence. I seek
to dissuade them of this. To make them see that what they do is contrary to the
human spirit.”


“But the danger, Master,” Amato said. “Doing this
will likely get you killed. Why would Spartacus Rex allow his star attraction
to be put at such risk?”


“Because he recognizes this as an important
opportunity that can dramatically advance our mission,” Pantera told Amato. He
looked around at his other disciples, and went on, “If I can convince these
combatants to cease their religious war and accept the true word of God, that will
do more good than twenty years of Enlightenment Tours.”


True enough, Constantine thought. But, it
seemed highly unlikely that he’d succeed. It would truly be another miracle if
Pantera could convince the hardened Addini Daya and its leader, Anak Shelom, to
embrace the beliefs he espoused and become citizens of his Kingdom of God. If
that were to happen, Constantine had to admit to himself, he’d be truly impressed.


Renata suddenly stood and stepped forward with her
head held high.


“Enough talk,” she said, looking around at the
others with her head held high. “I agree with the Master. He should go. This will
advance the ministry.”


“Or end it,” laughed Ken Baker as he drew a hand
through his unkempt, wavy blond hair.


“Have you so little faith, Kenny?” Pantera shot
back, and Ken hung his head in shame.


In the next moment, Amato sighed and said, “All right,
you’re the boss. I’m in.”


Pantera smiled and stepped over to pat Amato on
the shoulder. Then, he turned to Constantine. “And you, Don?”


“Sure,” Constantine said with a nod. “Anything for
the Master.”


 


During a phone call Constantine placed from the
dark, silent woods around the perimeter of the compound that night, Chief
Bradley told him, “Well, this little trip may take care of at least one Council
problem—Cristos Pantera.”


“And it might take care of me as well,”
Constantine said.


Chief Bradley sighed and said, “Well, hopefully
you can prevent that. We have few assets in Zandor City to give you cover.”
After another sigh, the chief asked, “He really thinks he can reason with
Addini Daya?”


“That’s exactly what he thinks,” Constantine confirmed.


“Fool,” Chief Bradley said. “Complete fool.”


Or Messiah, Constantine thought, but did
not say it.











Chapter Thirty-Three

Zandor City


 


 


 


The meeting among Pantera, the representatives of
Addini Daya, and the government of Zandoria had been set to take place at an
old airport at the edge of Zandor City. The airport, named after the republic’s
first president, David Lessan, had short runways and was thus only able to
accommodate prop planes and small private jets.


The white-robed Pantera and his entourage had
flown into the more modern Zandor City International Airport on the other side
of the city, using the one remaining terminal, Terminal B, that had yet to be destroyed
by mortar fire or suicide bombers. Six months earlier, three suicide bombers
had successfully blown themselves up in Terminal A, taking sixty-three people
with them and inflicting enough damage to render it unusable to the present
day.


After the bombing, security had intensified as the
Zandorian army monitored traffic entering at a checkpoint along the sole access
road to the airport and constantly patrolled Terminal B on the lookout for
Addini Daya terrorists. Since then, four attacks had been foiled at the
remaining terminal, resulting in firefights that had killed scores of
combatants on both sides, along with another twenty-seven civilians. Rex told
Pantera that he’d be met at the airport by a Zandorian army colonel named
Marcus Makati. He’d have a platoon with him to safely transport Pantera and the
others to the meeting.


After Pantera, Renata, Amato, and Constantine had
disembarked the plane and trudged down the jetway to the gate, Colonel Makati
stepped forward and nodded to Pantera. Behind him were a dozen frowning, tense
soldiers pointing their AK-47s toward the ground. The other disembarking
passengers quickly walked around them, glancing back at the man they now
recognized as the self-proclaimed messiah, the one and only Cristos Pantera.


“You are Pantera?” the colonel asked, then looked
at Renata, Amato, and Constantine. “And these are your people?”


“Yes,” Pantera said.


“I am here to take you to Lessan Airport.”


“That won’t be necessary, Colonel.”


“What?”


“I intend to walk,” Pantera told him.


“That is not possible,” Colonel Makati told him. “It
is miles from here. Too far. Too much danger.”


“It’s only five miles,” Pantera replied with a
smile.


Pantera suddenly stepped around the colonel, past
his line of men, and started down the concourse. Renata, Amato, and Constantine
hurried to catch up with him. Moments later, the colonel and his men were marching
behind him.


“You must come with us,” the colonel said,
pleading now. “You do not understand the danger. There are snipers throughout
the city. Bombings, daily. Many killings. A curfew has been imposed.”


Pantera stopped and turned to the colonel. “I intend
to demonstrate to your people,” he said, “to all peoples, the power of the Word
of God.”


The colonel sighed, then shook his head
incredulously as if to say, “It’s your funeral.”


“You sure about this, Master?” Amato whispered to
him. He looked around at the haggard, nervous faces of the passengers hurrying
to their flights or the baggage claim. Soldiers walked among them with their
guns drawn and ready, looking equally tense.


“Yes, I’m sure,” Pantera said. “You can go with
the colonel and his men, if you like.”


Next to him, Renata smiled, and Amato swallowed.
For his part, Constantine stared forward. The man had to be either insane or so
full of himself that he was oblivious to reality.


Pantera resumed his stroll down the concourse to
the front entrance of the terminal, then walked out onto the access road. After
two miles, they turned right onto a main road that would take them through
Zandor City to Lessan Airport. Behind him, with heads bowed and nervous
expressions, walked Amato, Renata, and Constantine. At his side, Colonel Makati
continued beseeching him to come to his senses and enter the Humvee that was cruising
slowly along next to them.


As they approached the main road heading toward
Zandor City, the colonel gave up. He called a superior to report Pantera’s
obstinacy and was directed to provide an escort as the crazy holy man walked
through the war zone to his peace meeting. As Pantera and the others strode through
the city, with buildings crumbled by mortar fire and craters marring the street
here and there, three Humvees followed behind, ready to leap to their defense.


City residents risking life and limb to get to
jobs or shop in the markets that had continued operating despite the fighting stopped
to gawk at the tall, white-robed man with his head held high, walking with
three others through the city’s most notoriously dangerous zones. Most of them
recognized him as the strange preacher from the United States. Some had seen
him lecture on TV. Though many Christians doubted him, a few believed that he
was truly a man of God, perhaps even the Second Coming of the Christ. Even the
combatants seemed to respect his courage and declined to attack him.


After an hour and a half in the blistering
one-hundred-degree heat and humidity of a mid-September afternoon in central
Africa, having stopped only once for water, Pantera and the others reached the
narrow, dusty access road to Lessan Airport. Colonel Makita’s Humvees suddenly
passed them in a cloud of dirt and stopped near the entrance to the main
terminal of the small airport. The colonel exited from the rear compartment of
the lead Humvee and waited for Pantera and the others. As Pantera neared him,
he raised a hand to stop him.


“Now, you must listen,” he said. “Three captains
of Addini Daya and the Zandorian secretary of state and a Catholic priest await
you in the main hangar.” He turned and pointed to a hulking, ancient steel
hangar a hundred yards or so from where they stood. “I have been given the duty
of announcing your arrival.”


Pantera nodded. “Very well.”


The colonel gestured toward one of the Humvees and
Pantera and the others crowded in.











Chapter Thirty-Four

Intervention


 


 


 


A rustic conference room in the back of the hangar
offered two smudged windows that peered out at the airport’s short runway. No
planes were being allowed to land or takeoff that afternoon, in light of the
meeting. An old metal rectangular table took up much of the room. In the far
corner, a cameraman from Zandoria’s state-run news network held a portable
camera on his shoulder.


Seated on armless, grimy metal chairs to the left
side of the table were three Addini Daya captains. One of them, Addis Shelom,
was the boyish younger brother of the group’s leader, and he looked more like a
college student than a warrior. He wore a dark blue suit while the other two,
Yusef Yusef and Alhaji Muhammadu, wore dusty camouflage uniforms. Addis Shelom’s
companions had the unkempt long, dark hair, intense narrowly set eyes, and hard-looking
grimaces of all terrorists.


On the other side of the table sat Zandoria’s Harvard-educated
secretary of state, Daniel Duncan, and the Roman Catholic bishop of Zandor
City, Monsignor Barthelme Longa. Each man had a staid, gentlemanly, easy appearance
that was in stark contrast to the men sitting across from them.


Following behind Colonel Makati, Pantera and the
others walked across the wide hangar to the conference room. They stood at the
door as the colonel entered the room. A moment later, he came out.


“Only you can enter,” the colonel told Pantera.


“Very well,” Pantera said.


The meeting was being recorded, but Constantine
was disappointed that he would not get to personally witness the preacher in
action. He wanted to see how the preacher would try to convince murderous
Islamists to put down their weapons and live in peace and harmony with the infidels.
Achieving such a thing seemed beyond ridiculous.


In the next moment, Colonel Makati opened the door
and allowed Pantera to enter the room. He remained outside standing with the
others. After the door closed behind Pantera, he turned to them and said, “It
will not take long. The Addini, they cannot be bargained with.”


“You don’t know the Master,” Amato said.


 


The Zandorian secretary of state gestured for
Pantera to sit in a chair at the middle of the table, between himself and
Bishop Longa and the Addini representatives. As he did so, the Addini captains
examined him with amused frowns. Who is this fool? they seemed to say.


“Mister Pantera,” the secretary said in perfect
English. “You have the floor.”


“Yes, speak preacher,” Yusef Yusef barked.


Pantera scanned the terrorists’ faces for a time
with displeasure. The Addini soldiers looked restless, like wolves about to
attack. The secretary and bishop tried to seem patient. He knew the camera
would not hide their fear.


Finally, after looking from side to side at them
one more time, Pantera said, “I do not come in peace. I do not come merely to
beseech you to lay down your arms. I come to save your souls. I come to destroy
your faith in your false gods. Because it is such faith that causes all wars,
all atrocities. I come to teach you the true Word of God so that you may enter
his Kingdom on Earth.”


“Infidel!” Yusef snapped. “You dare insult the
Prophet!”


Pantera glared at the man and said in a soft, even
way, “A false prophet with a false message based on myth and superstition. And
perverted even further by you and your leaders. How dare you spread such lies!
How dare you kill in the name of God! How dare you shame the human spirit!”


Yusef tensed as did his comrades, who seemed about
to leap at Pantera for such perceived blasphemy.


But then, Pantera turned to the bishop to his
right and, with equal displeasure, scolded, “And you. How do preach with a
straight face that Jesus was the product of a virgin birth? That he is the son
of God? You and your leaders know there is proof that my ancestor was the
bastard son of a Roman centurion. You don’t preach the truth to your people
because it undermines your power and wealth.”


He looked again to the Addini, and then back to
the priest.


“Each of your beliefs are false, gross distortions
of truth and reality,” Pantera went on, his eyes intense, searing into them. “Your
beliefs lead your people to construct false lives. Indeed, each of you lead
false lives. And so this war is false, fought without reason, fought by fools
for a foolish purpose.”


He sighed and bent forward, resting his chin to
his chest. He seemed incredibly tired at that moment, weighted down by all that
was stupid and evil in the world. The Addini said nothing, watching him,
wondering perhaps whether this crazed white-robed man with the pedigree of
Jesus might truly have powers beyond this world that could compel them to
listen to his words, to make them see. To save their souls.


Finally, after a deep breath, Pantera looked up at
them. His eyes had darkness in them, as if he had seen the devil himself. As if
he had returned from the underworld to spread his knowledge of death.


“I have come to awaken you to the truth,” he said
in a kind, even tone. “To save your souls. If I must die for it, so be it. But
this war must end. Neither of your religions know God. You and your people must
stop believing myths from olden times and open your hearts and minds and souls
to the true beliefs that include a quest for the true God.”


Then he stopped. He bent his head again to his
chest and seemed to be muttering a prayer. And miraculously, the Addini Daya
representatives went limp. Across from them, the bishop sighed.


A moment later, Yusef Yusef got to his feet. He
glared at Pantera for some moments, then turned to his comrades and gestured
for them to get up as well. When they did so, he looked to Pantera and said, “I
will take your message to the leader. He will decide.”


That night, a ceasefire was announced. The war was
over.











Part Four

Crucifixion


 


 


Then
one of them, named Caiaphas, who was high priest that year, spoke up, “You know
nothing at all! You do not realize that it is better for you that one man die
for the people than that the whole nation perish.”


- John 11:48-50


 


And
above His head they put up the charge against Him which read,


“THIS
IS JESUS THE KING OF THE JEWS.”


- Matthew 27:37


 


When
the ruling powers met that Fall, they formed a plan to eliminate Him.


- Book of Jude 13:22, Testament of the Church
of Cristos











Chapter Thirty-Five

Autumnal Equinox


 


 


 


On the day after the Autumnal Equinox,
twenty-seven members of the Supremacy Council listened with glum interest as
World Intelligence Network Director Gregor Margolis methodically detailed
Cristos Pantera’s meteoric rise from obscurity to celebrity in the space of
nine months. As he did so, his voice echoed dully off the high ceiling of the
meeting chamber in Steinvikholm Castle.


“Thus, we have concluded,” Margolis finished, “that
this self-proclaimed messiah now poses a significant threat to the Supremacy.”


“Yes, he is dangerous,” said Lord Winston. “That
is clear.”


“That seems an understatement,” said Hans Kruger,
the Federal Reserve Bank representative, from his seat to Chairperson Winston’s
immediate right. He swallowed and brushed back blond bangs from his pale
forehead and said, “The question is, what is to be done about him.”


Before anyone could answer, the American
representative, Terrence Middleton, added, “Yes, what is to be done? There’s to
be that march on Washington. What’s it called?”


“The Kingdom Rally,” droned Margolis.


“How many do you estimate will attend, Director?”
Middleton asked.


Margolis sighed and said, “Half a million. Likely
more.”


The members groaned, some turning to each other.


“Beware of false prophets,” Cardinal Calandra
stated, “who come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly are ravenous wolves.
That is the Holy Father’s assessment of this man. A false prophet.”


“For the life of me, I don’t understand,” chimed
in J. Gordon Grant, the Cyberspace Consortium representative, as he turned to
Cardinal Calandra, “how his Eminence so underestimated this man. That he would
take a bribe.” Grant laughed and shook his head. “The Pontiff looked like the
fraud in the photograph of that meeting, not Pantera.” And then, turning to his
fellow members, Grant went on, “And yes, I certainly agree, the Zandoria
incident has added to his fame. It’s not so farfetched that he could soon reach
a tipping point, that he could indeed become King of the World.”


“Let’s not overstate the case,” Lord Winston cautioned.
“But I agree, I believe each of us agree, he is dangerous.”


“I’ll give him this,” Middleton added, “the guy
has balls.”


“Yes, I agree,” broke in Marcia LaMont, the
representative of the International Bankers Consortium, as she turned to
Margolis and added, “It would appear, Director, that he was able to do what the
Network couldn’t. Stop the Islamists in their tracks.”


Margolis shrugged and scoffed, “I don’t have a
messiah on my staff.”


“All this still begs the question,” Kruger said. “What
are we going to do about him?”


Turning to Margolis, Lord Winston said, “I
understand, Director, you have a plan.”


“Yes,” Margolis said. “An old plan that has worked
in both the distant and recent past to neutralize self-proclaimed messiahs.”


“Crucifixion?” asked Assad Bin Laden, head of the
Arabian interests, then he sniggered.


Margolis turned to the Arab and said, “Well, yes.
A modern version, of course.”


“As I recall,” interrupted the European
representative, Herman Bohn, “that plan failed miserably when it came to this
Pantera’s ancestor, the most famous messiah of them all, Jesus.”


“That he survived is still unproven,” Margolis
said. “And even if he did, the plan failed only due to the unforeseeable, the
treason of our operative, Judas Iscariot, who may have helped Jesus escape the
ruling powers of the day. But we’ve succeeded numerous times since then in
crucifying false prophets. And here, we shall again succeed.”


“How can you be so sure?” Kruger asked.


“Let us say,” Margolis said with the hint of a
mischievous smile, “we have an ace up our sleeve.”


“Well, we certainly hope so, Director Margolis,”
Lord Winston said. “The fate of the Supremacy may depend upon it.”











Chapter Thirty-Six

Spy vs. Spy vs. Spy


 


 


 


After the meeting, Director Margolis went up to
his assigned chamber in a dark corner on the second floor of Steinvikholm
Castle. It was a large, drafty room with a monstrous fireplace against the far
wall, furnished with dark, antique wooden tables and chairs and a king-sized
canopy bed whose silk sheets were covered by a thick wool blanket. The Gothic
atmosphere of the room reminded Margolis of something out of a 1930s American
vampire movie set in the creepy land of Transylvania.


Upon entering the room, Margolis carried his
stainless-steel briefcase to the large, squat desk adjacent to the bed. He used
the retinal scan to unlock it and opened the case, then carefully lifted out
his Network-issue tablet computer and placed it on the desk. With a yawn as he
sat before it, he pressed the power button and used his thumbprint to boot up
the operating system, then touched the icon for the intra-Network communication
app, called “Wintalk.”


Once the app loaded, he stated the name “Lester
Bradley,” which would generate the appropriate call. Within moments, he was
looking at Chief Bradley, who was sitting behind his desk in an office halfway
around the globe in a squat glass building under the name Johnson Industries on
a desolate piece of land in southern Maine. It was close to 11:00 p.m. at
Steinvikholm Castle, but only 5:00 p.m. in Maine.


Without offering a greeting, Margolis said, “Implement
the Pantera contingency.”


“Yes, sir,” Bradley responded, nodding as though
not the least bit surprised. Pantera had become dangerous. “I’ll notify Agent
Constantine. We should be able to finalize details tonight. According to his
report last night, they leave for Washington in a week or so, at the beginning
of October.”


Margolis drew in a breath, but said nothing.


“What about Rex?” Bradley asked.


“What about him?”


“He’s working for…”


“I know,” Margolis said. “But with Pantera gone,
that won’t matter—they won’t matter.” The director thought for a time. “And we
may have a future use for him. No, let’s keep him out of this.” After a sigh,
he asked, “Is the other asset in place? Ready to act, in case…”


“Yes, sir,” Bradley confirmed.


“When did you two last communicate?”


“Yesterday.”


“And is the secondary plan ready?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Good,” Margolis said. “We are not going to be tricked
this time. No fake crucifixion, no fake resurrection. Not this time.”


“Yes, sir,” Bradley agreed. There was no doubt of
it in his mind. Pantera would be eliminated one way or another. Then he heard
Margolis laugh to himself.


After a moment, the director said, “It’s like spy
versus spy versus spy.”


“Sir?”


“I don’t know why I just thought of that,”
Margolis said. “It’s a cartoon from a magazine I used to read as a kid. Mad.
Mad Magazine.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Ever read it?”


“Can’t say I have,” Bradley said.


“Well, there was this cartoon in it,” Margolis told
him. “Spy versus Spy versus Spy. About backstabbing secret agents…one white,
one black, one gray. That’s what we have here, in a way.”


“Yes, sir,” Bradley said, not really getting it.


Margolis let go of another short burst of
laughter. “Funny-looking kid on the cover,” he said.


Bradley thought a moment and, though he had never
read the magazine, remembered a name. “Alfred E. Neumann.”


“Yeah, that’s him. Alfred E. Neumann.”











Chapter Thirty-Seven

The Order


 


 


 


Six hours later, just after eleven, Bradley finally
received the nightly call from Constantine.


“Why so late?” Bradley asked.


“He called a meeting after dinner,” Constantine told
him. “Final plans for the DC rally.” He sighed. “He mentioned the autumnal
equinox, then told us, ‘They’ll be talking about me today,’ as if he knew when
the Council would meet.”


“Renata Singh wouldn’t have known that,” Bradley
said.


“I didn’t think so,” Constantine agreed.


The existence of the Supremacy Council, or
certainly when it met, and where, was on a need-to-know basis. After ten years
in the Network, Constantine’s secrecy clearance had risen to the level that he
knew the Council met biannually, in conjunction with the vernal and autumnal
equinoxes, but he still didn’t know where those meetings took place. Some
secret, hidden, dark location, no doubt—invisible to the billions of puppets the
Supremacy controlled.


“How could he know, then?” Constantine asked. With
each passing day, the guy seemed well beyond the ordinary.


“You give him too much credit,” Bradley snapped. “We
all do. We twist a word or gesture into something grander than it is. In truth,
he’s just a very smart man with a flair for public speaking who dresses and
looks like Jesus, who spouts a message of hope and change vaguely linked to God
that appeals to people whose lives are dull or aimless or rotten or lost. That’s
most people, unfortunately, the masses. And then, he was lucky enough to latch
onto the best damned promoter on the planet. On top of all that, he found
himself genetically linked to the most famous false prophet in the history of
mankind—Jesus. And so he’s where he is today. On top of the world, getting
close to the Sun. But like Prometheus, soon his wings will melt and he will
fall to Earth.”


Bradley’s tirade irked Constantine. The chief didn’t
live with Pantera and witness what Constantine saw day after day. There was
obviously something special about Cristos Pantera, a connection to something
beyond the ordinary. Pantera was way more than lucky. He was a special being
who had somehow opened the magical door into the Kingdom of God on Earth.


Or perhaps the chief was simply rationalizing away
that he saw it too—that Pantera may indeed be the messiah.


“No matter,” Bradley went on. “His days are
numbered. An order has come down. He’s to be crucified. In DC. At his Kingdom
Rally.”


Constantine swallowed. His heart started beating faster.


He had been ordered to kill men before, and each
time, he had gone through with it. Nine times, no questions asked. A Network
field operative was trained and expected to do that from time to time. Not for
the sake of murder, of course, but to advance the interests of the Supremacy.
And Constantine had always believed—at least, until now—that those interests
coincided with those of his fellow man. But in this case, when it came to
killing someone as brilliant and gifted as Cristos Pantera, with his connection
to truth and God and the seeming power to change the world for what seemed the
better, it was quite another matter.


Deep down, Constantine had known that this day
would come—that the order to assassinate Pantera would come to him. But now
that it had, his mind was rebelling against it. He wanted no part of it. He
thought of Judas Iscariot and wondered if the same doubts had plagued Judas’ mind
when, after months in Jesus’ company, as perhaps his closest confidant, he was
given the order by some superior like Bradley in the Roman secret police—that
era’s version of the Network—to put in motion the sequence of events that would
ultimately lead to Jesus’s crucifixion. Instead of following those orders, however,
Judas had double-crossed the Roman-led Supremacy of the time to help Jesus
escape their punishment.


“We’ve already identified the patsy,” Bradley went
on. “The lone nut. He’s been under our control for several years, a pathetic fellow
who lives with his elderly parents on Long Island. All we have to do is flick
the switch and he’ll be in DC to take credit for your handiwork.”


“Flick the switch” was a term-of-art used by
Network ops to put a plan or an asset, conscious or not, into action—in this
case a lone nut, some hapless loser selected by the Network years earlier to
unwittingly be tapped one day to do a service for the Supremacy. The more
notable Network lone nuts placed into service over the years included Leon
Czolgosz, James Earl Ray, Sirhan Sirhan, David Chapman, Richard Hinckley, and
of course, Lee Harvey Oswald.


“Why not just have him arrested and discredited?”
Constantine asked. “Find some obscure section in the criminal law, and call
what he’s preaching sedition or homeland terror. After all, he is calling for a
kind of revolution—the overthrow of authority.”


“And then what?” Bradley asked. “We try, and he
gets to spout off his message about the Kingdom of God with the whole world
watching. Trial of the millennium, or something. I mean, can you imagine if
they had CNN and Fox News back in Jesus’ day, covering that trial? It would be
quite a different world today, I think.” He sighed. “Maybe we’d all be citizens
of the Kingdom of God, whatever that means. No, we need something cleaner,
quicker. We need to nip this in the bud. Cut off the head. A month after his
crucifixion, Cristos Pantera and his movement will be forgotten. Not even a
footnote. Case closed.”


“Unless a new religion rises up out of the ashes,”
Constantine said, “as it did with Jesus.”


“That’s not a real worry,” Bradley said. “None of
his disciples have his talent. And even if one does, we know how to deal with
it and eventually bend it to our interests. As with Christianity, for instance.”


Constantine thought better of continuing the
discussion. It was pointless trying to talk the Supremacy, through Bradley, out
of killing Pantera. The decision had been made at the highest levels and was
final. He knew the contingencies had been considered, run through the
algorithms of the Network’s statistical and intelligence analysts, and they saw
assassination as the best outcome.


“So when’s this Kingdom Rally?” Bradley asked. “Still
early October?”


“Yes,” Constantine confirmed. “First week in
October. Rex and his people are getting the necessary permits, and I believe
the ad campaign will launch tomorrow. Rex thinks it’ll draw a million people.”


“His coronation.”


“Sir?”


“At some point during that rally,” Bradley said, “before
a million dedicated fools in attendance and countless more watching at home, he’ll
anoint himself King of the Kingdom of God. King of the World. And then all hell
will break loose.”


“Yes,” Constantine agreed. “All hell.”


“He must be stopped,” Bradley reminded his agent. “This
man has become far too dangerous.”











Chapter Thirty-Eight

Pinto


 


 


 


It was close to midnight by the time Constantine
started back toward the farmhouse. With the dreaded order to kill Pantera now a
reality, he was having trouble thinking straight. The fact that he was
rebelling against it troubled him. He was a hardened Network agent, dammit. One
part of him said, just do your duty and honor your oath. But the other
part said, damn duty and honor.


It was as if he had become the real-life version
of his fictitious alter ego, Donald Summers, awakened from a dead life
dedicated to the false god of the Supremacy to the reality that Pantera
proposed of entering some magical Kingdom of God. Before this assignment, he’d
been troubled from time to time by his one-dimensional life. But the work was
all-consuming, and he’d had little time to fully contemplate what he was doing
with his life. He was thirty-four years old and had no partner, no family—no
goals or dreams other than to serve the Network as best he could and obey
orders, even if it meant killing other human beings. But Pantera had awakened
him to the reality of other beliefs, other dreams, and to the sour truth that the
Supremacy’s goal was solely to maintain control over wealth and power and not
to advance mankind to its highest potential.


Or perhaps that was all nonsense. Perhaps the
effect Pantera was having on him over the past months was akin to Stockholm
syndrome, the hostage effect where a captive begins to identify with his captors.
But, no, Constantine knew it was more than that—something different, something
authentic and real and lasting had ignited in him after being around Pantera.
Something had profoundly changed him as it had changed Renata Singh and so many
others.


Constantine stopped for a time and looked up at
the cloudless, moonless star-lit sky. After a long breath, he trudged forward,
pulled in two countervailing directions. Could he really kill Pantera? Could he
really betray the Supremacy?


As Constantine entered the house that night, he
noticed that the kitchen light was on again. Someone was up. And as he walked
gingerly past the archway leading into the kitchen, a mere shadow to whomever
occupied it, Pantera called out to him.


“Donald?”


Constantine stopped and sighed. This was the last
thing he needed. Pantera was a light sleeper. He’d often occupy the kitchen
late into the night and early morning, engaging one or more disciples in deep
discussions about the Word, the general meaning of things—and, of course, the
essence of the Kingdom of God. Either that, or something was up. After a
moment, he drew in a breath, turned, and walked through the archway.


As he entered the kitchen, Constantine saw that
Pantera was not alone. Sitting at the kitchen table with him were Renata Singh,
Nick Amato, Stu Goldstein, and Richard Avery. Mother Jane was leaning against
the kitchen counter.


“Ah, it is you,” Pantera said with a smile, his
arms upraised in a welcoming gesture. “Back from your walk. Come, join us. We’re
having an interesting discussion.”


Pantera pulled the only empty chair away from the
table and slapped its seat. As Constantine went to sit down, he noticed that
the others had serious expressions and, unlike Pantera, did not seem pleased to
see him. As he was adjusting his chair forward, Goldstein’s cell phone rang. The
accountant snatched it from the table and answered, listening for a time while
the others watched and waited.


“That’s great,” he said to the caller. “Yeah,
perfect. We’ll pick it up,” he stopped, raised his right wrist and checked his
watch, then continued, “this morning. What time is good for you?” The caller
said something, and Goldstein said, “Yeah, that’ll work.”


After listening to the caller at the other end for
a few more moments, he laughed. “Is that right? Geez. Okay. See you at ten.”


Goldstein clicked off the call and turned to
Pantera.


“We got it,” he said as he set the phone back on
the table.


“That’s super,” Pantera said with a nod. “Good
work, Stu.”


“Got what?” Constantine asked.


“A Pinto,” Pantera said, his lips curling into one
of his kindly, mischievous smiles.


“Pinto?”


“Yeah,” Goldstein said. “The car. A Ford Pinto.
They don’t make them anymore. And when they did, it was a joke. Came out in
1971, Ford’s entry into the subcompact market because of the gas shortages of
the time. Only thing was, the Pinto was a crappy car. Ugly, for one thing.
Unsafe, for another. Something to do with its fuel tank design. Anyway, Ford
stopped making them in 1980, so they’re not too easy to find. They’ve become
sort of a collector’s item.” He nodded toward his phone on the kitchen table. “But
we just got one.”


“But what for?” Constantine asked with a short
laugh. “Why a Pinto?”


“It’s what I want to drive into DC,” Pantera said.
“Leading our caravan straight down Interstate 66 into the city and then down
Constitution Avenue to the stage Rex is building on the National Mall. A Pinto.”
He smiled again. “A real donkey of a car.”


The others laughed a moment, but Constantine didn’t
get the reference. He shrugged and looked puzzled.


Seeing this, Pantera added, “It’s straight out of
the Bible, Donald. Book of Isiah.” Then, he looked up, thought a moment, and
recited, “‘Tell the daughter of Zion, behold, your King is coming to you.
Lowly, and sitting on a donkey, a colt, the foal of a donkey.’ It’s exactly
what Jesus did when he entered Jerusalem. Rode in on a donkey, to fulfill the
ancient prophecy that he was the Messiah.” He nodded, smiling again. “For my
purposes, it’ll be a Ford Pinto. It’s closest thing to a real donkey, I guess,
in the twenty-first century. Can’t exactly ride into DC on an ass these days.”


“I get it,” Constantine said with a nod. He knew
that it was yet another cog in Pantera’s ultimate plan for the Kingdom Rally.
As Chief Bradley had guessed, Pantera would proclaim himself the Messiah, King
of the World. Ignite the revolution.


“And what’s their plan, Donald?” Renata asked.


Constantine turned to her. She was looking at him
quizzically, without anger.


“Excuse me?”


“Their plan,” Renata said. “What do they have in
mind for Cristos? Crucifixion, no doubt.”


“I have no idea…”


“Your name isn’t Donald Summers, is it?” Renata
said, now glaring at him. “It’s something else. And you’re an agent for the
Network.”











Chapter Thirty-Nine

Born Again


 


 


 


“Renata’s suspected you all along,” Pantera said,
then waited for Constantine to turn toward him. “She knew the Network wouldn’t
let her betrayal go, that they’d send a replacement to watch me and monitor the
situation, maybe infiltrate the ministry. Like you have.”


Then Pantera smiled, reached over, and patted
Constantine’s right hand, as if to ease the tension. The others did not look so
yielding, and Constantine calculated what it would require to take them out.


“Renata’s statistical calculations supported her
suspicion,” Pantera went on, “and mine. We are led to the unshakable conclusion
that you are a Network agent sent to spy on me.”


“Or worse,” Renata added.


“So I had Nick follow you the last few nights,”
Pantera continued, “when you went off on your meditation walks.”


“Who were you on the phone with, Donald?” Amato
asked.


When Constantine looked around the table at Nick,
Pantera, and then the others, he saw Renata aiming a pistol at him, an
otherwise inconsequential snub-nose revolver that markedly changed his
calculations for defense or escape. Unless she hit him square in the forehead,
he’d be able to take a hit and overpower her—and then, he hoped, the rest of them.
But Pantera was no pushover, and Nick Amato and Richard Avery were sitting
across from him, tense and silent. Even Stu Goldstein, a small Jewish guy who’d
grown up in Brooklyn, had a certain level of chutzpah. And last but not least,
Constantine knew that Mother Jane would do whatever was necessary to protect
her son.


Pantera glanced at Renata and frowned.


“Put that away,” he told her. When she delayed, he
said in a staccato, final way, “Put…it…away.”


After a sigh, she set the pistol down on her lap,
then Pantera turned back to Constantine.


“This is not an inquisition,” he told Constantine
softly, without a hint of malice in his eyes. “At most tonight, your days as a
disciple will be over. You can leave here and return to your life as an agent
for them. But I’m hoping you choose a different outcome.”


Constantine frowned. The different outcome Pantera
meant was for him to truly join his movement, not as the fictitious Donald
Summers, but as the real Jude Constantine. Or at least, the much-changed Jude
Constantine. He sighed and bowed his head. It was the way he’d been leaning all
along—not only since this evening, but for weeks now up until the present
moment.


“You want to free yourself of them, don’t you?”
Pantera went on, his eyes boring into Constantine. “Join us for real. I feel
it. You want to be reborn.”


His eyes were focused upon Constantine like laser
beams, something from beyond the earthly realm. And Constantine felt the impact.
He could not look away—could not so much as blink. He was humbled to his core.


“Enter the Kingdom,” Pantera said to him in a rock-sure
voice. Then, he nodded and flashed a deep, knowing smile. “Become a Citizen.”


After a moment, despite all that he had done and become
over the years, Constantine found himself nodding. Half an hour ago, he had
assured Chief Bradley on a dark, moonless night in the middle of dark woods in
the middle of nowhere that he’d pull the trigger that would kill Pantera and
end his Ministry. He had promised to end this threat to the Supremacy. Now, he
was nodding in supplication to the man he had agreed to murder, but didn’t feel
ashamed. He felt relieved. He suddenly felt free, freer than he’d felt in
years, and he laughed.


He had become a true disciple. He was born again.
Converted.


He had been transformed into a Son of Man.


He had become a Citizen of the Kingdom of God.


Constantine bowed his head and whispered, “Yes, I
will.” And then he put his face into his hands and wept.


Pantera got up, went over, and knelt before
Constantine. After a moment, Constantine fell into his arms, and Pantera held
him like a child. The others watched, stared, trying to fathom whether they
were truly observing a conversion—Constantine’s rebirth. Or was this a mere
contrivance from a seasoned Network operative trained in method acting? Had
Jude Constantine aka Donald Summers truly just renounced his belief system and
come to accept and embrace the Word of God?


Finally, Pantera released Constantine and settled
back on his haunches. “You renounce Satan?”


Constantine looked at Pantera for a long moment.
He understood that by Satan, Pantera meant the symbolic belief systems of the
cultures of the world, both at the present and throughout human history, that
had so miserably failed to save human souls—and that had been and continued to
be sponsored by the ruling elite he had taken an oath to serve.


Finally, Constantine nodded and whispered, “Yes,
Master. I renounce Him.”


There were tears in his eyes.


Pantera got to his feet and told Constantine, “Stand.”


Constantine stood. He sighed deeply and looked
around the table. The others at the table—Renata, Amato, Avery, Goldstein—were
all frowning, still not sure if they were witnessing a true conversion or the
ruse of a clever Network agent playing them. Mother Jane leaned against the far
counter, serene, saintly, and unassuming.


And for another long moment, Constantine wondered
if he was playing them as well. But, no. He wasn’t. His former life was over.
What Pantera wanted for him, for everyone, was right and true. The only way to
go. The Supremacy created automatons, and after seeing what authenticity was
all about, Constantine could never go back.


He truly wanted to be saved.


“What’s your name?” Pantera asked. “Your real
name.”


“Jude Constantine.”


“And they intend to kill me?”


“Yes,” Constantine confirmed. “I’ve been ordered
to do it. During the DC rally, before your opening sermon at the National Mall.
They’ve already lined up a patsy to take the blame. His pistol will match the
bullet that I will shoot.” He nodded, laughing sardonically. “It’s been done
before. JFK. Martin Luther King. Bobby Kennedy. Many others. Only it wasn’t the
CIA…it was us. Standard operating procedure.”


“I expected it,” Pantera said. “If not you,
someone else. Cut off the head…”


“Exactly the way they put it,” Constantine agreed.
He sighed and looked around at the others. “But it can be used to backfire on
them.”


“How so?” Amato asked. “What do you mean?”


Pantera smiled at Constantine, patted his hand
again, and said, “Yes, turn it around on them.” Then, he turned to the others. “It’s
been done before.”


“What’s been done before?” Renata asked.


“Faking a crucifixion,” Constantine told her. “And
a resurrection.”


“Yes,” Pantera agreed.


Now everyone was nodding.











Chapter Forty

The Plan


 


 


 


They sat at the kitchen table until three that
morning discussing Constantine’s plan—how they would pull off the hoax of the
millennium, just as Jesus had done two thousand years ago. It would be
orchestrated again with the help of a traitor. Last time, that traitor had been
Judas Iscariot. This time, it would be Jude Constantine.


Mother Jane had brewed multiple pots of coffee and
boiled water for her exotic herbal tea as they hatched the plot, massaging it,
adding or deleting this or that detail, figuring this or that contingency, trying
to make it all work out.


Constantine went over the details one last time
that morning.


“They think I’m going to shoot him, right,” he
began. “Well, that’s exactly what I’ll do, only I’ll be using blanks.”


“What kind of gun?” Amato asked.


“A Tikka T3 Lite,” Constantine said. “It’s a short-action
rifle that’s light and easy to shoot…a short barrel too, easy to hide. That’s
the same kind of gun they’ll plant on the patsy.


“I’ll aim at the Master’s chest,” he went on. “Once
he’s hit with the blank shot, he’ll have to make it look real. He’ll grab at his
chest and stumble backwards, then fall in a heap. We’ll practice that. There’ll
be blood on that white robe, and after he falls, he’ll be whisked off stage to
the hospital morgue, only to rise again in three days or whatever.”


“Blanks,” Renata said. “They’re safe?”


“With me doing the shooting, yes,” Constantine
said.


“And, then the resurrection part,” Avery said. “How
do we pull that off again? First, how do we get his fake dead body from the
authorities?”


“Yes,” Amato said. “How is that little problem
resolved? After the Master pretends to be hit, I presume there’ll be a pill or
something he’ll break on his robe…”


“Yes,” Constantine said. “A blood pill. Easy
enough.”


“So how do we get his body?” Amato asked. “Keep it
from them?”


“All right, let’s start from the beginning,” Constantine
said, glancing around the table. “The Master rides into town in his Pinto. He
goes on stage. A Network agent dressed as security is near the lone nut, making
sure he’s there and can be nabbed just after I take the real kill shot. That’s
how these hits get done. The lone nut will have the gun on him, the same one
they told me to use. Of course, he’ll have no idea why he’s there. All he knows
is that he needs to be there. That’s how they programmed him.


“After I take the fake kill shot,” Constantine
went on, “the Network agent’ll spring into action, taking down the lone nut and
finding the gun. It will have been fired at some point before he gets to DC.
They’ve figured all that out, just like with all the other lone nuts.”


“All right, we get all that,” Amato said. “But
like Richard asked, how do we secure the Master after the fake shot?”


“We use a fake ambulance and crew,” Constantine
said.


“What?”


“We commandeer an ambulance,” Constantine said. “I
bet Spartacus Rex can arrange that…get the ambulance, then some people, actors
or something, to play paramedics. Paid actors who’ll be also paid to keep their
mouths shut. All they need to know is that they’re stealing the Master’s dead
body.


“They’ll arrive within moments after the Master
pretends to be shot. And in the mayhem, all the confusion, nobody’ll think
anything of it. Even the cops. The paramedics will attend to him for a time on
stage, give him CPR…”


“Yes, I see,” said Pantera.


“Then,” Constantine continued, “they put his body
on a stretcher and hustle it over to the fake ambulance. They close the doors
and drive off. Where to, we’ll have to figure out. Some hiding place, a safe
house or something that our good friend Rex can arrange for us where the Master
can lay low until he’s ready to make a grand re-entrance as a resurrected
demigod.”


“We can trust Spartacus Rex to do all this?”
Mother Jane asked.


Constantine looked at her, but Pantera answered
for him. “Yes, Mother. I think we can. He’s a salesman deep down, and he’ll
jump at the chance to promote a resurrected demigod. Best promotion of all
time.”


Pantera mulled things over for a time, then
laughed.


“It’s brilliant, Jude,” he said. “You know that.
Brilliant. And it just might work.”


“And upon your fake resurrection,” Constantine went
on, “humanity will rejoice, or at least those not bought and paid for by the
elite. The fervor will be so great, the joy so overwhelming, that the Kingdom
of God might just happen that much quicker. And the New Age of the Sons and
Daughters of Man will begin.”


“Nice fairy tale,” Amato laughed. “But saying it
and pulling it off are two different things.”


“We’ve got a week or so to get it right,”
Constantine replied. “Right?”


“Nine days,” Pantera said. “We leave for DC on October
second.”


“Well, we’ll have to work out the details,”
Constantine said. “Bottom line, I think we can pull it off.”


“I agree,” Renata said, but she turned and glared
at Constantine. “Sounds doable. But are we sure Agent Constantine can be
trusted? I know he just came up with this brilliant plan, but excuse me for not
being overly enthused. His conversion seems almost too good to be true. Another
treasonous Network agent. How convenient.”


She turned to Pantera with a concerned look.


“Or maybe,” she went on, “just maybe, this plan of
his is simply a ruse, a way to lull us to sleep. And instead of a fake kill
shot, he takes a real one.”


Pantera reached for Renata’s arm and smiled at
her.


“No, Renata,” Pantera said to her, then turned to
Amato, Goldstein, and Avery. “If a traitor be among us, it’s not him. It’s
someone else.”











Chapter Forty-One

Last Supper


 


 


 


On the morning of October 1st, it rained and
turned cooler in the hills around Grassy Creek. By early afternoon, the clouds
had opened and scattered, blue sky was peeking through, and bright sunlight
warmed the air to a pleasant sixty-five degrees.


Three days earlier, Pantera had announced to the
inner circle and all the other converts that they’d celebrate the Kingdom Rally
with a massive barbecue on the day before they left for DC. Pantera leaned to
Constantine standing next to him and whispered, “Our last supper.”


By four that afternoon, a long line had formed
near the serving tables and within an hour, everyone had plates overflowing
with chicken and corn and beans and was holding plastic cups of cold beer or
wine or a soft drink. They sat around the compound, enjoying the final meal
before heading to DC the following morning.


With all the regular converts fed, Pantera told
his disciples to make a plate, get something to drink, and join him at the long
table set up in the dining room of the farmhouse. Fifteen minutes later, each
of them was sitting at the table and digging in. Pantera sat at the middle of
the table between Renata and Mother Jane. There was some quiet banter and
laughter among the others, despite knowing that they were entering a new,
exciting, and possible more dangerous phase of the Master’s ministry. Only
Renata, Nick, Richard, Mother Jane, and Constantine knew exactly how dangerous
and provocative this “phase” promised to be. At Constantine’s suggestion, they
had agreed to keep their plan to fake Pantera’s “crucifixion” and “resurrection”
from the other disciples. The more people who knew about the plan, the better the
chance it would be leaked.


With the meal finished, Pantera stood and held out
his arms to quiet them.


“Not another sermon!” joked Baker, whose wild,
glimmering blond hair had grown to his shoulders. Everyone laughed, and Pantera
grinned.


“Yes, another sermon, Kenny.” And then, his grin
faded. “Near the end of them, perhaps.”


The disciples fell silent. The Master seemed
unusually down—tired, perhaps.


“We must now, at this late hour of our Ministry,
make a covenant,” he told them. He stopped and looked around the table, into
their now-serious eyes. When he turned to Mother Jane, she flashed a brief
smile, then nodded sadly in approval of his next move.


“The time to take decisive action is upon us,” he
went on, “to seize the day. I know it’s been only a short time, but strong forces
are moving against us. Therefore, we must make plans to continue advancing our
message of change should I no longer be with you…if I am no longer a part of
it.”


“What are you saying, Master?” Morgan asked.


“This may be our last supper together,” he said.


“No, no, no,” several of the other disciples wailed,
though Constantine, Renata, Amato, Avery, and Goldstein sat mute.


Pantera raised a hand to stop their protests.


“And as Jesus did during his last meal with his
chosen twelve,” he went on, “I am announcing a covenant between myself and you,
and all my brothers and sisters, whether they have yet become Sons and
Daughters of Man. This covenant shall be the foundation of our new religion, a
religion that will offer genuine salvation for the individual and for the human
species.”


Pantera took a piece of bread, raised it, and
looked upward.


“As Jesus did,” he said, “I am making this bread
the symbolic representation of my earthly body that I must give up in order for
the Word of God to be advanced.”


Constantine winced inside. This seemed odd,
blasphemous somehow. And yet, it seemed necessary as well.


“Upon the gathering of people in my name,” Pantera
went on, “the eating of bread and drinking of wine shall represent a
remembrance of me and my message so that our ministry continues beyond my
death.”


Again, several of the others grumbled disagreeably,
and again, Pantera raised his hand to quiet them.


“And this shall be our solemn pledge in
furtherance of that remembrance,” Pantera said, then sighed and looked around
at his seated disciples as he continued, “I accept God and vow to seek and
enter His Kingdom on Earth. I dedicate my life to quest for God’s true nature.
I accept the eternal sanctity of the human spirit and the value and dignity of
each human being as the way to a meaningful life.”


Constantine felt a thrill go through him upon
hearing this pledge. The hairs of his arms stood on end.


“Now, repeat this pledge, after me,” Pantera told
them.


“I accept God and vow to seek and enter His
Kingdom on Earth,” Constantine started, and each disciple repeated the pledge
in a solemn, heartfelt way.


Then, when they had finished, Goldstein laughed
and asked, “Now, who’s Judas?” When the others glanced curiously at him, he
said, “You know, the traitor.”


No one laughed.











Chapter Forty-Two

The Kingdom Rally


 


 


 


Goldstein had purchased a pearl white 1978 Ford
Pinto station wagon, with 118,000 miles on it, for $2,900.00 from a guy in
Statesville who had advertised it on Craigslist.


It had an automatic transmission with a V6 engine,
working AC, and an ugly brown vinyl interior.


“A bargain,” he had told Pantera. “A collector’s
item. And after you use it to get to DC, it’ll be worth ten times as much.”


By the time Pantera’s caravan of two RVs and
fifteen buses left at sunrise on October 2nd for Washington, DC, led by that
very same Ford Pinto station wagon, word had come from Spartacus Rex that the
expressways leading into the city were clogged with cars, vans, buses, and RVs
transporting thousands upon thousands of followers to a burgeoning tent city
spreading out along the full length of the National Mall.


Rex also gleefully reported that their initial
estimate of five hundred thousand attending the Kingdom Rally had been way too
low, and that the figure would be closer to a million. A million! And perhaps
more. All to see Cristos Pantera—all anticipating his call to radical and
irrevocable change, to something new, transformative. In short, the Kingdom
Rally promised to be a truly historic event. The whole world would be watching,
waiting for the Master to get up on a stage constructed at one end of the Mall
and ignite the revolution.


To proclaim himself King of the World.


Those of Pantera’s worshippers who had already
arrived at the ever-growing tent city along the National Mall waited in
cheerful anticipation for what was to come. They sang and swayed to songs from
the 1960s about peace and love and change and they were using the peace sign
again as evidence of the great transformation that they sensed was about to
come. Even some of the DC cops sent to keep order had joined the revelry,
themselves in awe after having seen this preacher on TV and knowing that they
were witnessing something beyond special that might just change things forever.


Word soon spread among those gathered at the
National Mall that the Messiah had left his farmhouse compound in Grassy Creek
and was on his way to join them. Figuring the five-hour ride or so of travel
from there to DC, it was expected that he and his disciples would arrive
between one and two that afternoon.


Then, the Master would take center stage
overlooking the multitude—the thousands upon thousands of admirers and followers
stretching out to the horizon before him—and preach the sermon that would put
things right and change things forever.


For the most part, those attending the Kingdom
Rally that morning were on the young side. But, all age groups were well
represented, indicating that Pantera’s appeal was universal—proof that
dissatisfaction with what constituted a meaningful life crossed all
generations.


Those attending the rally were being, and would
continue to be, watched by a number of Network operatives who had infiltrated
the gathering. Their observations, video recordings, and reports were passed on
to Chief Bradley, who passed them to Director Margolis who, in turn,
communicated them to Lord Winston. Each of them waited with hot anticipation
for the execution of the masterstroke plan that would silence once and for all this
false prophet, this wannabe Messiah, and put an end to this latest challenge to
the Supremacy’s control.


 


Pantera had invited Renata Singh, Amato, and
Constantine to ride with him in the Pinto. He insisted on driving, and Renata took
the front passenger seat while Constantine and Amato squeezed into the back.


Constantine dozed off shortly into the trip. When
he woke up about half an hour later, he noticed that Renata and Amato were
asleep. Pantera was staring forward, doing the speed limit of 70 MPH along
Interstate 77. After a moment, he glanced up into the rearview mirror at
Constantine.


“You’re up,” he said.


“Yes, Master,” Constantine whispered as he leaned
forward against the back of Pantera’s seat. “Can’t sleep anymore. Too excited.”


He looked out the window at the landscape flowing
past and considered his life. A year ago, he had been overseas in Singapore,
searching for a banker kidnapped by some rogue anarchist group. Once that job
was finished, he was sent to Berlin to find and snuff out a radical Islamist
cell. In the middle of that job, he had been called back to the States and
given this odd assignment. And then, his life had changed. He had been
transformed in a surprising and unexpected way. He was reborn. He had become a
Citizen of the Kingdom of God.


“Still feel good about it?” Pantera asked him, as
if he had read Constantine’s line of thought. “The choice you made. You can
still get out of it, you know. Return to your old life.”


“Yes, Master, I do,” Constantine whispered. “So
very good.” Then, he asked Pantera, “And you? You still feel good about this,
your mission?”


Pantera laughed quietly and said, “I’ll let you
know tonight.”


“What happens then?” Constantine asked. “After
your resurrection?”


“I don’t know,” he said. “I appear, then just as
quickly disappear. Go into hiding. They won’t let me sell it for very long. I
think it’s best to do what Jesus likely did. Showed himself for a while, preached,
then left for parts unknown and became a mythic figure. And the myth formed
after I come and go, if played right, will continue to awaken and change hearts
and minds until someday, the Kingdom of God will come to pass.”


He let out another short laugh and said, “That is
my dream, anyway. My hope.”


“Without you, can that really happen?”


“It will have to,” Pantera said, “because they won’t
let me make it happen.”


“Where will you go?” Constantine asked. “I mean,
afterwards. Where do you hide?”


Pantera smiled and said, “Where will I go? Why, up
to Heaven, of course.”











Chapter Forty-Three

Revisiting the Plan


 


 


 


As expected, the caravan led by Panera’s Pinto got
caught up in traffic on I-66 about 10 miles outside DC. As the occupants of the
cars crawling forward came abreast of the funny-looking pearly white Pinto
wagon and saw that the Master himself was driving it, they smiled and waved at
him and his passengers.


“Look at them,” Pantera said warmly as he smiled
and waved back.


“They’re loving you, Master,” Amato laughed from
the backseat.


Following these sightings, word spread to the
massive tent city that had sprung up across the National Mall that the Master
was close, less than an hour away.


At one point as they stopped and started, Amato
suddenly turned to Constantine and asked, “Jude, can you go over the plan
again? I mean, we really gonna be able to pull this off? I keep thinking of all
the things that could go wrong.”


“You worry too much, Nick.” Renata swiveled around
and glanced back at him. “Everything’s set. Right, Jude?” As she turned to
Constantine, he saw doubt in her eyes. She still didn’t trust him. She still wondered
about his motives, whether he was really “born again.”


But it was true. Everything was set. From the time
they had hatched the plan in the farmhouse kitchen early in the morning nine
days ago, everything seemed to have fallen into place. All systems were go.


 


The first thing Pantera had done after that
meeting was call Spartacus Rex and let him in on the plan. After all, he was
essential to pulling it off. And as expected, Rex was very much enthused,
especially for the prospect of promoting a resurrected demigod—even if only for
a few days. He promptly put into gear everything needed on his end to help make
it happen.


“After your resurrection,” Rex had told Pantera, “what
about a tour? The Resurrection Tour.” He laughed as he considered that. “The
crowds for that—can you imagine! You think the crowds were big for Enlightenment,
you ain’t seen nothing yet. I can see the billboards now, with you standing on
a cloud looking down at us peons and it’ll say, in big bold black letters, ‘The
Resurrection Tour—Be Born Again!’” He gave an exaggerated shiver. “For real. Makes
me want to wet my pants.”


“We’ll see, Spartacus,” Pantera had replied. “The
powers-that-be are not going to be too happy if we pull this off. But we’ll see
what we can do to help the ministry, and you, make some money out of this.”


Rex suddenly lowered his voice, serious now, and
said, “You have to believe me, Master. That’s not the only reason I’m in on
this.”


Pantera smiled and said, “I know it isn’t,
Spartacus. I’ve known that all along.”


Rex had obtained the ambulance and actors who’d
play the paramedics that were to go up on stage and secure Pantera after he’d
supposedly been shot. Over several hours, under Rex’s direct supervision, they
rehearsed rushing Pantera off a stage, into the ambulance, and then speeding
away from the National Mall to a warehouse in a fairly new industrial park. Rex
had arranged for Pantera to hide out there until the dust settled, when he
could pop out as a resurrected demigod.


 


“It’ll be fine, Nick,” Pantera chimed in as he
glanced left out the window and waved to another group driving alongside the
Pinto. They had slowed again to crawling speed. “Once we arrive at the stage,
Jude finds the patsy and stands by him. Once I take the stage, Jude will shoot
me—with blanks of course. Then, I stagger, break open the blood pill, and fall.
That’s when the fake paramedics rush the stage and whisk me away to a waiting
fake ambulance and then to a warehouse in some nearby industrial park.” He
swiveled back and glanced at Jude. “That pretty much it, Jude?”


“Pretty much,” Jude said. “Once I pull the fake
kill shot, the Network agent assigned the task will take down the patsy who’ll
be fingered as the assassin. And off I’ll go to join the others.” He laughed
and added, “Piece of cake. And three days later, the Master rises from the
dead.”











Chapter Forty-Four

Hosanna!


 


 


 


About three miles out from the National Mall, just
before I-66 and old US 50 merged and crossed over the Potomac River into
Washington, Constantine noticed that Pantera’s followers had lined up along the
shoulder of the interstate. By the time their caravan crossed the Potomac River
into DC, the crowd along the shoulder of the highway, and then along
Constitution Avenue, extended ten to twelve rows deep in what now resembled a
parade route.


As the Pinto crept forward, Amato said, “Hear
that?”


The chant had started somewhere behind them along
I-66, and now it could be heard down among Pantera’s followers all the way from
those lining the route to those who had already arrived at the tent city on the
National Mall.


After a few moments listening to the chant, Amato
laughed and said, “Yes! That’s it!”


“Yes, I hear it, too,” Renata whispered. “Listen
to them. It’s wonderful.”


Then Constantine heard it.


“Hosanna!” They were chanting, shouting, singing
it out. “Hosanna!”


“Hosanna! Hosanna! Hosanna!” the chant went on and
on and on. It was a song right out of the 1970s musical Jesus Christ
Superstar!


“Hosanna, hey sanna, sanna sanna ho…”


The chanting and singing accompanied them the rest
of the way down Constitution Avenue to where they took a right turn onto 17th
Street NW, and it grew stronger and louder after Pantera parked the Pinto along
the street across from the stage, with the RVs and buses parking in a row behind
him.


The “Hosanna!” chant finally tapered off and
stopped altogether as a collective, anticipatory gasp overcame the enormous sea
of now over one million followers, men and women and children of all ages,
races, sizes, and ethnicities. But for a time, Pantera remained in the Pinto.
As he lingered there, shouts started rising out from the crowd, some
indecipherable, but others clear—“Master!” and “Cristos!”


The stage overlooking the massive audience loomed
to the left of the Pinto, a roughly thirty-five-foot-long metal structure with
a triangular canopy. Its aluminum floor had been raised up about 10 feet off the
ground on specially designed steel struts.


Constantine looked over to the rows of people
lined up in front of the stage, all turned to face them now. He was surveying
the crowd, working to spot the Network’s patsy—and perhaps the Network
operative assigned to neutralize him after Pantera had been shot.


“Master?” Amato said. “They’re waiting.”


But Pantera did not move. He stared forward,
seeming gripped by stage fright. After a moment, Constantine realized it wasn’t
that. In the next few minutes, Pantera’s life and his life’s work would change
irrevocably. He would become a demigod.


“Cristos,” Renata said, as if waking him from a
daydream.


Pantera looked over at her with a sick grin. He
nodded briefly, then looked back at Constantine and Amato. Finally, he drew in
a breath and looked forward again.


“Okay,” he whispered. “Here we go.” There was
another sigh, and then he swiveled left, pulled the handle, opened the door,
and stepped out of the car.


As he emerged, a tidal wave of approval began
rising from the multitude gathered on the National Mall infield—slight at
first, it grew into a ravenous crescendo, an enduring, deafening roar that
shook the ground.


The Messiah had come!











Chapter Forty-Five

Best-Laid Plans


 


 


 


Spartacus Rex was waiting in the middle of the
stage in front of the band that had been playing various rock songs the last
hour or so to keep the waiting multitude occupied and in high spirits. As Pantera
stepped out of the Pinto and the crowd’s slow recognition grew to a thunderous
roar, he skipped up the metal stairs and strolled across the stage toward Rex,
his pristine white robe and long, glistening brown hair flowing magnificently
behind him.


As Pantera approached, Rex held out his arms and
they hugged briefly. Rex handed over a miniature headset that Pantera placed in
his left ear, with the mic winding around to his mouth. Then, Rex turned to the
massive crowd stretching out for miles before them, shouting into his mic, “Ladies
and gentleman, boys and girls, I give you…your Messiah!”


The crowd’s roar surged again as Rex gave a brief
bow to Pantera and walked off the stage. In the next moment, Pantera turned to
the crowd and looked out at them for a time; then, with a smile, he lifted his
arms to the heavens in his iconic pose. As had happened with that gesture in
past appearances, everyone in the crowd raised their arms toward the heavens
with him. It seemed impossible, but their roar of approval went several
decibels higher, shaking the ground again. Then, as Pantera brought his arms
down and stood beaming before them, the crowd lowered arms and quieted
momentarily.


In millions of homes around the world, people
watched with rapt attention.


After a time, starting from somewhere near the
front of the stage, the cheering evolved once again into that singsong chant, “Hosanna!
Hosanna! Sanna sanna, ho!”


And on and on it went.


“Hosanna! Hey, Sanna, Sanna, Sanna, Hey, Sanna,
hey, Sanna, ho, Sanna! Hey, CP, CP you’re alright by me, Sanna hey, Sanna hey,
Sanna ho!”


Finally, after some moments of chanting, Pantera smiled
and raised his arms, waving at the crowd to settle them down.


 


In accordance with the plan, while Pantera was
walking across the stage toward Spartacus Rex, Constantine was making his way
from the Pinto to the infield section just below the stage. He had some
difficulty edging his way through the packed crowd, trying to take everything
in as he hunted for the patsy and Network agent. Panic began to well up within
him as he realized how difficult it would be to find two random people in this throng.
His attempt to find them was hampered somewhat as some in the crowd recognized
him and bowed or nodded deferentially, or slapped him on the back or reached
out to shake his hand before moving aside as he slipped past them to the left
side of the stage.


Constantine glanced anxiously up at the stage as
Pantera raised his arms and the crowd raised theirs, renewing their roar. By
the time they had restarted the “Hosanna!” chant, he still hadn’t spotted
either the Network agent or lone nut. Either something had changed or he had
missed them. Well, as they say, he scolded himself, the best laid
plans of mice and men often go awry.


Pantera finally managed to quiet the crowd. It seemed
as if someone had pressed the mute button in the middle of a blaring rock song.
After the thunder of cheering just moments ago, the sudden quiet produced an
eerie sense of time and space stopping along the entire length of the National
Mall—and perhaps everywhere else on the planet.


During that sudden hush, Constantine peered more
closely at the faces of the crowd around him, desperate now to find that damned
Network agent and the fall guy. But still, no one fit the bill.


In the next moment, he felt the gentle prick of a
needle thrust into his left buttocks. He spun around and caught a glimpse of
the small man who had been grinning and cheering behind him. Two seconds later,
he collapsed. As he fell in a heap onto the soft ground, those around him
thought that, like so many others that afternoon, he had been overcome by the
excitement of being in the presence of the Messiah.


The man who had pricked him knelt by his side, and
leaned toward him. “Traitor,” he whispered into Constantine’s right ear before
quickly moving off and disappearing into the crowd.











Chapter Forty-Six

Arrest


 


 


 


With the crowd quieted, except for a shout-out
here and there, Pantera stepped forward. He thought of what was coming—Constantine
raising his rifle and shooting him. He had already reached into the side pocket
of his robe and grabbed hold of the small capsule filled with fake blood that,
as they had rehearsed so many times over the last few days, he’d break on his
chest once he saw the flash from Constantine’s gun.


Moments earlier, as the crowd wailed the “Hosanna”
chant, he had spotted Constantine edging into position about thirty feet in
front of the stage. He’d had a concerned look as he kept glancing around at the
crowd. But then, after Pantera had looked away for only a moment at the
imposing sea of people stretching at out least a mile from the stage—all waiting
for his latest words of wisdom and call for ultimate change—he had looked down
and could no longer see Constantine. Where had he gotten to? There was a commotion
near the stage, over where he had been. Someone had fallen and was being
attended to. Something had definitely gone awry.


For a moment, Pantera thought of walking off the
stage. He looked back, trying to find Amato and Renata, but they were nowhere
in sight. Pantera swallowed and turned again to face the multitude waiting for
his sermon. They had finally quieted, and while they still stared adoringly up
at him, they were clearly becoming impatient. As the seconds passed and he still
hadn’t spoken, a restlessness began to course through them.


Amato finally crossed the stage to speak to him. “Let’s
split,” he told Pantera quietly, trying to keep the mic from picking up his
words. “Something’s wrong. Maybe Renata was right. Jude boy double-crossed us.”


“No,” Pantera said firmly. With a weak smile, he
added, “The show must go on.”


He turned to the audience, now clearly restless
and ready for something—anything. He wondered if any of them could fathom why
Nick Amato was standing with him with a nervous expression.


“Master!” someone yelled. Others called out, “Talk
to us!”


Pantera raised his arms, expecting to be shot at
any moment with a real bullet. Crucified.


“Welcome, Sons and Daughters of Man,” he began.
His voice was low—weak, barely audible. He drew in a breath, suddenly unable to
remember what he had planned to say. The words had always come so easily, but
today, he could not find the magic.


At last, he repeated, louder now, “Welcome,
Sons and Daughters of Man!” A great roar went up again.


Still no gunfire. Nothing. Constantine was gone.


Amato had bent again toward him, saying in a firm,
direct way, “Leave the stage, Master.”


Renata had run out to warn him off as well. “Get
off, Cristos!” she begged.


Before he could move or respond, a platoon of men
wearing white shirts, black ties, and black suits had bounded up the stairs and
were double-timing it across the stage. With them was a squad of uniformed DC
police officers. Some of them grabbed Amato and Renata and pushed them out of
the way while the others surrounded Pantera. Another strong contingent of
police pushed Amato’s biker guards off the stage. Some of the bikers threw
punches and tried to fight, but were tasered and quickly immobilized.


Six tall agents wearing black suits stood around
Pantera. One agent held up a document, an arrest warrant. The agent ripped the
headset from Pantera and spoke into it.


“Cristos Pantera,” he shouted, then looked out to
the multitude stretching out before him who stared up at the stage in stunned
silence, “By order of Justice F. Samuel Willingham of the United States
District Court for the District of Columbia, upon indictment by a United States
Grand Jury for inciting rebellion and insurrection, advocating overthrow of the
government, recruiting for service against the United States, treason, mail
fraud, tax evasion, and embezzlement, and misprision of a felony, among other
charges, all of which are felonies under the United States Criminal Code,
mandating imprisonment and possibly death, you are hereby placed under arrest.”


In the next moment, the agent grabbed Pantera’s
right arm and turned him around. Another slapped handcuffs around his wrists
behind his back, and then both agents began leading him across and off the
stage, surrounded by their comrades.


The great crowded gawked up at the scene in
stunned silence. The Messiah was being arrested for some serious-sounding
crimes. As the initial shock began wearing off, some in the crowded called out,
“Let him go!” “Hands off him!” “Bullshit!”


The outcry was moments too late. The agents had already
hustled Pantera down the staircase to a black, windowless van and, somewhat
roughly and unceremoniously, pushed him into the back compartment and slammed
the door.


The crowd surged forward, shouting angrily—fists
raised, brows furrowed. They finally rushed the stage, far too late.


The van had already driven off, taking their Messiah
to prison.











Chapter Forty-Seven

Former Agent Constantine


 


 


 


Constantine woke up in a windowless room with cinderblock
walls painted bright white. He’d been out for an indeterminable time and found
himself under the covers of a narrow bed. There was a metallic taste in his
mouth, and he had a mild, lingering headache. As he pushed himself up on his
elbows, he saw Chief Bradley sitting on a plastic, armless chair in the corner
of the room, reading the Wall Street Journal.


“Ah, finally, you’re awake,” Bradley said. He
uncrossed his legs and leaned forward, placing a section of the paper on the
floor.


After a moment, Constantine levered himself up to
a sitting position, his mind racing. He finally settled on the most pressing
question, “Who betrayed him?”


Chief Bradley raised an eyebrow. “Who do you
think?”


“Goldstein,” Constantine said heavily.


“Yes, the Jew.” Bradley let out a small laugh. “Ironic,
don’t you think?”


After a sigh, Constantine asked, “Is he…dead?”


Crucified, he’d almost said.


“We arrested him,” Bradley said. “Charged him with
a smorgasbord of crimes—treason, sedition, everything we could. He’s sitting in
a jail cell as we speak. The proof is insurmountable. We’ve already gone public
with it.” He smiled. “That, and stuff about sexual deviances. The tide of
popular opinion has already turned against him.”


“Deviances?”


“Did you really think he could beat us, Agent
Constantine? Or should I say, former Agent Constantine?”


Constantine brought up his knees and with his arms
around his legs, bowed his head and closed his eyes. “I suppose not.”


“Your head will clear in short order,” Bradley told
him. “The drug is wearing off.”


Constantine looked up, as if a thought had just
occurred to him, and asked, “Why didn’t you…?”


“Eliminate you?” Bradley cocked his head to one
side. “We considered it, but your death, or even disappearance, might make his
arrest seem part of a grand conspiracy orchestrated by his claimed ruling
elite.” He sighed and continued, “Anyway, the intel analysts crunched their
numbers and determined that we’re better off with you and your fellow disciples
alive. Even Renata Singh, although she carries his child. The only real threat
to us is the one and only Cristos Pantera, and he’s now been neutralized.”


Constantine’s eyes widened. So Pantera would have an
heir.


“How far along is she?” he asked.


“Three months. The Jesus bloodline lives on.”


Constantine nodded, suppressing a smile.


“So what do you do with him now?” he asked.


“Well, we can’t exactly have a trial,” Bradley
said. “As I said before, can you imagine the media circus? It would be his
ultimate pulpit. No, we can’t allow it.”


“So he’ll be murdered in prison,” Constantine stated
flatly. “Waiting to stand trial. Or I should say, he’ll be crucified after all.”


Bradley shrugged and said, “It’s being practical.
Done to preserve order. No one can better rule the world than us. Did he not
gauge the threat we posed? He knew we’d never let him disrupt our work, that we’d
do everything in our power to prevent him from changing a world we don’t want
changed.” He frowned at Constantine. “Jesus did the same thing. Grossly
underestimated us.


“The fact is, former Agent Constantine, you failed
him. You should have alerted him to the full extent of our power. That he could
not defeat us—at least not now. Perhaps, had he gone slower. His rise was far
too fast and so easier to nip in the bud.”


Constantine shrugged. Perhaps. But he’d truly
thought they could pull it off—fake Pantera’s death and follow it with a fake resurrection
that would ignite the revolution. That it had failed was the fault of a
traitor, not Pantera’s. Still, Constantine wondered if he and Pantera and the
rest of them had indeed been at fault for failing to see that coming.


Constantine had never felt so defeated. These
bastards who controlled the world had won again. Humanity would never escape
their grip until, as Pantera warned, the species went extinct.


Then, he imagined Pantera sitting alone right at
that moment in a cell in the DC federal holding center, feeling as low and
abandoned as Jesus must have felt in the grip of Rome. Like Jesus, he was probably
thinking, God, why hast thou forsaken me?


After a sigh, Constantine looked up and asked, “So
that’s it? You let me go?”


Bradley nodded and said, “Yes. Soon.” Then, he
shifted in his chair and gave Constantine a curious look. “You truly believed
in him, didn’t you?” he asked. “That he was the messiah?”


“I believe…still believe, that he is,” Constantine
said, giving his former boss a determined look. “That what he preached was the
truth. That the world created by the elitists you support is a soulless one,
destined for extinction.”


“Well, then,” Bradley said, “maybe you can make
that your new life’s mission. Start a new religion based upon his name and teachings.
Wasn’t that the plan all along? Only you won’t have his resurrection to give
that religion the needed spark, that connection with God and the promise of
immortality. That’s what people always need from their religion, isn’t it? A
god. Heaven?”


“You are one cynical bastard,” Constantine said.


Bradley frowned as if hurt by such a sentiment,
and said, “Not as much as you think, Agent Constantine. Do not judge me so
harshly. I too have a soul.” He sighed, picked up his newspaper, and stood up. “Well,
have to run,” he said. “Much to do. A regional chief’s job is never done, as
they say.”


Chief Bradley walked slowly to the door. As he
opened it, he turned to Constantine and asked, “So when’re you gonna start it?”


“Start what?”


“Your gospel. A religion has to have a gospel.”


Yes, thought Constantine, a gospel.


“You can call it,” Bradley said with a wan smile, “‘The
Book of Jude.’”











Part Five

Resurrection


 


 


I
am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet
shall he live, and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die. Do
you believe this?


- John
11:25-26


 


The
resurrection completes the inauguration of God’s kingdom. It is the decisive
event demonstrating that God’s kingdom really has been launched on Earth as it
is in Heaven.


-
N. T. Wright


 


And
if Christ be not risen, then is our preaching vain, and your faith is also vain
… And if Christ be not raised, your faith [is] vain; ye are yet in your sins.


- Corinthians
15:14, 17


 


And
who among us doubts that the Master rose from the dead while they say he did
not?


-
The Book of Jude 17:24, Testament of the Church of Cristos











Chapter Forty-Eight

Crucified


 


 


 


In the end, Cristos Pantera was indeed crucified.
Only, it wasn’t called that.


A scowling guard gave Constantine the New York
Times newspaper with his breakfast. A headline in the middle of the front
page blared, “Pantera Suicide Claimed.” The article reported that, according to
official claims, Pantera had used the laces from his sneakers to hang himself
from a pipe stem protruding from the ceiling of his cell in the DC holding
center. He was wearing an orange jump suit, his hair shorn off.


A week after Pantera’s death, three stone-faced Network
operatives, two tall men in their late twenties with thick, athletic bodies and
an attractive woman in her late twenties with short, black hair and an equally
athletic frame, entered Constantine’s cell. Without a word, they slapped
handcuffs on his hands behind his back, and placed a hood over his head.


“Don’t worry too much,” the woman assured him. Her
gravelly voice had the slightest twinge of an Eastern European accent.


Constantine was led out of his cell and down a
short corridor. They stopped walking, and he could hear an elevator hum its way
to them. After a short ride down, he was hauled along another corridor and
through a doorway into a large, cold, echoing space. After another few steps,
the agents worked together to lift and shove him into the back of a large
vehicle. Someone sat him down on a metal ledge in the compartment and buckled
him in. A few moments later, the door slammed shut, and what Constantine
surmised was the traditional windowless van started up and drove off.


After about forty-five minutes by Constantine’s
calculation, the van turned off a main highway and he heard the wheels crunch down
a gravel and dirt road. After another couple of minutes, the van stopped. By
then, his heart was racing. Despite Chief Bradley’s promise, perhaps they would
kill him after all. The compartment door opened, and two sets of hands grabbed
Constantine by the arms. The agents stood him up, then led him out of the
vehicle.


“Step down,” one of the men said. “Slow.”


They helped him take that step by holding onto him
until he found his footing on the soft ground.


It was a warm day for early November, maybe low
sixties. The air was clean and fresh. He could smell pine needles. It was also
very quiet. The only sounds were the chirping of birds and wind slashing
through the pine trees. It seemed they had brought him to the middle of
nowhere.


One of the agents unlocked his handcuffs. Constantine
reached out his arms, then let them fall to his sides and hang there, certain
that the agents wouldn’t want him to pull off the hood just yet.


“Wait,” the woman said, confirming this. “First,
we leave. When you hear the horn, you take off the hood. There’s a hundred
dollars in your wallet. Five twenty-dollar bills.”


She grabbed his right hand and placed something in
it—a key. Constantine clasped it and put it in his shirt pocket.


“You head down the path out of here,” the woman
went on. “It leads to a state highway. There, you turn right. Walk half mile to
a car. It’s in your name. Full gas tank.” She waited a moment. “You understand?”


With a nod, Constantine said, “Yes.”


He heard the van doors open and shut and the
engine roar to life, then the crunch of gravel as it drove off toward the state
road. After about fifteen seconds, he heard the van’s horn.


Constantine lifted the hood off his head and found
himself standing in a shadowy area with tall pine trees. He started walking
down the narrow gravel road toward the state highway the agent had mentioned.


Just as the agent had promised, a small sedan was
parked half a mile up the road. He reached into the back pocket of the jeans
they had given him and grabbed the wallet. Also as promised, he found five
twenty-dollar bills along with a driver’s license in his real name, as well as
various credit cards and a debit card for a major bank. He wondered for a
moment whether he should deposit the half a million dollars he had stashed away
over his ten years as a Network agent in banks around the world.


It looked like the Network had made sure he was
ready to commence the next phase of his life.


 


Constantine soon found that he’d been deposited in
northern Virginia. For the first few days after his release, he stayed at one
of the more reasonably priced chain hotels along Interstate 66 with an internet
connection. After checking in, he bought a laptop and a smartphone at a nearby
Best Buy.


Back at his hotel room, he googled Pantera’s death.
After reading every newspaper and magazine article he could find, he watched
the reports of it made by CNN and Fox News. Most of the print and broadcast
reports agreed that Pantera’s suicide had been brought on by his shame at being
found out as a fraud and the sudden demise of his celebrity. In short, he was
not the saintly, wonderful person his followers thought him to be. Even his
ties to Jesus began to be questioned by purported scholars, no doubt on the
Network’s payroll.


In the final analysis, the pundits all claimed,
Pantera’s story was the worn-out, archetypical saga of the rapid rise and fall
of an evangelizing charlatan. He was yet another false prophet in the pantheon
of false prophets who’d quickly come and gone, all with unrealizable promises about
God and Heaven and immortality.


In response to this cruel assessment, Constantine
opened Facebook and Twitter accounts, and created a Facebook group called “The
Church of Cristos.” He fought back as best he could, posting comments and
tweets that everything said and written about Pantera in the media and on the Internet
were lies perpetrated by a secret ruling elite known as the Supremacy. In
short, they were pulling yet another fast one on the mindless masses. His
writings included a kind of autobiography concerning his role as a spy for the
Supremacy’s intelligence agency, the Network, and his last assignment to
monitor and infiltrate Pantera’s ministry—and the order to crucify the man who
had taught him about God.


Constantine also did his best to describe the
Kingdom of God as Pantera had explained it. If he couldn’t keep Pantera’s
teachings alive, then everything else was pointless.


Unsurprisingly, most people were skeptical that
the person making these posts really was a former “Network” agent who had
become one of Pantera’s inner circle. There were detractors—possibly on the
Network’s payroll—who challenged his claims about a secret ruling elite as the
ravings of a mad man.


A few people—only a handful, at first—accepted him
and his claims as authentic, became his friends and followers, and wanted to
know more. That number slowly grew.


 


The Supremacy Council’s assessment that once
Pantera was out of the way, his movement would fizzle out and soon be forgotten
was borne out in the weeks following his death. The Network’s statistical and
intelligence analysts supported this assessment.


People got on with their lives, their interest in
Pantera and his mission diverted to something else—another major and
frightening terrorist attack (arranged by the Council just for that purpose), a
new viral epidemic in Africa with the potential to spread around the world, a
mysterious plane crash, a Papal visit to America, the NFL season getting into
high gear with meaningful games determinative of playoffs, the stock market’s
whimsical ups and downs, the early holiday season in full materialistic swing. And
of course, there was the usual hotly contested American presidential election.


Pantera’s followers who had lived at the Grassy
Creek compound—those true believers who had renounced their former lives—found
their way back into those lives. A few settled on street corners in various cities,
waiting for the next messiah. Many who had attended Pantera’s rallies and
sermons wondered how they had been so easily duped. What had they been
thinking?


In short, life returned to normal without the
Messiah.











Chapter Forty-Nine

He Is Risen


 


 


 


By mid-November, Constantine had made his way back
up to Buffalo. He’d grown up in the nearby Rochester suburb of Penfield before
graduating from Binghamton University with a bachelor’s degree in history,
joining the CIA, and then succumbing to the Network’s recruitment pitch while
on assignment in London. He decided it would be fitting to start his ministry
in the same place where Pantera had started his Enlightenment Tour.


He also knew his money would go a long way in
western New York, where property values had never experienced a bubble and had
only modestly increased over the years. Even in the hippest parts of Buffalo, housing
was relatively cheap.


Constantine quickly found an upper two-bedroom,
furnished apartment for reasonable rent in a bulky, drafty old clapboard house
only a few minutes’ drive from downtown. The house had been built around the
turn of the twentieth century on a narrow side street lined with tall mature
trees with thick, gnarled trunks whose roots had years ago cracked open the
sidewalks and asphalt driveways. Constantine paid cash to the landlord, a lawyer
who lived in the suburbs, for the first and last months’ rent and a security
deposit and he moved in on November 15th.


For a few damp, cold days after that, he wandered
the streets in that neighborhood, planning what had now become his life’s work—the
establishment of a religion based upon Cristos Pantera’s teachings. He hoped
and prayed that in the coming years or decades—or maybe even centuries—that those
teachings would at long last bring down the Supremacy.


Part of the plan, of course, was to write his “gospel”—the
Book of Jude. Just as Chief Bradley had suggested


 


As Constantine began composing the gospel, he wondered
what had become of his colleagues in Pantera’s inner circle. Since his release
from Network captivity, he had not heard from any of them. An article in The
New York Times dated two weeks after Pantera’s purported death wondered
where his closest disciples—Amato, Renata Singh, Stu Goldstein, for instance—had
gone and why they were laying low. Though Constantine speculated that they were
likely staying out of public view to avoid the Supremacy’s wrath, he decided to
try and find them, ease their concerns and ask that they unite with him to
spread Pantera’s message.


Using his Facebook group page, Constantine put out
a call to his fellow disciples asking them to contact him, providing his email
and mailing addresses. But for a time, they remained silent, still hiding out or
unwilling to speak up.


Who could blame them for being afraid and laying
low? They had seen what the puppet-masters were capable of. Their leader was
dead and they might be next on the list of the secret ruling powers who would
not abide interference with their control over humanity. But Constantine knew
that the Supremacy did not believe they posed a danger. The head of their
mission had been cut off. They were, without Pantera, no longer a threat.


Finally, Constantine gave up trying to reach them
and instead concentrated in finishing the Book of Jude. By early February, he was
almost finished when he received a letter that, for him, changed everything.


Two old, tattered black mailboxes, one for his
upper apartment and one for the lower, were attached by rusty nails to a
shingle next to the side door of the house. Mail delivery came regularly just
after two in the afternoon, and Constantine went down the narrow stairwell at
around three to pick up his mail, usually consisting of credit card offers,
insurance and store circulars, and various other solicitations. But on that day
in early February, among two or three mundane items, he found a plain white
envelope with his name and address typed in the center. There was no return
address.


Back inside his kitchen, Constantine tossed the
regular solicitations onto the table and immediately tore open the flap of this
envelope with his name and address printed across the middle of it. Inside the
envelope, he found a single folded sheet of plain white paper. He quickly
unfolded the sheet and found a message typed in large font across the middle of
the page:


 


HE IS
RISEN!











Part Six

The Church of Cristos


 


 


Go
therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that
I have commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.


-
Matthew 28:19-20


 


Christianity
did not originate among the lower classes in Judea. It was the creation of a
Roman imperial family, the Flavians.


-
Joseph Atwill, Caesar’s Messiah: The Roman Conspiracy to Invent Jesus


 


After
the true Church of Cristos was established, based upon His words and deeds, and
upon the Word of God, promising, if followed, entrance into the Kingdom, the
false one came to proclaim Him Son of God.


- Book
of Jude 24:14-15, Testament of the Church of Cristos











Chapter Fifty

The Council of Binghamton


 


 


 


Shortly after Constantine received the mysterious
letter, a few of Pantera’s other disciples finally began surfacing on Facebook
pages, blogs, and websites, each with their own slightly different
interpretation of Pantera’s message. Constantine also finally received an email
message directly from one of them—David Cantor, the former social worker from
Cleveland. The email included Cantor’s cell phone number, and Constantine
immediately gave him a call.


“Watch what you say,” Cantor warned him.


“I know,” Constantine said. “Let’s get together
with the others.”


After two weeks of reaching out to them,
Constantine, Cantor, and the other members of the inner circle arranged a
meeting in a hotel near Binghamton, New York. In total, including Constantine,
eight members of Pantera’s former inner circle showed up: Cantor, Jonathan
Walsh, Mohammed Atti, Ken Baker, Myra Kearse, Luke Morgan, and Miranda
Siminski. None of them had heard from Renata Singh, Nick Amato, Richard Avery,
Stu Goldstein—or, of course, Pantera.


The meeting went on for over two hours, during
which they agreed to form a new religion, or Church, in furtherance of Pantera’s
ministry. With little debate, they selected the name, “The Church of Cristos.”


After spending some time debating the Church’s message,
they reached a relative consensus and hammered out a uniform catechism of sorts.
In later years, this meeting became known as the Council of Binghamton.


Their final task was to select a leader of the new
Church, its first “pope.” To Constantine’s surprise, the others quickly elected
him and decreed that his title should be “Minister.”


“Minister Jude,” Cantor said as he stood and
patted Constantine on the back, followed by polite applause of their fellow
disciples.


Finally, they quieted, and Constantine nodded, feeling
humbled and blessed as well as determined.


“It shall be our purpose to transform the world,”
he said, “as if Cristos Pantera was still with us. Which, through this spirit,
he is and shall always be.”


“You got that right, bro,” Ken Baker said, and the
others nodded and mumbled agreement.


After a moment, Constantine said to them, “There
are some things you all should know.”


First, he told them what Chief Bradley had
confirmed—that Stu Goldstein had betrayed them.


“Why’d he do it?” Myra Kearse asked.


“For money?” Atti pronounced. “After all, he is a
Jew.”


Constantine glared at Atti and told him, “Please,
none of that, Mohammed.” Then, he looked around the room at the others. “Why’d
he betray the Master? He lost faith in the man and his message.”


He looked around at them for a few moments, smiled,
then added, “There is something else.”


As they turned to him, Constantine told them
something else Chief Bradley had confirmed—that Renata Singh was pregnant with
Pantera’s child.


“The bloodline lives on,” Cantor said, smiling,
and the others exchanged smiles as well.


“And last but not least,” Constantine added. “There
is this.”


They all watched as Constantine opened his metal briefcase
and withdrew a folded single sheet of paper. He unfolded it and showed it to
them.


“I received this in the mail last month,” he told
them. “There was no return address.”


“He is risen?” Atti frowned and looked around the
room.


“I take it none of you is responsible for this,”
Constantine said.


They collectively shook their heads.


“One of our missing comrades, then?” Luke Morgan
asked.


Constantine shrugged and said, “Perhaps.”


“Risen as in, risen?” Atti asked. “Back
from the dead.”


“Resurrected,” Constantine said. “At least, what
someone wants us to believe.”


“Maybe it’s part of a scheme?” Kearse said after a
moment. “The others, maybe they’re faking it. Pretending his resurrection.”


“Or maybe he didn’t die,” suggested Cantor.


“Or maybe he truly is the Son of God,” Morgan
said.


That quieted them for a time until Cantor looked
at Constantine and asked, “Now what, Minister? We have our Church. What’s next?”


“Next?” Constantine repeated. “We spread the Word
of God.”











Chapter Fifty-One

The Book of Jude


 


 


 


The moment Director Margolis rose from his chair,
Lord Winston held up a small, thin, one hundred and thirty-seven-page paperback
and displayed it to the other twenty-six members of the Supremacy Council.
Spread across its cover was the iconic photograph of Cristos Pantera standing
with his arms and eyes upraised to the heavens, wearing his pristine, long
white robe with his glistening hair flowing over his shoulders.


Across the top of the cover, in thick black
letters, blared the title:


THE BOOK OF JUDE


Being the Gospel of Cristos Pantera by His Disciple, Jude Constantine


 


What Lord Winston did not have to tell Gregor
Margolis, or the other members of the Supremacy Council gathered at
Steinvikholm Castle on the vernal equinox for its biannual meeting, was that The
Book of Jude had been the number one New York Times bestseller for
two straight weeks.


“I believe, Director Margolis,” Lord Winston said,
“that your intelligence report should start with the impact of this book. Is it
a threat to the Supremacy?”


“I had intended to start with it, Chairperson
Winston,” Margolis said, remaining calm and poker-faced as always, holding back
his anger over his old friend’s theatrics. Holding up that book! There
was simply no need for that. Had Lord Winston forgotten that all had ended well
and there was no longer a threat to their control?


Margolis turned to his colleagues and said, “Our
analysts project minimal impact. The book’s initial popularity and impact will eventually
wane and its effect will ultimately be negligible. In short, a gospel or
several gospels about an inspirational man can never replace the man.”


“And what of the church, this Church of Cristos?”
Lord Winston asked. “I understand it has been gaining converts, spreading.”


“The creation of the church in his name was
expected,” Margolis responded, “but it’s far from becoming a threat. Its head,
the so-called Minister Constantine, once again, is a poor substitute for his
church’s namesake.”


“What is your explanation for this Constantine?”
interrupted Assad Bin Laden. “Yet another of your agents gone astray?”


“My only explanation,” Margolis said with a shrug,
“is that Cristos Pantera was a charismatic man with extraordinary appeal. Have
you watched the film clips? They are all over You-Tube. And Constantine’s Book
of Jude presents a compelling interpretation of his message.”


“You sound as if you could convert, Director,” Bin
Laden commented with a laugh.


Margolis glared at the Arab for a moment before
Terrence Middleton asked, “And what of the rumors that he’s not really dead?”


Margolis turned to him and said, “That’s all it is,
a silly rumor spread by his faction. I assure you, he is dead.”


“Hung himself,” said Middleton dryly.


“But there was something about the body,” Lord
Winston broke in, “a claim that it was taken, lost.”


“Did you say lost?” a member from the other end of
the table asked.


“Lost?” Someone else asked.


Reddening, Margolis looked that way and answered, “Yes,
lost. Another baseless rumor, nothing more. The claim is that it was taken from
the prison morgue. Stolen by sympathizers, and then replaced with another. And
that body was the one cremated, not his.”


“And what about the sightings?” asked J. Gordon
Grant. “The Internet is rife with such reports…”


“Those stories come from Pantera’s camp,” Margolis
cut him off. “Another lie.”


“Sounds like the same MO as Jesus,” Middleton said.
“Yes?”


Margolis acknowledged the parallel with a shrug.


“That such rumors persist is disappointing,” said
Lord Winston. “And, if true…”


“Neither story is true,” snapped Margolis.


“Disastrous,” Middleton said.


“Well, there is another possibility,” said Grant.


After a moment, everyone was looking at him.


“He rose from the dead,” Grant said with a smile.
He obviously thought it was funny, but no one laughed. There was nothing
humorous about it. The chamber went silent, and his smile quickly faded.


“Have the others been heard from?” Lord Winston
asked. “Other than the ones who met with Constantine in Binghamton, New York
some weeks ago.”


“Well, Goldstein, of course,” Margolis said.


“The traitor,” Lord Winston said. “Of course, him.
I mean the others? His mother, that woman, Renata Singh—another of your wayward
agents—the biker, and one more, according to your report.”


“No,” Margolis said, “we have yet to find them.”


“And she’s with child,” Bin Laden said. “His
child.”


Margolis gave a disagreeable nod.


“So what happens now, Director?” Lord Winston
asked. “Do you have a plan?”


“Yes,” Margolis answered, “one that requires the
Council’s approval. It’s been outlined in my report.”


“Please summarize it,” Lord Winston said. “The day
grows long.”


Margolis looked at Lord Winston, nodded briefly, then
turned to his colleagues. “Our plan is exactly what was done with Jesus,” he
explained. “Turn Cristos Pantera into a superstition, another Son of God. Just
like Paul of Tarsus did. And then take advantage of the need of the masses for
myth and immortality. Our analysts tell us it has a high probability of
success.”


After a moment, Middleton raised his arms and
started clapping.


“Bravo, Director,” he said. “Bravo!”











Chapter Fifty-Two

The House of Salvation


 


 


 


At around two o’clock on a warm weekday afternoon
in late summer about a year and a half later, a black BMW sedan pulled into the
parking lot next to an opaque two-story glass building on Orange Blossom
Boulevard in Kissimmee, Florida. A large sign that ran along the entire length
of the building, in black letters three feet high against a white background,
read:


 


THE CHURCH OF CRISTOS


 


Below the name was an epigraph in script:


 


The House of Salvation


 


After parking in the mostly empty lot, the driver’s
door of the BMW opened and out stepped a tall, good-looking man no more than
thirty years old in a crisp, black suit with striking jet-black hair, intense
blue eyes, and sharp, chiseled features. After looking up at the sign, he
grimaced, then strode forward with a glum expression across the parking lot
toward the entrance to the church.


The automatic glass doors slid open as he
approached. As he entered a wide vestibule, he heard the John Lennon song “Imagine”
piped in from speakers somewhere up in the ceiling.


An arched doorway led from the vestibule into a
spacious hall with perhaps fifty rows of aluminum benches separated by a wide
aisle leading to a large altar. A painting of Cristos Pantera, in his white
robe with his hands raised to the heavens, dominated the back wall behind the
altar.


The man found a college-aged girl seated at a
squat, wooden desk at the archway leading into the church. She wore an
ankle-length, watercolor sundress and blue headband, and her long, dark brown
hair was braided into old-fashioned pigtails. Various pamphlets and a pile of The
Book of Jude paperbacks occupied the top of the desk.


She looked up and smiled amiably as he approached.


“Welcome to the Church of Cristos,” she said in a
soft, airy voice. “How can I help you?”


“I’m here to see Minister Constantine,” the man
said gruffly. His stern face was all business, his eyes boring down on her.


“Do you have an appointment?” the girl asked,
holding her smile despite the visitor’s petulant attitude. “The Minister sees
no one without an appointment.”


“Tell him I’m here on behalf of Lester Bradley,”
the man said. “He’ll want to see me.”


The girl frowned, thought a moment, then reached
for a cell phone on the top of her desk. She pressed a contact number, and a
moment later was speaking with Jude Constantine.


“Sorry to bother you, Minister,” she said. “This
is Sally… Yes, thank you. I have a gentleman out here. He wants to see you. Says
he’s here on behalf of…”


She looked up at the man.


“Lester Bradley,” he said.


“A Lester Bradley,” she repeated for Constantine.
She looked up at the man while waiting for instructions from Constantine, who
had gone silent on the other end of the call. “Minister Constantine?” she asked
after a time.


“Bring him back,” Constantine told her.


The girl led the man down the center aisle of the
church and turned right at the altar. As he followed her, he could not help but
stop suddenly and gaze up at the painting of Cristos Pantera behind the altar.
After several steps, she stopped as well and turned to him.


“He’s glorious, isn’t he?” she said. “I only wish
I could have seen him preach.”


The man shrugged, grunted, then turned to the
girl, nodding for her to resume taking him to Constantine. After another smile,
she turned and started walking.


He followed the girl as she exited the church hall
and entered a long corridor, and led him to the door at the end of the hall. The
door displayed a golden nameplate: “Minister Constantine.” All along the route
from the lobby to Constantine’s office, gentle ballads from the late 1960s and early
1970s played from speakers spaced along the ceiling.


“Here,” the girl said with a smile as she looked
back at him. She gently knocked on the door.


“Come in,” Constantine called out.


As the girl and the man entered the office, Constantine
stood up. “You can leave us,” Constantine told the girl with a nod.


“As you wish, Minister,” she said, then stepped
back and gently closed the door.


“Who are you?” Constantine asked abruptly. “What
do you want?”


“I was sent by Chief Bradley. He wishes to speak
with you.”


“Why didn’t he come himself?”


“I have no idea,” the man said. “I was ordered to
come here. Here I am.”


In the next instant, the man walked over and held
up a smartphone. He pressed a contact button and handed it to Constantine, then
seated himself on a chair facing Constantine’s desk.


The screen on the smartphone flashed to life and
Constantine found himself staring at Chief Bradley, seated behind his desk.


“Hello, Minister Constantine,” Bradley said.


“Hello,” Constantine said, frowning as he sat down.
“You want something?”


“It’s been awhile.”


“Almost two years.”


“Yes,” Bradley said, thinking of all that had
happened in that time. “Two years.” After a sigh, he said, “You’ve done well
for yourself, I see. Your Church of Cristos is most impressive. Your
congregation numbers over a thousand, I’m told. At least according to our
latest reports.”


“That’s correct,” Constantine said. “Now, how can
I…?”


“And churches like yours have popped up across the
country,” Bradley continued. “Indeed, around the world. The one in Singapore
has ten thousand worshippers.”


“Yes, but…”


“Do you know where he is?”


“Who? Pantera?” Constantine asked. “You still on
that kick? Why can’t you accept his death? After all, you killed him.”


“You haven’t heard the rumors?”


“The Pantera sightings?” Constantine laughed. “You
didn’t expect them? Personally, I don’t believe in them. Not a single one.
Cristos Pantera is dead. But his message, his dream, lives on. I have nothing
to add to these resurrection rumors.”


“So you’ve not seen him?”


“No, as I said,” Constantine confirmed, “I haven’t.”


Constantine squinted at the screen. Bradley sighed
and sagged a bit in his chair. He looked tired, harried. The Pantera problem
simply would not go away. The troubling rumors included that the Network had
killed Pantera, but had somehow lost his corpse; that he had fooled them inside
the prison and escaped alive; and, perhaps worst of all, that they had indeed killed
him, crucified him, and—like Jesus—he had risen from the dead, walked the Earth
for a time before ascending into Heaven.


The simple fact was, as some rightfully pointed
out, nobody could say for sure what had happened to Cristos Pantera.
Constantine knew that this absent variable would not sit well with the Network’s
statistical and intelligence analysts, not to mention the members of the
Supremacy Council and Director Margolis.


“They will use this to their advantage, you know,”
Bradley said.


“I have no doubt of that.”


Bradley sagged a bit more and said, “There is another
rumor—the Network director will soon be replaced. And that will also be the end
for me.” He sighed and added, “But no matter, life goes on. The Council goes
on. They still control the strings.”


After a time, Constantine said, “I’m sorry.”


“There is no need for pity,” Bradley said. “I will
be given a reasonable pension and severance package. I am being set out to
pasture. As will the director.”


He remained quiet for a time. Constantine could
not entirely fathom the purpose of the call. It seemed all too philosophical
for a man like Bradley, almost pathetic—as if he was lost and needed a friend,
someone in the know with whom to commiserate. But, significant life changes
sometimes had that effect, making them ripe for transformation, the adoption of
an entirely new belief system.


“So was he?” Bradley suddenly asked. “The messiah?”


Constantine considered the question, then said, “If
by messiah, you mean someone who has the answer to the true meaning of life,
who can take programmed men trapped in automatic lives and transform them into
authentic men, leading lives filled with genuine meaning, then yes, he was…is…the
messiah.”


“And it truly works?” Bradley said after a time. “Saves
you?”


“It did me,” Constantine said.


“Then you are a lucky man,” Bradley said. “A most
lucky man.” He sighed again and added, “Well, thank you for taking my call.” He
seemed distracted as he looked away at the far wall of his office. “Goodbye,
Minister.”


The call ended before Constantine could say
goodbye. He handed the smartphone back to the man, who stood and left the
office without a word.


 


Six months later, Constantine spotted Lester
Bradley among the congregation during a regular Saturday evening mass. Next to
him among the worshippers occupying almost every row of the gallery in the
church that evening was another man, a tall, robust-looking fellow in his early
seventies. Constantine later learned that this was none other than Gregor
Margolis, former director of the World Intelligence Network.


Bradley and Margolis bowed their heads as the
worshippers recited the prayer Cristos Pantera had taught them:


I accept God and vow to seek and enter His
Kingdom on Earth.


I dedicate my life to quest for God’s true
nature.


I accept the eternal sanctity of the human
spirit


and the value and dignity of each human being


as the way to a meaningful life.


Amen.


 


Constantine smiled, pleased to see that Lester
Bradley and the man with him were also reciting the prayer.











Chapter Fifty-Three

Son of God


 


 


 


In the days that followed Bradley’s call, a website
called CRISTOS-SON-OF-GOD.ORG, boldly claiming that Pantera was the Son of God,
was brought to Minister Constantine’s attention. A brick-and-mortar church
espousing the claim had also been established in an abandoned storefront in
small, nondescript strip-mall outside Houston, Texas. Soon, other similar
churches were popping up across the country. Not long after that, a tabloid ran
a story about the man behind this new Cristos “Son of God” Church, a former
Roman Catholic priest named G. Paul Wells.


The article reported that according to Wells, one
Sunday afternoon a few months before, shortly after he’d said mass for the
congregation of St. Luke’s Roman Catholic Church in a suburb of Houston, the
spirit of Cristos Pantera appeared to him, interposed on the large statue of
Jesus-on-the-cross behind the altar. Wells further claimed that Pantera’s
spirit compelled him to leave the priesthood and start what he later called the
Church of the Divine Cristos.


A few weeks later, after another Saturday mass at
the Church of Cristos in Kissimmee, Lester Bradley, now a “retired” Network
agent, approached Constantine. He had been attending mass at the Church of
Cristos regularly by then, having settled after his retirement in a gated
community in Davenport, Florida, about fifteen minutes away.


“Have you heard of this new church?” he asked
Constantine. “This Church of the Divine Cristos?”


“Yes, I have.” He shrugged. “Many churches have
opened in his name.”


“Yes, but this one,” Bradley said. “This one is
different. This one has the earmarks of the Supremacy all over it.”


Again, Constantine shrugged and said, “That does
not surprise me. Should it concern me?”


Bradley nodded and said, “Yes, it should.” It was a
warm day in early autumn. The equinox had just passed and Bradley imagined the
Network director who had replaced Gregor Margolis giving his first report on
the status of the Church of Cristos and, perhaps, on the new Church of the
Divine Cristos. After a moment, he laughed to himself and added, “How shameless
they are. And obvious, to use a man named Paul to start this church.”


“So was Paul of Tarsus a plant of the then-Network?”
Constantine said.


“That very well may be,” Bradley said. “And he had
the same purpose as his modern-day counterpart—to establish a church in the
name of a self-proclaimed messiah that the Supremacy can control.” Bradley
sighed, then said, “Yes, this has the Network written all over it.”


He thought another moment, then looked up at
Constantine.


“They must now see your church as a threat to
them,” he said. “It presents a new variable, causing their statisticians to
adjust their equations. To counter it, they had to create a negating variable.
So, they make Cristos Pantera the Son of God and build a church around a
superstition rather than truth. The hope, of course, is that one day, that
church will overcome yours.”


Constantine sighed and thought a moment. Then, he
looked at Bradley and said, “Well, that is something we must work to prevent.
The Church of Cristos must prevail in spreading the true word of God.”


“Yes,” Bradley agreed. “We can’t let history
repeat itself. We mustn’t let Cristos’ message be obscured by superstition, as
Jesus’ was.”


Constantine’s eyes widened after a time as he
internalized the grave importance of this quest.


“No,” he told Bradley with all the force of will
he could muster. “We must not!”
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