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Vatican City

Present Day

 

A seven-digit entry code is entered into the wall-mounted keypad, and the thick stainless-steel vault door automatically slides open, disappearing into the old stone and brick wall deep within the depths of the Vatican Archives. Two well-built young men dressed entirely in black accompany a short, late to middle-aged priest and his assistant, a fortysomething woman of medium height with long black hair pulled back tightly, if not efficiently, in a ponytail. 

“I must admit, I am not very comfortable with this arrangement, Andrea,” Aging Priest laments in his native Boston English as the two step inside a few feet ahead of the well-built men. “Longinus’ lance has been safely protected in the archives since the end of World War Two after nearly being lost to the world many times over. Now, we risk losing it again just because some people doubt its authenticity.”

“Father O’Brien,” Andrea responds, also in English, but an English accented with her Argentinian roots, “times have changed. We now have safeguards in place that will almost guarantee the lance’s safe-keeping even while en route to the testing lab in Florence.” She smiles and places her hand tenderly on the shorter man’s stocky shoulder. “What can possibly go wrong, my sweet Father?”

The priest reaches around with his right hand, pats her hand in kind. 

“I just don’t see the need to be testing the relic in the first place,” he says. “You see, Andrea, my dear. Such things don’t need to be proven. They are more a matter of faith and belief.”

Andrea smiles once more. 

“Like I said, Father O’Brien,” she repeats, “Times are changing. People don’t rely on faith like they once did. They want solid, empirical evidence. They want proof. They want assurance.”

He turns to her quick. 

“Are you sure that’s not the words of NATO talking?” he says. “Or the United States CIA? This business of resurrecting the world’s holy relics has me nervous. It’s like we’re preparing for an all-out holy war.”

Andrea takes hold of the priest’s hand, squeezes it.

“But that’s just it, Father,” she says, holding the hand tightly. “Don’t you understand? Thousands of Christians and people of Judeo/Christian faith are being slaughtered in the Middle East. We are already in the midst of a Holy War. A war we must win or else face a true hell on Earth.”

The priest’s smooth face goes visibly pale in the dimly lit cave-like archives. Raising his hands, he pats his chest pockets. 

“Where the hell did I put my cigarettes?” he ponders. 

“You can’t smoke down here, Father,” Andrea scolds. “You know that. You helped create the rules for the Vatican Archives back when I was still in pigtails.” She sighs deeply. “Now, let’s do what we came all the way down here to do, and do it quickly.”

“Very well,” Father O’Brien nods. 

Originally constructed in 1612 by Pope Paul V, the Vatican Archives, or Archivum Secretum, are located three hundred feet below the stone floor of Saint Peter’s Cathedral, and they comprise thousands of square feet. The space is hewn out of what was once the limestone Mithra's cave-temple which was seized by the Christians in 376 CE and gradually expanded over the course of two thousand years. 

Although the archives are home to some of the rarest and most priceless documents in the world, such as the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception—the 1854 handwritten parchment article that proves Mary was born without original sin and conceived Jesus Christ immaculately—another document from the 17th century accuses Florentine astronomer Galileo Galilei of heresy and sentences him to house arrest for the remainder of his days. There are even documents from Abraham Lincoln asking the Pope to give his blessings during the US Civil War that pitted North against South and all too often, brother against brother. 

But the archives are rumored to contain more than just documents, contracts, and rare books. They are also said to house physical proof of the existence of alien or extraterrestrial life. There’s even speculation that the underground facility contains irrefutable proof that Jesus did not die on the cross but, instead, lived to father a family with former prostitute turned disciple, Mary Magdalene. 

All rumors aside, one fact that cannot be disputed about the archives is the role it plays in housing some of the most revered ancient holy relics belonging to the Roman Catholic faith—segments of the true cross, the crown of thorns, St. Peter’s mortal remains among them. It also houses the lance that pierced Christ’s side during the crucifixion by the Roman Centurion, Longinus. 

 

Andrea and Father O’Brien follow the narrow corridor beneath the vaulted ceiling until they come to a metal shelf containing a sterling silver case resembling a miniature cathedral. 

“Giovani, Alberto,” Father O’Brien utters while locking his eyes on the trunk-sized case. “Please remove the case and set it onto the table.”

The two muscle-bound men approach the shelf while O’Brien and Andrea take a couple of steps back to make way. Without saying a word, the men reach into their jacket pockets and each pull out a pair of white gloves. Slipping their meaty hands into the gloves, they work as a team, one man taking hold of one side of the chest, the other taking hold of the opposite side. Lifting the chest from the shelf, they carefully carry it to the long wood table situated in the center of the archive corridor and set it down. 

Father O’Brien stands before the big silver chest mesmerized, knowing that what it contains is not just another relic, but the one instrument on God’s earth that pierced Christ’s side. The lance that punctured his heart and that produced the same blood and water which is recreated thousands of times each day even two thousand years later whenever a priest prepares for holy communion during mass. The dark red blood signifies Jesus Christ’s humanity. The crystal-clear water signifies his divinity. 

Father O’Brien reaches into the pocket on his black blazer, produces a four hundred-year-old skeleton key, and hands it to the white-gloved man standing closest to him.

“Open it, Giovanni,” he says. “Carefully.”

Giovanni steps forward, inserts the key into the centuries old padlock. Gripping it with his left hand, he turns the skeleton key in a clockwise motion with his right hand. The padlock clasp releases, the sound of metal on metal reverberates through the otherwise silent but cavernous corridor. 

Removing the padlock, Giovanni sets it onto the table. He then opens the clasp and prepares to open the chest lid.

“Wait,” Father O’Brien interjects. He turns to Andrea, looks into her big brown eyes. “Perhaps it is appropriate that we should pray.”

She bites down on her bottom lip, gives her wristwatch a cursory glance.

“The truck is waiting, Father,” she says, her voice insistent. “We don’t have time.”

The priest’s eyes go wide, his face taut like an over-extended rubber band. 

“But the spear contained in this box is coated with the blood of Christ,” he says. “Who are we to ignore His presence?”

Knowing the old priest like she does, Andrea is aware there’s no talking him out of something once he gets it inside his head.

“Very well, Father,” she acquiesces. “Let us pray.”

O’Brien makes the sign of the cross. The two burly men also make the sign of the cross. As if on cue, all eyes turn to Andrea. That’s when she too, raises up her right hand and performs the sign of the cross. Inhaling a breath of the air-conditioned oxygen, Father O’Brien proceeds to recite the Lord’s Prayer. When he is finished, he once more makes the sign of the cross. The others follow suit.

Then, “Okay Giovanni,” the priest says. “Open the lid.”

Giovanni places both hands on the lid and opens it. Set inside the chest on a bed of red velvet, is an object that measures somewhere around fourteen inches long and that is wrapped in white linen. 

“Take it out,” O’Brien directs. 

Giovani slowly removes the object, holding it in both his white-gloved hands with all the gentility and tenderness of holding a newborn infant. That’s when O’Brien digs into his jacket pockets for his own white gloves, which he quickly slips on, despite his hands trembling and shaking. 

“I’m going to remove the linen,” he says. 

Reaching into the open end of the linen case, he takes hold of the lance’s base—the place where the wood shaft would have been inserted. Then, using his fingertips, he slowly removes the linen. 

“My God.” His eyes lock on the black lance. 

Andrea takes a step forward, points her extended index finger at the very tip of the lance, which is missing. 

“What happened to the tip?” she asks. 

“It was broken off centuries ago,” O’Brien comments. 

“Where is it now?” she presses. 

“In the care of the only man on God’s earth who can be trusted with it.”

“The Papal Father,” Andrea correctly surmises. 

“Precisely,” O’Brien says. “Should anything happen to the true lance, and a forgery arrive back here to the Vatican in its place, we will know immediately. Because it is impossible for anything other than the true lance of Longinus to be matched with its missing tip.”

“I see,” Andrea says. Then, glancing at her watch once more, “We really should get a move on, Father.”

“Very well.” He steps back and removes his white gloves. “Prepare the lance for travel.”

Giovanni and Alberto work together to place the lance back inside its linen, and then into a four-inch Zero Halliburton “Slimline” aluminum attaché case equipped with a special pocket lining constructed to the lance’s specific dimensions. The slide latch combination lock secured, Giovanni takes hold of the case. Alberto steps in front of his partner and draws his service-issued, 9mm Beretta. 

“Is that really necessary?” Father O’Brien says, his eyes uncomfortably locked on the firearm. 

“We’re taking every precaution, Father,” Andrea says. “These are troubling times, and although the Vatican is in possession of the lance, there are, of course, other interested parties. Some of whom would like nothing more than to see the lance destroyed, or worse.”

“Or worse?” O’Brien questions.

“Some forces would like to tap the lance’s power for their own evil purposes. Hitler was one of those evil forces back in the time of the Third Reich.”

“What a comforting thought,” O’Brien says. Then, gesturing toward the archive exit. “Let’s get this over with. The sooner the relic is tested for authenticity, the sooner it will be returned to its proper home.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Andrea says, not without a smile. 

The team travels by elevator back up to the ground level of the Archivum Secretum. Quickly making their way outside they are greeted by a cargo van. The van displays an orange, blue, and white FedEx logo on its side panels. 

“Here’s an idea,” Father O’Brien says, pulling a pack of cigarettes from the interior pocket of his jacket. “Why not transport the relic to Florence by chopper? You must be joking with this FedEx van.”

“Let me tell you a little story,” Andrea says. “When the lance was first transported from Emperor Napoleon’s war chest to the Nuremberg Cathedral where it resided until after the war, it was transported in a wood cart belonging to a common sheep herder.”

“I don’t understand,” O’Brien says, lighting the cigarette with a silver Zippo lighter, inhaling a long, satisfying—if not greedy—drag. 

“The lance is so precious that to have transported it three hundred miles under the pomp and circumstance of a papal entourage would have only invited pirates and bandits.”

The priest nods. 

“I see now,” he says. “It is safer to travel under the guise of nothing special.”

“Exactly, Father. The less attention, the better. It’s only a three-hour drive to Florence. These men won’t even stop to piss.” Then, realizing what she just said and how she said it. “Errr, forgive me, Father.”

Father O’Brien laughs.

“No worries, Andrea,” he says. “In fact, I could use a restroom break myself. When you get to be my age, you never pass up a bathroom.”

Standing at the doors are two soldiers of the Vatican—or what’s better known as the Swiss Guard—dressed in their yellow, blue, and red Renaissance era knickers, tunics, and stainless-steel helmets. They carry long lances for protection. But this is all for show and for public consumption. What the public doesn’t see is a highly trained force of commando-like soldiers who prepare with modern day weapons from automatic rifles to incendiary explosives to all varieties and lengths of fighting knives. 

The emotionless guards open the doors for Giovanni and Alberto as they exit the building. The case gripped in Giovanni’s hand is secured to his wrist by means of a metal wrist cuff, the key to which is not kept on his person, but instead on Alberto’s.  

Andrea and Father O’Brien exit the building behind the two men, while the FedEx uniformed man slips out from behind the wheel, goes around to the back of the van, opens it. The two men hop into the back of the van, take their seats on a narrow bench attached to the interior van wall. The FedEx driver closes the van doors and locks them from the outside. Exchanging a nod and a grin with Andrea and the priest, the FedEx driver gets back behind the wheel, fires up the van engine, and pulls away from the curb. 

A long beat passes before the van disappears around the stone wall that surrounds the perimeter of the archive grounds. 

“Do you think I should have accompanied Giovanni and Alberto, Andrea?” Father O’Brien speaks softly. “I don’t like the idea of being separated from the lance.”

Andrea presses her open hand against his back, gently rubs it up and down. 

“It will be perfectly fine, Father,” she says. “Besides, your services are required here at the archives. You would only get in other people’s way up in Florence.”

O’Brien smokes the last of his cigarette, tosses it to the gravelly ground, stamps it out with the tip of his black shoe. 

“I suppose you’re right,” he says. “My workload is piled sky high with the Pope’s renewed interest in the most holy relics.”

Andrea removes her hand from his back. 

“As soon as the lance arrives at the university in Florence,” she says, “I will be sure to contact you.”

“Thank you, Andrea,” O’Brien says. “May God be with you.”

“And you too,” she says, turning, and making her way toward the gates of the archive grounds. 

 

No less than a half dozen roads lead to Florence. 

Many of them scenic and bookended by lush countryside, vineyards, and farms. Some of the roads pass through small towns and villages where tourists can stop and feast on fresh pasta and drink homemade Vino Russo. But the FedEx van speeds along the quickest route possible. Although the point is to avoid attention and blend in with the daily traffic, it’s still important that the lance is transported as quickly as possible to the lab. 

Seated in the back of the van, Giovanni and Alberto don’t exchange so much as a single word. Their thoughts and senses are focused solely on the task at hand. The aluminum case situated on the floor between them, Alberto grips his semi-automatic in his shooting hand, while Giovanni feels the weight of an identical firearm pressed against his rib cage in its shoulder holster. 

A half hour passes. 

The van sways and bucks as the driver picks up speed, tapping the brakes occasionally to avoid rear-ending a slower vehicle, before passing it outright. But then something unexpected happens. 

The driver slams on the brakes. 

Giovani and Alberto are thrust against the metal wall separating the van bay from the driver/passenger compartment. 

“Merdes,” Giovanni barks, the wrist that’s locked to the aluminum attaché stinging now that it's bearing the full weight of the lance inside it. 

“What the hell was that all about?” Alberto cries, thumbing the safety off on his semi-automatic. “Why are we stopped?” Then, his eyes on his partner. “You’re weapon, Giovanni. You might need it.”

Sitting back up, Giovani draws his Beretta with his free hand. The two are about to exit the van via the back cargo bay doors when suddenly they are thrust open. Two figures jump into the back with all the speed and agility of skilled gymnasts. They don black riot gear and black helmets with dark visors. Gripped in their hands, ultra-short, Heckler & Koch G36C 5.56mm assault rifles. The red luminescent laser beam sites poised on their targets inside the unlit space, the rifles explode with full automatic gunfire. Giovanni and Alberto drop on the spot, their souls leaving their bodies before their flesh slaps down lifeless and hard on the metal bed. 

The first of the two uniformed men turn toward the open van doors. 

“The package is attached to his wrist,” he says, in his native German. 

Two more uniformed men stand outside the open doors. One of them is tall and thickly built. 

“Cut his hand off,” he says, also in German. 

Without hesitation, the first man pulls a seven and a quarter inch blade from the sheath attached to his combat boot. Grabbing hold of the hand that attaches Giovani’s wrist to the aluminum attaché, he sets it firmly onto the van bench. Situating the razor-sharp business end of the knife against the wrist, he presses down while slicing to and fro as though cutting through a pig’s leg. The severed hand drops to the van floor directly beside the dead body to which it belongs. Pulling the cuff off the wrist, the first man frees the attaché. Lifting it from off the van floor, he tosses it to the tall man. 

Tall Man sets it on the van floor, and reaching into his shirt pocket, pulls out two tabs that have the look and feel of two separate sticks of gum. He presses both tabs onto the attaché’s combination locks. Running two separate wires from the tabs to a mobile, palm-sized detonator, he looks up at the two men inside the van, and whispers, “Fire in the hole.”

The men turn while Tall Man detonates the charges. 

Two small blasts cause the attaché to jump and drop back down onto the van floor. When Tall Man re-approaches the case, he can plainly see that the locks have been blown away. Reaching out with his hands, he goes to open the lid. 

“Wait,” interjects the voice of a man. An old man. “Please, allow me to do the honors.” Like the riot gear uniformed men, this man also speaks fluent German. Unlike the other men, he is ninety years old, if he is a day. Still, he enjoys all the use of his faculties, despite his years. Like his men, the uniform he wears is black. But his uniform is much older than theirs. The stiff collar sports the letters SS while his trousers balloon at the thighs like the jodhpurs worn by members of the cavalry. On his feet, he wears polished black jackboots.  

He steps up to the case and setting his hands on the cover, slowly opens it. His blue eyes grow wet with tears, his breath is shallow and labored. The cheeks on his face, which bear the thick scars of a deep knife wound, grow tight. He can feel himself smiling because this is the day he has been anxiously anticipating for more than seventy years. The day he became reunited with Longinus' lance. The Spear of Destiny. The spear that would have led The Third Reich to ultimate world victory if only Hitler had not killed himself hours before. 

Reaching into the case, the man pulls out the sword with his black leather glove-covered hands. He holds it over his head, not to honor the God it belongs to, but instead, the spirit of the Fuhrer who never had the opportunity to touch or gaze upon his prize.   

“The spear will once more lead us to victory,” the man says, his voice strong and confident. Not the voice of an old man at all. “It is our destiny.”

The men surrounding him raise their right hands high. 

“Heil Hitler!” they bellow. 

“Heil Hitler!” the man proudly responds. 
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The Sahara Desert

Morocco

Present Day

 

 

Water. 

Dear God, almighty, if you exist, I need water.

It’s the prayer I’ve been reciting in my head now for more hours than I care to count. I’ve been reciting aloud, so that not only God might hear me, but maybe some random passerby. A Berber nomad maybe, or perhaps some tour group doing a little camel riding. But hours and hours have passed, and all I’ve managed to see is dune upon dune of hot, bright, sunbaked sand and the heat that rises from it like a transparent wave dancing on the horizon. 

Here’s the deal: my hands are tied behind my back with rope while both my feet and ankles are tied together in such a way that the rope extends ankle to ankle under the camel’s big belly. The rope is tied so tightly, it’s impossible for me to move my feet. I’m planted in this saddle and, now that I’ve lost my Chase Baker baseball cap, entirely exposed to the mid-day sun. 

This is the last time I listen to my gut. 

Correction, the last time I drink more than my allotted share of Moroccan beer inside a corner bar in downtown Casablanca, my ears intently tuned to an old British Army captain who swore up and down about a Rommel Afrika-Corp half-track that’s perfectly preserved in the Sahara sand to the north east not far from the Algiers border. 

And me, being the type to never pass up a sand-hogging opportunity, was quick to pull back my final beer of the evening while I paid a fly boy—who by the way had been bellied up to the bar in his grandfather’s worn leather bomber and officer’s cap—an ungodly amount of dirhams to fly me out to the closest runway just in time for the dawn. 

We boarded his sixty-plus-year-old four seater Cessna less than an hour later, and it took only about forty-five minutes of flight time before he deposited me on a landing strip that had been carved out of tan desert rock. The only sign of humanity to be seen was an airplane hangar on one side of the runway and a general store-slash-tourist gift shop on the other. By all appearances, the shop also doubled as a saloon and eatery boasting a big wood sign shaped like a camel’s head, the words “Fresh Camel Burgers” stenciled on it in big white lettering. 

“You be careful of the clientele in that joint,” Fly Boy warned. “They’ll smile and make nice, and then when you’re not looking, they’ll rob you blind and leave you out in the desert for the vultures.” 

I smiled at him while I grabbed hold of my shoulder bag and double checked the presence of the Colt .45 I store in a shoulder holster beneath my worn bush jacket by patting it two or three times.

“Thanks for the advice, mate,” I said. “But I’ve been around the block a few times. The gray hairs on my head and face are proof.”

The fly boy smiled at me, cocked his head.

“You have my number you need me,” he said. “Just send a text and your GPS coordinates.”

“Much obliged,” I said, slipping out of the plane. But then, turning back to him. “Oh, what did you say your name was again?”

“Stirling,” he said. “David Stirling.”

“Well, Mr. Stirling,” I said. “Thanks for the lift.”

“Don’t thank me,” he said, patting his chest pocket. “You paid for the privilege. Thanks for flying Air Pirates and don’t forget to submit your frequent flyer miles, you hear?”

Reaching out, he grabbed hold of the door and closed it. I stepped away from the aircraft, and he gave it the gas, the propeller kicking up the dust and sand while the airplane turned one hundred eighty degrees and once more sped down the runway until it took flight. 

Once Fly Boy, or should I say Air Pirate Stirling, was airborne, the runway became eerily silent. But the silence wasn’t entirely silent since I could make out the sound of music coming from a jukebox in the saloon. I had two choices here. I could either trust my GPS to take me out to the somewhat inexact location of the buried half-track. Or, I could head into the saloon and make a few inquiries about it. At the very least, I could perhaps enlist the services of a digger or two, since I wasn’t about to dig up a half-track using my bare hands. 

Pulling the .45 from the holster, I released the magazine, double-checked the eight-round load, then slapped the mag back home. Thumbing the safety back on, I re-holstered the weapon and began making my way across the flat, lifeless landscape in the direction of the music. 

 

The tin roofed wood clapboard building looked like something left over from the era of the British Special Air Services, the rogue North African desert military crew that gave Rommel fits with their machine-gun outfitted Jeeps and their night-time raids. Stepping inside the place, I was immediately struck by the sound of laughter coming from a big bearded middle-aged man wearing worn husky jeans and a t-shirt. He was seated at the long bar beside a blonde woman who sported a halter and not much else. Beside her, sat a far smaller man dressed in tan slacks, a matching jacket, and a straw fedora. A ceiling fan was spinning full bore over a scattering of tables that, at this late hour, were empty. Shoved against the wall was the jukebox that I’d been listening to since I landed. 

The black man behind the bar was dressed in a brightly colored Hawaiian shirt. He locked eyes on me as soon as I stepped inside. 

“We’re closed,” he said, tossing a dirty bar rag over his shoulder. 

I glanced at my watch. 

“It’s only five o’clock in the morning,” I said. “The night’s young.” 

Chase the wise ass. 

The big one with the beard stared at me, his eyes glaring and dark. The little guy smiled and downed a shot. 

“Top of the morning,” he said, slamming the empty glass back down and wiping his wet lips with the back of his hand. 

“Oh, come on, Marcus,” the blonde spoke up. “Give the gentlemen a drink. He just flew in on the red eye.”

Marcus bit down on his bottom lip. 

“You barely got time for one,” he groused. “Then I’m closing up shop. Bar owners need to sleep too.”

“Beer will be fine,” I said, approaching the bar.

Marcus popped the cap on a bottle of Moroccan beer, put it front of me. 

“So, what brings you to the middle of nowhere?” Big Beard spoke up after a time.

“I’m looking for something in the sand.”

“Maybe buried treasure,” Big Beard said with a hearty belly laugh. “What about you, Flo,” he said to the blonde. “You interested in going after some buried treasure in the middle of the Sahara?”

“The desert is too hot for me, Tommy,” she said. “And too cold at night. But this bar stool is just right. Now, take me home and make a woman out of me before the tourists show up and ruin my day.”

“You should get out more, Flo,” the little one said. “There’s more to the good earth than your general store, those filthy camels, and the tour groups that fly in every other day.”

“Hey, Mick,” she said, holding up her half full bottle of beer, “it’s a living.”

The place fell quiet for a minute while the juke box played Back in the USSR by the Beatles. 

“So, what exactly is buried in the sand out in the desert?” Big Tom asked after a long beat. 

I told him.

“One of Rommel’s half-tracks,” he responded, nodding like he was intrigued. “And in primo condition. You don’t say.”

His accent was Irish, but not heavy. Like he left the land of four green fields when he was a boy and never went back. 

“That’s what I’m told by a fairly reliable source.”

“You got transport into the desert?” Tom said. “And a crew? Seems to me you can’t go digging around on your own.”

I drank down some beer while Sir Paul belted out, “the Ukraine girls really knock me out . . . ” By then, I’d had enough beer to last me a couple of weeks. But what the hell. When in Rome. Or, in this case, the desert outback territory between Algeria and Morocco. 

“Know of anyone who wants a job?” I said. “I can’t pay right away. But if we find the half-track, there will be a percentage of the sale profits in it for them.”

“Whaddya think, Flo?” Tommy said. “I ain’t got nothin’ better goin’ on today other than teaching fat tourists how to ride camels.” Then, reaching around Flo and slapping the small man on the back. “You in, little Mick?”

The little guy nearly fell over from Tommy’s love tap. 

“Sure,” he said. “Whatever you say, Tommy.”

The Beatles sang “Take me to your daddy’s farm . . . ”

“I can rent you three camels for a very good price,” Flo said. “You’re gonna need transport, and Jeeps get stuck in the thick stuff so you can’t always trust them.”

“That settles it then,” Tommy said. “We’re your team. So, when do we start?”
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We spent the next hour collecting supplies and loading up the camels. We brought along enough food and water for three days and nights, plus digging equipment. It was full sun-up by the time we set out across the desert plain into the heart of the Sahara where we encountered one dune after the other on our way toward a specific set of coordinates that would, in theory at least, mark the resting place of one of Rommel’s half-tracks. Chase the trustworthy? Or just maybe Chase the gullible and hungover. 

For six hours, the trek was uneventful until they appeared to us like an apparition on the horizon. At the top of a tall dune, six riders on camelback. Since they had the sun at their backs, only their silhouettes were visible. But I didn’t need to see much more of them to know they were not friendlies. They all carried rifles, but the one in the center of the group carried a flag. Even from a distance of maybe five hundred yards, I could make out the black on white writing on the flag. It was Arabic writing. It looked an awful lot like the mark of ISIS. 

“Gentlemen,” I said, heart shifting from my ribcage to my throat. “Slowly draw your weapons. You’re gonna need them.”

“I knew this was a fool’s errand,” Tommy said, yanking down on his baseball cap before pulling a revolver from the holster on his hip. 

“Everything we do is a fool’s errand,” Mick said, drawing an identical revolver, his fedora perched precariously on his head. 

I pulled out my .45, thumbed the safety off. A second later, the bandits let out a yell that pierced my flesh and bone. They entered an immediate charge down the dune, kicking up a cloud of sand.

“What do we do?” Tommy said, real fear painting his big, round, bearded face. 

“We do what any warm-blooded man with a backbone would do,” I said. “We run like hell.”

Turning the camels around, we kicked them into an all-out gallop while we tried our best to put as much distance between the ISIS bandits and us. 

Up ahead was another big dune. It gave me an idea. 

Shouting over my shoulder. “Head for the dune! Go behind it! It’s our only chance!”

The dune was so big it appeared to be only a few hundred yards away. But, it must have been a mile. Then, the crack of automatic gun fire, bullets whizzing past our heads like hornets kicked out of their nests.

“Jesus, the bastards are shooting at us!” Tommy shouted, his camel thrusting him up and down while its long legs moved as fast as an animal of its size possibly could manage. 

“Whaddya expect, Tommy!?” Mick shouted. “Those bastards are killers. They get ahold of us, they’ll chop our heads off.”

“Just keep moving!” I barked. 

It took what seemed forever, but when we came to the dune
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