

    
            Chapter One 





			Passion. Everyone, well most people, had a memory of when they understood the definition of that word. It didn’t matter what it was—food, a place, a thing, or a person. For Dr. Levi Montbard, it happened in the office she was sitting in. It was history and all its encompassing lessons. Like her family on both sides, it was more than a subject—it was a roadmap to learn from, and it led to incredible things when she took those lessons to heart.

			Her education had started here in this teak-lined room at the center of Tulane’s campus in New Orleans as she listened to her father and grandparents weave stories of long-dead people. She loved this office and all the memories it conjured up, but nothing could compete with her fiancée sitting next to her.

			If history was a roadmap from the past to the future, it had led her to Morocco and to Dr. Yasmine Hassani. She’d sat in on one of Yasmine’s lectures, but they’d officially met in this office. With Yasmine she’d discovered not only treasure but that a love like theirs could exist. It was sappy, but so very true.

			Yasmine threaded their fingers together as the man from the British show wired her for sound. “Ready?” she asked Yasmine.

			“What happens if I say no?”

			“We’re ready in five, four…” A woman with the show counted down using her fingers for the last two numbers.

			“Our viewers have been waiting to hear this story from the moment the news broke about the find of the century. That of course includes me, since I’ve been looking forward to this interview for weeks.” Barold Atlas from the BBC talked with his hands pressed together in the type of anticipation you’d expect from a small boy staring at his favorite action hero come to life. “Can you tell us, Dr. Montbard, how all this began?”

			Levi glanced at Yasmine and winked before turning her attention to Barold. “My family’s business is finding antiquities, especially old books and journals—that’s where it started. A few years ago, I purchased an old journal at an auction in Europe that I first thought was destined for someone’s shelf as a decoration. The book actually contained the code that led me to the first of many locations in search of the next clue.”

			Barold had asked Levi to bring the journals and scrolls, but that had been a hard no. There was no way she was giving anyone the idea to break in and steal any part of the collection before it was catalogued.

			“It was like a big scavenger hunt, then?” he asked.

			“That’s a good description, only more aggravating. That first journal led to answers I thought I’d never find.”

			“And you, Dr. Hassani.” Barold turned to Yasmine. “When did you join in?”

			“I came to New Orleans as a guest lecturer and met Levi after she purchased a set of scrolls in Paris. She requested my help because they were written in an old Arabic dialect that I was able to translate. After finding the code they held, my sister and I joined her on the hunt to where the clues led us.” Yasmine spoke with the same passion she did in the classroom, and Barold seemed as charmed as every student lucky enough to have her as a professor. “My role has always been in the classroom, but I’m glad Levi gave me this opportunity. History professors usually only get to experience the subject they love in books. Finding it gives me a whole new appreciation of those who have left so much of themselves behind.”

			“It was quite the adventure indeed.” Barold seemed to hesitate, as if unsure of his next question. “Dr. Montbard, your findings uncovered so much more than treasure and the story of the people who buried it. Can you tell us the other side of the treasure coin, as it were?”

			It took an effort for Levi not to roll her eyes. “For me, the story of André Sonnac and Farah Elbaz was the real treasure. That a Templar knight wrote the last of their history and the betrayal of all the Templars by Pope Clement V was an extraordinary firsthand account.” They were still going through the scrolls and journals André and Farah left behind, so it was difficult to pace themselves. “That Andre was in fact a woman only made their story more compelling. Along with André and Farah’s story, the Sonnac family journals kept by the line of Templars in their family was also in there. The big piles of gold and silver do help with public interest,” she said and Barold laughed.

			“Is there anything you’d like to share with our audience?” he asked.

			“Yasmine and I picked a passage from André’s journals that takes place right after they flee France to return to Farah’s family in Morocco. There’s so much more to process, but I thought you might enjoy a glimpse into André and Farah’s life.” She nodded in Yasmine’s direction, and Yasmine took out the file with the translation:

			 

			The Church has become the very evil in this world I was always taught to protect myself and others from. It has taken everything from me that at one time I held dear, but it will not take my wife and family no matter how long and hard they hunt us. The only recourse I have is to spread the truth until I can no longer hold back death.

			What that great beyond holds for me is a mystery, but I fear nothing. My Farah records the history of her people and also learns of my history from the journals my father has left. The writings go back years, to the time of the Crusades and the members of the Sonnac family who fought to spread the word of God. My father always said our faith was backed by our swords, and it was a lesson I learned well.

			My belief in God has not wavered and I can accept He loves all his people, though at times I question the cruelties of man, especially supposed holy men. What I will fight for now is the downfall of this corrupt institution that is led by a false prophet. No just and moral man orders the death of so many faithful in service to a king intent on only gold.

			Farah and I have returned to her family a fortnight ago, and the people who have joined us from France are starting to think of this beautiful place as home, though it is so different from where we come from. There are no green fields here, nor are there crops to tend, but they vow to carry on some of our traditions.

			It is hard to dwell on what has transpired as I gaze into the vastness of the place I cherish. My Farah teases that I sound like a poet when I say this spot is carved into my soul. My heart is full because of Farah’s love for me, and that love was born under this small tree surrounded by sand and sky. Her family’s acceptance of me has given me a place in the world, a tribe that is my own.

			Tomorrow, we travel to the summer camp, and I will teach my new brothers the art of the sword. No longer will I allow anything or anyone to harm those most precious to me. I will fight to keep Farah and all our people safe from the Church and the usurper who leads it.

			“What thoughts are trapped in your head, my love?” Farah asks me as she places her arms around me.

			Our joining was almost a year past and my heart still warms when she is near. “You, love, only you. Above country, faith, and treasure—it will only ever be you. You are everything,” I tell her as I kiss the side of her head. “I think I fell in love on this spot. I shall miss it when we go.”

			“We have many years to share love under this tree, so come back to bed. I miss the feel of you.”

			Farah takes my hand, and we return to the family. My hope is that the Church will leave us in peace, but that is not their way. If they return to hunt us, they will find no lamb here, only a lion with enough anger to destroy them all.

			André Sonnac

			AD 1312

			 

			“This was one of the first entries André wrote after returning to Farah’s family,” Yasmine said as she closed the file. “You can see how much his belief system changed.”

			“Though it was written over seven hundred years ago, it seems to resonate today. Is it fair to say the Catholic Church is taking a dim view of these findings?” Barold asked.

			“All we can do is translate what they left us, Mr. Atlas,” Yasmine said. “The scrolls were written, as you say, in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, so it’s impossible to confirm their validity. History is something I love teaching, but I like to believe known history as it’s been recorded sometimes belongs to the group with the best PR.”

			Levi had to laugh since Yasmine often said that about the Templars as a whole. They were better remembered than Saladin, whose troops drove the Templars from the Holy Land, at least in the West. In Morocco and other spots in the Middle East, he was still a hero. “The treasure we found is Templar gold and silver and the journals of men like André’s father Gerard and other generations before him. These weren’t perfect men, but they did dedicate their lives to their faith and the dream of another crusade in the Holy Land. As Dr. Hassani mentioned, we can’t corroborate all the events they wrote about, only share what’s in the journals.”

			“To expand on that, the Church back then took a dim view of another holy war—that isn’t anything we haven’t heard before,” Yasmine said. “The truth was, Clement was more interested in the Templar vaults, but that wasn’t all. Gerard Sonnac owned Beau Ciel in France and the land surrounding it until Clement took it as the papal residency in 1309. This happened despite Gerard having an heir. Those types of facts we can verify and will continue to do so. As academics, that’s our job. We present the information as we find it and do our level best to verify the facts of those finds.”

			“Can you comment on the men arrested and awaiting trial in a variety of countries for trying to harm you?” Barold shook his head and laughed. “Who knew old writings could cause such a stir?”

			“Yes, who knew?” Levi had been shot on the order of a Catholic cardinal who was also after the treasure they’d pinpointed. “The authorities have asked us not to talk about any of that before the trial. We’re set to testify because of the attempts on our lives, but we can talk again when we’re done with all that.” Levi was ready to wrap this up, but she did appreciate Barold making the trip to New Orleans.

			They hadn’t done many interviews but enough that the story had gotten out, and the interest in the outcome was building. The stash of gold and treasure was on a scale not often found in the modern world, and that alone would fill a large part of the exhibit. The story that André and Farah weaved, though, had found a receptive audience in the present, and people couldn’t get enough.

			“We’ll hold you to that, and all of us are looking forward to the opening of the exhibit in Morocco. Until then”—Barold stared into the camera and smiled—“I’m Barold Atlas with People Today on the BBC.”

			They waited until someone gave the all clear before standing and taking off their microphones. Levi’s grandfather Cristobal’s office was crammed with people, and she was sure Yasmine was ready for them to get out. This was now her office since Papa rarely came to campus any longer. That his future granddaughter-in-law was taking it next made him happier than working with them on their find. Her family figured the tradition of a Montbard running the history department would continue once Yasmine took the helm from Levi’s father, Renaud.

			“Thank you both,” Barold said forty minutes later when it was only him and his producer. “I’d love another sit-down when the exhibit opens and some of these men who tried to kill you go to jail. That the Church is still so Machiavellian is hilarious. I’m sure Henry VIII is laughing somewhere, telling us all I told you so when it comes to the Catholic Church.”

			Levi chuckled at that. “Sure. The Church is like a giant sloth. Change comes slow if at all no matter the years,” she said. “Just stay in touch with our assistant. Pia, and we’ll work something out.”

			After he left, Yasmine locked the door, leaving them alone finally. “As much as I love talking about all this, these interviews are still surreal.”

			“I’m sure King Driss will pin a medal on you for driving up tourism. Ahmed told me the new wing to the museum that’ll house the permanent exhibit is almost complete. Once Driss figured out just how high the interest in the find is, he gave the green light for whatever else we want to look for with government help.” Levi sat in one of the wingback chairs and put her hands on Yasmine’s hips when she straddled her lap. “I promise to run right out now and get you a shiny medal if you take your shirt off.”

			“Are you getting funny ideas, Dr. Montbard?” Yasmine started unbuttoning with that sexy smile Levi loved.

			Their time together had brought out things in each other neither of them realized they needed to be happy. Levi had come from a long line of romantics, but she’d never guessed there was a woman who could be her life partner without making her claustrophobic. Yasmine, on the other hand, had shied away from relationships altogether because of her mother’s constant nagging. Neither of them had wanted to be trapped in marriage, but now they couldn’t wait to be wed.

			“You’re so beautiful,” she said when Yasmine dropped her shirt and reached behind her to unhook her bra.

			“The way you always say it makes me believe you.” Yasmine reached for the hem of Levi’s shirt and lifted it over her head. It was getting dark outside, and the campus was quiet, so it gave them the freedom to indulge.

			That was a lesson Levi had taught Yasmine when they’d started living together. No matter what was going on, they needed to carve out opportunities to be together. That was what would keep them growing as a couple and tighten the bond they’d formed. Nothing was more important than what they’d shared, and Levi wanted to nurture that no matter how many years they spent together.

			“Don’t ever doubt that, love. You’re beautiful, and I can’t get enough of you.” She stood with Yasmine wrapped around her and laid her on the rug. The way Yasmine lifted her hips to remove her skirt made Levi smile. If Yasmine had been shy in the beginning, all that had melted away the more they made love.

			“Touch me,” Yasmine said and rolled them over so she could get on top. Having a naked Yasmine sitting over Levi forced her to take a moment to look. This was her favorite view. “I need you to put your hands on me.”

			“Where do you want me?” Levi slid her hands over Yasmine’s breasts and sat up to kiss her. The way Yasmine pressed down with her hips turned her on, and she wouldn’t keep her waiting.

			Yasmine lifted her body when Levi squeezed her hand between them, and she had to stop and moan at how wet Yasmine was. She loved when Yasmine was this uninhibited, and they paused when Yasmine came down on her fingers. They both enjoyed the position because Levi could see how much Yasmine wanted this and could move at whatever pace she wanted.

			“Right there…I want you right there. Give me what I want, love.” Yasmine leaned over and kissed her again.

			Levi lifted her hips every time Yasmine came down to put more force into her strokes, and she couldn’t take her attention away from Yasmine’s face. Her expression was the picture of pure bliss, and it made Levi happy that she was confident enough to claim her pleasure.

			“Oh,” Yasmine said as she held her own breasts and pumped her hips. “So good, darling.”

			Levi sat back up when Yasmine’s body bowed toward her, and held her in place as she cried out. “Come for me, honey.”

			“Yes…yes,” Yasmine said as she jerked and squeezed Levi’s shoulders. “I can’t—” She inhaled and stopped. “I can’t hold back…I’m coming.”

			Levi held her with her free arm when she slumped. Having Yasmine snuggle against her was one of her favorite things. It touched something primal in her since she was the only person who’d ever had this privilege. Once they were married, she’d do everything she could to be the only person who ever would.

			“Even though we should’ve waited until we got home, the things you do to me, darling, make me quite fortunate,” Yasmine said softly. “My hope is that it’ll always be this way.”

			“I was just thinking that. You’re perfect for me, so I’m always going to want you. It’s ridiculous, but sometimes I think of how we could’ve been Farah and André. Their love only grew with the years they shared, and their family seemed to have learned from their example.” She kissed the side of Yasmine’s neck. The scent of the Chanel perfume she’d given her as a gift for her first day of school was intoxicating.

			“That’s not silly at all, and you’re saying that is why I love you. You’re a romantic through and through, and I’m ecstatic it’s me who brought it out in you.” Yasmine sat up and pushed Levi back. “Let me see what else I can bring out in you.”

			Kissing down Levi’s body, Yasmine pressed her breast against Levi’s sex. Levi took a few deep breaths to keep from rushing her. Yasmine might’ve been new to being intimate, but she was no novice, and she now knew how to release all Levi’s triggers.

			She glanced down, and Yasmine smiled at her. “Tell me, Templar, what do you want?”

			The question threw Levi for a minute, and she smiled back. “You, love, only you. Above country, faith, and treasure, it’ll only ever be you. You are everything,” she said, quoting André. The female Templar might’ve been dead for centuries, but her words were still powerful. “There will only ever be you.”

			





    
            Chapter Ten 





			“You both understand neither of you can leave the city,” the judge said to Ransley Hastings and Richard Chadwick. Wesley was representing both men in night court, and if his livelihood depended on word count, he’d starve, Richard thought. No, their reason for being there had nothing to do with Wesley’s talent as a barrister.

			Eden had spread enough money where Richard had told her, and it had finally paid off. The guards at the prison had quietly transported them to court unshackled and left them to wait their turn. It was a forgone conclusion that the guards wouldn’t be returning. By the time the prosecutors figured it out in the morning, he’d be out of their reach.

			“Yes,” Richard said. He was ready to get out of these disgusting clothes and back to his life.

			“You are free to go with the understanding you appear in court when called.” The young man spoke in a condescending tone. Richard figured it was for show later when he’d have to explain how he hadn’t wanted to let them go. “God bless, Cardinal Chadwick.”

			Ransley followed Richard out, didn’t say a word, and barely looked at Richard when Richard spoke. “Take Wesley and go home. Stay out of sight, Ransley, and wait for me to contact you. Do not disappoint me more than you have already.” Now was the time to sever his relationship to this idiot. He wanted Ransley to understand there would be nothing more between them.

			Eden stepped out of the black car with tinted windows and raised her hand in greeting. Richard waved her back inside—this was no time to take chances that someone would report anything back to the authorities.

			“Don’t think you’ll leave me behind, Richard,” Ransley said loud enough to stop him.

			“For once, Ransley, do what you’re told. I’m going to clean up our messes, and I can’t waste time worrying about you. If you want to do as you like, you’re on your own. Don’t contact anyone in my family to help you.” He got in the car. It was doubtful Ransley would keep quiet, but that was no longer Richard’s problem.

			“Are you okay?” Eden asked after kissing his cheeks. “Wesley told me about the prison, and it sounded horrid.”

			“It was, but I’m fine. Now we have to concentrate on making up the time we lost. We need to make a stop before our flight.”

			They drove through the quiet streets, and he stared out the window at the familiar route. It was one he’d taken every day for over twelve years in his old life, and it angered him that he’d been dragged down this far. Every minute he’d been in that hellhole had been spent obsessing on his plan to get back everything he’d lost. There were people who needed to be punished for turning their backs on him, and he’d been looking forward to this visit.

			They drove through the open gates, and he embraced Edward Hill when he got out. The young bishop was an asset he’d relied on. They’d met years before when Edward had been in Rome as a young priest, and Richard had started to mentor him as he rose through the ranks. Edward was an orphan of circumstance, which had worked in Richard’s favor since Edward saw him as the only father he’d ever known.

			“Edward, thank you for your dedication,” he said softly. He kissed Edward’s cheek and hugged him as he would any of his children. All his work with Edward had come back to him in total loyalty, with Edward following orders with no questions or reluctance.

			“My loyalty lies with you and only you, sir, never worry.” Edward unlocked the front door like he had the gate. “He met with the council earlier tonight, and now he’s upstairs sleeping.”

			Richard nodded and combed his hair back. It was time for a cut and a long shower, but some things couldn’t wait. The three men Edward had brought with him led the way up the stairs. Even in the low light, Richard could see that Francesco had made some changes to the palazzo he’d gifted him. The art alone must’ve set him back a small fortune.

			He’d lived here for the first couple of years after he’d moved to Rome, but once the larger place a few miles away became available, Richard had made the move. Francesco had been happy to accept the house and all the furnishings with the understanding that nothing in life was truly free and a return of favors was expected. When the time came, Francesco had planned to pay Richard back with his vote, but that time was gone.

			Edward had reported that the pope’s council had seized Richard’s house and everything in it, so there was no returning there. Since the vote had been unanimous, that meant Francesco had voted against Richard, which had made his betrayal complete. That along with everything they’d stripped him of was minor on Richard’s list of what the pope and Church owed him.

			The man who entered the bedroom pulled Francesco out of the canopy bed and slapped him as he hit the ground.

			Francesco moaned as he slammed to the floor. “What are you doing? Do you know who I am?”

			“Yes, Francesco, I know exactly who you are and how deep your loyalty goes.” Richard sat in the leather chair by the window, and the men dragged Francesco to kneel before him. “Was it the house, money, or having people kiss your ring that made you lose your mind?” He leaned forward and slapped Francesco hard enough to make him press his hand to his cheek. This pompous little man was easily swayed by shiny baubles, and it was time to remind Francesco how he’d earned all this.

			“Richard,” Francesco said with a desperation that made him smile. “What are you doing here? How did you get out? I can’t hide you.” The words came out like a sickening vomit of weakness.

			“Do you think I’d rely on you for anything?” His yell made Francesco flinch. “Tell me what you’ve done to help me get out.”

			“How was I supposed to get you out?” Francesco was on his knees but seemed to find his footing when his tone changed to indignant. “You took your chance and failed. For the good of the Church, move on. Those of us who love and want to protect it won’t stand for any more interference.”

			Richard slapped him again, and the blood around his mouth made him smile. “You loved what you could get out of me and wielding power. Greed is your mistress, and excess is all you love, you disgusting little pig. Your promise was to get my papers back, as well as what Baggio found.”

			“You’re blaming me for that? That was Edward’s job.” Francesco flinched again when Richard leaned farther in with his hand up.

			“Do you think I’m stupid?” This time, one of the men hit Francesco, and he fell forward, much slower to get up. “A letter from you would’ve gotten me everything I wanted. Did you forget our bargain when you gladly accepted all my gifts?”

			“I didn’t forget anything, but I would’ve been excommunicated if I’d done anything for you. What good would have come from that?”

			“So you’ve forsaken me.” He waved to Edward. “Bring him.” The men dragged Francesco after Richard to the study. “Edward.”

			“Here.” Edward handed over a letter, and Richard knew from experience that no one who read it would doubt it was Francesco’s handwriting. Francesco was devoted to his calling, but Edward was a master forger. He had come from the streets and had grown up hungry, a reformed sinner who Richard had depended on because he knew when to sin again. “Sign it.”

			“You can’t force me to sign anything. This isn’t going to work.” Francesco was starting to get hysterical, so one of the men slapped him hard enough that it echoed in the large room. The blood from his left eyelid dripped onto the white silk pajamas like an abstract painting.

			“To get to where I was within the Church takes friends, Francesco. Friends with long memories when it comes to people who didn’t fulfill their promises. My promise to them was that once I got what I wanted, they would get control of the Vatican Bank. It was a small price to pay, and they were kind enough to lend me the people I’d need to remove obstacles.” The taller man grabbed Francesco by the hair.

			“Where you got in the Church? Come now, Richard. You’re no one in the Church, and there is no secret letter your little bishop can make up that’ll get you back to where you were.” Francesco laughed despite the bleeding.

			At Richard’s wave, Edward moved to the desk and signed the letter Richard would need to remove whatever he wanted from the archives. He folded it carefully and placed it in an envelope that he sealed with red wax and Francesco’s crest. That covered the old traditions, and the email Edward sent had from Francesco’s computer covered the modernization that had happened slowly.

			“Go back? I don’t want to go back to that corrupt swamp,” Richard said, tapping his fingers against Francesco’s forehead to remind him of his ignorance. “I’m going to tear it all down until our flock loses all faith in the Church and her leaders. Once they see what perversion is happening in that gilded palace of greed, I’ll give them an alternative and rebuild.”

			“You’re mad, and you can have your house back. Once you’re gone, I’ll call the police and report this.” Francesco’s stomach jiggled when he spoke. He smeared the blood across his face when he wiped his mouth.

			“We’ll see if anyone misses you, since you’re in no position to report anything. Goodbye, Francesco,” he said as Francesco was gagged, handcuffed, and slung over the big man’s shoulders. “Pray to the Lord for forgiveness, old friend, since mine is in short supply.”
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        * * *

      

			Zara stared at the walls in the last chamber—or the last chamber used by whoever had buried their loved ones here, according to Levi. If the last corpse was relatively new, there had to be another way in and out. The problem was, there was no sign anywhere on the very solid walls. Finding the entrance might give them a clue as to who was responsible for this since, so far, they couldn’t explain the treasure room or why they were all women.

			“If you keep squinting, you’re going to give yourself a headache.”

			Zara closed her eyes at Bailey’s words. They’d had long conversations about a slew of topics, and the more she got to know Bailey, the more perfect she seemed. “I’m sorry.” As exciting as these finds were, and how much she’d loved having Bailey there, Bailey hadn’t signed up for this. Zara had been thinking about it even after Bailey had told her she was glad to be invited.

			“What are you sorry for?” Bailey appeared confused.

			“We were supposed to be enjoying the sights, and you’re stuck here, after an earthquake that I’m sure wasn’t on your wish list, along with all of us.” Her other thought was that the comfort of the hotel would’ve helped her wrap her head around a friendship with Bailey and all that might mean. The isolation of the desert had given her free rein to fantasize about a whole lot of things, and she had to slow down before she did something to embarrass herself.

			“You know the law is my ultimate goal, but history is something I enjoy enough to take a year off to teach it.” Bailey seemed to be watching Salma and her crew. “That you and your family included me is a dream come true. I think every kid has a fantasy of finding treasure and adventures, but I never thought this would be a possibility, so don’t apologize.”

			“Are you sure?” They hadn’t really spent any time alone, but Bailey appeared okay with that. Maybe Zara was misreading this whole situation. When she’d watched her sister and Levi fall in love, Levi had always appeared to vibrate like a tuning fork that had been struck too hard. All that excess energy came from holding herself back from jumping Yasmine. Bailey didn’t seem as desperate.

			“Definitely,” Bailey said and turned to stare. “Am I making you uncomfortable?” Her expression changed to one of a bad realization. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize.”

			“No.” Zara was terrible at this. “You’re not, so stop thinking that.”

			“Your sister told me how important your part in all this was the last time.” Bailey slid her hands deep in her pockets, and that move too reminded Zara of Levi when she was unsure about Yasmine. “How about I take a walk and let you concentrate? I don’t want to hold you back.”

			“You don’t have to.” She took Bailey’s hand. “Let’s take a slow walk through this place like we’ve never seen it before. Maybe something will fall on our head and give us a clue as to how they got in here. And I mean that figuratively.”

			Bailey didn’t let go as they walked without saying a word. Not until they reached the third cavern. “It never occurred to me how hard people work to hide their secrets. Even if this is largely a natural void in the rock, this was a lot of work. The place we helped Levi find was the same thing, but more like a hole in the sand. It had to take a lot less time than this.”

			“My mom tells me it’s human nature,” Bailey said. “It makes her job hard sometimes because society as a whole doesn’t love shouting out their inner thoughts to the world. That’s especially true if they have something to hide and there’s punishment involved. It’s even worse when someone like her does it for them. In this case, it was Mother Nature, but I’m sure whoever uses this as a crypt will be upset. Without an earthquake, there’s no way this place would have been found.”

			“Why this elaborate space, though?” The question was more to herself than to Bailey.

			Bailey stepped behind her and placed her hands on her shoulders. “It’s almost like a labor of love. To me it’s like they didn’t want to hide their secrets, but they had to rest somewhere that held the people they not only belonged to but loved.” She pointed to the carving with the prayer for the dead and took out a small notebook. She flipped to the page for that room. “A variation of the prayer for the dead appears in all these spaces, but this is the only one that faces east. All the others are on the northern wall.”

			“Really?”

			“I went through the whole thing with the GPS, and I didn’t think anything of it, but that wall faces east. Levi told me that even the small things mean something in here. Changing the position might mean something, right?”

			“What do you think it is?” She turned. Bailey was striking in a way that made her want to stare.

			“The north in some cultures is interpreted as moving forward. To me, south on the compass is down, the north on the top is going not only forward but up.”

			“One of the clues we followed was ‘Follow the path of the devil. Begin where the land falls away to the sand. Find the high point in Zagora and the map of our life will be written in the sand. It will be three cycles of the moon to the tree of life. Look where the shield points to find our secrets. It is where you will find the victory that leads to eternity.’ Levi said the path of the devil was hell, which is always depicted as down or south. So if south is down and north is up, what do east and west signify?”

			“Each new day begins in the east and ends in the west. The east has to signify new beginnings.”

			“It not only ushers in a new day, it’s a doorway.” A doorway that wasn’t where they thought it was made perfect sense. The Sonnac family never did anything anyone expected. They had their secrets, but not to the point that they’d never be found. They just made you work for it. “It’s in here.”

			“Where?” Bailey asked, fixated on her.

			“That’s going to take some time, if my limited experience has taught me anything.” She smiled, and Bailey’s face relaxed. “Let’s take a slow look around, but we need a flashlight.”

			Bailey saluted, making her laugh.

			She was alone for a bit as Bailey headed for the opening where all the equipment was. The space had graves like every room, but there were subtle differences. Here, the bodies were closer together, more toward the center, and arranged in a semicircle.

			Yasmine had been teaching her the old dialect, and she stared at the prayer and thought about when it had been said for her grandfather. She’d held Jadda’s hand on that bright day and stared at the crying people who’d gathered. Her father’s parents had died before she was born, so she’d heard the prayer for the first time at her grandfather’s funeral. The emotion of the words centered on loss and sadness but had a certain beauty to them.

			It was the prayer that took center stage here, and she tried to read it again thinking she was off because it sounded almost hopeful. Like death was only a step into something better and nothing to fear. She moved toward it, stopping between the two graves until she could touch the carving. There were no obvious seams in the rock, only the chips of the sections that were enlarged to make room for the graves. Zara placed her hand over the name of Allah. Her instinct was to push, and she was shocked when the large slab moved as easily as if she had pushed on a thin wooden door.

			She glanced into the dark passage but waited, wanting Bailey to come with her. “Look,” she said when Bailey returned.

			“Man, you’re a genius,” Bailey said. “I’ve seen a lot of movies about this kind of thing, and none of them end well unless you’re Indiana Jones. Since I left my hat and whip at home, how do we keep it open when we go in there and not get our heads taken off?”

			“The best thing is for one of us to go in and the other one to wait here,” Zara said, taking a step closer to the opening. “That way, you can go for help if I can’t get out.”

			“Uh, no.” Bailey held her back. “I need you on this side so you can repeat whatever you did.” The flashlight beam seemed to be eaten by the blackness. “I should’ve packed a snack just in case.”

			“Are you sure?” Apprehension seized her, and she had to take a few deep breaths to keep from wrapping herself around Bailey to keep her safe. “Maybe we should wait.”

			“No way. You found it, so you should get to see where it leads. If my head comes off from a booby trap, though, you’re going to be sorry you didn’t kiss me,” Bailey said and winked.

			Once Bailey took a few steps, the damn thing closed, and no amount of pushing got it to open again. “Bailey,” Zara yelled. All that did was make her voice echo, and Salma came running. After Zara explained, Salma stared at the spot, touching the rock where’d she’d pointed and seeming not to believe her.

			“What if we can’t get her out?” She wanted to cry.

			“Calm down,” Salma said, massaging her forehead.

			Zara thought of the radio and managed to make herself understandable. “Levi, please.” She and Bailey hadn’t known each other as long as Yasmine and Levi, but she understood Yasmine’s panic the day Levi had been shot. “Please.”

			





    
            Chapter Eleven 





			Levi lay on her stomach and let her mind wander. Yasmine massaged her shoulders, making her feel like she could melt into the cot. The weight of Yasmine sitting on her had her wishing it was later than early afternoon, and she could enjoy more than a massage.

			“What are you thinking about?” Yasmine asked in that soft, sexy voice.

			“This place and a naked you.”

			“Get that out of your head since my grandmother and father are roaming around.”

			Levi turned her head and opened her eyes. “I’m also thinking about the graves. It’s easy to understand burials are a part of everyone’s history no matter the time period. What we stumbled on, though, doesn’t fit any I’ve ever read about or seen.”

			“The vault,” Yasmine said. “Tombs don’t usually have a fortune buried with them, with the exception of the Aztecs and Egyptians. Templars weren’t known for that, and neither are the nomads at any point in history. No, the Templars were holy men with enough secrets to make any historian crazy, but this is an anomaly even for them.”

			“That I understand, but the mountainside isn’t full of holy men. So far, not one of those bodies is a man.”

			“That doesn’t surprise you, does it?” Yasmine stopped her massage and lay down across Levi’s back. “You managed to find the one Templar with even more secrets than most of the others, love.”

			“How about leaving Salma and her group to finish the cataloging, and we’ll head back to open that box? If it’s more scrolls, they might lead somewhere, but I want to be in a secure location to protect whatever’s in there.”

			Yasmine kissed the back of her neck, and Levi was about to turn so she could kiss her when Zara’s voice came over the radio. The pleading made them both sit up and grab it. “Please,” Zara repeated as Yasmine handed it to her.

			“Zara, we’re on our way,” Levi said, putting her boots on. “What’s wrong?”

			“We found a passage, and Bailey went into see where it led.” Zara spoke fast and breathlessly. “When she was in the tunnel, the damn thing shut, and I can’t get it open again. Hurry, we need to get her out of there.”

			They ran across the sand and entered the tomb until they found Zara. “Take a breath,” Levi said, holding Zara close. “If it opened once, it’ll open again. All we need to do is find the trigger.” She glanced at Yasmine, who took Zara by the hand so she could work.

			“How thick was the door?” Salma asked.

			“It was strange,” Zara said through her tears.

			“Strange?” Levi asked as she pressed on every word of the prayer. It was only the carving of Allah that produced a click. “Strange how?”

			“It was solid rock and about a meter thick, but it moved as if it weighed nothing.” Zara’s explanation made Levi glance at the ground.

			There was no sweep mark in the sand, so Levi dropped to her knees, then her stomach at the bottom of the rock wall. If Zara hadn’t explained, she wouldn’t have believed it. There was no gap under the door, so it should’ve disturbed the sand and pebbles where it opened, but there was nothing. If there was a hinge or pivot point, she wasn’t seeing it.

			“What do you think?” Salma asked.

			“The books that ultimately led us to the Sahara were found because of a trigger in England.”

			“What could Boudica have to do with this?” Yasmine asked. “She came after Farah and André, so she’d have no influence on any of this.”

			They’d followed clues to an old church in England, and a statue of Queen Boudica. Levi had pressed the tooth of a serpent at the base, and it had opened a hinge piece on the sword hilt. The key they’d found had led to the books that got them to the Sahara Desert. “It’s not exactly the same, but in a way, it is. Remember that the only way to reset that trigger was to close the part that opened. Zara released the trigger, and the only way to reset it is to release the next one.”

			“Are you talking in riddles to confuse us?” Salma asked. “What does that mean?”

			“Bailey has to go out the other side before the one in here resets,” Levi’s father said, having come in as Levi explained.

			“That’s hard to believe,” Salma said. “This place was built centuries ago. That kind of engineering would’ve been hard to find back then.”

			“The Templars were master masons as well as builders. It’s not out of the realm of possibility,” Levi’s grandfather, Cristobal, said from behind her father. “Unless you want to blast the door and injure Bailey, we wait.”

			“Honey, you guys stay here. I’ll be back.” Levi walked out with her father and grandfather to find the rest of her family outside with Kareem. “It was the thirteenth room and the passage was to the right of us,” she said, pointing up to where the cliff face ended and the terrain became an incline up to the mountain.

			Her grandmother Jane studied the area and walked to the right. “It has to be there, and not far up.”

			“Yes. Carrying bodies up the mountain wouldn’t make sense,” Levi’s mom said.

			“This is still a family tomb, and the damaged section is the last chamber,” Levi said, but everyone already knew. Talking to herself had always been a way of jogging something in her head. “There has to be a trigger somewhere out here. It’s the only way to get the bodies in. The only problem with that is this range goes on for miles in both directions.”

			“Look for a rock that doesn’t belong.” Kareem’s voice cut through the thoughts running through her head. “There has to be a grave marker since I doubt this place was visited often. A funeral procession would stand out if they were wandering around too long, even if it seems like we’re standing in the end of the world.”

			Levi nodded as she tried to work out where the entrance was. If she was wrong about the damaged area not being it and the entrance was now destroyed, they’d have to dynamite Bailey out. Levi didn’t want to damage the inside, but she wasn’t going to sacrifice Bailey either. No matter where she looked, though, the damn thing was a solid, craggy mass of sameness.

			“There.” She pointed to a spot about six feet up. The rock was a dark gray almost-shard that didn’t quite blend in with the surrounding black-red stone. She climbed and Kareem followed her up. “Look for any carvings or anything that isn’t a natural occurrence.” It didn’t take long for her to find the one thing that didn’t belong.

			“A Templar cross is an interesting choice,” her grandfather Percy said. “But they were successful at blending both their worlds until they carved their own path.”

			Levi pressed the cross, and nothing happened. “Damn.”

			“You said it. That’s one damn dark, long tunnel,” Bailey said from the opening that swung open below them. “You might want to check this out.”

			Levi jumped to the ground, hugged Bailey, and patted her back. “You’re definitely Tully Badeaux’s kid. Thank God you’re all right, or she would’ve removed my liver with an oyster knife.”

			Bailey laughed and led her down the tunnel she’d walked through, pointing to the carvings that were different. A mixture of Arabic and French was likely a nod to André and Farah.

			“Did you see any others?” Levi asked.

			“Those are the only ones. But the rest was dark and seemed a thousand miles long. I might’ve missed something in my mild panic.”

			“Bailey,” Zara yelled.

			“Up here.” Bailey stepped out and met Zara halfway. “Are you okay?”

			“I should be asking you that.” Zara hesitated but only for a moment before she put her arms around Bailey. “You scared me.”

			“You two go take a break, and we’ll take some pictures.” Levi gave them the option of privacy and wasn’t too surprised they took her up on it. Yasmine watched them go in the direction of the tents before glancing up at her. “Would you like to come up here and read some French to me?”

			“What’s in it for me?” Yasmine held her hand to her face to block the wind that had kicked up.

			“So many things.” Levi laughed and noticed Salma and Bamou on the way up as well. They all went in the tunnel and stared at the carving. Strange was always a part of every discovery, but André and Farah took it to another level. “Dr. Hassani?”

			Yasmine pointed to the top left corner at the Roman numeral VIII that didn’t make any more sense than the rest of all this. “Does the number eight mean anything I’m not aware of?”

			“Not yet, but hopefully, there’ll be a clue somewhere in whatever that says.”

			“‘Peace to all who dwell here,’” Yasmine read. “‘Rest in the knowledge your legacy will go on. God exists in all things but is felt most strongly in the soul of the family. That love will echo through the millennia.’”

			“Do you think all these bodies are related?” Salma asked.

			“This place is unique because of the work that went into it and because it’s still in use.” She walked a bit in and studied the walls. Bailey hadn’t seen anything else, but she’d also been trapped. “Work like this is for something sacred.”

			“The treasure?” Bamou asked.

			“They’ve spent very little of the treasure, if any.” Levi walked back and placed her hand on the word family. “Their treasure was their legacy, and that lives on in their family.” The stone gave away just enough to hear the slight click. “Allah opened the door to the living, and family leads to the past. Both are equally important.”

			“Did you guess that?” Salma asked.

			“I’ve been chasing these people through time, and Yasmine and Zara helped me find them. Along the way, you get a sense as to who they were and what they were about. They found love, raised children, and made a life. A life of honor, commitment, and faith that led them through this desert and beyond.”

			“You sound so sure,” Bamou said.

			“I might be wrong about plenty, but the romantic in me hopes not.”

			





    
            Chapter Twelve 





			“You were the one who said you were ready for the big jobs,” Eden Heinrich said into the phone in a tone that screamed frustration.

			Isa took a deep breath to keep from starting an argument. Her sister always acted as if the world was meant to bend not only to her will but to her whims. It didn’t matter if it was her family she had to screw over to get it. Their father had three children who mattered, as he liked to say, but it was Eden who held his trust. Eden would be the one who’d wield the power once their father was gone. Considering their brother was the only son, it still surprised Isa that the honor and legacy of their family had been passed to Eden. The only way Paul would get it back was to enter the priesthood, and that wasn’t ever going to happen.

			“I am, but I’m not ready to spend my life in a Moroccan jail because you’re impatient.” Isa was in the chaos of Marrakesh and hadn’t heard from their spy at the dig, so she might have no choice but to go back. If she did, it would be on her timeline and not Eden’s. “Whatever’s out there has Talbi and the military on high alert. Unless you’re sending an army, there’s no chance I’m getting in, much less out, with anything.”

			“We need the scrolls that have to be there.” Eden’s inflection didn’t change, but Isa knew better. The famous temper that Eden made no move to curb was right there under the surface like hot lava ready to erupt.

			“Are you not listening? Stealing or walking away with anything from there is going to be as easy as flying to the sun by flapping my arms.” She stared out at the work going on to clean up after the quake and was ready to leave this backward place.

			“If you feel you can’t go back, I’ll take care of it.” Eden loved ultimatums, but the ultimatum while also making someone feel small was an extra special treat.

			“Listen,” she said, and stopped at a new voice.

			“Isabell.” Her father had always used her full name as a way to grab her attention. It wasn’t often she’d heard it since she’d insisted on Isa. The original name her father had come up with had never appealed to her, but she was smart enough not to complain.

			“Papa,” she said, then waited.

			“Do you understand how important every part of this is?” He always sounded so stern, as if he would beat you to death with the word of the Lord if you didn’t listen. She thought of him as the cardinal because he seldom acted like a father. The older she got, though, the less the intimidation act got to her.

			“I’m sure Eden has downplayed the difficulty of getting through the number of troops stationed at both locations.” She took a deep breath to make sure she didn’t lose it. “We didn’t even know this existed until last week. How can anything in there be that important? We got what we came for and have all of Hassani’s papers.”

			“I taught you to believe in divine intervention,” he said. “This might be a shortcut to getting what we want. It doesn’t matter if we didn’t know. Now we do. This is more important than what you already have.”

			“I’ll go back, and when I’m jailed, I’m sure Eden will do what she can to get me out.” That was as sarcastic as she ever got. She hung up, not wanting to hear another thing from the family members who never wanted to take chances, and faced Jacqueline. Whatever she was doing, she wouldn’t do it alone. Jacqueline always volunteered to share the risks.

			“We’re going back.” Jacqueline stated it as a fact.

			“According to the cardinal, there are scrolls. They’re there, and it’ll be the end of the world as we know it if we don’t get them for him.” She shook her head. “We need to get going.”

			“You do realize it’s an impossible task,” Jacqueline said but stood to join her.

			Isa took Jacqueline’s hand and nodded. “Yes, and that’s why I’m going to make you stay behind. You can wait, and if something goes wrong, get out and follow the plan we put together.”

			Jacqueline put her arms around Isa’s neck. “No. I’ve been assigned to you, and I won’t desert you. I’m coming with you.”

			“My father doesn’t realize there’s no such thing as indentured servants any longer, but I do. I care too much about you to lead you to a certain bad ending.” She kissed Jacqueline’s forehead and released her. “Once they lock me up, make sure you call Eden and tell her to fuck off. Next time, she can try this herself and see how far she gets once she’s out of the layer of protection she keeps around herself.”

			Jacqueline laughed and grabbed Isa by the front of the shirt before she got too far away. “You can tell her that yourself because I’m going with you, and we’ll be fine.”

			“A compromise?” She made no move to bring them closer. “You come, but only to a point. That’s an order.”

			They made arrangements to fly as close as they could without detection. This time, there were camels waiting, and they rode until they could walk the rest of the way. The tents were still in place, and the number of soldiers seemed to have grown around the opening. If that was the only way in, whatever problem Isa had with her family would be solved once someone shot her in the head.

			“Now what?” Jacqueline asked.

			“We wait. The cardinal promised divine intervention. Let’s see if he’s right.”
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        * * *

      

			Zara held Bailey’s elbow as they made their way down. They entered the main tent and went to the corner where the workers had stacked boxes of supplies. No one stopped them, and the spot gave them a semblance of privacy.

			“You scared the hell out of me.” Zara slapped Bailey’s chest, angry with the overwhelming sense of helplessness. It was foreign to her when it came to worrying this much about someone outside her family.

			“Trust me, I’m glad it was me and not you.” Bailey didn’t stop her when she hit her again. “Meeting you has been exciting, for sure, but I think I wouldn’t handle you being in danger very well. It’s a theory, but that’s what went through my head when that damn door closed.”

			“I’m sorry,” she said, keeping her hands on Bailey’s chest. “I’m glad you’re all right.”

			“I hope you’re not insulted by what I have to say, but while you’re pretty all the time, you’re beautiful when you’re angry.” Bailey smiled as she pressed her hand to the side of Zara’s neck. “There are things worth taking chances on, and getting the answers you and your family needed was worth it to me.”

			“Bailey,” she said, not sure how to go forward.

			“Zara, I don’t want anything from you, so stop thinking like that. Just being a small part of this was enough. I’m not pushing you into something. All I want is to be your friend.”

			The kindness in Bailey reminded her of Levi; the only difference was their life experiences. Bailey didn’t seem as sure of herself as Levi, but she wasn’t exactly naïve. All Zara knew for sure was that Bailey was hard to stay away from. She felt the connection, and she wasn’t going to sever it. She didn’t want to. “I don’t think that at all.” She lifted her hand to cover Bailey’s on her neck. “I’m not sure, though, and I’m afraid.”

			“Then we stop here.” Bailey stepped back, and Zara shivered when she removed her hand. “Let’s go see if they found anything.”

			“I’m not afraid of you, Bailey. I’m afraid you might lose patience while I figure all this out.” That stopped Bailey, but Bamou interrupted.

			“Ms. Hassani,” he said from the other side of the boxes. “You have a call.”

			She sighed, and Bailey moved before she did, but she did give her a small smile. “Thank you, who is it?”

			“Your mother.”

			That was surprising. That her mother had found a way to call was proof of her persistence. “Mama,” she said when Bamou handed her the satellite phone. “Are you all right?”

			“No,” her mother shouted. “My family has deserted me, and now someone has robbed us.”

			“What? Were you out on the street?” It seemed that when disasters like earthquakes happened, it brought out the worst in some people. “Are you hurt?”

			“Someone broke into the house while we were sleeping. We woke up to a mess, and all the books in the place are gone. We could’ve been killed.” Her mother was instantly hysterical and of course went to the worst-case scenario, even if it hadn’t happened. “When are you and your sister coming back? We’re not safe.”

			“Are you hurt?” She repeated the question thinking of her mother’s history. Hysteria was her mother’s religion, and she was devoted to it.

			“You’re not listening. I need you back here. Just you and Yasmine.”

			“I’ll get right back to you.” She ended the call and blew out a breath. What was happening was a repeat of the first time, and it still didn’t make any sense. Whatever secrets someone buried so long ago were only important to historians like her. There was little chance they would change anyone’s life in the present.

			“It sounds like your mom and mine have a few things in common.” Bailey smiled and called Levi over the radio.

			“I thought you and Levi said your mother was nice.”

			“My mom Tully is, but my mom Jessica can be a bit of a drama queen. No offense, but that sounded a bit drama queen-ish.”

			Zara had to laugh at that. The term drama queen was totally American, but it fit. Her mother’s behavior hadn’t changed much over the years, and there’d been no reason to since in most cases, it got her what she wanted. That was until Zara and Yasmine had left for school. The dramatics were not enough to overcome the freedom they’d found when their education had led them so far away from home and their mother’s over-the-top reaction to every little thing.

			“I didn’t mean to insult you.” Bailey’s smile wasn’t as wide.

			“No insult taken if it’s the truth. Missing books, though, might bring out the same behavior in my sister. She stored all her papers from her university days at Jadda’s house. If someone took all that, Yasmine is going to be livid.” She stopped when she heard talking outside. “Bamou, can you find out what happened back home?”

			“I’ve put in a call to Mr. Talbi, and his office said he shouldn’t be long.” Bamou went to the other side of the large table when the group entered, as if readying himself for whatever was needed.

			Zara explained what her mother had reported, and she was right about her sister. If someone had taken her papers, there was no guarantee she could get them back. “She wouldn’t answer me when I asked if she was okay, but I figured they all were fine.”

			“I thought Nabil left
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