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Chapter One




A glimmer of sunlight appeared on the
horizon, casting the sun’s warm glow upon the waking city. People
hurried to catch the bus, train, or subway, heading to jobs they
loved or hated. Taxis weaved in and out of traffic, cutting off
cars to pick up a fare. Annoyed drivers hit their horns while
slamming on the brakes and shouting obscenities. Pedestrians waited
on the corner for the light to turn green, keeping to themselves,
avoiding eye contact, oblivious to the rush hour chaos.

Coffee trucks serviced the metropolis,
proficiently moving the line; the hearty brew waking the senses;
each sip of the warm liquid absorbed into the bloodstream,
circulating throughout the body; their gait turned lively, and
strangers nodded, exchanging idle chatter in lobbies and elevators.
Another workday to relish or despise.

AnaRose headed up the subway station stairs
next to the museum. She gazed upon the magnificent building with
pride. Its massive columns and exquisite architecture reminiscent
of bygone days. Ancient Greece or Rome? She never tired of
the celebrated landmark because she fulfilled a childhood dream of
following in her parents’ footsteps.

In her mind’s eye, images of the various digs
her parents supervised throughout their professional careers
surfaced. They had been an archeological powerhouse, leaders in
their fields, and considered royalty by many. Their daughter, the
heir apparent, schooled to inherit the kingdom, stayed by their
side, learning from the masters and soaking up knowledge between
semesters.

This museum is not the Smithsonian or the
Louvre, but I am happy here, Dad. You understand, don’t you,
Mom?

“Finally,” a voice in the crowd said as the
red hand on the traffic control device turned green.

The pedestrians crossed the street as a
single entity, staring straight ahead like a herd of woolly
mammoths approaching a waterhole. She chuckled, picturing everyone
in different guises, a modern-day paleontologist’s goldmine,
ancient fossils reawakened.

Once she reached the museum’s main entrance,
AnaRose envisioned the red carpet covering the staircase, welcoming
the city’s elite. Instead of thinking about the upcoming gala, she
remembered the first time she walked up the stairs, excited and
anxious, aware of the competition for the assistant curator
position. The qualified candidates observed their rivals, seeking
advantages, finding none. A professional behaved as expected;
poised, self-assured, and appropriately dressed. Personality played
a pivotal role in the selection process. The museum required a
perfect fit to motivate the team. One by one, they entered and left
the conference room. Their faces were unreadable, keeping their
dignity in the wake of defeat. AnaRose’s passion and enthusiasm
shined bright enough for a job offer. Those virtues never waned
over time, and when the main curator for antiquities retired, the
Board of Directors sanctioned her appointment.

“Back to reality,” AnaRose muttered when
hearing the museum guard’s greeting. “Good morning, James. How are
you and your family?”

“All is good, ma’am. Have a pleasant
day.”

Bypassing the elevator banks, AnaRose
approached the roped-off gallery for the Ancient Greece exhibit,
scheduled to open in two weeks. Walking through a replica of the
Temple of Athena Nike, AnaRose marveled at the artistry of the
talented craftsmen. The large room contained antiquities rarely
seen on the North American continent. Pottery, sculptures, jewelry,
and coins filled glass-covered cabinets strategically placed
throughout the west wing.

“You are quite the beauty, Athena, even
without your head,” AnaRose said to the statue positioned in the
center of the room, overshadowing the display cases.

It had taken longer than usual to bring the
exhibition to its fruition, but worth the time and effort.
Successfully negotiating with the British and Acropolis Museums to
lend their antiquities to an obscure museum in the United States
enhanced AnaRose’s standing within the community. A rising star
sought after by prominent corporations to sit on their Governing
Bodies.

Satisfied with the design and placement of
the artifacts, AnaRose left through the rear exit, climbing the
three flights to her office on the top floor. She usually arrived
before Erica and Jo and appeared surprised when her graduate
student greeted her with a cup of coffee, which AnaRose graciously
accepted. She saw the extra sparkle in Jo’s eyes and a pent-up
eagerness bursting at the seams.

“What is going on, Jo? Tell me before you
explode!”

“You won’t believe this, but they found a
ring in Sainte-Eulalie-de-Cernon. Have you heard of it? It’s
somewhere in France. Discovered by accident at a flea market, of
all places! And they want us, you, to authenticate it. They want
you to fly to Paris today. Today! And Erica will be here soon and
can book the flight.”

“Deep breaths, Jo. Start at the beginning.
Who is asking? And what is so important about the ring?”

“The European Institute for the Conservation
of Antiquities is asking. Dr. Alexandre Boucher called himself! I
got to the phone before he hung up! He thinks the ring belonged to
Balian of Ibelin; it has his crest and the Templar Cross!”

“What do you remember about the Crusades and
the Knights Templar?”

“I researched Lord Balian,” Jo said, handing
AnaRose a folder. “He was at the helm when the Templar knights lost
Jerusalem, and a holy relic went missing.”

“Did they mention the Holy Nail?” AnaRose
said while skimming over the printout.

“It is cited as a legend, not fact. However,
if it exists, Balian’s ring is the key to finding the relic.”

The sound of elevator doors opening reminded
AnaRose of the time difference with France.

“Am I late?” Erica said as she tossed her
handbag on her desk. “I don’t recall an early meeting. I am
sorry.”

“Apologies aren’t necessary. Jo came in
early.”

Erica and Jo exchanged glances as AnaRose
paced the length of her office, speaking more to herself than to
them.

“I have always been fascinated with the
Templars and the Crusades. Richard I movies saw to it! And who
could forget Saladin? Although over thirty Instruments of the
Passion are being venerated throughout Europe, making authenticity
doubtful, the true Holy Nail could exist.”

“We are on schedule for the gala opening,”
Erica said. “And you are a phone call away if anything comes
up.”

“It’s been a while since we’ve done
fieldwork,” Jo reminded her.

AnaRose retrieved her calendar on the
computer, not saying a word while scrolling through the entries.
She smiled; her eyes twinkled when she faced them and said, “I
think adventure calls. What do you say, Jo? Fancy a trip to
France?”

 



Chapter Two




The Eiffel Tower dominated the landscape as
the taxi drove through the city, weaving around the less-traveled
side streets, avoiding traffic congestion and inevitable
collisions. Flashes of historic bridges traversing the Seine passed
by quickly, unidentifiable to the visitor, but easily recognized by
the locals. Trees lined the embankment, providing relief during the
heat of midday. The promenade offered a glimpse of the magical
waterway, with its restaurant boats and sightseeing cruise
ships.

“Could we fit in a dinner cruise on the
Seine?” Jo said.

“Not this trip, I’m afraid.”

“You are right. We have a lot of ground to
cover.”

“And we don’t have much time,” AnaRose
reminded her.

The taxi stopped at the hotel, the facade
reminiscent of a medieval tavern rather than a modern-day building.
Frequented by visiting scholars, this unique piece of history
survived the Nazi occupation. After the war, fundraising events
held by museums and universities paid for the renovations, and its
out-of-the-way location and limited amenities kept it off the
tourists’ radar.

Upon paying the fare, AnaRose and Jo entered
the lobby, pulling their luggage effortlessly across the floor.
Polished wood panel walls lined the room. A replica of the
Medieval Product of the Vine tapestry covered the west wall.
A reproduction of Two Knights Jousting in a Landscape by
Eugene Delacroix hung above the fireplace in the atrium.

A few people read the newspaper while others
sipped coffee, enjoying the fire’s warmth and uninterested in the
new guests registering at the desk.

“The lift is on the right,” the hotel clerk
told AnaRose while giving her the keycards.

“Thank you,” AnaRose said.

“I love this place,” Jo whispered.

“Why are you whispering?”

“I don’t know. It’s the atmosphere, I
guess.”

“We have until ten, so we might as well
unpack and have breakfast.”

“Good idea,” Jo replied as they entered the
elevator.

They had adjoining rooms on the top floor,
providing a breathtaking view. Both women packed lightly,
preferring carry-on luggage. They expected to stay one night, two,
if necessary, before heading out to Sainte-Eulalie-de-Cernon.
Everything depended upon meeting with Dr. Boucher and
authenticating Lord Balian’s ring.

“How about going to the café up the street,”
AnaRose said.

AnaRose disregarded the two women leaving the
lobby at the same time or observed their presence in the café where
they sat close enough to eavesdrop on her conversation with Jo.

“The Institute is not far. Care to walk?”
AnaRose said, finishing her coffee.

The spies settled their bill as AnaRose and
Jo left the establishment. They kept their distance, blending in,
unobtrusive, inconspicuous.

*

Sunbeams danced off glittering jewels
showcased in the well-lit European Institute for the Conservation
of Antiquities hallway. Arrayed in restored splendor, spanning over
a millennium, pieces of history documented humanity’s existence.
Cabinets lined with necklaces, bracelets, brooches, goblets, vases,
and decorative boxes accentuated the sculptures, stretching the
length of the corridor.

AnaRose and Jo admired the displays, taking
their time poring over the remnants of the past, appreciating the
archeologist’s finds.

“Dr. Preston?” a man asked, appearing out of
nowhere.

“Yes,” AnaRose replied.

“I am Damien Marchard, assistant to Dr.
Boucher.”

“Nice to meet you. And this is my assistant,
Jo Hughes.”

Damien led them to Dr. Boucher’s office on
the second floor. As expected, the room looked cluttered with
various objects waiting to be cataloged. Shelves containing ancient
manuscripts and books covered two walls. An antique desk faced a
stained-glass window, where a Templar knight’s gaze followed every
move.

“AnaRose, welcome,” Dr. Boucher said, rising
from his chair. “You remind me of your mother! And who is
this?”

“Jo Hughes, my assistant. You spoke with her
on the phone.”

“Ah, yes.”

Dr. Boucher opened a small chest on his desk,
removing Lord Balian’s ring.

“I would have you concur this ring is
genuine. Look at the seal.”

“This is remarkable,” AnaRose said, taking
the ring and tracing the imprint on the top surface with her
fingertips.

“I knew you’d be interested.”

“Where exactly in Sainte-Eulalie-de-Cernon
did they find it?”

“A local boy came upon it in the fields, not
far from the ruins of a Templar chapel. Mass flooding in the area
uprooted debris along the ancient pathways. The child’s family
brought it to the flea market, believing it might be worth
something. Luckily, the local historian, Jeffrey Fabron, spotted
the relic, told the parents what he thought about the item’s
authenticity, and mentioned a reward, which the Institute gladly
paid.”

“According to legend, once Lord Balian
realized Jerusalem would fall, he had a dagger made with a hidden
compartment for the Holy Nail. The hilt could only spring open
after pressing Balian’s signet ring’s imprint into the pommel,”
Damien interjected. “Balian entrusted a Templar knight to flee to
Paris with the relic before Saladin’s arrival, but he never reached
the city.”

“There are markings inside the band, faint
outlines,” AnaRose said. “Do you have a magnifying glass?”

“I think it’s Latin and refers to the Holy
Nail,” Dr. Boucher said.

“Which means the courier did get to France.
The Templars had multiple routes to the Holy Land.”

“You are correct, and if the dagger exists,
you shall find it, AnaRose.”

“The Vatican would probably claim ownership,”
Jo interjected.

“We have to find it first.”

“I knew you’d be up for the challenge,” Dr.
Boucher smiled. “I’m honored to have you on my team.”

 


 



Chapter Three




AnaRose visited The Underground, a quaint bar
a few blocks from the Institute, hoping to run across old contacts
who frequented the establishment. Accepted by the locals as an
oasis for dubious characters, law-abiding citizens consorted with
their nefarious counterparts. Upstairs, patrons dined on simple
dishes, appreciating the ambiance while listening to classical
music playing through overhead speakers. Nothing untoward
transpired on the main floor; however, a different world existed
downstairs.

A place to discuss debatable activities over
a drink while listening to a jazz band offered a safe haven for its
unsavory clientele. Nothing illegal occurred in the basement, but
inquiries got results, and the illicit antiquities trade
flourished.

Jo’s eyes widened when AnaRose smiled through
the peephole. The man closed the panel, opening the door, gesturing
they enter. They remained near the bar as AnaRose searched for a
familiar face. Several couples danced to the music; others drank
amicably while heated discussions played out in darkened
corners.

“Why are we here? Who are they?” Jo
asked.

“Unsanctioned antiquity dealers and relic
hunters. They don’t care about preserving history. They want the
money and have no problem breaking the law.”

The patrons did not recognize the strangers
and followed their movements as AnaRose led the way toward a table
where a man conversed with two women. The club manager jumped up,
greeting AnaRose heartedly. Distrust abated, and the customers
returned to their business at hand.

“When did you get in?” the club manager
said.

“This morning. I need your help. I’m seeking
someone knowledgeable about the Knights Templar and the
Crusades.”

“So, the rumors are true? The dagger with the
Holy Nail exists?”

“Is there someone you can recommend?” AnaRose
said, ignoring the club manager’s question.

“Francois Travers, but he prefers being
called Frankie.”

“Is he a professor? I have not heard the
name.”

“His family has a residence outside Paris.
Here is the address.”

“Thank you,” AnaRose said. “Come on, Jo.
We’re leaving.”

AnaRose ignored the women playing Roulette as
she and Jo rushed towards the exit. If she had not been in such a
hurry, AnaRose might have recognized her nemesis and would have
realized she might not be the only one searching for the
dagger.

“Jade, if you’re not going to place a bet,
leave the table,” the dealer said.

“We should go,” Lacey told Jade. “I expect
AnaRose already has the ring.”

*

AnaRose hurried to the hotel with Jo
struggling to keep up. Sidewalks swarming with pedestrians kept
either of them from speaking, a welcome distraction for AnaRose. It
gave her time to formulate her responses to Jo’s predictable
queries when alone. She saw Jo’s bewilderment and discomfort inside
The Underground and scolded herself for being insensitive to Jo’s
lack of experience in such a setting. During their two-year
association, fieldwork consisted of attending archeological digs
with everything above board and by the book. Relic hunters belonged
to a different world, with murky waters and dubious practices
coexisting with academic protocols.

Occasionally, her father disappeared for
weeks. AnaRose considered the absences normal as a child but
changed her mind as she grew older. When the University’s Museum
curator met her father at their home, she hid in the room. As he
handed over an ancient Egyptian bracelet for the exhibition,
thoughts of fencing contraband crossed her mind. AnaRose showed
herself, confronting the man she admired, plunging herself
unwittingly into a profession not taught in schools.

Deceived by the optics, AnaRose believed the
worst and pictured her father in prison. A sigh of relief swept
over her after learning the object had been procured legally, a
stark reminder not to jump to conclusions. Intrigued by the
clandestine operations and the adrenaline rush of a successful
outcome, AnaRose became her father’s protégé.

A resume never listed a relic hunter
position, a side project undertaken quietly, and taking risks worth
the reward. The acquisitions destined to be seen by the public and
not locked away in someone’s safe.

AnaRose rarely shared her alternate persona
with her personal assistants. She confided in Erica, a permanent
employee, while her assistants’ tenure lasted a few years. There
had not been any relic-hunting requests since Jo’s arrival, deeming
full disclosure irrelevant.

Tell her enough to keep her safe. The world
recognizes the black market with illegal antiquities trading
exists. It’s not like it happened overnight. Besides, she is
trustworthy.

Crossing the street quickly, Jo stumbled as
they reached the curb, losing her balance on a loose stone.

“Are you alright?” AnaRose asked.

While helping Jo, she caught a glimpse of
someone she recognized from her past turning the corner.

“What is it?” Jo said.

“It’s nothing. I thought I saw someone I
knew.”

Once safely inside the hotel room, Jo lost
her restraint and asked, “What is going on? How do you know those
people at the bar? Who are you?”

AnaRose poured Jo a drink, beckoning her to
sit while she calmed the woman’s fears.

“This is so exciting,” Jo said. “Thank you
for confiding in me. I won’t let you down.”

*

Jade and Lacey nursed their drinks at the
hotel bar, looking at the people in the lobby and glancing at the
elevator bank every time the door opened. Their source had given
them accurate intel about AnaRose’s involvement in finding the
dagger.

Lord Balian’s courier had too many routes
in France to take, which meant tightening the search parameters.
But how? The ring held the answer, but where did it lead? Jade
thought.

“Do you think she saw us?” Lacey said.

“Probably. But I doubt she’ll suspect we’re
after the same thing.”

“She might hold a grudge. You did leave her
in a dangerous situation.”

“All is fair in this business,” Jade reminded
her. “Besides, she did okay in the end.”

“If you say so.”

“Finish your drink; they’re leaving,” Jade
said.

They stepped onto the sidewalk as AnaRose and
Jo got into the cab. Jade wrote down the tag number. They would
call for the drop-off location later. For now, they had nothing to
do but wait.


Chapter Four




The taxi veered off the main road, narrowly
missing the turn obscured by trees and vegetation. A sizeable
two-story country house with casement-styled windows and climbing
plants adhering to its walls greeted the uninvited visitors.
Scrolled wrought iron balconies decorated the right and left sides
of the structure, and dormers provided light to the attic.

“Please wait,” AnaRose told the driver, who
nodded and turned off the engine.

“This is quaint,” Jo said, admiring the
gardens and manicured lawn.

The door opened before they reached the
entry, and AnaRose identified herself immediately, setting the
woman at ease.

“Master Travers is in the solarium,” the
housekeeper said. “I will take you to him.”

AnaRose smiled at Jo, directing her attention
to portraits of long-forgotten ancestors hanging beside recent
photographs of the current occupants. The cathedral ceilings and
dark wood paneling created a rustic atmosphere reminiscent of a
bygone era.

Frankie Travers sat in front of an easel,
painting a country landscape. Surrounded by tools of the trade, the
artist never moved; whatever he needed lay within reach.

“Thank you, Lena. You may leave us,” Frankie
said to the housekeeper as he stood and faced the women.

“I am Dr. AnaRose Preston, and this is Jo
Hughes.”

“Are you here to purchase one of my
paintings? I also accept commissions.”

“No. I’m told you are an unofficial authority
on the Crusades, and I need your expertise to confirm this belonged
to Lord Balian of Ibelin.”

AnaRose handed him the ring, watching his
reaction.

“It is authentic, and there are markings
inside the band. I think it refers to the Holy Nail lost during the
Crusades.”

“Where did you get this?”

“They found it in France, in debris left by
floods, near a Knights Templar village in the southern region of
Aveyron.”

“It’s probably an imitation. And a pretty
good one, an impressive forgery.”

“Take a closer look. The crosses on the sides
represent the Templars and the Holy Sepulcher. And Balian did wear
such a ring. I’ve seen it on a portrait belonging to a private
collector in Richerenches.”

“It’s not unheard of to have had several such
rings, one to leave behind for sealing documents while the other
worn when in battle.”

Frankie retrieved a magnifying glass from a
nearby desk, examining the ring in direct sunlight and beneath a
fluorescent desk lamp.

“It might be worth something, but it won’t
help you find the Holy Nail.”

A ringing cell phone heralded their dismissal
as Frankie answered the call.

“Thank you for your time,” AnaRose said as
she caught sight of Lena standing in the hallway, waiting to show
the uninvited guests out.

The housekeeper smiled at the women,
remaining silent while closing the door when they stepped onto the
porch.

“Where do we go from here?” Jo said as they
reached the taxi.

“He recognized the ring; I saw it in his
eyes. And he recorded our meeting.”

“I didn’t see any cameras.”

“My money’s on the wall clock and smoke
detector. Remember when Frankie held the ring in the air, rotating
it, pretending he needed better light?”

“Since you mention it, yes, and I should pay
more attention to what’s happening around me,” Jo said, glancing at
the house. “He’s peeking through the curtains.”

“He is probably waiting for us to leave.”

The women got into the cab, not speaking as
the vehicle left the driveway. AnaRose leaned over the front seat,
instructing the driver to wait nearby and stay out of sight. She
sensed Frankie might be going somewhere, and he proved her
right.

As the taxi followed Frankie, AnaRose called
the Institute.

“Damien, have you met Francois Travers? He’s
not the historian I expected.”

“No, I haven’t, and the name doesn’t sound
familiar. I’ll ask Dr. Boucher and get back to you.”

*

Frankie parked his car in the alleyway next
to his art gallery, using the rear entrance to avoid detection.

“Pull up down the street,” AnaRose said as
the taxi drove slowly past the storefront.

“It says by appointment only,” Jo told
AnaRose.

After paying the fare, the women peered
inside the sunlit room. An array of paintings hung on the walls as
expected, but light glimmered through cracks in the partitions.

“We can wait over there for him to leave,”
AnaRose said, specifying an alcove across the street.

“Why are we hiding? Can’t we go inside and
talk to him again?”

“He hasn’t been truthful and is concealing
something. At this point, he can’t be trusted.”

“Neither can we! I don’t think this is a good
idea.”

“Noted. But we can negotiate a working
arrangement once I know Frankie’s secrets.”

Several hours passed without movement.
AnaRose kept reassuring Jo that Frankie’s odd behavior necessitated
the cloak-and-dagger tactics. But avoiding detection decreased the
longer they waited.

“The door’s opening,” Jo whispered, clutching
AnaRose’s arm.

The women ducked into the shadows when
Frankie glanced in their direction as he walked to the car. They
heard the engine start and the tires spinning as Frankie drove to
the main street.

Rushing towards the gallery, AnaRose
retrieved a lock-picking kit from an inside pocket. Within minutes,
the door opened.

“What are you doing?” Jo asked, astonished.
“Isn’t this breaking and entering?”

“Only if we get caught. But we’re not going
to take anything. I want to look around.”

“You’ve done this more than once, haven’t
you?” Jo said, her tone accusatory, while following AnaRose inside.
“What else are you not telling me? It’s like corporate
espionage!”

“Nonsense. We are the good guys.”

“Keep telling yourself that,” Jo
whispered.

Ignoring Jo’s concern, AnaRose removed a
flashlight from another pocket, guiding its light toward the floor.
The office showed little out of the ordinary. Desks, chairs, and
filing cabinets took up most of the space. Flashing the light
across the walls showed another door, unlocked.

At the bottom of the stairs, AnaRose found a
light switch on the stone wall. Flipping the lever lit an abandoned
tunnel, possibly a Templar escape route built centuries ago.
Walking the corridor length exposed several inner chambers, but
only one had a locked passageway.

“Go ahead, do your thing,” Jo said. “What do
you think is inside?”

The door creaked when opened, unveiling a
treasure trove of ancient artifacts. The collection represented the
Knights Templar and the Crusades, two historical factions
interweaved throughout time, as God wills it.

Manuscripts, papers, and books shared desk
space with a state-of-the-art computer. The monitor awakened when
Jo accidentally touched the keyboard, revealing a graphic of Lord
Balian’s dagger.

“Frankie knows quite a bit about the
relic.”

“Did you see this?” Jo said. “It’s a sketch
of the dagger, and it shows the location of the hidden chamber for
the Holy Nail.”

A sudden loud noise coming from the hallway
startled the two women.

“Someone’s out there,” AnaRose whispered.

“Were we followed, or do you think Frankie
came back?”

“Only one way to find out.”

Rushing towards the corridor, they found
Frankie lying unconscious on the floor. AnaRose bent over, feeling
for a pulse as Jo screamed. An intruder, dressed in black with his
face covered, lunged at AnaRose from behind.

The assailant swung an iron bar at AnaRose,
who ducked to the side, deflecting the blows several times. When
the weapon missed its target and struck the wall, AnaRose took the
offensive, front-kicking her attacker, who retreated. The thug
recovered, coming after AnaRose with the rod. She grabbed his arm,
twisting his body, and hit him in the neck.

Giving ground, they walked in a circle,
eyeing each other with slow movements, waiting for the other person
to strike. AnaRose advanced with rapid kicks, causing him to fall
to the ground. He crawled away from her, tossing the weapon as he
got to his feet and ran up the stairs. AnaRose followed onto the
street, but the trespasser jumped into a waiting car. AnaRose saw
headlights aiming directly at her. She tumbled onto the ground as
the vehicle sped off, almost hitting her.

Dashing down the stairs, AnaRose found Jo
with Frankie, who had regained consciousness.

“Are you alright?” Jo asked.

“What happened? Why was I attacked? This is
your fault!”

“Whoever it was got away,” AnaRose replied.
“Has anyone broken in before?”

“You’re the first! And what are you doing
here?” Frankie said.

“We can ask you the same question.”

“I forgot my journal as if it’s any of your
business. You are trespassing. Give me a good reason not to call
the police.”

“We have the same interests. You want to find
the dagger and might have an idea of where to start. And I have the
resources to make it happen.”

“But since I didn’t share my theories, you
decided to help yourself to my research. That’s why you’re here,
isn’t it?”

“In my defense, you left me little choice,”
AnaRose said. “If you had been honest from the start…”

“What we did is inexcusable,” Jo interjected.
“But our intentions were...”

“No better than the black marketers,” Frankie
interrupted. “This behavior tarnishes your reputation, Dr.
Preston.”

“You are right. We’re off to a bad start, and
the fault is mine. I should have been more forthcoming, explaining
what was at stake and not being accusatory and suspicious. From
what I’ve seen here, you have invaluable insight, supported by your
attention to detail, which is why I invite you to be part of my
team. What do you say, Frankie? Would you work with us?”

“If I agree to join your quest, how will I
know you’ll be truthful?”

“You have my word.”

Frankie hesitated briefly, weighing the
advantages and disadvantages AnaRose’s collaboration offered.
Finally, he said, “I will do it on one condition.”

“Name it.”

“I want anonymity. My name is not to appear
anywhere. And before you ask, I have my reasons which I don’t plan
on sharing.”

“Your wishes will be honored,” AnaRose
replied.

“Thank you for believing in us, Frankie. You
won’t regret your decision, I promise,” Jo told him.


Chapter Five


“I almost got caught,” Jade said, removing
her ski mask as the car vanished into traffic.

“Where to?” Lacey asked.

“The Underground. I need a drink.”

Jade tossed the black jacket onto the rear
seat. Lifting her shirt, she touched her torso gently, grimacing
with pain as her fingers palpated the area beneath her rib
cage.

“What happened?”

“Not quick enough.”

“In all fairness, it’s been a while since
you’ve been to the gym,” Lacey said, laughing. “Do you think she
recognized you?”

“I doubt it. We haven’t crossed paths since
Cairo,” Jade replied as she remembered their last
confrontation.

 


Several Years Earlier

 


Newspaper headlines told the world about
another rare discovery in the Valley of the Kings. A new passageway
leading to an undefiled burial chamber had been exposed after a
minor earthquake struck the region. But the media did not report
the theft of Anubis’s amulet, a cursed talisman worth millions,
coveted by museum curators and privileged investors.

During the commotion following such a unique
find, a worker managed to slip the jackal pendant into his pocket
before removing a statue to be cataloged. Once he handed over the
sculpture, he merged with the curious crowd and left with them on
the tourists’ bus.

A young man in his twenties, fortunate to be
employed, considered his options as the pyramids disappeared over
the horizon. Fingering the ornament in his pocket sent chills down
his spine. He feared the curse more than the authorities.

A day’s journey brought him to Cairo to meet
the buyer. His connections with disreputable people and
above-average dark web knowledge produced quick results. And the
highest bidder won the prize.

Stars brightened the evening sky as the thief
waited in the city’s poorest neighborhood. A perfect place to
conduct business since everyone kept to themselves. Standing in a
doorway, he checked the time, glancing up and down the street,
jumping at every noise, and tripping over his feet when he heard
footsteps.

“I’m sorry if I startled you,” AnaRose said,
extending her hand to help him up.

“Do you have the money? U.S. Dollars?”

“I’ll take the talisman,” Jade interrupted,
pointing a gun at the startled thief while stepping out of the
shadows.

“No, you won’t,” AnaRose said, trying to
dislodge the weapon.

The firearm discharged in the scuffle,
hitting the thief in the chest. Jade grabbed the amulet and ran off
into the night, leaving AnaRose to deal with the police.

 


Present Day

 


“I wonder how AnaRose got away. The cops got
there a little too quickly if you ask me.”

“I gave them a few American dollars to stick
around. I told them I was searching for a friend. So, when the
revolver went off.”

“They showed up,” Lacey interrupted. “Good
thinking.”

“I leave nothing to chance.”

*

Flipping through the pages of Frankie’s
sketchbook exposed the artist’s passion for discerning the truth,
with detailed drawings of the siege of Jerusalem, embattled
knights, and holy relics. Numerous maps of the era highlighted
travel routes from Paris to the Holy Land, including Templar
Commanderies established throughout France.

Original manuscripts, collected over time,
corroborated digital sources when researching historical events.
Although the computer provided quick and easy access to
information, inaccuracies persisted. Academia rejoiced when an
archeologist discovered a lost parchment with antiquated text.
Historical facts kept changing, legends became truths, but
mysteries continued.

Genuine relics, holy or otherwise, held a
connection to the past. A fascination with ancient civilizations
and folklore founded the antiquities trade, legal or not. And
whatever driving force propelled the adventurer to act had little
bearing on reasoning. In a clandestine world, the best in the field
made fortunes, and the worst barely survived.

While Frankie rested on a bed hidden in the
corner, recovering from his ordeal, AnaRose and Jo accessed
computer files, searching for pertinent information.

“I can’t wait until later, AnaRose,” Jo said.
“Did you discuss this profession with the museum’s Chairman? When
did you learn to fight? And the guy fought like a Ninja!”

“I studied martial arts, and yes, I earned a
black belt.”

“But this is so different from home. It’s not
in the job description.”

AnaRose understood Jo’s bewilderment; a lot
to take in for someone not indoctrinated into an alien world of
intrigue and deception. The woman deserved the truth, especially
since her life might be in danger. How best to explain everything
without scaring her
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