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Chapter One

It was a hot day in Baalbek, Lebanon. The sun blazed down from the heavens, irradiating the landscape below with its unforgiving heat. A small group of people milled about, moving with careful precision amongst the newly discovered ruins. A sense of excitement and anticipation clung to the air.

April Fulton was among them. She’d been called in to assist in verifying the site for the Israeli Antiquities Authority. She’d recently rejoined them after finishing her mundane stint in hotel management. Now she was doing what she loved again, even after knowing that there were multiple risks and dangers associated with the job. She’d nearly lost her life more than once, but she’d learned that this was where she wanted to be most. Outdoors, identifying lost historical relics, and learning more about the cataclysmic course of humanity in the process.

“April! There you are!”

She heard the voice of her colleague Cohen Yehiel from among the group. He was one of the lead archaeologists on the scene. He’d been directing a handful of excavators to pinpoint their search and quickly stood up in greeting as she approached. They briefly shook hands.

“I heard you made one heck of a find,” she told him with a congratulatory smile.

“Oh no, not me,” he said bashfully. “Actually, that guy over there was the one that discovered it.” He pointed twenty feet away to a distinct figure who looked half buried in sand as he hunched over in a freshly dug pit, using a collapsible shovel to inspect something in the ground. His stark-white, wide-brimmed hat really stuck out in the sun. April recognized him as one of the esteemed history professors from Beirut University. Lately, he’d been getting a lot of fanfare with his string of controversial finds.

“Come on over and I’ll introduce you,” Cohen said.

“I don’t know. He looks pretty busy,” April mused, watching the extreme care it took to pull off an excavation this size. She followed Cohen, being extra careful to stay clear of the team of excavators and not to invade their survey areas. She knew she’d be especially annoyed if anyone traipsed their way through her delicate work process. It was almost like tiptoeing around a crime scene.

They reached the pit where the archaeologist was just digging up a new find. He dusted off the edges with a tiny brush and held it up in the sweltering sunlight. Then he looked up at the two new shadows cast over him. “What do you think this is?”

Cohen raised an eyebrow and glanced to April in inquiry. She didn’t expect that to be the first question, but she answered nevertheless. “Looks like an incense bowl from the Babylonian Empire. Or what’s left of it,” she corrected herself.

The professor nodded in agreement. “Precisely.” He handed it to April to hold so that he could use both hands to climb out of the pit. Once he was on solid ground, he dusted himself off in habitual fashion and used a handkerchief to mop the sweat off his brow.

“What can I do for you two?” he asked, looking fatigued. His tone was pleasant but also carried a hint of impatience.

Cohen started off the introductions. “Mr. Howard Clarke, this is April—”

“April Fulton,” the professor finished. “I’ve heard of her...and her exploits.”

“And I you,” April mentioned, not knowing if Howard was using his academic scorn to look down on her any less. She could tell right off the bat that he was the type that wanted to take credit for everything and didn’t like any outside agencies; even one as prestigious as hers, to interfere or discredit his find.

“She’s here to verify the find,” Cohen reminded him.

“I know.” Howard’s rugged face was shadowed beneath the brim of his hat. “Before we go any further, I’d like your assurances that my department in Beirut will get the necessary recognition for this discovery...and that Israel won’t seize any artifacts on this site to claim as their own.”

April smiled despite herself. “You’re not the first person I’ve met to bring up those same reservations. Don’t worry, I’m merely following standard protocol for the Antiquities Authority to authenticate your find—if it’s indeed as spectacular as you imply—and after that, I will be on my way. We fully trust that you will share your discovery with the world in one way or another.”

After a moment of consideration, Howard finally inclined his head. In April’s time, she’d come across numerous archaeologists who were overprotective of their prized possessions, refusing to entrust it to anybody else. It was perfectly normal. They just needed reassurances now and then.

“Very well,” Howard said, apparently satisfied. “It’s just this way.”

Cohen and April followed him across the sandy ground, leaving the main hub of activity. There were loose boulders strewn everywhere, a product of the flash floods that had happened recently around the cave system in the area. Positioned away in a secluded area of the excavation site, sought out for its exclusive shade beneath olive trees, was a large blue-roofed canopy. Four Lebanese soldiers guarded the entrance. Unmoving, rigid as statues, they watched the new arrivals with stern interest.

April noticed that they were well armed. But at least the assault rifles weren’t being pointed at them; instead hanging down by their sides in a non-threatening manner.

Howard gave the soldiers a formal nod, causing them to relax slightly. Then he opened the tent flap and ushered his two guests inside. April was surprised to feel a cool rush of air greet her. A generator in the back supplied a source of power for the A/C fans in the canopy to work. The temperature felt at least twenty degrees cooler than outside, and it was a welcome relief.

April glanced around at all the foldout tables displaying artifacts that had been meticulously cataloged by hand. A slow process that must have taken hours, if not days. Most were broken shards, remnants of pottery vases, and false idols carved of stone. She spotted several that looked similar to the incense bowl she’d seen earlier. Then, amongst the assortment of items, she came across the most prized of them all. The reason she’d been sent out here in the first place.

Howard caught her staring at the table in the back. “Yes, that’s them,” he said with a great deal of pleasure and pride. “One of the finest collections ever pieced together. Please, go take a look.”

April was shocked to see such a collection of fifty or more copper scrolls that appeared to be intact. In awe, she slowly moved, as if stuck in a dream state and was able to make her way to the far table. She gazed with wonder upon all the scrolls, which were more like index-card sized booklets. A strange, tiny script was meticulously inscribed upon each page, filling it from top to bottom.

“I knew you would like them,” Cohen told her as they both stopped to examine them. Using a pair of linen gloves she’d brought with her, April leaned over and picked one up as if it were an eggshell worth millions of dollars. She closely examined the weight of the copper and was drawn to the strange style of script and religious symbols—such as the menorah—that was displayed prominently on the front of the scroll.

“One of those was found in an underground cave at this site by a local Bedouin boy. He didn’t know what to make of it, but he knew it was something special. So he called in the experts,” Howard started to say, implying himself as the first expert to arrive. “My team excavated this cave further, and we found this storehouse of scrolls, perfectly preserved over the centuries.”

April continued to painstakingly scrutinize them, one piece at a time, in further detail.

“So, what are your impressions of them?” Howard asked with a bright gleam in his eye.

“Definitely made from copper...” She turned one over, inspecting it. “Very old. Perhaps from two to three thousand years ago. But until we do radiocarbon testing, we won’t know for sure. The writing is the most interesting. Very archaic. Some sort of Paleo-Hebrew.”

“Could you just imagine what knowledge and secrets this could hold for the biblical community,” Cohen explained, his voice ringing with reverence. “These codices could be on par with the Dead Sea Scrolls.”

“I don’t know if we need to jump that far,” April cautioned him. “These are nice...but further tests do need to be done.”

For a moment Howard looked crestfallen. “You’re not implying that these could be...forgeries, are you?”

“I’m not implying anything at the moment,” April sagely remarked. She took a moment to break away from studying one of the scrolls to address him. “It’ll take time to authenticate each piece. But it wouldn’t be the first time a forgery was uncovered. Civilizations have been making them since the dawn of time.”

All of a sudden, there was a commotion outside. The sound of rumbling engines and the protest of voices grew louder and louder. Before any of them could move, one of the Lebanese soldiers—a lieutenant—who had been standing guard out front, entered the tent.

“We’ve got a problem,” he told Howard. His face had grown even more serious than before.

“What is it, Hasan?” the professor asked warily, not liking this unexpected change of events.

The guard’s grip tightened on his assault rifle. “We’ve got company. I recommend everyone stay inside here for now. I’ll handle this.” He turned and left without providing any more details.

April started to get a bad feeling about this whole thing. She’d learned to trust her instincts long ago, and they were warning her now. She looked over at Cohen and then to Howard who appeared just as puzzled.

“I’ll see what the hell is going on,” the professor said with a shake of his head, already angling for the exit.

“Wait!” April started to say to no avail. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”

Suddenly there was the unmistakable sound of rapid gunfire, followed by a series of bloodcurdling screams. It sounded like it was just outside. April knew the Lebanese guards had either initiated it or been on the wrong end. Then it had stopped, just as soon as it began.

There was no place to hide in this tent. Even under the table, someone could easily be exposed. Despite April’s past tragic experiences in circumstances like these, she dropped to the ground and remained fully rooted in place. A strange calmness had overtaken her.

She glanced over at Cohen who was huddling in a nearby corner. He was frantically saying, “This can’t be happening. This can’t be happening.” He looked around in fleeting panic. “What do we do?”

Before April could answer, one of the Lebanese guards appeared at the entrance. It was Lieutenant Hasan again. He was pointing his rifle in her direction this time, a cruel, unsettling look plastered on his face. She wondered what happened to the other three soldiers. Then her answer came when half a dozen armed men barged in, all wearing ragtag clothing, dragging three dead bodies with them. No sign of Professor Howard though.

Maybe he had escaped, she thought.

They tossed the corpses aside like heaps of trash and then swung their AKs from side to side like a tactical unit sweeping the room.

“It’s clear,” Hasan reported to them. “Except for those two,” he pointed in April and Cohen’s direction with a grin that could only be called chilling.

April finally stood up.

She knew there was no use in trying to hide from these monsters. She noticed that the new arrivals were wearing scarves beneath their eyes to shield their identities. The scarves were the trademark bright yellow with green Arabic script—the flag of a terrorist group known as Hezbollah. They’d waged a brutal thirty-day war with Israel back in 2006, resulting in a stalemate. Although they were deemed a terrorist group by just about every civilized country in the world, they still controlled over two-thirds of Lebanon’s parliament. Much like Hamas in the Gaza Strip, they’d been voted in by their own people.

It didn’t take long for April to realize that Hasan had infiltrated the army and was nothing but a traitor working for them.

She instantly regretted coming here. It had been dangerous; she knew that going in. So was the rest of the Middle East. But she had severely underestimated just how bad things had deteriorated in eastern Lebanon. Syria was only ten miles to the east of them, and Hezbollah frequently traveled back and forth across the border to assist Assad’s brutal regime in wiping out any rebel resistance.

The Hezbollah soldiers scoured the room while Hasan approached April with his gun in hand. She tried to look around for something nearby that she could use as a weapon—a sharp piece of pottery would suffice—but it would be impossible to grab without being seen.

“Just get it over with,” April told him defiantly.

Hasan looked severely disappointed. Slowly, almost regrettably so, he lowered the rifle. “No. This is your lucky day. We’ve already got what we came for.”

April found herself experiencing a whirlwind of emotions, with shock being the biggest. Then it dawned on her as she watched Hasan nudge his chin toward the table with all the copper scrolls. The Hezbollah soldiers were already making haste and scooping them up into burlap sacks. Given her circumstance, April was sickened to see such rare artifacts go into the wrong hands. She thought about trying to stop them, no matter the odds, and then realized how futile and reckless it would be.

“What are you planning on doing with those?” she asked, deep down already knowing the answer.

Hasan shrugged innocuously. “Sell them to the highest bidder. What else?”

April just shook her head. It never ceased to amaze her how these terrorists operated. “You’ll never get away with it. You know that, right?”

Hasan looked impervious, almost gloating. “We’ll just have to see, won’t we?” Then he clocked her over the head, rendering her unconscious. But before she blacked out, a part of her smiled deep down inside because she knew that a visitor of hers would be showing up soon. Very soon.


Chapter Two

A Skoda Octavia Mk3 was arriving on scene, just as two Humvees and a beat-up Nissan truck were leaving in a flurry of dust. What remained of the excavation team was a dispersed group of panicked-stricken people fleeing in all directions. Some made for their cars, while others ran for cover.

Behind the wheel of his Mk3, Vince Ramsey surveyed the area for April, unable to spot her anywhere. He didn’t know what the hell was going on, but he had planned to meet her here and see what the hoopla about the recent discovery was all about. If it dealt with biblical archaeology, then it would fall right into his wheelhouse.

Whatever went down, it was clear some catastrophe had taken place.

A member of the excavation team—who was a student from one of the local universities—came racing up to him, screaming for help.

Ramsey rolled down his window. “What happened?”

“Hezbollah! They came and stole all our artifacts! They killed a bunch of us! It was awful. Oh God, please! Please help!”

Ramsey’s heart sank when he heard innocent people had been tragically killed. His mind instantly drifted to April’s safety. “Do you know if April Fulton is all right?” he calmly asked the distressed student.

“I don’t know,” the guy blurted out, obviously still in shock. “I don’t know who she is. Sorry.”

“Okay,” Ramsey said, nodding toward the passenger seat. “Get in. I’ll get you to safety.”

But the student was already running off in a blind panic, obviously unable to comprehend and close to losing his mind.

Ramsey quickly picked up his cell phone and dialed April’s number. It rang several times before reaching her voicemail. He didn’t have time to leave a message, so he hung up and called the local police, telling them to send in additional paramedics right away.

Then he ended that call and quickly put two and two together.

The trio of fleeing vehicles must be the convoy of Hezbollah militia. No civilians out here drove Humvees quite like the army had. They were about a half-mile away now, heading eastbound on a dirt highway. Ramsey knew that highway went directly into the heart of Syria—right into the capital of Damascus—Assad’s stronghold.

Hands locking tight on the wheel, Ramsey floored the accelerator and chased after them. He knew he didn’t have much time before they crossed over into Syria’s border. It was only ten miles away. Once there, he’d be entering a godforsaken warzone. He’d be an unwanted visitor, a declared enemy, an easy target, and a justifiable kill. He didn’t know if April was kidnapped by them or where she was. He just knew that he had to go after them and stop them from escaping.

His tires churned a storm of dust and pebbles as he raced across the barren terrain and skidded onto the dirt highway. He almost lost control when he had to steer the car eastward and align it with the direction of the highway. All around him was a rugged valley of desert terrain, coupled with sporadic olive trees, manicured orchards, gigantic boulders the size of railway cars, and drought-ridden hillsides that seemed to ramble on to the horizon.

Ramsey kept his eyes trained on the convoy in the distance. They were going pretty damn fast themselves. Lucky for him, traffic was light today. Not many civilians cared to go into this part of Syria anymore after the bloody civil war started over seven years ago. Locals frequently referred to it as a one-way ticket into hell.

Punching the accelerator even more, Ramsey couldn’t help but feel that he wasn’t gaining on them fast enough. However, he knew he had the advantage of speed with his vehicle. The Mk3 was sleek, toned-down, with a lot of muscle underneath the hood.

He passed an old beat-up farm truck carrying scrawny goats and a refugee bus—receiving curious looks in return—as he blazed past in a streaking blur.

The thought of calling someone for backup came to mind, but in his haste, his phone had slid underneath the seat and was all but lost for now. He knew his odds weren’t good against however many thugs Hezbollah may have; but then again, it had never stopped him before.

The stretch of highway continued to blur past, and he noticed the convoy getting larger and larger ahead of him as he gained on them. A series of options began to swirl in his head on how he would proceed once he caught up to them. He hadn’t had time to think anything else through until now. Stopping them would be a challenge, there was no doubt.

His options were limited, drastic, even borderline desperate.

Maintaining control of the vehicle, he leaned over and unlocked the glove compartment, retrieving his Jericho 941. The pistol was a gift from his colleague Daniel Kopinsky and a standard issued weapon for Israeli law enforcement. It was better than nothing, but in times like these, he just wished he had a shotgun or a rocket launcher handy.

He watched his speed, just under ninety miles an hour, knowing that he was coming up close to the nearest Humvee. In front of that was the beat-up Nissan truck and the next Humvee ahead of it—spaced a mere hundred feet apart on the two-lane highway.

Ramsey would deal with them. One at a time. As he approached even closer, he watched his speed and began to slow down, hovering it around seventy or so. They’d slowed down some in part due to the poor condition of the highway, and he didn’t want to blow right past them. He also didn’t want to alert them and raise suspicion either. If he could help it. He didn’t think his cover was blown yet, and he wanted to use that till the last possible moment.

Making sure no traffic was coming in the opposite direction, he made his move and started passing the nearest Humvee. He risked a look at its occupants inside, getting a glimpse of their familiar yellow headscarves that he’d seen so many times before in Lebanon. Their bearded, unsavory faces were hardened from lifelong battle.

There was no mistake; these were Hezbollah fighters.

April was nowhere to be seen among them. A part of him was relieved by this but also concerned about where else she could be.

As he passed parallel to the Humvee, he rolled his passenger window down. Now, the occupants inside the Humvee were getting restless. They were looking his way, wondering what he was about to do. Ramsey could see the barrels of their AKs through the windows getting ready to be aimed at him. With one hand on the wheel, he casually used his other to pick up his Jericho firearm. Keeping it hidden until the last possible moment, he raised it and pointed it through his open window at the driver.

Before the driver could react, Ramsey fired a single kill shot that shattered the Humvee window. The bullet smacked the driver right above his ear, exiting cleanly through the other side of his skull.

The driver slumped, and the Humvee veered off at a crazy angle into the nearby shrubs— flipping end over end several times before finally collapsing on its side. A wallowing cloud of dust and black smoke lingered over the crash site an instant later.

Ramsey quickly switched back into the correct lane, right behind the nicked-up Nissan truck. There were only two Hezbollah soldiers inside—the driver and passenger. He knew he needed to act even faster now since the element of surprise was over. In the flatbed truck was a .50 caliber machine gun with an unseemly amount of munitions filling up the back. The gunner—who had been in the cab of the truck—had seen what Ramsey did to his fellow comrades and was now clambering out the back window to reach his gun post.

If that happened, Ramsey would be annihilated. His Mk3, as nice as it was, wasn’t bulletproof and couldn’t withstand that kind of firepower. Few things could. He watched the gunner, who looked like some outlaw straight out of the Wild West with his filthy ragtag clothing, infamous headscarf, fearsome scowl, and two bandoliers strapped across his chest. His soot-covered face contorted into a triumphant snarl as he managed to grasp the mounted machine gun and level it at the Mk3.

Ramsey instantly cranked the wheel hard to the left, making sure the lane was clear before he crossed over—just as a torrent of bullets ripped into the dirt highway where he’d been a second ago. The road was rough, and the Mk3 jostled this way and that, nearly spinning out of control. It took a great deal of skill before Ramsey could gain back control of the wheel.

He was finding it more difficult than he imagined to drive and shoot at the same time.

He sped ahead of the truck, trying to get out of its line of sight, while a new plan of action formed in his mind.

Watching the road, he reached into the back seat and retrieved an emergency kit. He tossed it into the passenger seat, opening it, and retrieved a roadside flare. Just then he heard—or rather felt—an obliterating onslaught of gunfire rip into the trunk of his car. His entire vehicle shook as if it was lodged inside a giant washing machine. His heartrate accelerated with his flood of adrenaline as he felt how close the bullets were to ripping him to shreds before reacting and swerving out of the line of sight once again.

This time he went to the right, hitting some gulley and nearly bottoming out as the truck raced past him, blasting the side of the road with a harmless display of pulverizing bullets.

Ramsey waited a moment, readying himself. For the time being, he was somewhat protected in the gulley on the far side of the highway. Scorch marks scarred the landscape unfolding ahead, evidence of the aftermath of relentless bombings from the Coalition forces.

Then he firmly grasped the flare, realizing there wasn’t much time left before they crossed into Syria, and punched the accelerator.

The engine whined fiercely under duress but complied. In response, the Mk3 skidded back onto the highway, rumbling louder this time as if there were major damage to the suspension system.

Ramsey veered like a madman back and forth as he watched the enraged gunman try to zero in on him, spraying a few rounds that caught the hood and shattered part of the windshield. Speeding up faster, Ramsey zoomed into one lane and then the next, fluctuating his speed. Attempting anything he could to make it as difficult as possible at being a target.

Then he noticed the gunman yanking back the chamber to reload.

Here was his chance.

Uncapping the flare, Ramsey held it away from him and ignited it. A blinding flash of crimson illuminated the dashboard. Then he swerved in closer, noticing that the driver of the truck was desperately trying to evade him now, but that driver couldn’t perform any jerky maneuvers or the gunman in the back would tumble out.

Ramsey daringly moved in at a parallel angle and rammed his front fender into the side of the truck, disorienting the gunman in the back for a few precious seconds. Then he slowed down for an instant, almost letting the truck pass him, foot tensing over the brake pedal before tossing the flare into the flatbed of the truck.

The truck flew past him right as he slammed on the brakes. He watched as a massive fireball blew the truck up into the air, exploding it instantly to smithereens in every direction. A flaming tire and axle flew mere feet above him like a screeching torpedo.

Ramsey had stopped the car, ducking as a minor shockwave rippled through him, sending a shower of debris everywhere. He felt a surge of heat dissipate and the sound of debris come crashing down. Ash drifted around him like black snowflakes.

When he looked up again, he had to think twice if he was alive or not. Scraps of metal, still smoldering and some covered with oily flames littered the roof and hood. He glanced around, still amazed that he was somehow alive and unscathed.

The engine was rumbling at a low cough while the chassis shuddered violently. Ramsey hadn’t realized until now that he was driving on two rims. He peered down the long and desolate highway ahead, feeling his heart sink once again. He may have gotten rid of two carloads of Hezbollah fighters, but the lead Humvee was now long gone—all the way into Syria by now. There was no way he’d be able to catch them in time, or even that his Mk3 would make it.

He’d be lucky just to get back.

Suddenly, he heard his phone start ringing. He searched for it on the floor of the car, finally finding it lodged beneath the seat. It was April. She was fine. Thank God. She was back at the excavation site waiting for him.

So, leaving the carnage behind on the highway, he turned the shuddering car around and began his journey back.


Chapter Three

Sitting in his new corner office at the Ministry of Jerusalem, Daniel Kopinsky paused to catch a glimpse of the morning sunrise outside his window. The haze of the overnight cloud cover was already beginning to diminish, revealing the ancient capital buildings that were unlike anything else on earth. There was the crumbling maze of venerable stone walls, luscious palm tree forests, terraced orchards, and snarl of everyday traffic below. The golden glow of the iconic Temple Mount shined most prominently off in the distance.

He turned back to his cluttered desk, allowing himself to feel a bit of satisfaction as he closed another case. Although this gave him great relief, he wasn’t about to do a victory lap or revel in the spotlight. In many ways, that moment had already come and gone. He knew there was much more work to do. As was common in his field of Israeli counterintelligence operations, a new case had presented itself.

This one perhaps of more importance than the last.

One door closes and another opens.

At that time, the speaker on his desk buzzed.

“Sir?” It was the cheerful voice of his secretary in the outer office. “Your guest has arrived. Should I send him in?”

Kopinsky checked the time. 8:30. The visitor he’d been expecting was more punctual than usual today.

“Of course,” he told her as if she didn’t even have to ask. She was still new at the job, so he couldn’t fault her for that.

A few seconds later, there was a knock of greeting as Kopinsky’s door opened. A familiar face stepped inside. At first, Kopinsky was a little surprised by the person’s rather unkempt appearance. Instead of wearing his usual dapper suit and tie, he was dressed in an old-fashioned wool jacket and worn-out jeans. He looked like he’d been out tilling the farm fields all morning.

“Well, if it isn’t Israel’s finest. Vince, how are things?” Kopinsky asked, greeting him. He quickly stood up from behind the rows of paper atop his desk and gestured to the wingback chair opposite him. “Please, have a seat.”

Vince Ramsey walked in, taking a long look around the new office. “Wow, this is real nice. Sure beats the computer bunker they had you in before. And they even appointed you a secretary. Good for you.”

Kopinsky grinned benignly at the term “computer bunker.” Before this, he had been part of the tech crew that worked on the lower, secure levels of the Ministry. In many ways, the sheer size of their infrastructure, religious influence, and covert secrecy rivaled only that of the Vatican.

“What can I say? After your help on that last case, they deemed it necessary to promote me to a corner office with a view. Not bad, is it?”

“Not bad at all. It’s well deserved.” Ramsey took a moment to admire the splendid view of central Jerusalem outside. He was obviously proud of the computer whiz for moving up through the ranks.

“But of course, they still need my help from time to time in the tech department. I’m something of a senior advisor these days.” Kopinsky chuckled lightheartedly as if he could barely believe it himself since he was only in his early thirties. “Would you like some coffee—or even a cappuccino perhaps?”

“No thanks, I’m good. I had some earlier.” Ramsey found his way to the chair and took a seat.

Kopinsky sat down as well. “And how’s April doing? I was sorry to hear what happened to her.”

“You know April. She’s pretty tough after everything she’s been through. She’s well aware of the risks that go with the job. It’ll take a lot more than that to keep her down, trust me.”

Kopinsky noticed the fresh scratches on Ramsey’s forehead. He’d learned that just a week ago Ramsey had taken out a handful of Hezbollah soldiers on his own. Considering the hair-raising spectacle, he was glad to see his friend was still in one piece.

“April did want me to tell you to be sure and track down that Lieutenant Hasan and make him pay for what he did. She hopes someone can recover those copper scrolls so that the Antiquities Authority can properly study them in a secure environment.”

“I know. That’s a shame what happened to such a discovery.” Kopinsky shook his head in dismay. “Please let her know that I’ve already put Hasan on the most wanted list and given his file to Interpol. If the Lebanese government doesn’t root him out on their own, then the Coalition forces will get him. He’s a dead man walking.”

Ramsey nodded as if expecting something more, like instant results. “So, why’d you call me in?”

Reaching into his desk drawer, Kopinsky retrieved a file. “I have good news. Remember that terrorist, Dmitri Markovich, who you eliminated a month ago?”

“Yes,” Ramsey remarked, already becoming more interested. “Who could forget that?”

“I know it’s taken a while, but my team of analysts has been poring through his hard drives that were seized from his compound. They were encrypted with a highly-sophisticated 512-bit algorithm, nearly impenetrable. He took extra precautions to try not to leave his digital footprint behind.”

“Uh-huh,” Ramsey said, still waiting for the good part.

“We knew he had a correspondence with an arms dealer and a meeting place, but there was no time or date. And even if we surveilled the site, we’d have no idea who to look for. Plus, the logistics would’ve been a nightmare.”

“Right.”

“Since that was over a month ago, I think it’s safe to say that this arms dealer heard about Markovich’s death by now and has surely moved on, covering his tracks.”

“So, where is the part about the good news?”

“I was getting to that. After the analysts had broken through the firewall encryption, they were able to trace the computer’s IP address that the arms dealer used.”

“Now we’re talking,” Ramsey said.

“It appears to be a residence in Montségur, France. The town where the meeting was supposed to take place.” Kopinsky raised a hand to downplay any further optimism. “But before you get ahead of yourself, I must caution you...there’s still the remote possibility that this was all a ruse deployed by Markovich to throw us off track from the beginning.”

Ramsey nodded as if it was inconsequential. “Only one way to find out.”

Kopinsky couldn’t help but grin at his friend’s sheer will and determination. He studied him through his expensive glass frames as he nudged the file folder across his desk. “I knew you’d feel that way. That’s why I already booked you two plane tickets. Everything’s in here. The flight leaves at dusk. Good luck and Godspeed.”


Chapter Four

The airport in Jerusalem was a zoo. Security protocol here was some of the most stringent in the world. When just about every neighboring country was a cutthroat enemy and wanted you wiped from existence, Israel knew they couldn’t leave anything to chance. It didn’t take much to set off a powder keg in this region. Tensions were always high, and suspicions ran even deeper. Because of this, long lines and passenger frustration were what passed for the norm these days.

Fortunately, Vince Ramsey didn’t have to wait long. He was granted special security clearance due to his credentials at the Ministry. He was even permitted to bring April Fulton through, who was accompanying him on this special trip to France. They’d journeyed before to multiple countries in the past to solve cases, and he knew he’d need her expertise and literary mind when it came to ancient history. They’d been through so much together, even saved each other’s lives once; it only felt right to include her again on this mission.

After flashing his badge, they were both expedited through the line. After that, they went through the customary body scanners before being allowed to proceed on. Then they snatched their luggage and moved with a hurried purpose, knowing they were running a little late to catch the flight. There were a number of newspaper stands, retro gift shops, small restaurants packed wall-to-wall, and contemporary bistros lined up on both sides.

“There’s our terminal—D4,” Ramsey pointed it out near the very end. He started picking up the pace, breaking into a light jog to reach it.

“I’m sure glad I didn’t wear high heels today,” April laughed.

Ramsey patted his pocket, reminding himself that the tickets were still there. Safe and sound. Kopinsky had made sure they were in first class. If you have to fly, fly in style, he’d said. In no time they reached gate D4, with the flight already boarding. The pressure of making it on time faded away. With luggage in tow, Ramsey handed the young flight attendant their tickets.

She ripped the stubs off and kindly handed them back to him. “We hope you have a pleasant flight with us.”

“I’m sure we will.”

They boarded the gigantic airliner, wove their way down the narrow aisle, and found their seats waiting for them in first class. The plane only looked to be two thirds full.

“Wow,” April said, looking awfully impressed at the roomy interior cabin and luxurious seating. The armrests were especially wide and soft. “I usually fly coach, so be sure to thank Daniel for me next time you see him.”

“He said it was the least he could do,” Ramsey told her with a gallantry grin. He put most of their baggage in the overhead compartment, only keeping the case file Kopinsky had given him while April kept her purse. They sat down in the plush, blue leather seats, Ramsey on the aisle because of the extra leg room and April by the window. Her favorite spot.

Once the last few stragglers were seated, the flight attendant went down the aisle to make sure everyone was comfortably situated. Then she went to the front of the cabin, put on a dazzling smile, and went through the safety procedures step by step. She finished up by saying, “For our in-flight entertainment we will be watching Passenger 57 with Wesley Snipes—a classic action movie from the 90s. My name is Rita; please let me know if there’s anything you need to make your flight more enjoyable. On behalf of all of us here, we want to thank you for flying with us.”

Ramsey released a tiresome sigh and settled in. He glanced over at April who looked more comfortable than he was. She was the picture of perfect beauty at that moment. Her hair was done up in an elegant French bun with her bangs neatly curled; her sparkling green eyes shined with exuberance behind her stylish librarian glasses. She was dressed most fashionably in her violet blouse and beige capris. In every way about her, she looked remarkably well-put-together and graceful.

“Thanks again for coming along,” Ramsey told her.

“Are you kidding me?” she said, smiling back. “I wouldn’t miss this for the world. Remember the last time we went to France?”

“To that museum in Paris,” Ramsey fondly recalled, reminiscing on the memory. They had explored
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