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      When planning one’s world tour, I would not recommend traveling from almost the Arctic Circle to the tip of the African Continent. The changes in temperature alone will shock you. When we had left Reykjavik, the temperature had been somewhere around twenty-five degrees; in Capetown, it had been temperate, even chilly; and now, here in Damascus, almost a full twenty-four hours later, it was almost eighty degrees. My body did not like this massive change, and she was showing her displeasure by making me so tired I could barely walk.

      I couldn’t blame the weather completely, though. We’d had a wild time in South Africa, and now, here we were in the cosmopolitan city of Damascus, half a world away, on the search for a first century codex that any collector of ancient manuscripts would want to find. Our new jobs had us spinning—around the world, it seemed.

      Our boss Boone had given me a write-up on the scroll to read on the flight, and saying I was intrigued would be an understatement. But sometimes, even curiosity couldn’t trump exhaustion, and I’d drooled on his shoulder for most of the flight.

      Once we landed, the combination of fatigue, the change in weather, and excitement made me anxious and edgy. What I really needed was a full day’s sleep in an air-conditioned room under a soft blanket. Instead, I got a dusty ride in a Jeep, with no doors or windows, to meet our client after just disembarking from the plane.

      “Seriously, we can’t even shower and change,” said my best friend, Beattie, as she sat with her six-foot-five-inch frame scrunched into the Jeep beside me. “I’m absolutely certain I smell.”

      I glanced over at my friend, who had never once had BO in her life, even during puberty, and smiled in a way I hoped she felt was comforting. I knew her request was more about changing clothes than about showers. As a very tall woman, her cropped pants and spaghetti-strap tank top showed a lot of skin. Damascus was a modern city, but even here, most women covered up more and were much shorter than Beattie.

      “We don’t have time to go back. Our contact wants to meet immediately,” Boone said. “Here, use this,” he said, handing her his button-down shirt.

      I winked at him, feeling a little brazen with this new man I was seeing and knowing he was smart enough to know Beattie’s real concern.

      She slipped the men’s business shirt on and rolled the sleeves slightly. Boone was shorter but broader in the shoulders than she was, so it worked . . . if she didn’t button it. She’d just have to be okay with her ankles showing for a while longer.

      I had managed to plan ahead a bit more because of a heads-up from Boone and was in a long-sleeved linen shirt and a long skirt that reached the top of my sandals. It was an outfit I would have worn in the summer back home in Virginia, and while I wasn’t thrilled about it being almost eighty in November, I was glad to feel comfortable in my clothes.

      “Tell us about the buyer,” Beattie shouted as our friend Frank dodged a pothole in the middle of the small road he was taking to our destination. “What do we need to know?”

      Boone turned sideways to look back toward us from the front seat and said, “You two are buyers from the US. Your covers are intact from Reykjavik, so we’ll use those. The codex is, as you know, a very rare first-century text in Hebrew. It’s considered a mythic text though some might say Apocryphal since it’s reported to contain stories of Jesus as a boy.”

      I shook my head. “This isn’t really our area of expertise, Boone. I’m a fairy-tale scholar, and Beattie specializes in Victorian literature.” He knew all of this, but my nerves and exhaustion were getting the better of me, and I really didn’t want to negotiate for a potentially stolen religious manuscript that was sure to upset many of the world’s Christians. “Surely someone else is better equipped.”

      “Not for this kind of negotiation,” Boone said, holding my gaze. “You and Beattie have proven yourself to be wise and savvy negotiators when it comes to stolen books. There just aren’t any two people as prepared as you are.” He looked over to Beattie and then back to me. “Including me.”

      I didn’t believe that for a second. Boone was basically a non-governmental spy. He worked with governments to recover stolen manuscripts, and while he wasn’t trained about books beyond what he’d learned on his job, he knew more about most of the world’s rarest tomes than even my Uncle Fitz did, which was saying something because Fitz knew more than anyone else I’d ever met.

      Still, I understood that Boone was also fairly recognizable in the book world these days, so he’d had to recruit new experts to his team. And sadly, despite the work of feminism, people the world over still seemed to underestimate two women. We’d capitalized on the patriarchy several times in our previous cases, and I wondered if we’d be called to do so again.

      Now, though, I found myself distracted by our location. We’d left the city center of Damascus and were moving into what I thought of as the suburbs, where the buildings got smaller and the people more curious. I supposed it wasn’t typical to see a Jeep with five white people riding through a Syrian neighborhood, and when two of those people were huge, very muscular men, I imagined the scene was even more disconcerting.

      Ivan was in the back of the Jeep, holding on to the roll bars as Frank swerved and bounced along the road.

      “We’re almost there,” Frank said as he turned right onto an even smaller road.

      “All right, you’re using your regular names, and our contact here goes by Ahmed. He’s a librarian and expert in ancient manuscripts. So don’t try to outsmart him about the scroll. Instead, just make your offer to buy it, say it’s for a private collector in the States, and don’t exceed our upper limit for payment, okay?”

      It always sounded like these things were going to be straightforward—go in, offer money, and walk away with a new book. It never went that way.

      “Do we get to know anything about who we’re actually acquiring it for? And do we know for sure that Ahmed is not the legitimate owner of the scroll?” Beattie asked.

      “I’ll brief you further after the initial meeting, but for now, I think it’s best you go in without more information. You’ll see why I expect.” Boone smiled at me, but I noticed the expression didn’t reach his eyes. There was something, probably a lot of somethings, he was not telling us. But I knew better than to push. He knew what he was doing, and while I didn’t always like his methods, I’d come to trust him.

      Frank pulled the Jeep to an abrupt stop. “This is as close as we can get,” he said.

      Boone turned back to the front of the vehicle and said, “You’re going four blocks ahead to a two-story building on the right. It’s Ahmed’s place. Ask for him and then wait.”

      Ivan hopped out of the back and waited for us to climb out. “I’ll be right behind you,” he said, leaning very casually on the back side of the Jeep.

      If the man hadn’t saved my life several times before, I might have been skeptical, but he and Frank were the best in the business, and as cliché as it sounded, I trusted them with my life.

      Beattie and I headed up the road, trying to look casual. There weren’t many stores here, so our usual cover of window shopping wouldn’t work. So instead, we pretended to be engrossed in conversation, playing to what we hoped was the stereotype that women were flighty and always caught up in gossip. I even managed to giggle a couple of times.

      Our conversation, though, was anything but light and frivolous. We were sharing what we observed as we walked. No one here was waving a gun around or staring at us from the top of a building with a machine gun, which was what the stereotypes of movies had me expecting, but still, these were people I didn’t know at all. All the traces of European culture were gone here, and I felt very uneasy.

      Fortunately, Beattie and I were often of the same mind, so as we walked, we talked about how Euro-centric our worldview was, how limited our knowledge of other parts of the world was, and how afraid this made us. “I get how people who fear immigrants in the US feel now, at least a little bit,” I said.

      “Me, too, but at least we recognize that what we feel is fear and that we’re responsible for tempering it instead of thinking the problem is that those people shouldn’t be here,” she said. I could hear the passion behind her words, a passion I shared, and I felt a little better. We were together, and together made a world of difference.

      Soon enough, we reached our destination, and as instructed, we knocked and waited, pulling our scarves around our hair and lower faces as a show of respect. A stooped man with a cane opened the door and smiled, saying, “Poe, Beattie, please come in.”

      I was immediately more at ease, and when we walked into a courtyard full of palm trees and other tropical plants, I let out a deep sigh. The air was cooler in here, and the space felt welcoming. “What a beautiful, er, space,” I said, realizing as I started my sentence that I didn’t know if this was Ahmed’s home, workspace, or something else entirely.

      “Thank you,” he said. “My brothers and I work hard to keep our home gentle and sweet.” He chuckled. “Forgive me if my phrasing is odd. I know English mostly from books.”

      Beattie smiled. “Well, I know most of my Arabic from movies, so you’re definitely ahead.”

      “Oh, you speak Arabic?” A glint of mischief danced in his eyes as he rattled off a long string of words in the lovely language.

      Beattie laughed. “As-salamu alaykum,” she said.

      He roared with laughter before replying, “Wa ʿalaykumu s-salam.” He then patted her hand and said, “Ah yes, movies. We shall speak English.”

      I loved this man already, and that made me very uncomfortable because, of course, he was a book thief. Maybe, I thought.

      “If you are comfortable, we will sit in the kitchen and speak,” he said. “Perhaps Brother Jordan will have made some of his fig jam for us.”

      I had never been the best at slowing my mouth down enough to catch up to my brain, and I proved I still had not conquered this foible by saying, “Oh, this is a monastery.”

      Ahmed threw his head back and laughed again. “Oh yes, you just thought I had several dozen brothers?” He smiled.

      I blushed and sighed. “This is my first time in a monastery,” I said.

      “Ah, a virgin. Us, too,” he joked with another massive laugh.

      This time, Beattie and I guffawed along with him. So far, this was the best book-buying mission yet.

      As we sat at the long wooden table in the kitchen, where Brother Jordan had indeed put out fresh bread and fig jam for us, I tried to let myself settle into the pleasure of this place. It was quiet except for the sounds of people moving and light humming coming from the man tending the small herb garden outside the kitchen window. But more than just quiet in sound, it also felt quiet in energy, like the people here were at peace and not easily disturbed.

      I decided that, whatever came next, I would appreciate this place's spirit and took a deep breath.

      “So, you’re here to buy the codex,” Ahmed said. “I must admit, you’re not what I expect in spies.”

      That deep breath sputtered out of my mouth in a gasp. “What?” I didn’t want to lie to a monk, but we did have cover to keep. I looked over at Beattie, who seemed as flabbergasted as I was.

      “But then, neither do I, I suppose,” Ahmed continued. “Perhaps that’s why we’re so good at our jobs?” His face was serious now as he held my gaze. “My job is to be your eyes and ears here in Syria. I blend in and speak the language—two things that will serve us well.”

      I nodded. “So you know who we are?” I was trying to get my brain up to speed, but fatigue was making that hard.

      “I do. I’ve been keeping up with your work through Boone, but I asked him not to tell you I knew since it helps me get a better sense of people when they come in, um, cold, I think you say,” Ahmed continued.

      Beattie smiled. “That does make sense, but I hadn’t pictured a monk as a spy, I guess.”

      “That’s why the ruse works. Plus, who better to know an ancient scroll than one of the orders who originally transcribed it.” He smiled again.

      “Your order wrote out the scroll?” I took a deep breath. “Are you an order of illuminators? Scribes?”

      “Both,” he said. “Welcome to the Order of Lucas. We follow in the tradition of the Apostle.”

      “The one who recorded the stories of Jesus,” Beattie almost whispered.

      “That very one,” he said. “It is our job to recover, receive, and record the ancient stories.”

      “Still?” I said and then realized from the frown on Ahmed’s face that I wasn’t being clear. “I mean, you’re still recording ancient stories?”

      “Oh yes,” he said. “You all hear about things like the Dead Sea Scrolls or this codex we are attempting to recover today. But we are receiving long-ago started tales all the time, especially through the Internet. When our mission is complete, I will show your our library.”

      I folded my hands tightly in my lap to resist the urge to request a tour now and nodded. “Thank you. Now, what do we need to know about this mission?”

      Ahmed smiled. “This text is from the first century AD, or BCE if you prefer. It is a recording of a story that is, as best we can tell, not recorded anywhere else.”

      “Boone mentioned that it might be a story of Jesus?” Beattie asked.

      “That is what we have heard, and while we are often quite skeptical of such claims for obvious reasons, we have reason to believe this text may indeed contain such a story,” he said.

      “Can you tell us those reasons?” I asked.

      “Oh, I think I must because you will need to know them to acquire the scroll.” He reached into the pocket of his gray vest and took out a folded piece of paper that he handed to Beattie. “These are the details about our meeting this evening. Memorize them and then destroy the paper.”

      I furrowed my brow. “That sounds ominous.”

      “The woman we are meeting tonight should not be taken lightly. We will spend this afternoon preparing, for we will all need it.”

      So began the most interesting yet terrifying afternoon of my life thus far. And given my last three book-buying trips, that was really saying something.

      “First of all,” Ahmed began, “you need to understand that the Christian Bible you probably recognize is a mash-up.”

      I started laughing. “Like Christina Aguilera meets Wham?”

      “More like BTS meets Lizzo, but yes.” He grinned at us, and I immediately had great respect for a man who knew both K-Pop and Lizzo. “You know, fewer white people,” he finished.

      Beattie and I cracked up again, and then he got more serious as he broke down for us the way the Christian Bible had been compiled and how it had involved groups of men deciding things a long time after Jesus had lived.

      When he was done with that part of the day’s lesson, Beattie said, “So, what you’re saying is that had this scroll been discovered earlier in history, it might well have become a part of the Bible as we know it?”

      “Exactly,” he agreed. “Which is why it’s both so important and so controversial.” He looked from her to me and said, “I expect you’ve both read The DaVinci Code or at least seen the movie.”

      This man knew his American pop culture well for a Syrian monk. Both Beattie and I nodded.

      He continued, “Then you know the controversy that book brought up in some Christian circles?”

      Again, we nodded.

      “This scroll, if it is as we expect it to be, would make that uproar seem like a kerfuffle at a young child’s birthday party.” He didn’t smile this time.

      “The content is that controversial?” I asked and noticed that I felt slightly anxious about what this scroll might contain. I wasn’t particularly religious, but like many Southern children, I had gone to my fair share of Vacation Bible Schools. So the basic tenets of Christianity felt familiar, like my favorite T-shirt.

      Ahmed took a deep breath and said, “If the scroll contains the tales it has been reported to contain, then the man we knew as Jesus will suddenly seem quite different to many of his followers.”

      Beattie started to speak, but Ahmed gently put a hand on hers. “If you can trust me, I’d prefer not to tell you what’s in the scroll specifically. The seller would be surprised if you knew the content in any detail. It is only the kind of information that someone like me”— he gestured around the monastery—“would likely have.”

      I nodded but then paused. “But aren’t you going with us to the meeting?”

      He smiled again. “Oh, most definitely.” He stood. “I am going to be doing the very difficult job of playing myself. But we must act as almost complete strangers. I am simply the authenticator you hired.”

      “So we have to act like we don’t know you at all?” I asked.

      He nodded and smiled. “Would it be better if I went in costume? Perhaps a long beard and tunic?”

      I laughed. “Nah, we can act.”

      “We’re going full-on MI6, then,” Beattie said.

      “Oh, I do hope we get to do that maneuver where he changed outfits just enough at strategic points to lose his tail,” Ahmed joked.

      In my opinion, that was the best scene in the entire TV series, so my already deep affection for the monk grew even bigger. Still, we had business to conduct. “So, can you tell us about the seller, or is it best we not know about her?”

      Ahmed’s face went very serious, more serious than it had since we’d met, and he sat down again. “Oh, no, my dear women, you need to know about this adversary. She is formidable.”

      Suddenly, I felt like we’d gone from a playful romp in pulp culture to the scene in every horror movie where they describe the origin story of the evil thing. I took a deep breath.

      “Her name is Zariyah, and she is notorious.” He looked at us meaningfully.

      “Notorious for her impeccable style or something else?” Beattie said in what I could see was an attempt to bring back the light mood of a few moments before.

      Ahmed wasn’t going back, though. “Notorious for her intolerance for deception and disrespect.” He took a deep breath and then continued. “Two years ago, a man tried to sell Zariyah a forged copy of an ancient text. She spotted the forgery immediately and had him shot on the spot.”

      I hissed. “Wow.” I’d been sold a forgery, and I could honestly say it had not occurred to me to kill the person who did it. Not even for a second.

      “I won’t delineate all her violent crimes, but, suffice it to say, they are numerable.” Ahmed looked down at his hands before continuing. “She is also, as you’ll gather, quite knowledgeable about her trade. She is rumored to have the world’s most extensive, privately-held collection of first-century documents.”

      Beattie whistled. “Whoa, so that means we need to know our stuff.” She swallowed hard. “Ahmed, this isn’t really our stuff.”

      This brought a smile to his face. “But it is mine, so I will tell you all you need to know.” And he did. For the next hour, he gave us a full rundown on everything but the codex’s contents. When we were done, we knew the type of paper—papyrus, actually—and ink it would have, as well as the fact that the document would likely include no images whatsoever since the material on which it was written was so precious. “Those are the facts that any scholar of this sort of work would know. That said, I suggest you don’t try to act like experts in this area. Rather, stick to the truth of your actual areas of expertise but explain you have taken on this acquisition as a favor for a special client.”

      “And if she asks who that client is?” Beattie said.

      “Then say you do not divulge your client’s identities. That will be both a credible statement and save you the trouble of keeping one more story straight,” Ahmed said.

      “If we ask you who we are procuring the scroll for, will you advise that it’s best if we don’t know?” I understood the logic of all this secrecy, but I wasn’t comfortable with it.

      “I will,” Ahmed said. “But I will also say that once the scroll is procured, I will give you all the information you seek.” He stood up. “Now, if you’ll forgive me, I must rest before dinner and evening prayers. We have a busy day tomorrow, and I want to be fresh.”

      “Plus, you need to do some, er, grooming,” I said with a smile.

      “I do,” he agreed. “And please, tomorrow, dress as you would in America. Zariyah is a very modern woman, and you will win her respect if you do not bow to the traditional practices of our culture.”

      I couldn’t quite get a read on what Ahmed himself felt about the traditional forms of dress for women in Syria, but that didn’t matter. So we nodded and let him lead us to the front of the monastery.

      When we stepped out on the street, I caught movement out of the corner of my eye and saw Ivan take a few steps toward us while also pretending to look at something beyond us on the road. “Our escort is ready,” I said to Beattie, and the two of us began the walk back up the street to the Jeep.

      “I just realized,” she said as we walked along, “that we didn’t get the details of our meeting tomorrow.” She didn’t sound too concerned, and I found I wasn’t either.

      “I suspect Boone already has all of that information, and maybe it’s best if we don’t know. I have a feeling that sentiment may be commonplace on this mission,” I said.

      “Look at you calling it a mission,” she said with a laugh. “Like we’re real spies.”

      I chuckled but then said, “Aren’t we, though?”

      She didn’t answer, and she didn’t have to. We both knew what we were, and while I couldn’t be sure how my best friend felt about the situation, I knew I was quite conflicted. Sure, the work was exciting, and it was important to return books to their rightful places, but it was also terrifying. And it was the terror I felt more when we got back to the Jeep and found both Boone and Frank sitting with their pistols in their hands.

      “Time to go,” Frank said.
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      Beattie and I weren’t even given a minute to ask questions when we got into the Jeep. Frank immediately started the engine and revved it up the street, narrowly dodging scooters and pedestrians. He barely slowed down when we reached Ivan, who leapt into the back with the grace of a cheetah. Then we were moving straight and fast up the road.

      Frank only slowed down once we got fully out of the city and onto a winding road.

      “What was that?” Beattie asked as she tugged the scarf she’d been using to keep from swallowing a mouthful of Syrian soil.

      “We were being watched,” Boone said.

      Frank took a left onto a slightly larger road, and soon, I saw the buildings of Damascus coming into view.

      “By whom?” I asked.

      Boone shook his head. “I don’t know yet.” He glanced back at me. “I’m just glad you came out when you did. It was getting a bit dicey.”

      I looked over at Beattie, and she shook her head. She clearly hadn’t seen the threat either, and that made me feel even more frightened. “So we’ve been made?”

      Frank spoke up then. “Not necessarily. I got the feeling it was more about the oddity of two guys just sitting in a Jeep in that neighborhood. We’ll check in with Ahmed from the hotel.”

      “Agreed. No one approached us, and I think if Zariyah’s people had identified us, then we would have had an actual encounter,” Boone said as he shook his head. “No, something else is in play here.”

      That did not make me feel any better, but I also knew that this part of the operation wasn’t my worry. Boone, Frank, and Ivan had proven themselves to be reliable and utterly committed to our safety. So with a concerted effort, I pushed my fear aside and thought about what Ahmed had told us.

      We were possibly going to be part of an operation that would find a new story about the historical Jesus’s life. I didn’t even know what to make of that, probably because I wasn’t sure what to make of Jesus as a person or a god in general but also because I had seen the kind of fervor that rose in people when their beliefs were challenged. It wasn’t often pretty.

      Still, I couldn’t help but be excited. This felt like a significant moment in history, at least book history—if not religious history—and for just a minute, as we drove through downtown Damascus, I let myself feel the honor of this opportunity.

      But then my stomach started to growl, and all I could think about was the importance of dinner. “What’s our plan for food?” I asked as we pulled up to the hotel. I clambered out as a valet arrived to park the now very dusty Jeep.

      Boone put his arm around my waist. “You read my mind?” he said. “Is room service okay?”

      Beattie clapped her hands. “Yes, please. I do not want to go anywhere else today.”

      “Well, that’s good because I feel the same way,” said a man from behind a large palm tree by the main entrance.

      “What in the world?” Beattie ran around the tree and hugged her boyfriend, Aaran. “I didn’t think you were coming.”

      Aaran and his brother Adaire had been with us on our last assignment, but Adaire had gone back to work at the Library of Scotland, and Aaran had a previous assignment that he’d said he couldn’t miss.

      “The other job worked itself out,” he said with a significant look at Boone. “So here I am. Catch me up?”

      Frank slapped him on the back. “At dinner. I need a shower.”

      “Yes,” I said and pulled Boone by the hand into the hotel. “And to sit down. Please.”

      Boone and I were, er, I guess you could call it dating. I still wasn’t sure what the terms were for courtship in mid-life, but we were together, which wasn’t as awkward as it sounded, given that he was also my boss.

      “You got it,” he said. “I’ll order food while you guys freshen up.” He was just as dusty and exhausted as the rest of us, but he also took his role as the leader of our strange little coterie quite seriously. That was something I appreciated, especially since I was too new at all of this—dating this man and this spy thing. I needed someone to take care of the stuff I didn’t understand, like how to order food in Arabic.
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      Forty-five minutes later, we were all freshly showered and gathered in the suite that Boone had reserved for the two of us. It was enormous, so it also served as our meeting room and dining hall. The large table was covered in dishes, some of which looked familiar—falafel, kebabs, and something that looked like stuffed grape leaves—and some that smelled amazing but I’d never had before.

      Short of seafood, which I really did not enjoy at all, I was game to try anything, so I grabbed a plate and filled it with samples from everything. I sat by the windows and began to eat. And eat. And eat. It was all delicious, but I found the lentil-bulgar dish to be my favorite. Well, that and the red pepper dip. I’d be going back for seconds.

      Or at least, that was the plan until I noticed the plate piled high with cookies on the counter in the small kitchenette. I decided to let things settle a bit to be sure I had room for those before I ate more. Sometimes, good food requires thorough planning.

      For a while, we ate in silence and talked about the beautiful courtyard of the hotel below us. The recent civil war had definitely ravaged the city. All along our route today, I’d seen rubble and buildings that were completely destroyed by bombing raids, but I’d also seen the rebuilding and the resilience of a people who had lived for millennia in a part of the world that so many people held so dearly for both beautiful and despicable reasons.

      Our hotel had somehow survived the worst of the war’s effects, and the beautiful flowers and landscaping outside felt like a bit of an oasis in the midst of so much struggle. When we’d arrived, I was glad to see that it looked like the courtyard was open to the community, and I hoped it provided a little green-filled refuge for the residents of Damascus.

      Eventually, Boone turned our attention to the business at hand and said, “Things went okay with Ahmed?”

      Beattie and I both nodded, and she answered, “Yes. He’s lovely and prepared us well, at least as best I can tell.”

      “Good,” Boone replied. “We’re meeting Zariyah at nine tomorrow morning at Ugarit.”

      Aaran laughed. “Ugarit? Really?”

      “What’s so special about Ugarit?” I said.

      “It’s the place scholars believe the world’s first alphabet was written,” Aaran said.

      Beattie nodded and said, “Ah, a symbolic location then.”

      “Exactly,” Boone said. “Zariyah is proud of her heritage, as she should be, and I’m sure she will want to share the story of Ugarit with you.” He caught my eye. “It would be best if you indulged her in this.”

      “I don’t have to indulge her in anything. Who wouldn’t want to know about the birthplace of the world’s first alphabet?” I said, now eager to get to this meeting. I realized, however, that I needed to understand the situation more before going. “Tell us more about her.”

      Frank laughed. “She’s a force,” he said and shook his head. “Don’t underestimate her.”

      “I wasn’t planning on it,” I said and heard the defensiveness in my voice. I wondered where that was coming from, but right now wasn’t the time to delve into my own psychology. “She’s a known worker in the stolen text market here.”

      Beattie smiled and rolled her eyes. “Look at you with the fancy terminology,” she said.

      “Shush, you,” I replied and smiled at her. “You know what I mean.”

      “I do,” Boone said. “And yes, she’s very well-connected and respected here, which is why we need one more person on our team.”

      As if waiting on a cue, a petite woman in a gray pants suit and a matching gray hijab stepped into the room. Her timing was so perfect that I wondered if she’d been listening at the door.

      “Meet Thala, the newest member of our security team,” Boone said as he stood, walked over to the woman, and shook her hand. “Thanks for coming on such short notice.”

      “Not a problem,” she said in an accent that sounded both Syrian and British at the same time. “I hear you stirred up some interest earlier today?”

      I glanced over at Frank, who shrugged.

      “It seems so, which is why I called you. But we’ll get into all of that. Let’s do introductions.” Boone went around the room and introduced each of us by name and purpose to the mission. Beattie and I were the agents, apparently. I kind of liked it.

      Then he introduced Thala more fully. “I’ve worked with Thala on a number of cases here in the Middle East but never here in Syria, her home country. Are you from Damascus originally?”

      “Born and raised,” she said, “until I went to Cambridge for university. Now, I work all over the region as part of security details when needed.”

      I did my best not to make assumptions about this woman who was very small in size. I hated when people underestimated me because of something physical about me, and I didn’t want to do the same to her. But I couldn’t create a mental image of how she would be our security.

      “Thala holds the highest belts in several forms of martial arts, and she is the best person, as far as I know, with a knife.” Boone met my gaze and held it. “Plus, she speaks Arabic fluently, of course, so she will be an asset in ways that even Frank, Ivan, and Aaran won’t be.”

      Aaran stepped forward and extended his hand. “It’s nice to meet you.” Following his lead, we each greeted Thala, and finally, I said, “I’m always game for kick-ass women on the team.”

      For a split second, I wondered if my small swear might offend her, but she laughed out loud and gave me a high five. “Exactly.” Then she leaned forward to Beattie and me and mock-whispered, “We won’t even need the men.”

      And just like that, I liked her.

      “Thank you for the room, Boone,” she said. “I’ll step out to do my prayers and then return to get the briefing for tomorrow.”

      I’d heard the call to prayer throughout the day, but I hadn’t paid much attention to it other than to note that it reminded me of the sound of car horns or bus announcements in the cities of the US But as Thala left, the call rose again, and for the first time, I understood that this meant that most of the city’s residents stopped to pray five times a day. There was something profoundly beautiful about that kind of devotion.

      While we waited for Thala to return, the rest of us cleaned up the room service dishes and moved the plate of cookies to the table. Ivan put on a kettle for tea, and soon, the common space looked like a cozy living room with the lamps lit and the darkness growing deeper outside. Add in the cookies and tea, and it felt like my grandmother’s farmhouse on a winter’s evening, never mind that it was still almost eighty degrees outside, and we were in a country that was largely made up of desert.

      When Thala returned, she helped herself to a cup of mint tea and a cookie, then sat cross-legged on the ground beside me. I’d vowed a few weeks back to work on my core strength since my new job was proving to be more physical than I’d imagined. So sitting on the floor and keeping my back straight was a small way I could do that and still avoid formal exercise, which was something I hated. I felt proud of myself until I realized Thala had folded her legs into the full lotus position and was sitting, seemingly without effort, with a perfectly straight spine. I had some work to do.

      As Boone sat forward to begin our briefing, I let out one of those yawns that squeaked and immediately tried to hide my face. But my boyfriend—did I call him my boyfriend?—looked at me and said, “This will be quite short. We all need a good night’s rest.”

      I smiled at him gratefully.

      “Ugarit is a ruin,” he continued, “and it’s a pretty exposed place, a fact that I’m sure factored into Zariyah’s decision to have us meet there.” He unfolded a map onto the table and tapped it with a pencil. “We’ll be close by—Frank, Ivan, and I—but not within sight.”

      I studied the map and saw that it was set on a plain of sorts, so the guys couldn’t be close if they wanted to be unobserved. “Wouldn’t we come with protection?” I asked since that had been the norm on our previous missions.

      Boone shook his head. “Zariyah’s conditions were that you come alone. Ahmed’s presence will be acceptable as a translator and guide, and Thala will go with you as your lady’s maid since, in some places, it would be unacceptable for Ahmed to go with you.”

      I looked at our new bodyguard and nodded.

      “We will stop at a mosque on the way for morning prayers, and Thala will accompany you into the women’s room. That should establish why her presence is needed,” Boone continued.

      “All right, and let’s talk figures,” Beattie said. “What are we authorized to offer?”

      “Two million euros,” Boone said matter-of-factly.

      I almost fell backward at the figure. “Two million,” I said. “Whoa.”

      “And you can go up to two-point-five,” he continued. “This scroll is quite valuable, and while we could play games and try to negotiate, ultimately, our goal is simply to acquire it.”

      “We don’t need to get any evidence on Zariyah?” Beattie asked.

      Boone shook his head. “In this case, no. There’s too much risk, and while we will record the sale and turn the information over to the proper authorities, you are not to engage in trying to extract more information. Do you understand?” His voice was low and firm.

      Beattie and I nodded, and the small peach pit of dread in my stomach grew to the size of a grapefruit.

      Thala stood and then helped me to my feet. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ve got you.”

      That gave me some comfort, but while it felt ironic to want to delve deeper into this mission, it also felt terrifying that it was too dangerous to do so. We were in unprecedented territory now.
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      Fortunately, even though I was a ball of anxiety when I went to bed, I slept like the dead and woke up only when the alarm on my watch went off at 6:30. I’d slept for almost ten hours and felt like I could use another ten, but I wanted to spend some time meditating and relaxing by myself before Boone woke up, and we had to get going in earnest.

      As I slid out of bed, he said, “I set up your mat by the window, facing the sunrise,” then turned over and went back to sleep.

      I kissed his cheek and whispered a thank you for that gentle kindness before I headed to the kitchen to find coffee, for no matter what part of the world I was in, coffee was necessary. And I knew, by reputation only, that Middle Eastern coffee was nice and strong. However, I did not realize that it was simply made with coffee grounds and water in a copper pot with a handle. I almost cried when I saw the setup.

      But then I noticed the directions written in Boone’s handwriting beside the pot, and soon enough, I was drinking very strong, very flavorful—it had a bit of cardamon in it—coffee with plenty of sugar and a dash of cream that I found in the fridge. It was amazing.

      I took a seat by the window, overlooking the city a few floors below, and marveled. In so many ways, it looked like all the other cities I’d visited—people rushing to wherever they needed to be, cars and bicycles and motorbikes stopping and starting around each other, and the steady din of traffic and voices.

      And yet, when I looked more closely, the devastation of war was apparent. Just a block up the street, a building was still tumbled down onto itself, the result of a bomb, I expected, and as I sat back and closed my eyes, I thought of the way people on the street had looked at us when we were in the southern part of the city yesterday. They were wary, but not the kind of wary Americans feel when strangers come into our midst. No, this was a deeper fear. I could see it in people’s eyes, the way the impulse to fight or run sat waiting there, anxious and ready.

      A few minutes later, Boone was up. He made his coffee and then took a seat beside me. “You okay?”

      I nodded. “Tired and sort of flabbergasted by being in this place. But okay.” I leaned over and kissed his cheek. “So, Boss, what’s the schedule today?”

      “Well,” he said with a smile as he took my hand. “We need to be on the road in about a half-hour. Your appointment with Zariyah is at 2 p.m., and we need to leave ample time to stop at the mosque for prayer.”

      “It’s going to be so dangerous that we need to pray before we go?” I asked, only half joking.

      “No, it’s a matter of paying respect and keeping up appearances. While Zariyah will know you are not coming just to view the ruins, the locals and, well, others need to have the impression that you’re just two American tourists out to see the sites.”

      Every bit of me wanted to ask what he meant by “others,” but I didn’t. I knew that if Boone thought I should know something, he would tell me. “Okay,” I said. “I am kind of interested in seeing a non-touristy mosque, actually.”

      “I figured you would be. I’ve made all the arrangements, so it shouldn’t be a problem. But you never know.” He smiled, squeezed my fingers, and got up. “Mind if I grab a shower first?”

      “No, I’ll get one when you’re done,” I said as I stood and headed toward the map still laid out on the table. As I leaned over and looked at Ugarit, which Boone had circled, I let my eyes travel east and a bit south to Damascus. The drive looked pretty straightforward, just north and a bit west of Damascus.

      “Is this trip safe?” I said with a glance back toward the windows. “I mean, for us.”

      “For Americans?” He looked at me carefully as he walked out of the bathroom after his shower. “What are you asking?”

      “There’s still a war here. Can we travel across the country safely?” I had never lived in a country where war was ongoing. Heck, the US hadn’t even had any battles on our soil, except the bombing of Pearl Harbor, in the last 150 years. This was all new to me.

      “It’s safe, Poe. I’ve made sure of that.” He hugged me close.

      Of course, I had twenty-five million questions, but I didn’t ask any of them. I didn’t want to know what he’d had to do to assure our safety since I didn’t think knowing would actually make me feel safer.

      “We have all the clearances and permissions we need. We are protected, at least on a grand scale. Today will be a hard day, but we have done all we can to prepare.”

      His voice against my hair was reassuring, and I let out a long hard breath. “Okay.” I pulled back and tried to smile. “My turn to shower.”

      He nodded. “Everyone will be here in fifteen.”

      That was a very nice way of saying, “Poe, don’t take your usual thirty-minute shower, please.” I smiled and hustled off to get ready.
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      Less than half an hour later, we were all in a Land Rover/Bronco thing—don’t ask me because I don’t know cars. But this one had a roof and windows that rolled up, and I had a feeling I was going to appreciate that very much.

      As we drove, I asked Thala about what to expect at the mosque we were visiting, and she told me to think of it as a church but without pews and just do what she did when she did it, and we’d be fine.

      I chuckled. The first time I attended a Catholic mass in seventh grade, my friend Alexis told me something similar. “Just follow me,” she’d said, and I’d spent the next hour kneeling, standing, and sitting about ten seconds behind everyone else. It was so embarrassing, but I had to hope that adult Thala had more wherewithal than middle school Alexis.

      “The plan,” Boone said once Frank had us on the main road outside Damascus, “is to drive most of the way. That way, we can be at the mosque we’ve selected in time for Dhuhr.”

      “Dhuhr is the midday prayer,” Thala explained. “That’s a good choice. We’ll blend in as travelers at that time, and the mosque probably won’t be quite so crowded.”

      I nodded like I understood the significance of either of those things. I was too tired to try to figure anything else out, so I needed to trust this team of people around me. Most of them had already proven themselves capable of saving my life more than once, and if they thought Thala was an excellent addition to our coterie, I wasn’t going to disagree. Besides, I liked her more and more the longer I was with her.

      When the vehicle stopped, I woke up, startled. Given the drool on my chin and the crick in my neck, I took it that I had been asleep for some time because we were now at a mosque. At least, that was what I took the building with the arched doorways and the turreted tower to be.

      As I climbed out of the vehicle, Thala quickly wrapped a scarf over my hair and lower face and tucked a curl behind my ear before turning and doing the same for Beattie as my best friend bent over to accommodate the small woman.

      Thala then tugged our sleeves down fully to our wrists and pulled our pants down to the top of our sandals. “You’ll take your shoes off when we go in. Please stay near me, and be sure to keep your eyes down. This mosque is a bit more conservative than most, but the Imam is a friend.” With that, she turned and walked toward the door, following behind the men in our group.

      Again, my mind raced with questions, but I forced myself to breathe slowly as I stepped inside the beautiful building and slipped off my shoes, just as Thala did. Then, the three of us walked into a smaller room near the back of the worship space, where an ornate, carved screen separated us from the men’s worship area.

      As I had expected, Thala was a much better guide for a religious service than my young friend had been, and from between the two of us, she quietly translated the service and gave us instructions on when to bow and such. Within a few minutes of the service’s beginning, I found myself relaxing into the soft, gentle feel of the space, and while I wasn’t particularly religious, it did feel like the divine was close by as we bowed our heads to the ground and prayed.

      Kneeling and bowing wasn’t something I was used to at all, but as we repeated the motion again and again at various points, I found myself getting more and more focused as the rhythms of my body required the last ramblings of my mind to slow. By the end of the service, I was relaxed and calm in ways that I hadn’t been in days.

      “That was amazing,” I said very quietly when we got back outside. “I’ve never been in a religious service where I didn’t feel like I needed to dissect every word.”

      “But since you don’t speak Arabic, you were freed from that, right?” Thala said.

      “Exactly.” I nodded. “You’ve had the experience then?”

      “Once, in Assisi in Italy. I went to a vespers service at St. Francis’s monastery. I didn’t speak any Italian then, and I loved just being in the energy of that place.” She sighed. “Sadly, I don’t have that luxury in the religion of my home, but I do try to recover it when I’m in the mosque.”

      While we were casually chatting, I noticed that the men had surrounded us, which was something that generally would have made me defensive and super deep into my feminism, but in this situation and with these men, I knew their actions had a clear purpose. I also knew better than to ask what that purpose was.

      Once we were all back in our vehicle and on the road, Boone said, “That worked. You were clearly observed,” he said to Beattie and me, “and Thala, your performance was stellar.”

      “Performance?” Beattie asked. “What performance?”

      “Well,” Thala said with a shy smile, “I’m not devout, so I don’t go to prayer much anymore.” She winked at Beattie. “When I do, it’s at an integrated mosque where men and women worship together.”

      “I knew I liked you,” I said as I bumped against her arm. “So why the need to perform?” I direct my question to her and Boone.”

      Boone looked at Thala to answer. “We’re toeing a fine line here. Zariyah does not appreciate the elements of religion that subjugate women, but many of the people, especially the men who surround her, hold to the old traditions, so we needed to go to prayer as a way of establishing your cover more deeply and appeasing both parties.” She took off her hijab. “You’ll want to remove your scarves now.”

      Beattie studied our new friend, whose hair was loose and flowing in dark waves to the middle of her back. “So if you’re not devout . . .”

      “Right, I wear the hijab out of respect for those who are but also as a sort of cover. Women who are covered are often overlooked,” Thala said with a sly smile.
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      The rest of the ride to Ugarit was uneventful and relatively short, although I could feel my eyes growing heavy again in the quick thirty-minute jaunt. I was going to have to get real rest soon, or I was going to be sick. That’s just how my body worked.

      All my fatigue drained away, though, when we parked next to a low stone wall that ran beside what appeared to be a pasture. Sheep grazed across the green grass, and while the landscape still felt largely arid, I found myself breathing a bit more deeply at the sight of trees and vibrant evergreens. “Are those cedars?” I asked.

      Frank laughed. “Yep, the actual cedars of Lebanon.”

      I walked over to a small tree and rubbed its nubby fronds between my fingers before sniffing them. Just the scent of evergreen soothed my nervous spirit. Before I could overthink it, I quickly tugged off a small stem and put it in my pocket. I figured I might need a bit more calming as the day went on.

      With my tiny frond of fortification in my pocket, I walked to the wall where Beattie sat with Boone standing in front of her. “All right, women. Here’s the plan. You’re going to drive up the hill to Ugarit proper. Ivan is going with you. Frank, Aaran, and I will be here, listening.” Boone tapped an earpiece in his ear.

      “Ivan is wired?” Beattie asked.

      “Yes, and so am I,” Thala said as she pointed to one of the buttons on her tunic. “Plus, we have a relay of the conversation going back to officials in Damascus.”

      I nodded and rubbed the cedar in my pocket. “Can you drive this thing?” I looked over at the Range Rover slash Bronco thing. I could manage it if need be, but I hated trying out a new clutch on the best of days. Today was not the best.

      “Yes,” Thala said. “Ahmed is meeting us there.”

      When I frowned, Boone said, “We thought it best to have him come like a true tour guide might since we didn’t need him to guide us at the mosque.”

      “Okay,” I said. “And you’re sure he’s coming?” I knew Thala could translate for us, but I wanted Ahmed there to help with the book. He needed to confirm we were getting the correct item.

      Frank smiled. “He texted an hour ago. He’ll be there in five minutes or so.”

      I glanced down at my watch. It was ten minutes until two. “Okay,” I said. “Let’s get this show on the road.” My way of living was to charge headfirst into most situations and let them sort themselves out. I preferred to deal with the consequences rather than weigh the options. It wasn’t always the best choice, but in high-stress situations, it was my default. I jumped into the back seat and thrummed my fingers against the window’s edge.

      With far less speed than I would have liked, Beattie and Thala climbed up front while Ivan got in next to me. It hadn’t gotten by me that Ivan’s presence was an unexpected addition to our coterie, but I was glad to have him with us for comfort as much as physical protection, despite the fact I was sure Thala could handle most anything.

      Still, the fact that the plan had changed did make me even more nervous, and I hoped it was just a precaution, not a decision on Boone’s part because of some heightened danger. I forced myself to think of other things, though. Getting wrapped up in my anxiety wasn’t going to help anyone just now.

      When Thala drove the vehicle to the crest of the hill, I gasped. Just ahead was a massive set of ruins, what looked to be the bottom quarter of a city’s worth of walls, all constructed from stone, and beyond it, the Mediterranean Sea glistened in the afternoon sun. It was as magical a place as I had ever seen.

      Thala parked the car in a haphazard parking lot at the edge of the ruin, and we all climbed out. Ivan casually walked over to a low wall, took out his phone, and began to scroll. I guess “low-key bodyguard” was his look for the day. We three women walked through a doorway and into what had to have been a massive building. “This is huge,” I whispered.

      “It was quite a place back in the fourteenth century BC. Ugarit was a major trading post, and writings here have included works from the Egyptians, the Hittites, and several others. Have you heard of the Baal Cycle?” Thala said as we walked past a low, arched doorway.

      Beattie shook her head, and I thought for a moment. “Baal, as in from the Hebrew Bible?”

      “Exactly. The Baal Cycle was found here. It told us about the Canaanite religion that is referenced in early Hebrew tests. And it is also one of the longest, most complete ancient texts found here.”

      The ruin was massive, and despite the few other folks wandering around, it felt like we were all alone. I couldn’t imagine how they had been able to find any kind of text in this huge space. Sometimes, I couldn’t find my own socks in the bed sheets.

      “For the sake of reference, how long is long?” Beattie asked. “Are we talking War and Peace or Micah The Prophet?”

      “More Micah than Tolstoy,” Thala said. “It’s something like 2,300 lines long.”

      I could feel my bookish excitement growing, and I bounced on the balls of my feet as we stopped in the middle of what must have been a courtyard or something at some time. “Is the Baal Cycle still here in Syria?”

      “I think so, at a museum in Aleppo.” She smiled at me. “Are you a person who is motivated by rewards?”

      “Is there a person in the world who isn’t motivated by rewards?” I responded with a grin.

      “When we’re done with our project, I’ll take you to Aleppo myself,” she said with a smile. Then the smile fell away, and she lifted her chin to point toward something behind us. “She’s here.”

      And just like that, the joy of this place and the fact that I might see ancient tablets fell away as a sleek, tall woman walked toward us. Her straightened hair hung in a bob at her neck, and she was dressed in a black tank top and black jeans. She had to be roasting, but she looked as cool as Angelina Jolie in every action movie she’d starred in.

      Except this wasn’t Angelina, and this woman wasn’t acting. As she approached us, she put out her hand. “Poe, Beattie,” she said as she addressed each of us accurately. “This is your bodyguard?”

      “Yes,” I said. “This is Thala.” Zariyah did not extend her hand, and Thala did not smile. “The man by our vehicle is also with us, but we preferred to keep him at a distance.” I was playing a dangerous game here, but I hoped a hesitancy to trust men might ally me with Zariyah a bit.

      “A wise choice,” she said with a small smile. “Women are our own best keepers. Now, I understand you are here about the manuscript.”

      At that moment, Ahmed appeared from somewhere on the other side of the massive ruin. He was breathing hard but appeared not to have broken a sweat. Had I just walked up a hill in a semi-arid region, I would have been soaked through. He spoke quickly to Thala in Arabic, and she turned to us to translate. “Ahmed would like to apologize for his lateness. He was waylaid by tourists who had a lot of questions.”

      I nodded at Ahmed and turned back to Zariyah. “I do believe you know Brother Ahmed. We asked him to join us to help us authenticate the codex. We trust that is acceptable.” I hoped that I would not appear hypocritical because of my statement about Ivan and then my welcoming of Ahmed, but when Zariyah nodded, I took it that she understood my meaning, albeit a fabricated one. A Syrian monk was not the same kind of man as a Caucasian bodyguard.

      “Very good,” Zariyah said and waved her right hand in the air sharply. A tiny woman in a head covering and long tunic with tapered pants stepped forward and placed a metal tube into Zariyah’s hand. “As you can imagine, these conditions aren’t ideal for examining the codex in detail, but I will permit a brief review for the sake of transparency.”

      I studied this woman as she handed the tube to Ahmed. She was forthright and assertive but not cruel-seeming. She wasn’t patronizing us, and she didn’t appear duplicitous. But she also had built herself a very good cover if even Boone had thought we would need Ahmed to be our translator with her. I gathered from his decision to speak only in Arabic that he had noticed her use of English and felt it best not to reveal he could also understand her. So many levels of deceit at play here. I couldn’t even begin to untangle them and still stay focused on our mission.

      We followed Ahmed to a nearby wall ruin, where he carefully opened the tube and slid the codex into his right hand. The scroll looked quite old, given the yellowed color of the document, but it also didn’t look nearly as frail as some of the texts I’d used in grad school when doing my research on Russian fairy tales. In comparison, this text looked downright rugged.

      Very gently, Ahmed unrolled the first three or four inches of the codex and studied the page in front of him. I had no idea what he was looking at, only that he was looking carefully with what appeared to be a jeweler’s loop.

      Beyond him, a small group of tourists milled around, and I could see Ahmed positioning his body so that it was between them and the scroll. We didn’t need any witnesses asking any questions.

      After a few minutes, he turned back to us and said something in Arabic.

      “It’s authentic,” Thala translated.

      “He’s certain?” Beattie asked as she looked from Thala to Ahmed.

      Thala repeated Beattie’s question, and Ahmed said, “Yes” in English as he handed the once-again encased scroll back to Zariyah.

      “Very good,” I said as I turned to Zariyah. “Two million euros.” I tried to sound confident and casual even though I had to force that massive dollar figure out of my mouth.

      Zariyah studied me for a minute, and I stood very still with my weight on one foot. Again, casual but confident seemed to be key here.

      “Two-point-one,” she said, “and you have a deal.”

      I put out my hand to shake and then turned to Thala. “Please ask Ivan to bring the money.”

      Thala gave a crisp nod and jogged to where he was still scrolling on his phone.

      I had never been good with awkward silences nor been able to quell my natural curiosity, so I said, “Are you pleased?”

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Beattie look at me quickly, but as soon as I turned to her, she was staring out over the distance as if I’d just asked Zariyah if she liked cream in her coffee.

      “Very,” Zariyah said casually, but I noticed she tightened her stance by pulling her feet together and folding her arms. I had made her nervous.

      “Excellent,” I said just as Ivan and Thala returned with a large silver briefcase. I took the case, popped it open, scanned the contents, and then handed it to Zariyah. “Please feel free to count it.”

      She took the case by the handle and let it drop to her side before handing me the canister with the codex. “No need. If there is any trouble with the payment, we’ll know soon enough. It’s been a pleasure.” With that, she turned and walked away to what I could now see was a waiting black SUV.

      The four of us made as if we were exploring the ruins a bit more, which I figured seemed reasonable given the cover for our presence as tourists. Plus, I really wanted to see the space more closely. The tourists moving freely through the ruins had me even more curious, and I really wanted to see more of the history there.

      As we walked, though, I couldn’t wait to celebrate our apparently smooth and easy transaction. “Well, that was easy,” I said as we walked.

      “It was,” Ahmed said, but he didn’t sound as excited as I was.

      I groaned. “Was it too easy? Please don’t tell me it was too easy.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. When I was casing the area, I saw she had at least four bodyguards, and I suspect there were more. So she was expecting trouble. It’s quite possible she also feels this was a bit too simple, and we know she has no reason to worry about that since our goal here was simply to obtain the codex.”

      “So we might be acting paranoid for no reason?” Beattie suggested.

      “Perhaps,” Ahmed said and then shot a quick glance at Thala, who looked quite grim.
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      I was uneasy for the rest of the ride back to Damascus, and by the way that Beattie was fidgeting in her seat, I could tell she was, too. The people who understood the situation more deeply than we did were worried, which meant we needed to be as well. The problem was I didn’t know quite what to worry about, so I worried about everything.

      But when we got to the hotel, I forced myself to think positively. We had just bought a very rare codex for less than the maximum we were allowed to pay, and we had not been shot at, kidnapped, or in grave danger, at least that we knew of. I was going to take that as a win.

      “I’m going to the bar,” I said when we entered the lobby. “It’s time to celebrate.”

      Boone kissed me on the cheek and said, “Agreed. My treat.”

      I wasn’t a heavy drinker, but on a day as stressful as today, a dirty martini, a free dirty martini, sounded especially nice. “Who else is coming?”

      “I’m afraid I do not imbibe,” Ahmed said quietly, “but I will reconnoiter with you tomorrow morning.” He smiled and turned back out of the lobby.

      “Did he just use reconnoiter correctly in casual conversation?” Aaran said as he found us a table at the back of the bar.

      “Yes, I believe he did,” Beattie said as she slid in next to him. “Impressive.”

      “I agree,” I said as the waiter came over and took our drink order. “He’s impressive in a lot of ways.”

      Given that it was midafternoon in a Muslim country, we were the only ones in the bar. So when Boone gave the waiter his platinum card to cover the charges, we were given excellent service and complimentary appetizers. I’d had hummus and meatballs—kibbeh here—before, but nothing this good. I could have eaten all the portions myself, but Boone reminded me we were going out to dinner, so I allowed my friends to enjoy the food, too.

      As we wound down, we talked about our families back home, and I updated everyone on the success Uncle Fitz had been enjoying, given our recent acquisitions. Apparently, a wealthy woman from a county nearby had hired him to appraise her entire library, and then, when he had offered to buy it at full price, she had insisted he paid ten percent less for his kindness. The collection had apparently included a lot of Colonial-era books and a few more modern first editions. “He made his month’s profit on the sale of two books from that collection alone,” I finished.

      “Fitz knows his stuff,” Ivan said. “I wanted to find a copy of The Golden Key for my niece a few months ago, and he not only found a beautiful edition but one that MacDonald had signed himself. I ended up buying a regular paperback for her to read and then gave the valuable copy to her mother for safekeeping.”

      Frank laughed. “Seems wise. I’ve met your niece, and I suspect she could do some serious damage to a book. Doesn’t she like to read while sitting on a tree branch over a stream?”

      “Exactly,” Ivan said.

      We chatted a while longer, and after we’d finished our drinks, we made our way back upstairs to our rooms to get ready for dinner. It was a night when we were dining on our own, something I had suggested to Boone on the flight over, a chance for folks to go out and enjoy themselves without feeling the pressure of the full team with them. “I think you just want me all to yourself,” he’d said. He wasn’t wrong.

      And I was sure my suggestion had been a good one when he came out of the bedroom in a pair of gray slacks and a button-down shirt, which had been clearly tailor-made for him. He looked polished and handsome, with just enough quirkiness to make him particularly attractive to me. In comparison to my yellow sundress, his outfit made him look sedate and somber. Looks could be deceiving.

      When he put out his arm for me to slide mine into as we walked down the hall to the elevator, I smiled and pulled him close. It was going to be a good night.

      Boone had made reservations at a restaurant in the heart of the old city. Naranj
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