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For Lyla Foy, whose UMi provided the fuel.




ONE


Her name was Autumn, and like the season that had invested her with both name and temperament, her appearance heralded the onset of a fall.


She’d been a pretty thing; all auburn curls and heels, her mouth a slash of wicked scarlet, her painted fingernails uniform and precise. She’d been twenty, twenty-two at most. She’d barely commenced her life, and now the city had taken it from her.


Donovan crushed the nib of his cigarette between his fingertips, grinding the ash and embers until it burned, until the butt disintegrated, and he allowed it to dribble away in the wind. How had a young woman like this ended up lying with her face in a puddle in an alleyway?


He dropped to his haunches, studying the shocked expression on her face; frozen, rigid, like an obscene photograph printed in a tabloid rag. She looked surprised. She hadn’t been expecting to die, then. Even after everything that had been done to her, she’d clung to the notion that she might somehow find a way out and live, that someone might rush to help her in her final moments, fend off her attackers and sweep her away to safety. And then the moment had come, and she’d been unprepared, terrified, alone. It was a hell of a way to die.


“Ritual, then?”


Donovan looked up to see Mullins standing a few feet from the body, rubbing his sweaty palms on the legs of his pants. His ample cheeks were flushed, and he kept glancing nervously at the corpse, as if he couldn’t decide whether he wanted to stare at it, or run a mile in the opposite direction.


Donovan sighed. “Well, given the fact they’ve carved bloody great icons into her flesh, it’s a safe assumption, Sergeant.”


“Yeah, well, I suppose it is,” said Mullins, redundantly. He ran a hand through his hair; a nervous gesture Donovan had seen a hundred times before.


“Listen, go take a look along the alleyway, see if you can’t find anything her attackers might have left behind; a knife, a cigarette butt, a footprint.” He knew the chances of turning up anything useful were minimal at best, but he couldn’t bear to watch the poor guy suffer any longer.


Mullins nodded gratefully and hurried away. Donovan wondered if the woman reminded him of someone. He’d seen that happen before; watched the most stoic of officers go to pieces over the sight of a dead girl in a familiar dress. Things like that, they brought it all home, made you think it could have been you. That it might have been your wife, or girlfriend, or sister lying there in the gutter, legs splayed apart, stockings torn, blood dribbling from the corner of her mouth. The thought made Donovan grateful he and Flora had never thought about having kids. He was certainly old enough to be this girl’s father.


He scratched at his new beard. It felt wiry and unfamiliar, and he was still unsure if he was going to keep it. Flora liked it, though; he could tell from the way he’d caught her looking at him in bed that morning, the little sideways glance when she thought he wasn’t paying attention. She’d practically sighed with relief when he’d stepped out of the bathroom, toweling himself down, with the thing still plastered over his face. Maybe he’d give it a few more days. Maybe the itching would stop.


He sighed, took another cigarette from the packet inside his jacket, and pulled the ignition tab. The light was fading now, the long, red fingers of the sunset clawing at the Manhattan skyline, as if trying desperately to cling on. Soon the police trucks would be here with the surgeon, and the stretcher, and the dancing lights, and this poor woman would lose any shred of dignity she had left.


Not that she had much.


Donovan took a long draw on his cigarette, and then gently, cupping the back of her head, rolled her over onto her back.


“You there?” he whispered into the mouth of the alleyway. “If you’re watching from the shadows, you can damn well get down here and help.”


He waited a moment for a reply, but there was nothing. No subtle shifting of the light, no red glow of night-vision lenses, no quiet, measured observations. He wasn’t there.


Donovan balanced his cigarette on his bottom lip, and leaned over, studying the woman’s face. There was a mark on her forehead, carved into the flesh with the tip of a knife. The blood had run, mingling with the water to form glossy streaks, but the symbol was just about visible. It appeared to be a circle or disk, resting inside a pair of horns.


There were other marks, too—one just below the soft cup of her throat, above the curve of her breasts, depicting what looked like a small bird with a long beak, and another on her forearm, a neatly carved succession of nested shapes—a circle inside a square, inside a triangle, inside a larger circle.


Donovan chewed the end of his cigarette. She’d been alive when they’d cut her. He knew that much about corpses. He could tell from the way the blood had swelled to the surface, how the skin had puckered. She’d probably screamed, too. The pain would have been excruciating. He’d have Mullins check that out as well, talk to anyone in the nearby apartments in case they’d heard anything. Trouble was, they probably heard women screaming out here every night. It was that kind of neighborhood.


Mullins had already taken her purse; Donovan would take a proper look at that back at the station. He checked her hands, though. There were rings still on her fingers. Impressive rings, too, with big rocks. She’d been going up in the world, keeping company with someone who could afford expensive presents. The rings meant something else, too—this wasn’t just a robbery, with someone trying to cover his tracks or get a cheap thrill from carving her up. Whoever had done this had left her purse, and three rings totaling in the hundreds of dollars. Whoever was responsible—whichever sick bastard Donovan was going to have to find—had targeted this woman for a reason. The symbols were a message. Donovan’s first job was to discover for whom.


He saw the lights before he heard the shrill cry of the sirens, and stood, pluming smoke from his nostrils. Two police trucks and a surgeon, just as he’d anticipated. He’d been playing this game for too long.


“Mullins?” he said, cupping his hand around his mouth and calling down the alleyway. “You found anything?”


“No, sir,” came the muffled response. “Nothing worth mentioning.”


“All right, then get out here and brief the others. I want her bringing straight to the morgue, and I want Dr. Vettel’s eyes on her. No one else. Only Vettel. She’s not going to like it, but when she’s done working up a lather on the holotube, tell her that I owe her one.” He flicked ash from the end of his cigarette, watching as Mullins emerged from the other end of the alleyway, wearing a sullen expression. “You got that?”


“I’ve got it,” he said.


Donovan nodded. Uniformed men were jumping out of the trucks, spilling out into the road in a veritable tide of blue.


Shame they couldn’t have been here when she needed them, he thought. He knew he wasn’t being fair, that he was grouchy and tired and needed a drink, but then what had happened to the woman wasn’t fair, either.


He rubbed his palm over his face. There’d been too many girls recently. Maybe it was starting to get to him.


Mullins was already talking to Parkhurst, one of the uniformed boys, issuing instructions about getting the body brought back to the morgue. Donovan decided not to bother him. He’d see him back at the station.


Turning up the collar of his coat, he walked past the parked police trucks, their lights still flashing wildly, and cut down a side street, emerging onto Fourth Avenue. Cars sailed by on the wet road as if skating on mirrors, their tires stirring up puddles close to the sidewalk. Steam curled from a nearby standing pipe, and overhead, the silvery shaft of a searchlight from a police blimp danced across the rooftops, making ghostly shapes amongst the stark silhouettes of water towers and billboards.


Donovan flicked the butt of his cigarette into the gutter, where it fizzed for a moment in a puddle before going out. He figured that was some kind of metaphor for his day.


He took a deep breath, then set out for the station.




TWO


If the splintered ribs weren’t enough, now he was bleeding from a gash above his left eye, and he had an awful, dawning notion that his lung was about to collapse.


The Ghost tried to roll onto his side, but even that set off a series of blooming explosions in his head; tiny bursts of fairy lights, dancing before his eyes.


He sucked at the air, and then wished he hadn’t. His chest burned. Not just the usual, taken-one-too-many-punches sort of pain, either—this was excruciating. The sort of pain that made you think twice about trying to breathe again. He decided that might be his best course of action—to feign death and hope the thing that had done this to him would lose interest in the fight.


His cheek was pressed against the wet concrete. He twisted his head.


It hadn’t given up yet. He wouldn’t be that lucky.


The Ghost rolled as the Enforcer took a lumbering step, its gauntlet splintering the paving slab where his face had been just a split second earlier. Tiny fragments of concrete peppered his face, drawing stinging beads of blood.


He leapt up, trying to catch his breath. The thing was relentless. He’d already buried upwards of a hundred flechettes in the pilot’s flesh, but still it lumbered on, undeterred.


The pilot had once been a man, but although it still had the shape and form of a human being, he could see from the dead look in its eyes that any sense of humanity had long ago been driven out by the pain and madness of being incarcerated in such a diabolical machine.


The Enforcer suit was an exoskeleton, of sorts—a bulky, armored frame that encapsulated the pilot, who hung suspended at the heart of it like a puppet. Thick metal rods formed a series of braces, standing proud of his limbs, giving him bulk and presence. This outer skeleton was affixed to his body by means of a series of shorter rods, which were sunk into his flesh, screwed deep into his bones. Its fists were heavy plated gauntlets, which hung almost to the floor, and each leg was supported by a brace of pistons, helping to manage the weight and generate speed.


The man’s head was exposed, deep within the chest of the exoskeleton, a knot-work of wires and cables protruding from the base of his skull. His expression was slack and unemotional, and his stare seemed vacant and disinterested. The Ghost supposed the man must have been pumped so full of drugs that he simply couldn’t feel the ragged holes in his chest, inflicted by the Ghost’s flechette gun. He was more machine than man, now—a living tank, firmly set upon the Ghost’s destruction.


The Enforcer swung at him, its immense fist striking him like a wrecking ball and throwing him up and back. He flipped under the force of it, spinning head over heels and crumpling into the side of a nearby tenement building. Something else snapped in his chest, and he slid to the ground, spitting blood.


This wasn’t going very well at all. The thing was going to kill him, and he had nothing left. He was out of weapons, and out of ideas.


Groaning with pain, he clawed at the wall, dragging himself to his feet. One more punch like that and he’d be out for the count. Worse, if the thing managed to pin him against the wall, it would crack his skull like an egg.


He looked up, trying to see through the fog of blood in his eyes. One of his goggles was cracked, fracturing the sky. He peered through the haze, looking for an escape route, an opportunity for a temporary reprieve.


There. He spotted a platform on a fire escape, about twenty feet above him, out of reach of the Enforcer. He fumbled inside his coat, trying to find the ignition cord for his boosters. The Enforcer was getting closer, pulling back its fist for another strike.


His fingers closed around the cord. He yanked down, hard, and felt the kick of ignition at his heels. The Enforcer leaned in, its massive fist closing on the Ghost’s head, just as the power level reached critical and the Ghost shot up on a bright plume of flame. He swung his arms out, catching hold of the railing and taking himself up and over. He came down hard, landing on the platform with a resounding clang. He cut the power to his boosters, and sunk to the ground, drawing ragged breath.


Below, the Enforcer struggled to extract its fist from the wall, pulling hunks of the building loose in a shower of dust.


The Ghost pulled himself up into a sitting position. He could feel bubbles of blood popping in his left lung as he breathed. He tried not to think about the pain.


The Enforcer was still down there, furiously trashing a parked motorcar as it tried to figure out a way to reach him. He had to stop it. Somehow, he had to find a way. The Reaper couldn’t be allowed to have these things running around the city.


The Ghost had heard stories about the mob boss using the machines to strong-arm other mobsters into bending their knee, decimating their forces and subsuming them into his own growing network. There’d been reports of bank raids, too, in which men piloting enormous machines had simply smashed their way into the vaults and taken thousands of dollars’ worth of gold deposits, battering aside any resistance from civilians or police.


The Reaper—so called, the Ghost was given to understand, because of the number of executions he had ordered—was building a powerbase here in the city, and soon there would be no one left, not even the police department, with the resources to take him on.


The Enforcers were a symptom of this, a virus in the system. And the city was sickening.


The world shuddered. Or at least, the building he was resting against. With a sigh, the Ghost shuffled to the edge of the platform on his knees and peered over, just as another blow shook the wall at his back, and caused the iron frame of the fire escape to rattle and creak.


The Enforcer was punching handholds in the side of the building and hauling itself up after him. He watched in amazement as it swung its arm up for another blow, burying its gauntlet deep in the brickwork and levering itself higher. Soon it would be level with the fire escape.


The weight of the thing must have been tremendous. He could see the pilot straining, neck muscles popping as the machine thundered higher. Its feet scrabbled at the ruins of the wall, but could find little purchase. It was taking all of the strain on its arms.


It was determined; he’d give it that.


Hurriedly, the Ghost checked his pockets. He’d already used his flare, he’d emptied all of his flechettes, and he wasn’t carrying any explosives. The only weapons he had left were his fists and his booster jets. Neither would do him any good—if he tried to fly close enough to the Enforcer to burn the pilot with his boosters, he’d be putting himself in its reach. If it got hold of him, he’d be dead in seconds.


He’d have to try to use its bulk against it, somehow.


He stood, bracing himself against the railing.


The Enforcer was only a few feet away now, coming up alongside the fire escape. He wasn’t taking any chances. He fired the ignition on his boosters, rising up slowly from the metal platform.


The Enforcer, thinking he was about to make good on another escape, launched itself at the gantry, flinging itself across the face of the building and crashing into the wrought-iron structure. It collapsed as the Enforcer struck it, smashing free from the side of the building and clattering noisily to the sidewalk below.


Momentarily in freefall, the Enforcer punched out, shattering a window and catching the edge of the stone frame to halt its descent. The window ledge gave way beneath its weight, but it had served its purpose, and the Enforcer had already buried its other fist in the wall. It slid a few feet in a shower of brick dust, before resuming its steady ascent.


The Ghost continued to rise slowly, keeping his back to the wall. If he could get it high enough, maybe there was a chance he could do some damage.


“Come on, keep up!” he called down to the pilot. “Can’t you see I’m getting away?” Blood flecked his lips as he spoke, and he wiped it away with the edge of his sleeve.


They were nearing the upper story now. He’d have to act soon, before they reached the roof. Up there, he’d have no chance of bringing it down.


The drop was around thirty feet. It had to be enough.


With a deep breath, the Ghost fell back against the wall, and then pushed himself away, dipping his head into a dive.


The Enforcer, seeing him hurtling down toward it, pulled one of its hands free and tried to swat him out of the sky. He twisted, narrowly avoiding the metal fist, and caught hold of the back of the Enforcer’s frame, swinging himself up and around, so that he was now the right way up again, and clutching onto its shoulders.


It thrashed, trying to shake him loose, its free hand grasping for him, reaching up and around its back, but its shoulder joints wouldn’t pivot far enough, and he was able to keep just out of its reach.


This was his chance, his one opportunity.


The Ghost flipped again, turning upside down and aiming his boosters at the wall. Still clinging onto the Enforcer’s frame, he gave the ignition cord a second tug, increasing the burn rate. He’d spend precious fuel this way, emptying the canisters, but he couldn’t see any other option.


Luckily, the Enforcer didn’t appear to comprehend what he was doing, still grappling for him with its free hand instead of trying to keep itself attached to the wall.


He felt a sudden jerk as the force of the boosters kicked out, searing his ankles and wrenching them both away from the building. The Enforcer bellowed as it lost its grip, its hand still opening and closing redundantly, trying desperately to cling on as they launched back into the air


The Ghost let go, releasing his grip on the Enforcer as it tumbled, the momentum sending him spiraling up into the sky, out of control. He fought to right himself, throwing his weight left and twisting, just as he dove at the wall of the opposing building. He struck a windowpane instead, bursting through into the darkened apartment beyond, striking the ceiling, setting the curtains aflame and, seconds later, crashing down into the dining table and sending a candelabra flying. Black smoke curled from his ankles, and the room filled with the stench of burned flesh.


Hurriedly, he clambered to his feet, wrenched the curtains from their rail and tossed them—still burning—out of the open window. They fluttered and billowed on the night breeze, trailing thick smoke, as they slowly drifted to the ground.


He peered after them. The Enforcer was lying in the road, its exoskeleton buckled, the pistons of one leg still firing spasmodically, causing the limb to twitch with a mechanical whirr. Inside, the pilot wasn’t moving.


He could hear sirens trilling in the distance. It was time for him to leave. A quick glance at the ruins of his boots told him the canisters had completely burned out. He’d have to take the more traditional route home.


He carefully removed his broken goggles, wiped the blood from his eyes and buttoned his coat. He’d lost his hat at some point during the fight, but it mattered little; like this, he was just Gabriel Cross, the rich playboy and former soldier. No one would give him a second look.


With a final glance at the devastation in the street below, the Ghost hobbled to the apartment door and let himself out into the hallway.




THREE


Gabriel had always adored the sea.


He supposed he’d probably been raised with a predisposition, having grown up on an island, but he loved how the fresh, briny smell of it seemed to pinch his nose, how the water sighed longingly as the waves broke over the shore, how the gulls clacked and squabbled over the small, silvery fish he didn’t know the name of.


As a younger man he’d often snuck out of the house during the summer to spend nights on the beach, skinny-dipping with Katherine, the closest he’d ever come to a childhood sweetheart. She’d been his girl next door—quite literally—although next door, in Gabriel’s world, was half a mile from his parent’s estate.


They’d make clandestine arrangements to meet in the sand dunes, throwing their clothes off with gay abandon and running pell-mell into the frothy water without a single care in the world.


He’d loved the tingle of the cool air on his flesh, the shock of the icy water, and the luxurious curve of Katherine’s back. She’d felt so soft beneath his fingers, so pure, and yet, when she bit his lip and played with the tip of his cock, she’d seemed so forward, so feminine, so vital.


He hadn’t thought of those days for years, not since he’d returned from the war to find her gone, moved out west with her family, leaving nothing so much as a forwarding address. He hadn’t tried particularly hard to find her, either, but then—what would a girl like that have wanted with a damaged soldier like him? He supposed she was probably tearing up the West Coast these days, a riotous novelist or painter, a notorious and outspoken flapper girl, making a name for herself amongst the usual pantheon of crashing bores who presided over high society.


The thought made him smile, but it was tinged with disconsolation.


Of course, here at the Chelsea Piers, things were a little different to the Long Island beach he remembered; the air reeked of oil and fish, the water was filthy, and the baritone honk of the ships’ horns set him constantly on edge.


It was early, and he wasn’t feeling his best. He’d downed two Bloody Marys with his eggs that morning, but even they’d failed to take the edge off. He was considering visiting a doctor to see about having his broken ribs strapped. He’d been meaning to have a word with Felix about that—seeing if he couldn’t figure out an arrangement with an understanding surgeon who wouldn’t ask too many questions. Although, the way things had been going lately, he’d be more likely to need an undertaker than a doctor.


He adjusted his sunglasses, wincing as he brushed the tender flesh around the orbit of his left eye. It was already black and swollen from where the Enforcer had cracked his goggles. He consoled himself with the fact he could still see out of it, and lit a cigarette, searching for distraction.


He was propped against the railing, facing out to sea. In the dock, the Centurion sat like a great leviathan, squat upon the water, casting him in its long, ominous shadow. Passengers bustled on the deck, crowding into the wedge of the ship’s prow and hanging over the side, waving down to those who had dutifully filed out here to meet them.


Disembarkation ramps were being pulled into place, buttressing the glossy flanks of the steel beast, while wooden cargo crates were already being unloaded from one of the holds, bearing dubious bounty, he presumed, from the East.


An exhibition was coming to town, to be held at the Metropolitan Museum of Art—the resulting plunder from a recent expedition to Egypt. The newspapers were bursting with claims of wondrous finds; how the evidence from the dead queen’s tomb would forever change how the Ancient Egyptian religions were viewed. It was, apparently, the find of the century—although Gabriel took such grandstanding with a pinch of salt; the century, to his mind, had barely begun.


No doubt Arthur, up at the museum, would be lost in paroxysms of joy at the prospect of getting his hands on the new finds, but Gabriel wasn’t here for that. In fact, all of the flashbulbs going off around him were starting to become an annoyance, newspapermen snapping pictures of the crates, as if the wooden caskets themselves were objects of ancient beauty, deserving of celebration on the front pages.


Gabriel had come down to the docks for one thing, and one thing only: to be reunited with Miss Ginny Gray.


He’d missed her terribly in the months following her departure earlier that year. She’d written him once, a simple postcard, fronted by a sprawling monochrome photograph of Luxor. On the reverse she’d written simply “missing you”, and signed off with a kiss. It had been enough, an admission that everything was not finished between them, that she hoped to see him again upon her return. He’d clung onto that, and as the perpetual party had circled on around him, flowing like a melody through his life, he’d thought only of her, and not of the pretty but vacuous women who filled his house each weekend, rich with the musk of desperation, and the search for validation.


He had no idea what to expect upon seeing her again; whether he might hope to rekindle the affection they had clearly felt for one another, or if she’d made altogether different plans in the intervening months. He knew only that he wanted to see her coquettish smile, to brush her hair from her eyes, and to hold her in his arms. Provided she didn’t hug him too hard, of course—his ribs might not be able to withstand it.


He glanced up at the ship, searching the deck, but could see no sign of her amongst the press of passengers waiting to be released from their floating prison.


Vessels such as this had a tendency to spark an inexplicable sense of dread in Gabriel, particularly standing there, in its shadow, gazing up at the size of the thing. He couldn’t put his finger on why, exactly; something to do with the sheer scale of it, he thought, and the notion that a machine that size had no business defying the natural order of things, ploughing its way across the surface of the ocean. That watery domain belonged to the whales and sharks and other terrible creatures that plumbed its otherwise unassailable depths. Skinny-dipping on a Long Island beach was one thing; propelling an enormous iron leviathan across the globe was quite another.


Ginny, of course, would have taken such considerations in her stride, much as she seemed to face most things in life. To her, long weeks holed up in a tiny cabin would have seemed like an adventure, a challenge to be faced head-on, and an opportunity to experience something new. Indeed, that was how she had faced the news of Gabriel’s double life, when it had all eventually come out. More than anything, she had wanted to be a part of it, to show him that the two halves of his existence didn’t have to be quite so separate, after all.


Gabriel dropped the butt of his cigarette and crushed it underfoot, blowing the last of the smoke from the corner of his mouth. The passengers had begun to file down one of the ramps now, jostling to be the first to hit dry land. Ginny, he knew, would take her time. She preferred to make an entrance.


He watched the others hit the dock and spread, like an oil slick comprised of fur coats and hats, sharp suits and briefcases. Behind them, men in overalls were lifting further crates down with a crane arm, lowering them tentatively to the dock, from where, he presumed, they would be loaded onto trucks to be hauled uptown to the museum. He wondered which of them contained the remains of the queen herself, and how she’d have felt about being dragged here, all the way to the New World, only to be placed on display in a cabinet before the glassy eyes of a thousand or more New Yorkers.


Gabriel hung back, avoiding the crowd. He was growing anxious. He’d expected to catch at least a glimpse of her by now, a slight wave from the deck, a wicked half-smile. Yet, there was nothing, not even a hint of her. He glanced redundantly at his watch, and then sighed, catching himself. It wasn’t as if he could have got the time wrong—the ship was right there, in the dock, in front of him.


He fished another cigarette from his pocket and pulled the ignition tab. The flood of nicotine in his lungs was a reminder of his cracked ribs, and he coughed, wincing in pain. Frustrated, he tossed the cigarette on the ground and began pacing instead.


The crowd was thinning now, with only a handful of stragglers still dragging their cases down the ramp.


It struck him then that she wasn’t coming. Her brief telegram, relayed through Henry, had informed him she was planning to return to New York, that she’d bought a ticket for the Centurion and he should meet her at the docks when it arrived. That, though, had been weeks ago. There’d been plenty of opportunity for her to change her mind and decide to extend her trip. Surely, though, she would have written ahead?


He watched the last of the passengers file off the ramp, an elderly lady in a wicker wheelchair, pushed along by a smartly dressed manservant. There was no one to meet her, and they disappeared a moment later beneath the stone arches, the wheels of the chair creaking loudly as they crossed the concrete.


Moments later, the dockworkers assembled around the disembarkation ramp and started to wheel it away.


Gabriel hurried over. “Hey there! Excuse me, but I’m still waiting for someone,” he said, gesturing to the ramp.


The nearest dockworker shook his head. “I’m sorry, sir, but all the passengers have disembarked. We got word from above.” He inclined his head, indicating the ship. “You sure you didn’t miss them? It sure was busy down here.”


Gabriel nodded. “Yeah, I’m sure I didn’t miss her. Thanks.” He stood aside to allow them to roll the ramp back toward the storage hangar. Behind them, others continued to unload the cargo, shouting directions to one another as they sorted the crates into neat stacks.


It was surprising how quickly the dock seemed empty again, as the passengers all filed off, melting away into the city as if they’d never been gone.


He wondered what had happened to Ginny. Something had gone wrong and she’d missed the boat, or else she’d had a last-minute change of heart about coming back to New York. Whatever the case, she hadn’t been onboard. He was certain he hadn’t missed her.


Battling a creeping sense of disappointment, Gabriel quit the dock. It was still early, and he knew a great place nearby to get more coffee and eggs.




FOUR


It wasn’t so much the sweltering heat, she decided, but the dreadful taste of the water that was causing her to feel so unwell. Every time she took a mouthful of the tepid stuff she had to fight the urge to gag. Even here, in the hotel bar, which was supposed to cater to tourists. She pushed the awful thing away from her, sliding it across the table. She would order a gin and tonic when the waiter returned. She’d been told that alcohol didn’t mix well with the heat, but what else was she to do? She’d been here for three days now, and if she didn’t drink something soon, she was going to be as desiccated as the mummies she’d seen in the museum earlier that day.


Ginny mopped her forehead with her handkerchief, and tried to focus on her book. She planned to take in the Luxor Temple the next morning, rising in the early hours to journey out into the starlit desert, and so was anxious to read up on what to look for. She’d hired a guide, of course, but she didn’t know whether to believe half of the stuff they told her, and she was anxious not to miss anything important.


The words swam on the page before her, all muddled, as if lost behind a shimmering heat haze. With a sigh, she leaned back in her chair, fanning herself with the pages. Had she made a terrible mistake, coming out here alone? It had seemed such a romantic notion, taking a steamship across the ocean to a distant land, steeping herself in its history and mythology. A real adventure, and a chance to get away from everything that had happened back in New York.


She’d been running from that for a while now, and was beginning to think that running wasn’t going to be the answer. The creature she’d seen at the fairground still haunted her dreams, and some mornings she woke thinking she must be going mad. To even conceive that such things could exist in the world—the very notion appalled her. She needed time to let it sink in, for her view of the world to shift to accommodate what had happened. This trip was supposed to be that opportunity.


Now she was here, though, she found herself longing to see Gabriel, to be with someone who understood. She might have asked him along, she supposed, although she suspected he wouldn’t have come. She doubted anything could tear him away from that city, not now. Not even a woman.


She waved her hand to discourage a fly that had been buzzing around her head for the last few minutes. The bar was busier today than she’d seen it, populated by an array of people of all nationalities and creeds. She’d heard Germans talking in the lobby, met an Englishwoman in the restroom, and overheard the swarthy-looking chap at the next table ordering a drink in French.


The bar itself was luxurious and stately, reflecting the inordinate cost of staying here. The walls were comprised of glistening white arches, open to the elements, each of them adorned with a complex fretwork of interlaced patterns. The roof out here on the terrace was domed, and low hanging fans turned rhythmically, the sound of them leaving her feeling dozy and tired. They barely seemed to stir the hot, still air, and she found herself longing for the cool breeze of Manhattan, blowing in off the water and gusting along the broad canyons of skyscrapers, apartments, and shops.


She closed her eyes for a moment, trying to shut out the dizziness, allowing the darkness to swarm in.


The next thing she knew, she was in the arms of the swarthy Frenchman, who was dribbling cool water on her lips and gently mopping her brow with a serviette. She tried to stand, confused and embarrassed, but he shushed her quiet and carefully propped her back in her chair.


“There,” he said. “I fear the heat may have got to you.” He was crouched beside her chair, and he reached for a glass from his own, adjacent table, holding it out to her. “Drink this.”


She did as he said, bringing the glass to her lips and taking a cautious sip. The water was cool and pure, and she gulped at it thirstily, draining the glass. The man laughed. He stood, taking the bottle and pouring another.


“Where did you get this?” she said. After the tepid stuff she’d been drinking, it tasted like nectar.


“This is your first time, isn’t it?” he said, evidently amused. His Gallic accent tumbled wonderfully as he spoke. “No one’s told you to ask for the bottled stuff.”


Ginny shook her head, finishing the second glass and placing it on the table before her. She glanced around, still feeling somewhat embarrassed, but no one seemed to be paying her any attention. It was probably a regular occurrence around here, with inexperienced tourists passing out from the heat.


The man waved to the waiter, who hurried over. “We’ll take another two bottles,” he said. The waiter nodded enthusiastically, before rushing off to execute the order. Ginny wondered how he managed to operate so quickly in such heat, particularly dressed in his shirtsleeves.


“Thank you,” she said. “I don’t know what came over me.”


“It happens more than you’d think,” said the man. “Pretty ladies swooning by my table.”


She looked up at him, and laughed. He was handsome, in a rugged sort of way, with a tanned face and thick black beard. His shirt was open at the collar, and his pale suit was stained around the cuffs with smears of what might have been ocher or rust. His brown eyes were sharp and alert.


“I’m Amaury,” he said. “Jacques Amaury.”


“Ginny Gray,” she replied. She noticed her book had fallen to the floor, and bent to pick it up.


“Ah, the Luxor Temple,” said Amaury, with a wry smile. “You’re here to see the sights, I see?”


“I suppose I am,” said Ginny. She beckoned to the empty chair at her table. “Look, I don’t mean to seem forward or anything, but if you’d like to join me? It’s the very least I can do.”


“Not at all,” said Amaury. “What sort of man would I be if I didn’t assist a lady in distress. All the same, I would be most happy to join you for a while.”


“You’re waiting for someone?” said Ginny, as he pulled up a chair. He seemed to sink into it, crossing his legs and leaning back in a surprisingly casual fashion.


“My companion, yes,” he said, “but he’s English, and so he’s always late.”


Ginny laughed. “I thought the English were supposed to be punctual?”


“At home, perhaps,” said Amaury, “but here, in Egypt, not so much. He’s too worried about ‘keeping up appearances’, seeing to his ablutions, pressing his suit. And then he comes out to visit the dig and finds himself covered in sand and dirt regardless.” He chuckled, indicating the marks on his sleeves. “Me, I have learned not to care.”


“You’re an archaeologist, then?” said Ginny.


“I think that is a grand word for what I am,” said Amaury. “A treasure hunter, perhaps, if you were being kind. A grave robber if you were not.” He smiled.


Ginny leaned forward, intrigued now. “Have you found anything out here?”


Amaury raised an eyebrow. “You’ve not come all this way to steal my secrets, have you?”


Ginny fixed him with a withering look. “To be honest, I’m not entirely sure why I’m here. Searching for something I’m unlikely to find, I suppose.”


“Ah, then you understand the plight of a treasure hunter all too well,” said Amaury. “And yes, I’ve found something.” He looked up as the waiter came rushing over, bearing a tray of fresh drinks.


Ginny reached for one of the bottles as soon as he’d placed them on the table. “Well, aren’t you going to tell me?” she said, in a conspiratorial whisper. “You can’t leave a girl hanging like that.”


Amaury laughed. “I can do better than that. Why don’t you come and visit the dig tomorrow, see it for yourself? I promise you’ll be impressed.”
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