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         The hotel doorman approached me, looking rather pale, rather being an understatement. His usual bistre face took on the colour of his impeccably starched white shirt. He looked like he had seen a ghost.

         “Your guide has arrived, ma'am. He's waiting for you outside.”

         Outside was the Cairo night, whose smells and noises already reached me in the hall where I stood; conversations, shouts, horns, barking... The hotel wasn’t great, but it was close to the historical sites, and I had not come to visit the hotel décor.

         As a successful reporter used to covering international conflicts, I used my contacts to get night access to a sensational archaeological site, not a tomb, but a whole series of funeral rooms, more than a hundred of them, housing the family members of one of the most famous pharaohs of the Middle Empire. The discovery, as sometimes happens, was the result of chance: the vault had been identified long ago and neglected because it was presumed to be of no interest until a researcher more curious than the others decided to drill the back wall to insert a miniature camera and see if there was anything other than earth on the other side. And there was the jackpot!

         It was practically an underground city that his team was now busy excavating. The most significant discovery ever made in Egypt, or so it seemed.

         Rumours were circulating among the reporters and I needed a change of scenery. You get tired of reporting to an invisible audience about horrors that are too real to be erased from your memory, which you then carry around with you everywhere... So, then a change of scenery for Alia, the crack reporter! Come on boss, put me on something scientific, like a spectacular archaeological mission!

         My editor had been begging me for months to stop, to take a rest. He would have agreed to do a story on garden gnomes if I'd asked him. So, archaeology... Archaeology is archaeology. A new burial city? Can you take pictures, Alia? Don't you need your cameraman? Don't you need a translator (I speak Arabic)? Sold out. You go, girl. You don't need a bulletproof vest either. That's a bonus.

         Anyway, a holiday story for a tall, exhausted, soul-hungry reporter. But judging by the look on the doorman’s face... the excitement and hope he felt had just been hit by a missile. My guide must have looked quite suspicious... I refused to embark on an expedition in the night with someone who frightens the staff! Although there wasn’t much Al Qaeda or ISIS around that area. Was he waiting for me at the entrance, the alleged bad guy? That took some nerve. What kind of face did this hotel terrorist have?

          
   

         As much as I wanted to change my tune, I couldn’t change my character. No one is a great reporter without being intensely, furiously curious. To hell with caution then, I'd see for myself.

         I am tall, thin, and if I trust the word of those around me, quite energetic – well, very energetic! At the dawn of my forties, I have grey streaks in my brown hair and I move with liveliness, which always seems to surprise men. All this is to say that my abrupt start towards the exit left the concierge and the staff milling about a little dazed.

         Outside was warm and the air was slightly hazy, which was odd as if a fine fog were enveloping the city and filtering everything. The sounds were muffled as if conversations were taking place further away and the smells of petrol, diesel and dust were pushed into the background by the scent of flowers: rose, jasmine, poppy.

         In the shadows, a little away from the hotel, a silhouette was standing still. I took a deep breath and approached. I felt a shock. My guide was dressed in one of those white linen tunics, tight at the belt like the ancient Egyptians wore. He even had sandals to go with it. I didn’t know where he had gotten the tunic, but it was a grand idea considering the objective of the evening, and a good point for customer service. Plus, it really suited him, because he was damn handsome! Not only hot with a model figure, his face, framed with curly black hair, adorned with big eyes with long eyelashes, protruding high cheekbones, a straight and delicate nose, fleshy lips and finished with a firm chin, was also remarkable. On top of that, he had the calm, slightly nonchalant air of a gentleman who is not under stress and is confident in himself, but without any trace of arrogance. At first glance, and mine is very fine-tuned for these things, he must have been in his thirties, a good dozen years younger than me. What really baffled me was that he wore an expression of great kindness, totally opposite to what I had assumed two seconds ago.
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