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Prologue

 

Death is not what I thought it would be.

 

The priests tell us that when we die we immediately face the judgment of the gods and our heart is weighed in the balance against the feather of Truth to determine whether our bad deeds outweigh the pure nothingness of good action. Should a heart weigh more than the feather, then the soul is eaten by monsters and we cease to exist. Pass this test, however, and our soul journeys on to pleasant well-watered fields where wheat and barley grow in abundance, where the cattle are fat and vines groan under the weight of their produce. There we exist in happiness for eternity or until such time as the gods choose to pass us back into the world.

The truth is very different--or at least it is in my case.

 

I travelled down from the fields of Kadesh by the sandstone cliffs to the narrow black lands of Kemet, bringing with me the prepared body of the king Neferkheperu Scarab, my beloved wife. That journey, in itself, could not be told simply so I will refrain. Suffice it to say that the passage through hostile lands was difficult and fraught with dangers both for me and my precious cargo. I was no longer a young man when I essayed it, and I could not move swiftly or fight off bandits by the strength of my right arm as once I might have. I had to employ deceit, guile and subterfuge and in this, the gods aided me.

When the days of embalming had passed, performed by other refugees from the hand of Horemheb and his successors, I faced up to the problem of conveying the body of my king-wife to her final resting place and there entombing her with due ceremony and the riches that are her throne-right. I knew it would not be easy. The rule of Kemetu law as enforced by King Usermaatre-setepenre Ramesses is shaky at best in this northern region where the Empire of Hattu threatens. I could not rely on the Kemetu legions to protect me, even carrying the body of the king's grandmother, for if the authorities learned of her identity the best she could hope for was a small rock-tomb in the Lesser Valley where female relatives of the king are interred. On the other hand, I risked the destruction of her body and soul should bandits claim her richly-wrapped corpse.

There are two ways to enter Kemet--by sea and by land. Any of the sea-ports would have ships plying their trade along the coast and down to the mouths of the Great River, but the entrances to these ports are watched closely by the soldiers of whichever king holds suzerainty in that stretch of the coast. The watch is kept not so much to prevent crime, but rather to prevent any expensive goods being traded without the payment of the requisite taxes. I could not risk my belongings being thoroughly searched by soldiers as I entered the port, so I opted for the slower land route into Kemet, bypassing the cities. 

An embalmed body is light, all water and fat having been absorbed by the natron bath, and even after the body was wrapped in finest linen and all the proper prayers and amulets fixed in place, I could carry my beloved in death far easier than I could carry her in life. I had a lightweight casket made, seemingly of raw and uncut timber, unprepossessing and ordinary, but it held the body safely and would attract little attention unless examined closely. This casket I loaded onto a camel and packed it about with cheap trade goods. I could not carry gold with me, for I posed as a poor trader, but I would need it when I arrived in Kemet. I meant to inter my wife as a true king of Kemet and that involved many costly items being prepared. I could not carry gold with me, but I knew where I could find it in abundance--the treasury of her long-dead brother Djeserkheperu Smenkhkare.

I traversed the land of Kanaan without major incident, though three attacks by bandits stripped me of almost everything I owned. Luckily, they left me my bulky and almost worthless bundle of timber. I passed the line of forts--now once more firmly in Kemetu hands--and made my way through the rich delta lands to the white-walled city of Ineb Hedj, or Men-nefer 'the enduring and beautiful' as many men now call the city, and the great stone pyramids looming like angular mountains on the plateau beyond. Here I found the first friends who would help me--for Scarab's sake.

I was welcomed--no questions asked--and given sustenance and such help as I needed to further my quest. I made a quick visit to Iunu, where I spoke to the High Priest of Atum, and then back to Men-nefer where I made my preparations. Now that I was within the borders of Kemet, I could travel the King's Roads in safety, and presently attached myself to a caravan heading south to Waset. I left it in Akhet-Aten though, as I had business there.

Several craftsmen and artisans friendly to the Aten belief had fled the enmity of the kings from Ay to Ramses, and some had found haven in the north. They had family still residing in and about the former City of the Aten, and it were these men I sought. I visited the house of Mut after nightfall, identifying myself when he stared without recognition at my ancient visage.

"Khu, by the holy face of the Aten, what are you doing here? Is...is she with you?"

I told him, and after he indulged in sincere expressions of grief, I revealed why I had come. "Mut, I must bury her as befits her station as king of Kemet and sister, daughter and mother of kings. Will you help me?"

"Tell me what I must do."

"I need a sarcophagus suitable for royalty, and moveable cypress panels painted with scenes from her life and appropriate prayers, and also worthy grave goods."

Mut looked worried. "Whatever wealth I have is hers, you know that Khu, but what you ask will cost far more gold than I have."

"I will provide the gold. All I ask of you is your skill and your silence."

"You have it, my friend."

I left Scarab's body in his care and took a boat upriver the next day. At Waset, I sought out a fisherman I knew, old and discreet, who took me further upriver to where a tumbled cairn and a grove of date palms pointed the way to the hidden treasury of King Smenkhkare. I prayed to the king, and to his sister, that no harm would come to me, before breaking the hidden seals and entering the chamber. Light from the torch I carried reflected back off stacked ingots of gold, mounds of ivory, and burst bags of jewels and finely wrought jewellery. I had calculated how much I would need for Scarab's burial and removed just that much, leaving the rest against future need. Later, I would transfer the rest to the tomb that would hold brother and sister for eternity.

By the time I returned to Akhet-Aten, Mut and his trusted friends had made a start on fashioning the sarcophagus and grave goods. The gold, ivory and jewels I brought enabled them to start turning superlative wooden carvings into works of art, and a month later, all was in readiness.

"They are perfect, Mut," I said. I walked around the room, examining the cunningly wrought sarcophagus, the intricately carved and painted panels and the wide selection of grave goods. "May Aten bless you for your efforts."

"Two things concern me, Khu. First, how are you going to transport all this upriver without raising suspicion? Second, if this is to be a royal burial, you need the sanction of the priests. How will you get a priest to conduct the funeral without informing the king?"

"I will need you to make an outer coffin, plain and painted. Then I will take everything upriver quite openly as the body of a minor noble being returned to his family estates near Behdet. As for the priests--I have made arrangements."

"The tomb is near Behdet then?"

"Better you do not know, old friend. What you do not know cannot be passed on, even accidentally."

I sailed again, this time on a cargo boat heading south on Iteru. Soldiers came aboard at Waset and gave the cargo a cursory examination. The officer in charge asked me about the coffin and panels I carried and with a silent prayer to the gods I offered up my explanation.

"The panels and grave goods are of excellent quality," the officer commented, "But the coffin is hardly up to the same standard. Why is that?"

"The furniture was prepared in Men-nefer while the body of the young master lay in the House of Death. I had a fine coffin prepared, but on the day we sailed, the fools carrying it to the boat dropped it and it cracked. This was all they had as a replacement. I will have to have a new one made in Behdet."

"We have some excellent coffin makers in Waset. Why not have one made here?"

"I have my orders, sir. We are already a day late, and I have a hard master."

The officer nodded sympathetically and let me go. We sailed on to Behdet, where everything was unloaded and stored in a small warehouse near the docks. That night, my fisherman friend returned with his sons and we took everything downriver to the track that led to where a pylon sat atop the line of the western cliffs and an arrow of light pointed inland at dawn. A cart was waiting, driven by another son of the fisherman, and by the break of day, everything sat at the bottom of the cliff face up which we must climb. The tomb of King Smenkhkare lay in the desert beyond the cliffs, in the green mountain crowned by light.

I dismissed the fisherman and his sons with thanks and a little gold, not because they were untrustworthy but because the fewer people who knew the exact location of the tomb, the better. Others would help me complete my mission, but I would have to wait for them, so I hid everything as best I could and made camp.

My helpers arrived the next day--priests and priestesses of the Nine of Iunu. They helped me carry the wooden sarcophagus of King Scarab up the steep and narrow track to the cliff top, past Khepri's shrine, across the miles to the mountain, open the tomb of King Smenkhkare, and install the grave goods. These included the remaining wealth of King Smenkhkare's treasury, laboriously transported piece by piece amid great secrecy. The Hem-Netjer of Atum led the ceremonies of opening the mouth, of blessing the tomb and uttering the incantations of protection, before each of the priests and priestesses uttered words of praise for the King that had put the Nine before all others.

We sealed the tomb and made our way back down to the river. The priests and priestesses bade me farewell before the Hem-Netjer of Atum took me aside.

"The golden scarab that the god gave to her--you have it?" He held out his hand.

"No. It did not seem right to take it. I left it entombed up in Kanaan where Scarab wrote the account of her life."

The Hem-Netjer frowned. "That was ill-considered. With it, I could have conjured a lasting protection on the tomb."

"I will stay and guard it," I said. "I meant to stay here anyway, for my life's meaning lies up there." I gestured toward the hidden tomb that lay beyond the cliff face.

The Hem-Netjer prayed and inclined his head as if listening to unspoken words. He nodded. "The gods will accept your sacrifice, Khu son of Pa-it, beloved of Scarab. Guard her well until she comes again."

"She will come again? What do you mean?"

He did not answer me, but stepped aboard the boat that would carry them back down the river to Iunu. I put the words from my mind, for I reasoned that if she came again I would know it and if she did not, then his words were meaningless.

I lived there below the cliff face and path that led to my beloved's tomb for nearly twenty years more. I built myself a shelter and grew a little food, catching fish and snaring wildfowl in the reeds. People from villages nearby came to recognise me as a holy man and brought me what I lacked, and in return I offered my medical expertise, saving more than a few lives over the years and easing the burden on many more. The track up the cliff face slowly became obscured and fell away, leaving no trace that men had ever passed that way. I found another path to the top and journeyed inland to the green mountain as often as I could while my strength remained, to gaze on the site of the tomb itself. The guiding pylon at the top of the cliff through which the rising run cast its first rays I destroyed, lest others use the god's golden finger to find the tomb, though I could do nothing about the crown of light. Let the gods look after that.

I died, though at first I was unaware of it. My life was so simple and repetitive that I continued my daily routine for some time before I realised that night and day were passing without feelings of hunger or thirst, and I felt no desire to sleep. I realised what must have happened when I saw the villagers lay a wizened but recognisable body in a shallow sandy grave at the top of the cliffs, near where the pylon had once stood. I prepared myself for what must surely follow--judgment by the gods. I waited--and waited--while days and seasons and years cycled by--a bodiless entity on the edge of the desert, my attention fixed still on a rock tomb carved in the side of a green mountain crowned with light. The words of the Hem-Netjer came again to me--'The gods will accept your sacrifice, Khu son of Pa-it, beloved of Scarab. Guard her well until she comes again.' I realised with some horror that I had condemned myself to an eternity of watching and waiting, for surely Scarab could not come again. She must certainly be in the company of the gods, enjoying the rewards of a righteous life.

I railed at my fate and cursed the gods, but they had turned their faces from me. After a while, I became resigned and a hundred years or so later I came to think of my sentence as an opportunity to serve my beloved from beyond the grave. True, I had always thought that I would serve her in the Field of Reeds, waiting upon her for eternity, but was this so different? I had no need of food or wine, of sleep or pastime. I served my beloved by making sure her tomb remained undisturbed.

Years passed and the world changed. The Kings of Kemet came and went, displaced by curl-bearded foreigners and then the followers of a young man who called himself 'Alexandros, Son of Amun'. They were followed by a hard race from the north who ruled Kemet with iron, and in their turn by followers of one they called 'The Prophet'. Through all those long years I waited and I watched, and thrice had occasion to act. 

The first time, some villagers forgot the warnings passed down from their forefathers and attempted to scale the cliff face and cross the desert. They reached the green mountain and sought to force the tomb entrance, seeking anything of value that they might sell for food. All they found was death. The second time was in the time of the followers of the Prophet, men who hungered after gold and had no regard for the beliefs of others. They followed the trail of rumour and old stories, and came to the same end as the first. The third came much later, when fair-skinned men dressed in clothes that encased them despite the heat, attempted to dig into the side of the green mountain. These ones sought knowledge rather than gold, but I could not allow my beloved to be taken back to a 'museum'. I called on the Nine of Iunu and they came to my aid, driving the fair-skinned men to self-destruction. The mountain got a reputation for being haunted and was shunned--which suited me.

And then came a fourth attempt...

 


 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

The streets of Damascus were choked with traffic and the hordes of people on the footpaths were a daunting prospect for the five foreigners who stepped out of the foyer of the Intercontinental Hotel. Taxi drivers lounging by their vehicles rushed forward, elbowing their way through the crowd, gesticulating and yelling in a mixture of Syrian, French and broken English, each striving to obtain the fare that would surely yield many dollars from these rich but unsuspecting tourists.

An army sergeant and soldiers, waiting outside the hotel, intercepted the taxi drivers, pushing them away, and formed a cordon around the foreigners, ushering them to two black limousines parked in front of the taxis. The foreigners looked startled and hung back, as if not knowing what to make of the situation, but the soldiers hurried them onward, falling just short of actually manhandling their charges. At the kerbside, the soldiers tried to separate the foreigners by gender, showing the three women to one car and the two men to the other. The older woman remonstrated, and in the face of her determination, the sergeant shrugged and gave in, allowing the foreigners to divide themselves as they wished.

"Marc, look after Angela and Doris, will you? I'll travel with Daffyd."

"Righto, Dani," said the young bearded man. "Come on girls, you heard our beloved leader."

The older man with Dani dropped the stub of his cigarette on the ground and stepped on it before joining her in the rear of the car. The three young people piled into the other limousine, the sergeant and soldiers dividing themselves between the two vehicles. The drivers eased their cars into the traffic, the little flags mounted on the front of the limousines announcing the importance of their passengers. Policemen on point duty signalled the traffic to stop and give way to their uninterrupted passage.

"What's going on, sergeant?" asked Dani. "We weren't told we'd have an escort to the conference."

The sergeant said nothing.

"Perhaps you don't realise who this woman is, boyo," the older man said in a sing-song voice that spoke of green Welsh valleys and black coal pits. "This is Dr Danielle Hanser of the British archaeological expedition to the Orontes Valley. She is here by the express wishes of the Minister of National History. I think the Minister wouldn't look kindly on you ignoring her questions."

The sergeant scowled. "I am only following orders," he said in good if broadly accented English. "I am to escort you to the Ministry Building."

"There, that wasn't so hard, was it?" The dark-haired Welshman took out a tin of tobacco and cigarette papers.

"You need to give that habit up, Daffyd, it's bad for you," Dani said. She rolled down a window, letting in the heat and noise of the city. "And why the Ministry Building?" she asked the sergeant. "The conference is supposed to be at the City Administration Hall."

The sergeant shrugged. "I have my orders."

Daffyd lit his cigarette and blew a cloud of strongly-scented smoke over the sergeant, grinning at the man's obvious discomfort. "Ah, orders. The perennial excuse."

Dani shook her head and opened up her briefcase, pulling out some handwritten sheets of paper, a notebook, and a carved golden scarab. The sergeant glanced at her and looked away again, and Dani realised the soldier had not seen the gleam of gold. She knew that for some reason, the minds of most people failed to register the existence of the artefact.

"You know what you're going to say?" Daffyd asked.

Dani nodded. "Just the plain unvarnished truth. We stumbled upon a series of chambers filled with hieroglyphs that told the story of an Egyptian princess. The account indicated the presence of an undiscovered royal tomb and we, together with the Under-Minister of National History, are going to Egypt to find it."

"Why did you bring the golden scarab with you? Are you planning on showing everyone?" Daffyd saw Dani glance at the soldier. "He can't see it, you know, and I doubt whether anyone at the conference will be able to either. I just wondered why you'd brought it along instead of leaving it in the hotel safe."

 Dani turned the heavy golden object over in her hands, marvelling anew at its weight and lustrous gleam. It was perfect, painstakingly carved by some ancient craftsman, showing legs tucked underneath, antennae pressed closely to its head and ribbed wing cases enclosing its rounded body. A representation of the ancient Egyptian sun god, it had the symbol of the Aten carved on its belly. That feature made it unique as the Aten--the disc of the sun--had been the personal god of the heretic pharaoh Akhenaten, and anathema to the ruling priests of Amun-Re.

"I just don't like to let it out of my sight," she said. "You know what it means to me."

Daffyd puffed on his cigarette, filling the interior with blue smoke that eddied and slipped out through the open window. "You really think it came to you on purpose? That it wasn't just a lucky find?"

"You've read the account on the chamber walls. Do you honestly think there are two golden scarabs like this? This is the one gifted by the god Atum to Scarab three thousand years ago...and now it's come into my possession. It can't just be chance...and didn't it help me find the chambers in the first place? What's that if not purpose?"

"Alright, lass, I'm not going to argue. I've seen Bashir handle the damn thing and believe it to be no more than a simple rock. That implies something out of the ordinary is going on, though being a hard-bitten scientist I hesitate to call it supernatural."

Dani returned to her notes and as the limousine sped through the streets of Damascus, the policemen on point duty at the intersections waving the vehicles through without pause, she made a few corrections and additions, honing what she wanted to say to the world's press.

The vehicles slowed at last and turned into a driveway guarded by heavy iron gates and armed guards, pulling up at the rear of an ugly brick building. The five members of the British team were led through a doorway into a dim corridor and thence up flights of stairs and along uncarpeted hallways to a small room. Men and women withdrew as they passed, though a few curious looks were thrown their way. The sergeant and soldiers showed them into the room and closed the doors, remaining outside.

The meeting room was almost devoid of furniture and did not look as if it was set up for a press conference. There were only a few chairs around the edges of the room, a table in the middle of the room, but no podium, and nothing in the way of microphones or lighting.

"What the hell's going on?" Marc muttered. "What is this place?"

"Well, it can't be the conference venue," Angela said. "There are no facilities."

"Speaking of which..." Doris added. "Do you think there's a loo handy?"

Daffyd looked pensive and when Dani met his eyes, he shrugged and looked away. He wandered over to the window and looked out through a grill to a drab interior courtyard. "If I didn't know better," he murmured. "I'd say this was a prison of some sort."

"It can't be," Marc said. "Bashir wouldn't dare try anything like that. If we're not at the British Consulate by five this afternoon, the ambassador opens our letter and Bashir's involvement becomes public. He wouldn't risk that."

"What have we overlooked?" Daffyd asked.

Marc glowered. "Nothing. If Bashir tries anything, we throw him to the wolves. Al, Will and Bob are still out there, remember."

"I remember," Daffyd said. He pulled out his tobacco and started rolling another cigarette. "But they don't have any supporting evidence."

"We've got that, though, haven't we?" Doris said. "All the notebooks and photos."

"Unless Bashir takes them. Then we have nothing."

"Yes we do. We have the letter at the Consulate."

Daffyd lit his cigarette and inhaled deeply. "Our trump card. Suddenly, it doesn't seem like very much. Don't forget, we're in a foreign country, and Bashir holds most of the other cards."

Dani sat down on one of the chairs, out of the way, and opened her briefcase again. She took out the golden scarab and slipped it into her jacket pocket. A presentiment of disaster was creeping over her and she wanted the artefact safe. "Perhaps I should have left it in the hotel safe," she whispered.

The door opened, and Under-Minister Ahmed Bashir entered the room, flanked by his aide Nazim, and two soldiers carrying submachine guns. The soldiers took up positions where they could cover everyone in the room, while Nazim placed a chair for Bashir.

"Good morning gentlemen...ladies," Bashir said. "My apologies for the lack of amenities. The decision was only made an hour ago."

"What decision was that, Minister?" Daffyd asked.

"The decision not to hold the press conference after all."

The five British expedition members stared at Bashir.

"But there has to be..." Angela started to say.

"You have to hold one," Marc stated flatly. "Have you forgotten the letter?"

"Letter?" Bashir asked, smiling. "What letter is this?"

"You know bloody well what letter," Marc said. "The one to the British Consulate."

"Ah." Bashir took a piece of folded paper from an inside pocket of his suit jacket. "Would this be the one?"

Daffyd strode forward and the soldiers' machine guns swung toward him. He stopped abruptly, but Bashir waved the guards aside, holding the letter out to the Welshman. Daffyd took the letter and unfolded it, quickly scanning the neat handwriting.

"It's our letter." He handed it back to Bashir.

"You bastard," Marc said, his fists bunching. He took a step forward and the guards' guns came up again.

"There's no point, Marc," Dani said. "How did you get it?"

"Suffice it to say that our Postal Service is atrocious and our Military Intelligence quite efficient."

"So what happens now?" Daffyd asked. "Do we all disappear into some dungeon or shallow unmarked grave?"

"My dear Dr Rhys-Williams, what do you take me for? We are a civilised people in Syria. You will simply be put on a flight to England later today."

"That's it? What's the catch?"

"What's changed?" Angela asked. "Down at the site you were worried we'd tell everyone about your..."

"Shut up, Angela," Marc said quickly.

Bashir laughed. "Come, Dr Andrews, did you think I might have forgotten? I remember your threats of exposure and paid heed to them until I secured the letter you sent to your Consulate. However, I have now rendered your threats harmless."

"You aren't concerned we might go to the papers back in England?" Dani asked.

"What would you tell them, Dr Hanser? A fairy tale about finding a lost tomb? I think you would find very few people would believe you, and when I revealed that you had been deported for scientific irregularities, your standing at your university would reach rock bottom."

"We have proof," Marc said.

"Ah yes, the physical evidence. There are notebooks and transcribed texts from the chamber walls, photographs, and a handful of letters written to your colleagues in England. None of the letters contain proof, and you will not have access to any of the notes and photographs. Without those, you have nothing." 

Minister Bashir turned to his aide. "Nazim, have my orders been carried out?"

"Indeed, Minister. As we talk, their rooms at the hotel are being emptied of their possessions, as is the hotel safe. All they now own is what they have on their persons."

"Very good. So, gentlemen and ladies, if you would be so good as to empty the contents of your pockets and briefcase on the table, we can conclude our business today."

"You won't get away with it, you bastard," Marc said.

"Really, Dr Andrews, I thought more of you. Don't the English believe in playing the game? You have played and lost, so grin and bear it in a sportsmanlike fashion."

Marc muttered an expletive but Bashir ignored him.

"Now, I must insist you place everything you have with you on the table." Bashir watched as the contents of pockets and Dani's briefcase were emptied out onto the polished wooden surface. "Is that everything?" When nothing further was offered up, Bashir sighed. "I can always order a strip search to be made. I have no wish to subject you to such indignities, but I will if you give me no choice."

After a long hesitation, Dani took the golden scarab from her pocket and laid it on the table. Although she and Daffyd knew it for what it was, a superbly crafted golden artefact from the time of the Amarnan kings, it was apparent nobody saw anything but a rounded brownish yellow pebble. Bashir knitted his brows and leaned across to pick up what looked to be a small sandstone rock, fumbling it as if it proved unexpectedly heavy.

"What is this?" he asked.

Dani shrugged, fighting to keep the concern off her face. "A memento of our dig, a fragment of the sandstone cliffs. Nothing of any value."

"I can see that. What I'm wondering is why you keep it." Bashir turned the rock over in his hands, examining it, rubbing his fingers over its surface.

"Just as a reminder of an interesting dig. You wouldn't begrudge me a memento, would you Minister?"

"It has a curious texture and weight. I think I will keep it." Bashir tossed the rock onto the small pile of papers that had come from Dani's briefcase, and turned his attention to his listeners.

"You will be held here until this afternoon, when your passports will be returned to you, and you are taken to Damascus airport. There is a flight that will carry you home. I hardly need say that none of you are welcome to return to the United Arab Republic."

"What about our belongings?" Daffyd asked. "We have things that had nothing to do with the expedition--personal items."

"Never fear, Dr Rhys-Williams, I will allow you your tobacco."

"That isn't what I meant..."

"I know what you meant, and it is all forfeit. You will take with you the clothes you wear and your passports. Nothing else."

"Your actions are barbaric."

"And your actions have been high-handed and imperialistic," Bashir retorted. "You British no longer have an empire, yet you try to appear so grand and important. Your posturing comes to nothing, however, for Syria is an independent country and our laws apply here. Now run home with your tails between your legs and be thankful I do not hand you over to Arab justice."

The soldiers ushered the five of them out into the corridor and marched them down flights of stairs again before leading them to small windowless rooms with steel doors. The men were shown into one room and the women into another across the hallway, and the doors locked.

Dani looked around the small cell, its only furnishings being an upright chair, a narrow pallet bed, and a round hole in one corner whence noxious odours arose. She crossed to the chair and sat down.

"You might as well make yourselves comfortable," she told Angela and Doris. "We might be here for a few hours."

"I really need that loo break now," Doris said, her voice trembling. "Do you think they might let me use one?"

"I think that's what the hole in the corner is for," Angela said, pointing.

"Oh, I couldn't...not here...not in front of..."

"It's no worse than the camp latrines," Dani said gently. "A bit less private, but we'll look the other way."

They all had occasion to use the hole in the corner over the next few hours. There was nothing else to do in the little cell except talk or sit and stare at the roughly plastered cement walls. Dani contemplated the loss of her golden scarab, admitting to herself that its absence preyed on her mind and left a void in her being that she would not have thought possible.

"It's almost as if the god Atum gave it to me as well as Scarab," she muttered.

"What did you say?" Angela asked.

"Nothing. I was just wondering what we can do."

"There's nothing we can do, is there?" Doris sobbed. "Everything was going so wonderfully a few days ago, and now we've lost everything."

"Cheer up, Dor," Angela said. "Bashir's taken everything, but it wasn't his to take. It all belongs to Midland University, so they'll kick up a stink and get it back for us, isn't that right, Dani?"

"I'm sure that's right," Dani said. 

Privately, she was not at all certain that anything could be done. Even if Bashir and the Syrian authorities played down their expulsion from the country, any attempt to wrest the notebooks and evidence from the Minister would almost certainly lead to charges being laid against the expedition of unscientific behaviour at the least, or even of attempted theft of historical artefacts. As expedition leader, Dani could expect those charges to be aimed primarily at her. The outlook was grim, but she was not going to add to the worries of her companions by voicing her concerns.

The soldiers came for them a few hours later and marched them outside to a small bus. Any attempt at communication between the expedition members was interrupted by loud shouting and some shoving, and on board the bus they were seated as far apart as possible. Nazim was at the airport to meet them and hurry them through to the departure gate. He handed them their passports.

"Do not return to Syria," Nazim said. "You will not be permitted to re-enter the country."

"As if we'd want to," Marc snapped.

"What about our belongings?" Daffyd asked. "A lot of what was confiscated was personal items that had nothing to do with the chambers and inscription."

"Everything will be examined, and if it has no bearing on your...on the discovery, it will be forwarded on to you."

"Including our books and cameras?" Daffyd persisted.

"If they have nothing to do with the inscription."

"What about the rock that the Minister took from me?" Dani asked. "That was only a memento of the dig. It had nothing to do with the inscription."

Nazim hesitated. "Minister Bashir finds the rock interesting--and also your request for its return. I do not think he will part with it, Dr Hanser."

"Please see if you can persuade him. You can see for yourself it has no intrinsic value, but it represents a memory for me."

"I promise nothing. Now, your flight is boarding."

They had no option but to board the flight and endure the many hours of travel back to England. They changed planes in Rome and Paris, and would have liked to sample the hospitality of those cities, but without funds could not leave the airports and were dependent on airline meals to satisfy their hunger. Daffyd and Marc spent the trip plotting revenge on Bashir and devising increasing wild scenarios whereby they beat him to the site of Scarab's tomb in Egypt. By journey's end, though, reality had sunk in and they became morose, staring out of the tiny windows at a featureless cloudscape. Angela and Doris slept most of the way, too depressed to face conversation, but Dani spent the hours in thought.

She felt herself on a watershed, where her previous academic life had led up to the Syrian Expedition, and now a whole new world lay in darkness before her. The dazzling prospect of a search for Scarab's tomb had been cruelly extinguished by Bashir's treachery, but she did not feel totally lost. The future lay in darkness but she had faith that the golden scarab would somehow return to her, lighting her way to eventual success.

Why else did it come to me in the first place, if not to reveal the chambers? And why do that if I wasn't meant to find the tomb?

The thought was foreign to her scientific mind, and made no sense in a materialistic universe, but Dani could not shake the feeling that the adventure was not yet over. The loss of the translations was of great importance in proving the existence of the chambers to university committees, but she could remember whole swathes of the account that she had laboriously translated over the weeks and months. She could probably reconstruct the gist of the account from memory, and probably the descriptions of the tomb's position. Even without the golden scarab, she might be able to find the tomb of Smenkhkare and Scarab once she found herself in Egypt. Dani clung to that thought as they descended through rainclouds into British airspace.

They landed at London's Heathrow airport and changed planes for Derby and thence by bus to Chesterfield of the twisted spire and Midland University, where a grim-faced university official waited for them.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

The official letter arrived a week later, addressed simply to Dr Danielle Hanser and bearing the stamp of the Office of the Vice-Chancellor of the university. Dani picked up the letter from where it had been pushed through the letterbox and stared at the envelope for a minute before taking it back to the little sun-filled kitchen of her flat in the city. The twisted spire of Chesterfield Cathedral could be seen from her kitchen window and not for the first time she contemplated how her life had taken a sudden twist like the famous spire. She propped the letter against a flower-filled vase on the kitchen table and sat down to stare at it with a cup of coffee in her hands and marmalade toast cooling on a side plate.

I really don't want to open it.

After a while--half a cup of coffee and a piece of toast later--she shrugged and slit the envelope open with her marmalade-smeared knife, opening up the folded letter within and scanning it.

About what I expected.

'Dr Hanser,' it read, 'Allegations of scientific impropriety have been brought against the recent expedition to Syria in general, and you in particular, by the Ministry of National History in Syria. An informal meeting has been called to deliberate on the University's response to these allegations and the recent expulsion of the expedition members from Syria. You will be required to respond to these allegations. Accordingly, you are summoned to this meeting, to be held on Thursday next (27th) at a venue to be decided. Please contact the Office of the Vice-Chancellor at least twenty-four hours beforehand to confirm your attendance, or to give good reason why you will not be attending. Please note that if you do not attend, decisions that involve your future at Midland University may be taken in your absence.' It was signed by the secretary to the Vice-Chancellor.

Dani read through the letter again before refolding it and tossing it onto the table. She sipped at her coffee while she digested her first piece of toast and the information from the Office of the Vice-Chancellor. Her eyes stared at the flowers in the vase, but she did not see them or the little pink aphid sitting on a zinnia petal. 

At least it's an informal meeting. If it was really serious I'd be hauled before an official tribunal. By degrees, her mind turned to her defence. Do I have one?

Dani had to face up to choices made nearly a year ago at the end of their first season in the Orontes Valley. When they stumbled upon the first chamber and recognised its importance, they should have reported their find to the proper authorities and taken a back seat to whatever team was assigned to investigate the discovery. Instead, the eight expedition members had voted to reseal the chamber and return to it the next season, hoping to keep its existence secret and be able to investigate its mysteries themselves.

It was a vain hope, and Syrian Under-Minister Ahmed Bashir had caught wind of the discovery; arrived and taken charge. Only the tantalising glimpses of hidden treasure referred to in the account inscribed on the chamber walls had prevented him turning them in. Instead, they found themselves willing accomplices in deceit. Then, when the account came to an end, and the possibility of finding an undiscovered royal tomb presented itself, they had connived with the Minister to continue the deception, agreeing to a joint expedition into Egypt to track down the burial chamber of a king and its associated treasury.

Bashir had outwitted them, thrown them aside without a qualm, and now had made an official complaint in the hope of stalling any possibility--however remote--of their interference in his plans. Without a doubt, he planned to find the tomb using the descriptions in the account and plunder it, selling priceless artefacts on the black market without a thought for the destruction of so much knowledge.

But what can I do? I can't prove a thing.

Possibly, Daffyd and Marc might be able to think of something. The letter had named the expedition as co-defendant, but Dani disliked the thought of involving them further. The responsibility had been hers and she intended to admit her culpability, and would try and exonerate the others. She decided she would say nothing for now; just turn up at the meeting and see what transpired.

On the Wednesday morning, Dani rang the secretary and found that the meeting was to be held in one of the top-floor meeting rooms of the administration building.

"Half past two, Dr Hanser, in room 603."

"Thank you."

A pause. "Will you be presenting any evidence or calling witnesses?"

"I thought this was an informal meeting."

Another pause. "That is correct."

Dani hung up and considered her position. The informal meeting was starting to sound like a trial, and she wondered whether she should have someone represent her. The trouble with that was she would appear more aggressive than she wanted, and she still hoped the problem would go away by accepting she had acted improperly and accepting a rap over the knuckles. She did not think the university would do much more. After all, it was not as if they had removed any artefacts or anything.

What about the golden scarab?

That wasn't in the chambers, it was outside...and besides, I don't have it.

At twenty past two on Thursday afternoon, she presented herself to the secretary on the top floor and was shown into an antechamber of the meeting room. Here she was left to cool her heels for half an hour before the secretary came to collect her. She was shown into a well-appointed room with deep carpet and gleaming polished wood furniture. A long table faced her, and behind it was arrayed several men and women, most of whom she recognised. 

The Vice-Chancellor, Edward McClelland, rose to his feet as Dani entered the room, though his expression was anything but welcoming.

"Dr Hanser, good of you to come." He inclined his head left and right to include the others seated at the table. "You will know our Dean of Science, Professor Voisey; Professor Roberts, Anthropology; Professor Cummins, Ancient History; and Professor Bielish, Archaeology. The gentleman on the far left is Mr Torby from the University's legal department, and on the far right is Mr Parker from the Foreign Office. If you would be so good as to be seated, we'll get started."

Dani took the only unoccupied seat in the room, a plain straight-backed chair facing the panel of her accusers. She straightened her skirts and looked the Vice-Chancellor in the eyes.

McClelland cleared his throat and looked down at the notes in front of him. "Dr Hanser, you have been accused by the Syrian Government of fraud, in that you claimed to be carrying out an archaeological investigation into Neanderthal migration patterns under the auspices of Midland University and the Syrian Ministry of National History, accepting funding and material assistance from both sources; whereupon you abandoned this enterprise and pursued a reckless and unscientific plundering of a newly discovered Egyptian tomb, destroying priceless artwork and removing artefacts. Further, members of your team, both staff and students of Midland University, did aid and abet you in these crimes. Do you have a statement you wish to read into the record?"'

"I...I didn't...er, no, I don't have a statement to read, not knowing the...er, charges being brought against me, but I would like to answer these points if I may."

The Vice-Chancellor nodded and waited while Dani collected her thoughts.

"All right...first, I want to make it clear that I was the leader of this expedition and that nobody else had any part in the decision to investigate the chambers. I made the decision and everyone else had no choice but to go along with..."

"There I must interrupt you, Dr Hanser," Cummins said. "Dr Rhys-Williams, who is a member of my department, has already admitted culpability in this regard, saying he persuaded other members of the expedition to this course of action."

 A smile tugged briefly at Dani's lips. "Daff...Dr Rhys-Williams was subordinate to me. It was my decision."

"Please continue," Vice-Chancellor McClelland said.

Dani nodded. "The purpose of the expedition was to investigate the Orontes Valley and its tributaries for evidence of Neanderthal migration routes. In particular, we dug in a deep cave in an unnamed stream valley. We found very little to suggest the valley had been used by Neanderthals, but in the course of our investigations we stumbled upon what looked like dressed stone in one wall of the cave. We broke through..."

"Just like that?" Cummins asked. "Without thought for the archaeological value of what you must have known was of significance?"

"On the contrary, we took photographs of the wall and broke through with minimal damage. You must realise that this was a site without any historical antecedents. We had no inkling that this bricked area would be anything more than a...than a goat byre of recent construction."

"And was it?" Elenore Bielish, Professor of Archaeology, had a look of distaste on her lean face. "Was it a find of minimal historical significance?"

"No, Professor. Inside the cavern we found plastered walls completely covered with Egyptian hieroglyphs and paintings in the Amarnan style. We explored the chamber and found it to be empty except for a few scraps of wood and rope in one corner."

"At which point, the proper procedure would have been to reseal the chamber and contact the university or the Ministry, telling them of your find and letting them make the relevant decisions," Bielish pointed out.

"I agree," Dani said quietly. "However, we were all professionals in the field and we were naturally excited with our find, so we agreed to try and determine exactly what it was we had found. We didn't damage anything, just translated the text and took some pictures."

"You could read the hieroglyphs?" Professor Roberts asked. "I wasn't aware that Egyptology was your field."

Dani hesitated, wondering how much she should reveal. "It isn't, but I have made an extensive study of inscriptions privately. My family has always..." Dani shook her head and gathered her thoughts again. "We found out that the text was the life story of Princess Beketaten, sister to Pharaoh Akhenaten of the Eighteenth dynasty." 

"At which point you must have realised the importance of your discovery," Bielish pointed out. "You should have immediately suspended your work and resealed the chamber."

"I considered it, but the sentence construction and grammar was atypical of Egyptian texts, so I couldn't be certain this wasn't a recent hoax..."

"In such an out-of-the-way place? Unlikely."

"And the personal account of a young girl in the centre of such an incredible period of Egyptian history was very compelling." Dani smiled wryly. "We wanted to know what happened." 

"So you stopped work on the Neanderthal dig, which was funded by this university and the Syrian Government, so you could indulge your curiosity?" Dean Voisey asked.

"We had found very little evidence of Neanderthal presence and we were near the end of our time anyway. I made what I thought was a reasonable decision."

"According to the Minister of National History in Syria, you found evidence of a tomb in Egypt, and covered up this information in the hope of finding it yourself and plundering it," McClelland said. "Furthermore, the Minister says you attempted to destroy the inscriptions in the hope of covering your tracks."

"Not in the least," Dani retorted. "There was no suggestion of a tomb in the first chamber..."

"First? There was more than one?"

"There were three. Didn't you know?"

The academics around the table looked at each other, and the Vice-Chancellor shook his head.

"Go on, Dr Hanser." 

"There was no mention of a tomb in the first chamber, and there were hints that the inscription was incomplete. We were at the end of our stay in Syria, so we sealed the chamber and returned to England. Some of the students wanted to report our findings but I argued against it as I wanted to find out more." Dani looked around at the Heads of Department and Administrative Heads, making sure she had their attention. "It was my decision to cover up our find and return to it the next season."

"So earlier this year, you and your team returned to the site, ostensibly to further your Neanderthal investigations but really to reopen the chamber, and then you discovered the second chamber?" McClelland asked.

"Yes. The account continued in another, larger chamber..."

"Where was this chamber?" Cummins interrupted.

"Behind the first."

Cummins referred to his notes. "You said the walls of the first chamber were completely covered in writing and paintings. Where, then, was the entrance to the second?"

Dani took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. "We had to cut through the painting on the rear wall."

"Let me see if I have this right," Bielish said. "By now, you know that this is, at the very least, an important discovery, yet you wilfully destroy a unique painting to push on further into this tomb merely to satisfy your curiosity."

"We didn't destroy it. We took out as few blocks as we could in an area that would leave the subject matter intact."

"That is for the experts to determine."

"And the third chamber?" Cummins asked. "Did you damage another painting digging through to it?"

"No, it was beneath the floor of the second one."

"If you did so little damage to the inscriptions and paintings," Voisey asked, "Why is it the Syrian Minister claims you attempted to destroy them?"

"I don't know," Dani said. "Unless he's trying to discredit our findings."

"I think you've done quite enough yourself to do that," Bielish said.

"What artefacts were found in this tomb?" Roberts asked.

"It wasn't a tomb, and we found nothing except a few pieces of wood and rope, and rubble in the shaft leading to the third chamber."

"No grave goods, ornaments, figurines?" Roberts persisted.

Dani shook her head. "Nothing."

"Then why are you accused of attempting to steal artefacts?"

"I have no idea. There was nothing there to steal, and if there had been, I would have handed those over to the authorities."

"Like you reported the existence of the chambers?" Bielish asked.

"In hindsight that was a mistake, but the Syrian Ministry of National History--in particular, Under-Minister Bashir--found out about the chambers very quickly and took over the site. From then on, we were working under his direct authority."

"When did this happen?" Parker of the Foreign Office asked.

"About June this year. We were about halfway through the second chamber when he arrived and took over--at gunpoint, I might add."

"Given that he thought you were plundering a priceless archaeological site that seems quite reasonable."

"Even after we'd shown ourselves innocent of that charge? Minister Bashir made it quite plain he was there to find the treasure referred to in the text and he was keeping us on to facilitate its discovery."

"That is a serious allegation, Dr Hanser," John Torby said. "Do you have any evidence of that?"

"You can ask any of my team members."

"Who would back you up, no doubt, through misplaced loyalty?"

"Or through a desire for the truth," Dani said. "In fact, three of my students--Allan Bryce, Robert Burrows, and William Morrison--considered the danger real enough to flee the country in order to provide some leverage over Minister Bashir. With them out of his reach, his threats to our safety diminished."

"Those three students are another problem entirely," the man from the Foreign Office said. "They crossed into Israel and Lebanon without papers and were jailed. The government has since secured their release, but they have caused a lot of trouble."

"And the university will be dealing with them appropriately," Dean Voisey assured him.

"Returning to the chambers and the inscription," Cummins said. "Do you have any evidence for its existence?"

Dani stared. "I'm not sure I understand. If it doesn't exist, then what's all this about? Minister Bashir can hardly accuse me of damaging something that doesn't exist."

Bielish sighed. "He says it was a tomb packed with artefacts that you tried to steal. You say it was a series of chambers with the walls covered in hieroglyphs telling the story of a young girl. A photograph of the inscription would immediately tell which claim was true. Funerary inscriptions can hardly be mistaken for anything else."

"Everything was confiscated in Syria--notebooks, photos, translations, tapes of me reading out the account--everything."

"So all we have is your unsubstantiated claim?"

"Yes."

Bielish leaned closer to Cummins and McClelland. "Do we need to hear more?"

"Does anyone else have any more questions for Dr Hanser?" McClelland asked.

"I have a question," Dani said. "If I am allowed one."

"Of course."

"You call my claim unsubstantiated because I have no photographic proof, but isn't Minister Bashir's claim equally unsubstantiated? Where is his proof that these chambers were anything more than I have said? He can't produce any because any photos he has..." 

Dani's voice tailed off as the Vice-Chancellor opened a folder in front of him and removed a glossy photograph. He slid it across the table, but said nothing, watching her reaction keenly.

"What's this?" Dani examined the photograph. It was a close-up of serried ranks of hieroglyphs painted on a rock wall.

"Can you read the inscription, Dr Hanser?" Bielish watched her with a predatory gaze.

Dani studied the photograph before hesitantly translating the writing. "It's incomplete, but it says 'who give water to the One who presides over the Silent Place. The water of this pool is destined...'--that's all."

"Do you recognise the passage, Dr Hanser?" Bielish asked. "After all, you say you have made an extensive private study of Egypt and Egyptian writing."

"It's a passage from the Book of Gates."

"And where might one find such a passage, Dr Hanser?"

"On the walls of a tomb or a temple."

McClelland reached out to take the photo from Dani but she hung onto it. "Minister Bashir took that photo in the chambers you claim were not a tomb." He cleared his throat and glanced at the stony faces of his fellow academics. "Your claim to expertise in matters Egyptian has led you astray, or you are trying to deliberately mislead us, Dr Hanser. Either way, the university does not look kindly on your actions which have brought Midland University into disrepute and we have no other course open to us but to terminate your..."

"That photo wasn't taken in those chambers."

"Dr Hanser, we..."

"Look at the rock wall in the photo. First of all, it's raw rock, undressed, unpainted. The chambers we found were fully plastered and painted..."

"We only have your word for that."

"Then look at the grain of the rock. The Orontes Valley cuts through coarse sandstone in which the grains are clearly visible--sand grains. This wall is made of something much finer. I think it's limestone...maybe mudstone. If so, this tomb inscription came from somewhere else. Bashir is the one misleading you, not me."

Bielish took the photo and studied it. "It's probably just a lack of definition that prevents us seeing sand grains."

"Show it to a professional geologist then, and get him to compare it with a geological map of the area. I'll accept his findings. If it's sandstone then you can...you can do what you like, but if its limestone or mudstone, then you accept Bashir's lying."

The academics leaned together, whispering as they deliberated whether to condemn Dani immediately, or consult a geologist. Bielish seemed the most vociferous in condemnation, raising her voice angrily and glaring at Dani, but McClelland and Voisey spoke placatingly.

"We will consult a geologist," McClelland said. "Is there anything else you wish to say, Dr Hanser?"

Dani thought for a moment, inclined to leave well enough alone, but then decided her career was on the line and this might be her only opportunity to rescue it. "Just that Minister Bashir has made allegations that impugn my professional standing at this university. I totally reject his allegations and ask you to examine the paltry evidence he has produced and condemn his unsubstantiated claims."

"Except you have admitted you acted in a less than professional manner when you hid the existence of the chambers from the proper authorities," Bielish said. "Your professional standing at this university is in tatters, Dr Hanser."

"I think we can reasonably leave the matter here for now," McClelland said. "Dr Hanser, thank you for attending this meeting and giving your side of events. We will consider all the evidence carefully and notify you of our findings in due course."

Dani stood and thanked the panel for hearing her out, before walking with head high and back straight, the length of the long room. Outside, she took a shuddering breath and stood looking out of the window at the university campus and the city beyond.

"Are you alright, Dr Hanser?" the secretary asked. "Can I get you a glass of water?"

Dani shook her head, smiling wanly. "No...thank you. I'll be fine. I just need some fresh air."

She took the lift down to the ground floor and made her way to the student cafeteria. As the day was cool but sunny, she took her latte to an outdoor table and sat staring at the potted plants while sipping her coffee. A few students recognised her and smiled in greeting, but she did not see them, her mind a thousand miles away in Syria, where her golden scarab sat locked up with all her notes and tapes.

"I've got to get it back," she murmured.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

Under-Minister Ahmed Bashir flew into Cairo a month after he engineered the expulsion of the British expedition from Syria. He felt enormously pleased with himself, and looked forward to his stay in Egypt with pleasure and anticipation. His secretary and aide, Nazim Manouk, had stayed behind in Damascus, compiling the notes on the Orontes Inscription into some semblance of order, and would be joining him in Cairo in a few days. In the meantime, Bashir had a few things he needed to do, a few people he had to meet, and the fewer who knew about these things and people, the better. Trust was a commodity in short supply in the Arab world and, outside of his immediate family--an aged father and a young brother in debt to him--Bashir trusted nobody.

Nobody met him at the airport, and although Syria and Egypt were both part of the United Arab Republic, his diplomatic passport eased him through arrivals well before any of the other passengers from the Damascus flight. Outside, in the heat and stink of a Cairo noon, he threw his single case into the back of a taxi and had the driver take him to one of the large hotels in the city centre. Bashir did not care which one, letting the taxi driver choose. At the hotel, he paid the fare and let a porter carry his case into the lobby, while he watched the driver accept another fare and pull out into the traffic. Inside the lobby, Bashir reclaimed his case, ignored the puzzled protests of the clerks on the desk and marched outside again. Hailing another taxi, he gave an address on the outskirts of the city, on the Giza Plateau.

The journey took close on an hour, and Bashir sat in the back of the taxi, mopping at the sweat that beaded his brow. The pyramids loomed large and drifted away to the north as the road led past them and along the banks of the Nile. Their route led them through drifts of desert, farmland, and date orchards. Presently, they happened upon a walled estate and then iron gates with guards in military uniform on watch. Bashir identified himself to the sergeant of the guard and the gates creaked open. The taxi rolled up to the front of the huge stone house and a second squad of guards. Bashir paid off the driver and only then did he turn to the young lieutenant in charge.

"I am Minister Ahmed Bashir from Damascus. I have come to see Colonel Sarraj. Please announce me."

"Certainly, Minister. You are expected. Please follow me." The lieutenant gave orders for Bashir's case to be taken inside and led the Minister into the house. The temperature dropped as they crossed the threshold, and the tapestry-hung walls muffled the sharp clatter of their footsteps on the marble floor. The house appeared deserted and deeply shadowed, but the lieutenant guided Bashir through to a central courtyard where trees cast leafy shade, flowers offered up rich perfume, and splashing fountains moistened and cooled the dry air. They walked down a gravel path to the central fountain where a tall man in military uniform threw morsels of food to golden koi carp.

"Colonel Sarraj," the lieutenant said quietly. "Minister Bashir has arrived."

The tall man turned, his deep-set eyes scanning the sweating Syrian Minister in front of him. "Minister Bashir. My house is yours."

Bashir plucked at the collar of his sweat-stained shirt. "Is it always this hot?"

Sarraj smiled and addressed the lieutenant. "Azib, take the Minister's case to the guest room and bring us iced drinks. We will sit out here." The young officer took Bashir's single case and disappeared into the house with it.

Sarraj indicated the marble seat surrounding the koi pond. "You had a pleasant journey, Ahmed?"

Bashir shrugged. "Good enough, I suppose. What arrangements have you made?"

"Arrangements?"

"For finding the tomb."

"Ah. Nothing as yet." Sarraj held up a hand as Bashir opened his mouth to protest. "Wait. Some refreshment first."

Lieutenant Azib emerged from the shadows bearing a silver tray upon which was a glass jug beaded with moisture and two crystal glasses. Ice cubes chinked gently against the glass as he walked. He placed the tray on the marble rim of the pond and withdrew, leaving the two men alone.

Sarraj poured them each a chilled drink and passed one to his guest. "From my own citrons." He sipped from his own crystal glass and watched as Bashir greedily downed the drink.

"That's good," Bashir said. "Thank you, Michel, but what did you mean when you said you'd done nothing? We don't have any time to waste."

"Your letter lacked details, Ahmed. You said you had discovered the whereabouts of an undiscovered tomb, but did not say where. It is a little hard to judge what preparations need to be made when I don't know anything about it. Perhaps you can rectify that lack of detail now."

Bashir looked around the courtyard and scanned the blank windows and shadowed porticoes of the surrounding house. "How secure are we?"

"Nobody can overhear us. I have given instructions that we're not to be disturbed."

"You're sure?"

"My staff are all military and under my direct command. They would not dare disobey me."

Bashir nodded, but still hesitated, fiddling with his crystal glass. "Midland University in England sent a team to carry out an archaeological dig in the Orontes Valley in Syria, last year and this year. I won't bore you with what they hoped to find, but they stumbled upon something far more interesting--a series of chambers carved into the sandstone. The walls of the chambers were covered in hieroglyphs and they purported to be the story of an ancient Egyptian princess. The story told of a treasury and a tomb, apparently as yet undiscovered, somewhere in Egypt."

"Egypt is a large place," Sarraj observed.

"Indeed."

"A rich tomb?"

"Fabulously."

"You must have information on the whereabouts of this tomb."

"Yes."

"Then where is the problem? You go there, dig it up and abscond with the wealth. Why do you need me?"

"If this was Syria, I would do just that. As a Minister, I have considerable power in my own country, but here in Egypt, although our countries are joined politically, I am a visiting politician. As such, I am under scrutiny and need the assistance of a powerful local figure."

"Is that why you clumsily attempted to evade notice by travelling to the Cairo Hotel before coming here?"

Bashir shrugged again. "I thought it best not to be too open."

"It would have been better if you had taken a room there and then called me. I would have had you moved to a secure location without anyone noticing. Do you have reason to believe you're being followed?"

"I cannot be sure."

"Who else knows about this tomb? This treasure?"

"The members of the British expedition. My secretary."

"Members of your ministry? Your assistants?"

"No. I was careful."

"A pity about the British. I daresay England still feels it has a right to interfere in our country. Do you envisage they will be a problem?"

"I think I have removed any danger from that quarter. I confiscated every bit of evidence they had on the existence and location of the tomb, and then made an official complaint about their conduct to the university. I have every reason to believe the leader of the expedition, Dr Danielle Hanser, will lack any credibility."

"Won't an official complaint draw attention to the tomb?"

Bashir chuckled. "I said they had already found the tomb in Syria and plundered it. Nobody will be looking for one in Egypt."

Sarraj glanced at his watch. "I shall look forward to hearing more, but I regret to say I must leave you for a few hours. I'd like to resume our discussion after dinner tonight." The Colonel arose and left Bashir sitting by the fish pond.

Bashir found himself at a loose end for the rest of the afternoon. He searched out his room and took advantage of the ensuite bathroom, showering and then changing into casual attire before exploring the house and grounds. The staff was unobtrusive, but whenever he found himself encroaching on the suite of rooms where his host lived, a neatly attired soldier would politely usher him away. He perused the shelves in the small but evidently well-used library but found nothing that interested him--the books were all historical treatises on the military and political life of Egypt. 

The garden was pleasant, but small, and Bashir got the impression that Michel Sarraj was not a man that had much time for relaxation. The inner courtyard with its koi pond, and the library, were the only areas that bore the signs of the Colonel's presence and attention. Bashir returned to the courtyard with a cup of coffee and contemplated his relationship with this soldier.

Colonel Michel Sarraj was something of an unknown quantity, both in Egypt and in Syria. Bashir had known him for a little over twenty years, since a visit to Damascus by the recently graduated second lieutenant just prior to the outbreak of hostilities in the Second World War. In those heady days when right-wing governments were in the ascendancy, they had met at a political rally of the Pan-Arab Movement and become firm friends. Bashir had opted for political power within Syria and Sarraj for military within Egypt, though neither had succeeded to the degree they had hoped for, talked about, and striven to become. 

Ten years before, Bashir had given up the dream of rising within the government of Syria and had sold out his ideals for a sinecure within the Ministry of National History. He settled for a slow but sure rise within the Ministry, and the opportunity to feather his nest with baksheesh from a hundred grateful black market entrepreneurs. The Minister knew nothing of Bashir's little schemes, though undoubtedly he had his suspicions, and Bashir was prepared to liberally grease the wheels of selected persons high and low in order to deflect attention from him.

Sarraj had risen rapidly through the Egyptian army by hooking his wagon to that of Gamal Abdel Nasser, and when Nasser had taken power five years before, had been promoted to colonel. That had been the limit of his rise, however, and Sarraj had become disillusioned with the new President of Egypt. Sarraj had incautiously let slip his dissatisfaction with the course of his country's internal and foreign policies in a letter to his friend Ahmed Bashir. Nothing more had been said, but Bashir now knew that Sarraj was at least contemplating the toppling of Nasser. However, for this to take place, Sarraj would need backers, and funding far beyond the means at his disposal. Bashir hoped he might have found a willing partner for his plundering of Egypt's undiscovered archaeological wealth.

Sarraj returned in the early evening and over dinner they talked of inconsequential things, keeping the subject away from the topic that preyed on both their minds. Soldiers served the meal and stood guard, but the Colonel was careful to say nothing while he had an audience. They took coffee in the courtyard, and lit cigars, inhaling the rich, perfumed tobacco smoke and blowing it out in pungent blue clouds toward the starlit heavens. 

"What is the worth of this tomb?" Sarraj asked.

"Difficult to say," Bashir replied. "Imagine King Tut's tomb at least."

"That is a meaningless comparison. I have no knowledge of the worth of such archaeological artefacts."

Bashir nodded and sipped his coffee. "Very well. A conservative estimate puts the value of King Tut's tomb at about five million US dollars, though if the individual grave goods could be sold on the black market to collectors, one might double that. The problem is that the release of that quantity of artefacts would alert the authorities that something was amiss. It would have to be done slowly, over a period of years."

"Years are no use to me."

"There is another possibility. The account referred to the presence of a large amount of gold, ivory, precious and semi-precious stones. I estimate the worth of the gold alone as close to three million dollars. Naturally, gold has a ready market, so funds could be made available a lot sooner."

"What do you want of me?" Sarraj asked.

"Protection, logistical support."

"In what way?"

"You are military, you have connections within Egypt. You can provide transport, men, supplies, without being questioned."

"I am only a colonel."

"So was Nasser when he took power."

"True."

"So if you desire to wrest control of Egypt from him, you will..."

"Stop." Sarraj turned in his chair and scanned the shadowed courtyard. Satisfied at last that they were not overheard, he turned back to Bashir. "What do you know of this?"

"Only what you have told me, Michel."

Sarraj frowned. "When?"

"Two years ago. A rather injudicious letter complaining of...a certain person." Bashir saw the expression on the face of his friend and smiled. "I destroyed the letter immediately. Your secret is safe."

Sarraj inclined his head in acknowledgement.

"So naturally," Bashir went on, "you will need funds, and I need support. I think we can help each other."

Sarraj poured them both another cup of coffee and offered a fresh cigar. He lit his own and puffed contentedly for several minutes.

"What do you want from me? Specifically?"

Bashir considered. "Initially, river transport, an all-terrain vehicle, some men, and of course, supplies for a month. When we find what we're looking for, I'll need men to excavate the site, and trucks to transport the contents, and a secure storage site before I can get the artefacts back to Syria."

"What do you offer in return?"

"Thirty percent of the contents."

Sarraj smiled. "I supply everything, and I'm the one taking the risks. Seventy percent."

"Forty."

"Fifty, and I leave all the tomb artefacts for you. I just remove any gold present."

"If it's in the form of gold ingots, then I agree. If the gold is in the form of artefacts, then they are my share."

Sarraj nodded. "You're very sure of the tomb's existence?"

"Not entirely," Bashir conceded, "But I think it likely. I believe there has never been any hint of a tomb of Pharaoh Smenkhkare having been found, and Princess Beketaten is almost unknown historically. If the tomb of either of them had been discovered within historical times, there would be artefacts from them in the museums. The absence of such things argues for the tombs remaining undiscovered." Bashir shrugged and drained his coffee. "Of course, if the tombs were robbed in pharaonic times then all bets are off."

"But you think they still exist?"

"Yes."

"Where? Do you know?"

"Approximately. The inscription on the walls of the chambers described the place of Smenkhkare's treasury and pointed toward his later tomb. The treasury was almost certainly looted to provide for his grave goods, but I believe if we find the one, we will find the other."

"The archaeologist Howard Carter took years to find King Tut's tomb."

"He did not have a description of its location."

"You are that confident of finding it?"

Bashir grinned. "Yes."
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Sarraj retired to his study after Bashir went to bed. He worked at his desk for an hour, reading through reports and dealing with business arising from them before sitting back and contemplating his conversation with the Syrian Minister. After a few moments, he pressed a button on his desk. Deep within the villa, a buzzer sounded and sent Lieutenant Azib hurrying toward the study. The young officer slipped inside and saluted. He waited silently for his instructions.

"Dr Danielle Hanser led a British Midland University archaeological expedition into the Orontes Valley in Syria last year. Find out everything you can about her, the expedition, and what they found."

"Do you want me to include the Minister in my enquiries, sir?"

"No. Be discreet. I also want to know where Dr Hanser is now. Find me a reliable man at the university I can use."

"Yes sir. What time frame do I have?"

"The agent and Dr Hanser's whereabouts immediately. The main report in a week."

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

The letter came two weeks later and Dani opened it without thinking as she walked back from the front hall to her kitchen. She scanned the contents and felt her face cool as the blood drained away. The room lurched and she sat down quickly, the legs of the chair scraping over the faded linoleum. Her breath came raggedly and she made a conscious effort to control her despair.

"They didn't believe me," she said wonderingly.

Dani sat and stared at the letter, reading and rereading it until every word, every phrase, was imprinted on her memory. Distantly, she heard the telephone jangle in the hallway, listened to it ring and finally fall silent before starting up again, insistent, refusing to be denied. She got up and went through to pick up the receiver.

"Dani? Are you alright, lass?"

She heard the list of a Welsh voice and smiled, forcing away her incipient depression. "Daffyd."

"Marc's here with me. We just got our letters from the university board. Have you heard anything?"

Dani nodded, her mind turning back to the lines of print that spelled disaster.

"Dani? Are you there? What's wrong?"

She heard a faint mumble of conversation at the other end of the line and collected her thoughts. "Yes. My letter came just now. I've been suspended without pay for six months, position to be reviewed after that."

There was a moment's silence from Daffyd, then, "I'm sorry to hear that, lass, but it wasn't totally unexpected."

Dani could hear conversation at the other end, scraping and clunking noises, and Marc came on the line.

"Bloody hell, Dani, that's over the top. How can they do that?"

The indignation in the young man's voice elicited a smile from Dani. "I take it your letters weren't as drastic?"

"A virtual slap on the wrist. Damn it, Dani, I take it you're going to appeal?"

Dani was noncommittal.

"We're coming over."

"No, don't do that, Marc. I really just want..." The receiver burred in her hand and she sighed and hung up.

Marc lived in a flat with another graduate student across town, while Daffyd rented a room in the College Halls, so either way, Dani knew they would be with her in about half an hour. After a few moments of resentment at their foisting of their well-meant support on her, she relented, realising that she would be glad to see them. 

She returned to the kitchen and put on a fresh pot of coffee and boiled a kettle in case anybody preferred tea. A plate of digestive biscuits completed her preparations and she quickly visited the bathroom, splashing cold water in her face. She peered at her image in the mirror and grimaced, dragging a comb through her auburn locks. It would have to do.

The doorbell chimed and she went to let her friends in, embracing them each in turn and leading them through to the sunny kitchen and its pleasant aromas of freshly brewed coffee and flowers. Dani refused to be drawn on the contents of her letter until everyone was seated, with a full cup and biscuits in hand. Then, in answer to Marc's repeated enquiry, she pushed the letter across the table to him. He scanned it quickly, snorted derisively, and passed it on to Daffyd.

"They suspended you without pay and with loss of seniority," Marc said. "How the hell can they do that? We have right on our side."

"When did that ever matter, boyo?" Daffyd asked. He took out his tin of tobacco, hesitated, and put it away again. "The word of a Syrian Minister obviously carries some weight."

"Bloody McClelland...and Bielish. It's all departmental politics, you know. You're going to appeal, aren't you?"

"I'm not sure there's much point," Dani said, sipping her tea. "It's only for six months. I can survive that."

"Unfortunately, that's the least of it," Daffyd said quietly. "You'll be up for review, possibly reinstated, but your Head of Department will look for someone else to lead the next field expedition. Graduates will be encouraged to look elsewhere for supervision. If you're happy just to lecture to undergraduates, that's fine, but if you want decent research opportunities in the future, you need to fight it."

"I'm not sure I can--fight it, I mean. I can protest the decision, of course, but I've got no evidence, nothing to counteract Bashir's lies."

"I'll bet you could recite whole passages of the account," Marc said. "That must count for something. Where else would you have come across the story of Scarab?"

"They'd just say I made the whole thing up. Unless someone discovers the tomb in Egypt and the location matches the description I'd given them, there's nothing."

"Perhaps someone will discover it."

"Who? The only person likely to is Bashir, and if he does he'll just plunder it and keep quiet."

"So what are you going to do, if not fight the decision?" Daffyd asked.

Dani shrugged and looked out the window.

"Dani?"

"Enough of me. What did your letters say?"

"An official reprimand," Daffyd said. "I'm to refrain from any public statement of events, and I'm not to discuss it in any way that might reflect badly on the university. Other than that, I can continue lecturing and conducting research as before."

"And mine was even more lenient," Marc added. "I just can't talk about what happened. You bore the whole burden of blame."

"Well, I was expedition leader."

"Yes, but we all agreed on the cover up. We're all to blame."

"What about the others?" Dani asked. "Have the students suffered in any way?"

"They're undergrads. They'll be assigned new supervisors and given a talking to, but no blame will be laid at their door, as long as they say nothing."

"Good. I'd hate it if their careers suffered because of my mistake."

"It was down to all of us, Dani," Daffyd said. "Don't be a martyr to this."

"I'm not, but you know the truth of it. I found the golden scarab and used it to find the chambers. It was my determination to find out what happened that influenced the rest of you."

"We didn't need much persuading, lass," Daffyd said with a smile. "We all wanted to know what happened."

"A pity Bashir took the golden scarab," Marc mused. "That object alone would convince anyone there was something to our story."

Daffyd saw the expression on Dani's face. "You alright, lass?"

"I'll survive."

"Bashir won't do anything to the golden scarab," Marc said. "It's too valuable an artefact. He might keep it, but he won't destroy it."

"He doesn't know what it is. To him it's just a curio, a simple piece of sandstone. He only confiscated it because he didn't know why I had it. When he tires of it, he's likely just to throw it away."

"Would that be the worst thing in the world?" Daffyd asked. "It came to you once. At the risk of sounding dreadfully sentimental and unscientific, if you're meant to have it, it'll find its way back to you."

"Or it may be gone forever. I don't think I could bear that."

The three sat in silence around the kitchen table, the rectangle of sunshine creeping across the floor and walls as they drank their coffee and tea. Daffyd twice took out his tobacco and put it back in his pocket unopened. At last, Marc pushed back his chair and stretched, eyeing Dani.

"I don't mean to sound insensitive, but the golden scarab has gone. If you find it again, that's fine, but if not you have to ask yourself what you're going to do. You can't prove anything against Bashir, so you have to just put up with what the university has thrown at you. You're suspended for six months. Alright, you say you can survive that but what then? What will you do after the six months--providing they reinstate you? Continue lecturing at Midland, or look for another position?"

"It's a bit early for major decisions," Daffyd said. "You need to get used to the idea first. Why don't you take a holiday, get away for a few weeks?"

Dani nodded. "You might be right. There's nothing I can do around here."

"Attagirl. Have you got family you can visit? Close friends?"

"No. I'm going to Egypt."

"What? Jesus, lass, I don't think that's a good idea."

"Why not? Everything that interests me is in Egypt. If I can get down there before Bashir gets his act together, I might be able to get to the tomb before him."

"Why? To prove you were right?"

"To protect the tomb. To protect Scarab."

"Do you know where it is?" Marc asked.

Dani hesitated. "You know the descriptions as well as I do."

"Can you remember enough detail?"

"I think so. I was the one immersed in the account, remember? I translated every word of it."

Daffyd nodded. "I remember, and I still haven't the faintest idea how you did it. I've seen trained Egyptologists, professors who've spent lifetimes with old inscriptions and manuscripts have trouble with hieroglyphs. Hieratic script I could understand, but hieroglyphs? You just read it as if it was the pages of a novel. How the hell did you do it, lass?"

"I told you. I studied and..." Dani shrugged, "...my family comes from there."

Daffyd muttered something in Welsh under his breath. "Sorry, Dani, but I can't accept that. You'd have to be brought up with the language to handle it that well. It's just not possible otherwise."

"Jesus, Daffy," Marc interjected. "You were there. You saw her perform and we know she wasn't born to it. She's just damn good at what she does. Stop giving her a hard time."

Daffyd grimaced and took out his tin of tobacco once more. This time he opened it and added the strong, rich odour of cured tobacco mingle with the coffee and floral scents. He stirred the dark shavings with his forefinger for a minute, before shaking his head, putting the lid back on and slipping the tin back into his jacket pocket. "You're right--I apologise. So, Dani, you think you can remember enough of the tomb description to find it?"

"I think so--yes."

"They're pretty vague, and Egypt's a damned large and mostly inhospitable place," Daffyd said. "Even if we'd ended up on a fully-funded expedition like we'd hoped, it was always going to be a long shot. The descriptions are three thousand years old, for God's sake."

"The golden scarab," Dani said. "I could have found it with that."

"But you don't have it," Marc objected. "Bashir does."

"Then I'll just have to get it back."

"How? Are you just going to march up to him and demand it? He'll either laugh at you or have you locked up."

Dani shrugged. "I'll think of something."

"Lass, think of something else to do for six months. You haven't got a hope in Hades."

"You think I should do nothing?" Dani demanded. "Just give up and let Bashir win?"

Daffyd frowned and pulled out his tobacco tin again. He opened it again and stirred the fragrant flakes with a forefinger.

"If you're going to roll yourself a smoke, I'm opening a window."

"Eh? No, I'll refrain, but Dani, nobody's asking you to give up on this. I think you should protest the university's decision at the very least. We'll help you with that, but...well, haring off to Egypt? I really don't think that's a good idea."

"What about you, Marc? Do you think I'm mad too?"

"No, no, of course not, but...er, you've got to admit it's a bit sudden. You just need to think about it a bit more. Then Daffyd and I will help you any way we can."

Dani looked from Marc to Daffyd, reading concern in the faces of her friends. She sighed and swirled her cup, watching patterns form in the tealeaf detritus in the dregs. "You're probably right."

"No more hare-brained schemes?" Marc asked.

"No more dashing off to Egypt?" Daffyd asked.

Dani smiled. "Nothing precipitate, I promise."

"You'll take a holiday? Relax for a while?"

"I'll think about it."

Daffyd and Marc left soon after, having extracted a vague promise from Dani that they would meet up again in a few days to have a drink and talk about the future. Dani closed the door on her friends and returned to the kitchen where she tidied up, before changing into comfortable clothes and heading into town. She had in mind a certain course of action, and though Chesterfield would not provide the means, it would at least give her the building blocks. Whatever the outcome, she did not want to be too open about her plans just yet. Her trip to town involved a visit to her bank and to the only travel agency, where she made enquiries about a number of destinations. Returning to her flat, she wrote letters and posted them off.

Then all she could do was wait. The British Postal Service was efficient, but she still had to wait on slower moving foreign embassies. In the meantime, she frequented the university library and researched places and events that related to her intended destination. Daffyd called, but she put him off, pleading tiredness. Marc phoned, and she avoided him too, not wanting to reveal her plans until she was completely ready. When Daffyd called again, more insistently, she could only put him off by proposing a date to get together for that promised drink. Three weeks passed, and Dani found one excuse after another not to talk to her friends. Then the postman delivered the letter she was waiting for. She ripped it open in the hallway, dropping the envelope as she eagerly scanned the single page inside. A frown creased her forehead and she read it again, before crumpling the letter and dropping it beside the torn envelope.

Dani was home when both Daffyd and Marc came calling, determined to find out why she was avoiding them. She ignored their knocking and telephone calls for nearly an hour, even Marc shouting through the letterbox, until eventually she gave in and opened the door.

"What the hell's up?" Marc demanded. "Didn't you hear us?"

"It's really not a good time," Dani said.

Daffyd looked at her carefully, noting her unbrushed hair, her crumpled clothing, and bags under her eyes. "What's wrong, lass?" he asked gently.

Dani shook her head. "I'm just tired. I haven't been sleeping well, and I need to... Can you come back later?"

"We could, but I think it would be better if you told us what's wrong now."

Dani turned and stumbled back to the kitchen. The two men followed, and stared at a very different room from the one they had sat around in a month before, drinking tea and coffee and enjoying conversation. The air was stale, dirty dishes were piled up in the sink, and the flowers in the vase on the table were dry and dead. Marc whistled with amazement and started to run water into the sink, opening the cupboard under the sink to take out dish detergent and a scrubbing brush.

"Leave those," Dani snapped. "I didn't let you in to wash up."

"So why did you let us in?" Daffyd asked. "I got the distinct impression at the front door that you didn't want to see us."

"You didn't pay any attention to my wishes then, did you?"

"Dani, we're your friends. If you're in trouble, we want to help."

"You can't help."

"Try us."

Dani collapsed into a chair and ran her fingers through her bedraggled hair. "Look, I appreciate the thought, but just leave me alone, will you? I really just need to get through this on my own."

"When you've told us what's wrong."

"Damn you," Dani whispered.

"Very likely," Daffyd said with a smile. "Now come on, this isn't the Dani we know and admire. Our Dani would let her friends help her, or at least tell them why they couldn't."

Dani did not say anything.

"It's to do with the university decision, isn't it?" Marc asked. "Well, we've already told you we'll help with the appeal."

"I've asked around, lass," Daffyd said. "There's damn-all actual evidence been produced against you. It's all hearsay from Bashir, and the only reason McClelland and Bielish have bought into it is because of interdepartmental politics. We can raise enough doubt to get your suspension rescinded, I'm sure."

"It doesn't matter."

"Of course it does," Marc said. "You can't let the buggers get away with it."

"Hang on, Marc," Daffyd said. "Why doesn't it matter, Dani?"

Dani got up and walked over to the sideboard. She opened a drawer and took out a small folder which she dropped on the table in front of Daffyd.

"That's why not."

Daffyd opened the folder to reveal an airline ticket to Cairo. "You're going to Egypt after all?"

"No. I was refused a visa. Bashir pulled strings and has prevented me from finding Scarab."

Marc picked up the ticket and examined it. "So what now?" he asked. "You're going to give up?"

"What the hell else can I do?" Dani demanded. "If I try and enter Egypt, I'll be arrested and deported. I can't get to Egypt, I can't recover my golden scarab, and I can't prevent Bashir desecrating Scarab's tomb. My whole purpose in life has been shot away."

"Steady on, lass. It's a bit over the top to say that's your whole life purpose."

"No it isn't. Ever since we found the chambers, I've known..." Dani's voice trailed away and she slumped down in a chair again.

"Known what?" Marc asked.

"It sounds stupid."

"Tell us anyway."

"It's as if...no, more than that...I was meant to find the chamber. The golden scarab came to me, just like it came to Scarab..." Dani smiled faintly. "Delusions of grandeur now. Are you going to have me committed?"

"Good to see you smile, lass. It's an interesting concept, though...not having delusions--I don't believe that for one minute--but the golden scarab coming to you."

"Come on, Dr Daffy, you don't believe that, do you?" Marc asked. "I mean, we all know Dani's a whiz at translation and has insights, but really, it's just a coincidence she found an artefact that resembled the one Scarab had."

Daffyd shot Marc a sour look. "Look at the facts. There are three lines of argument I can see. First, Scarab found a carved golden scarab in the desert..."

"Scarab ornaments are pretty common in ancient Egypt."

"Not made of solid gold. It had an Aten disc carved on its underside, where there's usually a prayer or a person's name. That's unusual by itself because at the time of the Amarnan kings the Aten heresy was in direct conflict with the other gods--including Khepri, who was represented by the scarab. Then look at the golden scarab that Dani found. Identical description. Is that just coincidence?"

Marc shrugged. "Okay, I'll give you that one. What else?"

"Second point. In the account, not everyone could see the golden scarab for what it was. Remember how the Khabiru elder...what was his name?"

"Jeheshua," Dani said.

"That's right, Jeheshua. He only saw a rock until Atum lifted the scales from his eyes. The Amorites too--they saw nothing but a rock."

"That's poetic licence..."

"What about Dani's golden scarab? You've seen it; I've seen it, and the other expedition members saw it--but what about Bashir? He handled it and dismissed it as worthless--as nothing more than a plain rock. Another coincidence?"

"You said there were three lines of argument."

"Scarab used it to find things, to produce water, to protect herself, to raise the dead even--and don't call that more poetic licence, Marc. You've seen Dani use it to find the chambers. Those two golden scarabs are more than similar, more than identical even--they are one and the same. And while I think of it, there's a fourth reason. Dani's descended from Scarab."
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