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				About the Book

				A return to Atlantis

				The lost city has defined Nina Wilde’s life. Her parents’ obsession with Atlantis cost them their lives, but finding it brought Nina to her husband Eddie Chase and a series of archaeological treasures.

				A secret codex

				A decade later, the International Heritage Agency needs their help to locate the Secret Codex, an account of ancient Atlantean explorer Talonor’s journeys, thought to be located in the dangerous underwater ruins of Atlantis. Unable to resist one more adventure, the couple join the mission.

				A king whose touch turns to gold

				But when a long-lost relative reappears in Nina’s life, asking her to use the Codex to find a hidden cave containing the secret of King Midas, she is unprepared for the devastation that follows. The promise of unlimited gold has aroused the greed of powerful and ruthless forces . . . and only Nina and Eddie stand in their way.
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				Prologue

				New York City, 1974

				Henry Wilde took a deep breath as his name was called, summoning every scrap of self-assurance before standing. The twenty-plus people in the lecture hall regarded him expectantly as he headed for the lectern. A jury of his peers, he mused; the other undergraduates in his class. Some were friends – his roommate Jack Philby gave him a reassuring grin – but most were acquaintances at best, or even just faces in the crowd. The tall young New Yorker’s obsession had put work ahead of socialising.

				Obsession. That was perhaps hyperbolic, but he couldn’t deny that his childhood fascination had intensified so much that it had determined his choice of degree. Now he was about to reveal that obsession to the jury.

				And to the judge. Professor Orin Brighthouse stared at him over the thick black frames of his spectacles, the expression on his rumpled face one of bored disdain. Another student with a chew toy for me to maul, he didn’t need to say out loud. Brighthouse was highly regarded in the field of archaeology, but he was also scathingly critical of ideas that challenged the status quo. It took a lot to impress him. So far, none of the other students had done that.

				There was always a first time, Henry told himself as he reached the front and took out his essay. He had rewritten it twice over the past two nights, trying to put forward his theory as clearly and convincingly as possible. Brighthouse’s class made up only one part of his course, but it was an important one. A good result here would help him enormously in the future. A word from the professor could open many useful doors . . .

				But first, he had to win that word.

				‘Peer review is an important part of the academic process,’ intoned Brighthouse as if reciting the words from a cue card, before tipping his head back to look down his nose at the young man. ‘But you already know that, because I’ve said the same damn thing to everyone else. So from here on, I’ll skip the usual boilerplate. I’m sure you’ve all got anti-war demonstrations or love-ins or whatever kids do nowadays to get to.’ A murmur of laughter from the audience. ‘So, Mr Wilde: what are you going to tell us?’

				This was it. ‘I’m going to tell you,’ Henry began, hoping he sounded more confident than he felt, ‘the location of Atlantis.’

				That certainly got the attention of the other undergraduates, whose own presentations to this point had been small in scale, subjects like the precise dating of various sites and relics discovered by others. Those who knew him weren’t surprised by the announcement, Jack giving him a humorous shrug: on your own head be it. The reactions of the others were generally more negative. Incredulity, amusement, even head-shaking mockery. Yet a few seemed curious, so it wasn’t an entirely hostile reception.

				In fact, someone seemed outright intrigued. He had seen the pretty young woman sitting slightly isolated on the fourth row before – her ponytailed hair was such a vivid shade of red, it would have been almost impossible not to notice her – but their paths had never crossed socially; she had the same work-focused air as Henry himself. But she was now watching him intently, pencil poised as if eager to transcribe every word.

				‘So the word on the grapevine about your topic was true,’ scoffed Brighthouse. ‘Should I give you an F now and save everybody’s time, or are you going to carry on and hope you can scrape a C for sheer imagination?’

				‘I’m still aiming for an A, Professor,’ Henry replied, hoping his sudden feeling of nausea wasn’t showing on his face. ‘I think you’ll be impressed. I’ve—’

				‘I wouldn’t bet on it,’ the academic rumbled.

				‘I’ve done my research,’ Henry went on. ‘Atlantis might be best known from Plato’s texts, but there are plenty of corroborating sources describing a great seagoing empire that either pre-date them, or developed independently from the Greek dialogues. When you put them all together, you get a very interesting result.’

				The red-haired woman had already started taking notes, her green eyes briefly meeting Henry’s. The moment of contact gave him an odd feeling of reassurance, as if she were already convinced by his words. But it evaporated the moment he looked back at Brighthouse.

				‘Just because you find something interesting, Mr Wilde, does not guarantee that it is of worth,’ said the professor, glowering. ‘Some people find horoscopes, comic books or UFOs interesting. That doesn’t mean the study of them has any value whatsoever.’

				A twinge of anger fuelled Henry’s reply. ‘Well, maybe I’ll change your mind.’

				Brighthouse seemed to take that as a challenge. ‘Then go ahead.’ He leaned back in his chair, double chin pressed against his chest. ‘Impress me.’

				‘I’ll do my best.’ Henry turned away from him to address the class. ‘The legend of Atlantis has long been one of the world’s most popular and enduring. A great civilisation swallowed up by the sea, taking all its wonders and treasures with it. People have spent their lives searching for it, but so far nothing has been found. The hunt for Atlantis is a great story, but that’s all it is. Or . . . is it?’

				His classmates were thankfully doing him the courtesy of appearing attentive. Jack, who already knew the basics of his theory, was waiting to hear the specifics – no doubt so he could pick holes in them and tell Henry he was wasting his time chasing a myth, as usual. But the redhead also seemed eager to hear more.

				Well, two people were interested, at least. He pressed on. ‘The Greek philosopher Plato gave us the first known references to Atlantis in Western culture, in his dialogues Timaeus and Critias. The general belief in academia is that Plato’s Atlantis was fiction, a hypothetical; a way for him to expound his theories on a perfect society. But I believe there’s more to it than that – I believe that his descriptions of Atlantis and its empire are based in fact. And here is why . . .’

				The presentations of the other students over the past couple of days had generally weighed in at around fifteen minutes, followed by discussion: the peer review. Even as he spoke ever more quickly in his excitement, Henry’s went on for almost twenty-five. Mouth dry, he finally reached his conclusion. ‘So in summary, if a search for Atlantis is to be made, the kingdom itself is most likely to be found exactly where Plato stated it would be: beyond the mouth of the Mediterranean, in the Atlantic. But there must surely be other outposts still to be discovered. I’ve already mentioned potential sites in Morocco, Libya and Egypt, linked to the so-called Sea People. And there are possibilities even further afield, through central Asia all the way to the Himalayas. There is a whole world of opportunities to prove that Atlantis is more than just a myth, for those with the dedication and determination to find them. Thank you.’

				A round of polite applause came from the audience. Jack gave him a grin. Henry looked up at the redhead to see that she was still taking notes with a look of intense concentration.

				Before he had time to wonder what she was writing, a single loud handclap instantly silenced the students. ‘A most interesting story, Mr Wilde,’ Brighthouse said as he stood, voice oozing with sarcasm. ‘If you were in a creative writing class, I’m sure it would have won you high marks. However, this is a real class. We deal in fact, not fiction. Evidence, not supposition. History, not myth.’

				Despite his crushing dismay, Henry felt compelled to defend himself. ‘I can back up everything I’ve just said, Professor. All my research has been cross-referenced with other sources.’

				‘Other sources that have no basis in fact! I know the usual suspects. Blavatsky leads to Donnelly leads to Cayce leads to none other than Heinrich Himmler and the Ahnenerbe, and back round again. It’s circular logic, Mr Wilde, a conspiracy theory. Surely you wouldn’t consider any of them credible?’

				‘Not the first three, no. But I do think there may be something to be learned from the German expeditions. I have a friend in Germany, Bernd Rust, who’s been researching—’

				Brighthouse’s eyes widened. ‘Are you actually saying that you give credence to the occult lunacy of the Nazis? Maybe you’re going to propose that we start consulting crystals to find Atlantis.’

				‘Of course not!’ Henry felt his cheeks flush as he heard mocking laughter from some of the undergraduates. ‘But they sent out three expeditions, maybe more, searching for links to Atlantis, and the data they brought back still hasn’t been fully analysed.’

				‘Because it’s worthless!’ proclaimed the elderly academic. ‘They were more interested in phrenology and Aryan bloodlines than true archaeological research. And the idea that we might find outposts of Atlantis in the Himalayas, as you suggest – it’s absolutely ludicrous.’

				‘But you can’t deny that there are common aspects of the Western Atlantean mythology and legends from the Far East—’

				‘Exactly! Myths and legends. Many cultures have similar mythologies about a Great Flood, but it doesn’t prove that all the world’s animals went into Noah’s Ark two by two.’ Brighthouse took off his glasses, making a show of cleaning the lenses. ‘I will give you credit for not backing down. You have the courage of your convictions. But Atlantis? Really? All the wonders of the ancient world that you could have put your obvious talents to researching, and you choose a pure fantasy?’ He examined the spectacles, then donned them again, magnifying his intimidating stare still further. ‘This is the real world, Mr Wilde. Chasing after legends will either get you nowhere, or into trouble.’

				He faced the other students. ‘Now I don’t think we need open the floor to discussion on this occasion, because Mr Wilde has suffered enough humiliation already. We’ll take a lunch break, and resume at two. With . . . Mr Jennings, I believe you are up next.’ One of the students nodded. ‘All right. I’ll see you all then. Hopefully,’ he added as he headed for the exit, giving the crestfallen Henry a snide look, ‘with something more . . . well considered.’

				Jack joined his friend as the other undergraduates filed out. ‘Are you going to say it?’ Henry asked him.

				‘Say what?’

				‘I told you so.’

				‘No, I’m not. I never like kicking a man when he’s down.’ The pair shared smiles. ‘Brighthouse does have a point, though.’

				‘Ah, here it comes. The lecture.’

				‘I’m just saying he’s right. You are talented, so why not put those talents to actual use instead of wasting time on myths? Especially one as fanciful as Atlantis.’

				‘Because I don’t think Atlantis is a myth,’ Henry replied. ‘I always believed that, even as a kid – I don’t know why, I just did. But the deeper I look into it, the more certain I am. Whatever Brighthouse might say.’

				‘Well don’t say I didn’t warn you.’

				‘That’s just a different way of saying I told you so, isn’t it?’ Henry grinned again as they left the lecture hall.

				Their classmates had already dispersed – with one exception, he saw. The redhead was waiting near an exterior door, and judging from her earlier attentiveness, apparently for him.

				‘So, where shall we go for lunch?’ asked Jack.

				Henry only belatedly registered the words. ‘Huh?’

				‘Lunch. You know, food and the consumption thereof?’

				‘Oh yeah, that.’ But his attention was focused on the woman, who moved to meet him. ‘Hi.’

				Her eyes locked on to his. ‘I believe you.’

				He was a little startled. ‘About . . . ?’

				‘Atlantis. Your theory about Atlantis – I believe it. You. Both.’ She gave him a slightly embarrassed smile. ‘I’m Laura, Laura Garde. We’re in the same class. But I guess you already know that.’ There was a distinct New England twang to her words, most likely Connecticut or Massachusetts, and Henry got the impression that she was from old money.

				‘Yeah, I do,’ he replied, amused. ‘You, ah, kinda stand out with your hair.’ He indicated her vivid red ponytail.

				‘And you kinda stand out with your height. And your hair.’ Henry’s six-foot-four frame was topped by an ice-blond mop, which though he would never have admitted it to anyone he had modelled on Robert Redford’s in the movie Jeremiah Johnson.

				‘Jack Philby,’ said Jack hopefully from beside him.

				‘Hi,’ said Laura, giving him a polite nod before turning back to Henry. ‘I’d heard that Atlantis was your big thing, but I hadn’t imagined you’d make such a convincing case for its location.’

				‘You thought it was convincing?’ asked Henry, pleased.

				‘Absolutely. I don’t think Professor Brighthouse was at all justified in criticising your methodology. It seemed to me that you’d gone above and beyond to source your research. And you even had some things I’d never heard before.’

				‘You’re interested in Atlantis too?’

				Laura nodded. ‘Although not nearly as much as you, it seems! I’ve loved reading about it ever since my mom told me the legend as a kid. Though maybe it’s not a legend after all. Like I said, I believe you. And . . .’ She looked down, coyly twisting the toe of one sandal against the tiled floor. ‘I was wondering if you might be interested in talking some more about it.’

				‘Really?’

				‘Really. I’d love to see the rest of your work. You must have tons of notes.’

				‘A few pages,’ Henry joked. ‘Okay, I admit it: boxes.’

				‘I have to kick them out of the way every time I try to open my closet,’ added Jack.

				She laughed. ‘Wow! I guess you really are an Atlantis expert.’

				‘So when would you like to talk about it?’ asked Henry, not quite sure where this would lead. He’d had the occasional date since starting at Columbia University, but nothing serious; the fact that he inevitably ended up explaining his theories about Atlantis tended to lead to ‘let’s just be friends’ very soon afterwards. Laura was attractive, and they definitely had common interests, but surely the universe couldn’t be that generous?

				‘Whenever you like. I’m free after class today,’ she told him. ‘We could meet at your place, maybe?’

				Henry took back his reservations about the generosity of the universe. ‘Yeah. Yeah, we could,’ he said, nodding a couple of times too many.

				Jack huffed. ‘I suppose you’ll be wanting me to go see a movie, then?’

				‘That would be good!’

				‘No, no, you can stay,’ said Laura at the same time. ‘I don’t want to put you out.’

				Henry cursed silently, but not with any real annoyance. Just being able to talk about his obsession with someone who shared it would be enjoyable enough in itself. ‘Cool. What time? Six?’

				‘Six is fine,’ she replied. ‘Where’s your room?’

				‘McBain Hall, on 113th Street.’

				‘Okay, I’ll see you there at six. It’s a date. Well, not a date date.’ She blushed a little. ‘Not with both of you there. Free love is one thing, but that’s going a bit too far.’

				Henry laughed. ‘Definitely for a first non-date date. So, see you later. Hopefully I won’t bore you to death about Atlantis!’

				‘Don’t worry,’ said Laura as she turned to leave. ‘I absolutely won’t be bored.’

				Once she had gone, Jack let out another huff, much louder. ‘Goddamn, Henry! You got yourself a date without even asking. It’s that hippie haircut of yours. Maybe I should try it myself.’ He ran a hand through his own much shorter hair.

				‘It’s not a date,’ Henry reminded him, unable to hold in a broad smile. ‘Well, not this time.’

				‘You think she’ll want to see you again after you drone on about Atlantis for the whole evening?’

				Henry moved to the exit to watch the redhead walk away. ‘It’s funny, but . . . yeah. Somehow I think she will.’

				Laura headed through the spring sunshine across the quad, a smile still on her lips, towards a bench. An older woman, her hair a more auburn shade than Laura’s, looked up at her approach. ‘So?’ she demanded. ‘Is there anything to this Henry Wilde’s theory?’

				‘I really think so, yes. It’s actually very exciting!’ Laura sat beside her, talking quickly in her enthusiasm. ‘He didn’t go into specifics, because he was mostly concerned with locating Atlantis itself, but he definitely believes that the Atlanteans established outposts as far afield as the Himalayas.’

				‘He actually said that?’ Laura nodded. ‘And he has evidence to back it up?’

				‘I just spoke to him. Apparently he’s got boxes and boxes of research notes.’

				‘All well and good, but it’s not finding Atlantis itself we’re concerned about. We need to stay focused on Talonor’s journey, and the cave.’

				‘Don’t the others still want to investigate Santorini?’

				The woman shook her head in annoyance. ‘Yes. I think they’re wasting their time, but we were outvoted, so . . .’ Another shake, then: ‘Anyway, if this boy has anything promising, it may render all that academic. You should try to get hold of his work and find out if he really has anything concrete about the Himalayas.’

				Laura smiled. ‘I’m meeting him tonight.’

				‘In his room?’ The words were filled with disapproval.

				‘Oh, Mother!’ protested the younger woman. ‘It’s not a date; his roommate’ll be there.’

				‘Even worse! I know what these college boys are like.’

				‘I don’t think I have anything to worry about. He seems very nice.’

				‘Does he now?’ The woman regarded her daughter sternly. ‘Just remember that this is business, for the Legacy. You’re looking for anything that could lead us to the Midas Cave, not a boyfriend.’

				‘Yes, I know that,’ Laura replied.

				‘Are you sure? Because I always know when you’re not telling me everything . . .’

				‘Okay, yes, he’s very tall and very handsome,’ she admitted, exasperated. ‘But he’s also smart – and I genuinely want to find out more about his Atlantis theories.’

				‘So long as you keep your interest to the theoretical, that’s fine.’

				Laura sighed. ‘I do at least have permission to enjoy myself while I’m doing it, don’t I?’

				‘Ah, the joys of parenthood: sarcastic children.’ Her mother stood. ‘Well, since you clearly have everything worked out, I’ll let you get on with it.’ Her tone softened slightly. ‘Do be careful, Laura.’

				‘I will, Mom,’ she said, smiling again. ‘But I think Henry’s going to change things. I just have a feeling . . .’
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				Forty-four Years Later

				Nina Wilde gazed in wonderment at the ruins of Atlantis rolling past beneath the submersible. Ten years had passed since she’d discovered the lost civilisation, using the lifelong work of her parents, Henry and Laura Wilde, as the foundations of her own research. The intervening decade had seen others join the task of excavating the wonders lost for eleven millennia, what had once been a rolling expanse of silt eight hundred feet beneath the Atlantic now dotted with buildings, many still surprisingly intact despite the earthquake and deluge that had dropped an entire island below the waves. It was an incredible sight.

				But to her frustration, she wasn’t seeing it in person.

				The submersible was relaying the images picked out by its spotlights and laser scanners up an umbilical cable to a research vessel above, which in turn was transmitting them to an operations centre in the offices of the International Heritage Agency at the United Nations in New York. As much as Nina desperately wanted to revisit the site, she had – with deep reluctance – settled for watching the expedition unfold on a screen several thousand miles away. Adding to her annoyance, her husband was aboard the submersible . . . despite not especially wanting to go.

				‘Wish you’d kept up your dive certification,’ said Eddie Chase over the comm system, his deep voice with its broad Yorkshire accent reverberating inside his spherical acrylic helmet. ‘Then you could be freezing your bum off down here while I sit around drinking coffee in a nice comfy chair.’

				‘You remember what the IHA’s office chairs are like, right?’ Nina replied, a little tersely. ‘And, y’know, having a baby kind of affected our priorities. You missed those new Star Wars movies; I didn’t qualify to use a new version of a deep submergence suit. Not that I needed some certificate when I was running the IHA,’ she added, with a glance at the man beside her. ‘I just learned how to use the thing, then used it.’

				Dr Lester Blumberg peered over his horn-rimmed glasses with a patronising smile. ‘Yes, but we’re a lot less – how shall I put it? – improvisational now than when you were in charge, Nina. Everyone needs proper training and certification for any IHA operation. Health and safety, you know.’

				‘Yeah, I know.’ Nina’s own smile was decidedly lacking in both humour and warmth. After her resignation almost four years previously, the post of director of the IHA had eventually been filled by the Minnesotan. Blumberg would not have even made it on to her shortlist, as she considered him merely competent at best – safe and unimaginative, a plodder – but she’d had no say in his appointment.

				She turned her attention back to the screens. The main display showed a pilot’s-eye view of the submersible’s voyage, but one of the smaller monitors flanking it had an angle on one of its passengers, standing on a landing skid: Eddie. ‘How much further?’ he asked.

				An Australian voice came over the comm. ‘Be there in about three minutes,’ said the couple’s friend Matt Trulli from inside the sub. It could accommodate three, but today he was the only person in the cabin, making it far less cramped than normal.

				The two men holding on to its hull had no such luxuries. On the other skid was a second diver, Nerio Cellini. The Italian was only young, in his mid-twenties, but already had years of experience of underwater exploration. His enthusiasm made Nina nostalgic for when she had been filled with the same youthful vigour, and also a little jealous of it.

				‘I see the site,’ Cellini reported.

				Nina looked back at the main monitor. The blue-green lasers used to pierce the water’s murky cloak had the side effect of leaching away all colour except an eerie turquoise, but a small patch of white faded into sight at the screen’s centre. ‘That’s it?’ she asked Blumberg.

				‘That’s it,’ he replied. ‘The Temple of Poseidon.’

				The glow came from powerful spotlights standing on the roof of a massive structure rising from the sea floor. Even in ruins, the centrepiece of the lost city was still awe-inspiring. When Nina had first discovered it, the great temple had been largely buried by silt. Most of the surrounding sediment had since been cleared, but the building itself had suffered massive damage when her survey ship was deliberately scuttled and smashed down on top of it. Some of the RV Evenor’s remains were still in place, the wreck too big and costly to remove entirely. But parts had been cut away to give access to what remained of the temple.

				The submersible approached the northern end of the huge vaulted ruin. The lights encircled an area where the damaged roof had been carefully opened up. Beneath it was the altar room, not merely a place of religious importance, but also an archive: the entire history of the Atlantean civilisation was recorded within, scribed into the sheets of gold alloy covering the walls. Some had been lost when the ceiling collapsed, but others were still intact, including an account of the doomed civilisation’s last hours.

				It was a different record that the expedition hoped to discover, however.

				‘Matt, move to drop-off position,’ Blumberg ordered. ‘Nerio, Eddie, you’re up.’

				The submersible stopped above the ring of lights, pulsing its thrusters at low power to hold position against the ocean’s slow but relentless current. ‘Okay, guys, we’re here,’ said Matt. The two divers each collected an equipment case, then Eddie leaned his shaved head closer to the camera and grinned at Nina, revealing the gap between his two front teeth, before stepping off the skid.

				‘Good luck,’ she told him.

				‘Hope we don’t need it,’ Eddie replied. The deep suit – comprised of a hard casing around his body that let him breathe air at normal atmospheric pressure to eliminate any risk of the bends, heavy-duty seals at the shoulders and hips allowing his drysuited limbs to move freely – was neutrally buoyant, but the case was heavy enough to let him drift lazily downwards. A spool of hair-thin fibre-optic communications line played out behind him, keeping him in direct contact with the sub and the IHA. His feet made gentle contact with the ancient stone. ‘Touchdown! It didn’t collapse, so that’s a good start.’

				Cellini landed a few feet away. ‘This part of the temple should be very stable,’ he said. ‘Only below the altar room is it . . .’ He searched for the best English word, waggling his free hand from side to side. ‘Wobbly.’

				‘And guess where we’re going,’ Eddie sighed. He became more serious as he surveyed his surroundings.

				He had visited the altar room before, as well as near-identical copies the Atlanteans had built after abandoning their homeland; one in a vast cavern within a Himalayan mountain, the other deep in the jungles of Brazil. The archaeologists cataloguing the lost city on the Amazon had since discovered more chambers beneath its altar room – not hidden, exactly, but neither had they been immediately obvious. Meanwhile, the teams exploring Atlantis itself had uncovered references to a previously unknown treasure held somewhere within the Temple of Poseidon, and all the clues pointed to one of those secondary rooms.

				There were two problems. The first was that nobody was sure if the Brazilian temple’s chambers were exact duplicates of the original – sonar searches suggested open spaces beneath this altar room, but the results were far from conclusive. The second, and bigger, was that even if they existed, the Evenor’s destructive landing had dropped countless tons of debris into the temple’s interior, making it impossible to know what was beneath.

				Until someone remembered that Nina and Eddie had been inside the temple while it was still intact . . .

				There was a camera mounted on the Yorkshireman’s right shoulder. ‘Nina, you seeing this?’ he asked.

				‘Yes, all looking good,’ his wife replied. ‘I can see the stairs.’

				An opening in one wall descended into darkness. The rubble blocking it had been removed, only for the IHA’s explorers to find another, more solid obstruction further down. Small underwater drones had been able to squeeze past it to confirm that the stairway continued beyond, but in turn were stymied by further debris. To the fury of their controllers, the second blockage looked loose enough to be cleared by hand, but the little robots lacked the power to do so.

				Which was why, the previous day, Cellini and another diver had used precision explosive charges to split apart the first obstacle. The blast had stirred up debris and sediment, turning the water in the tunnel completely opaque. It had now settled, so he and Eddie could check if the stairway was passable, and if so, explore its depths.

				The Italian gestured to his dive partner. ‘Are you ready?’

				‘Sure,’ Eddie replied. ‘I’ll try not to wreck the entire place.’ He smiled to reassure the younger man, who clearly knew his reputation.

				Blumberg’s voice came through his earpiece. ‘That would be appreciated this time.’

				‘Twat,’ said Eddie under his breath, though deliberately just loud enough for his microphone to pick up. The IHA’s director was making an implied criticism of his predecessor and her husband; despite their best efforts, the Temple of Poseidon was far from the only archaeological site to be seriously damaged after Nina had discovered it.

				‘What was that?’

				‘Must have been a fish farting. Okay, Nerio, let’s go.’

				Eddie used the controller stalk attached to the deep suit’s chest to start its ducted propellers, gliding at low speed to the entrance. Cellini touched down beside him, directing his suit’s lights down the steeply sloping passage. Stone steps receded into the murk for about twenty feet before the path came to an abrupt halt.

				A huge stone slab had been dislodged from the ceiling, pulverising everything beneath it. It had originally come to rest at an angle, leaving a gap just big enough for the drones. Now, though, the space was much larger. The explosives had split the great block in two, the lower half dropping on to the steps and the upper wedging against it.

				Rather than use the thrusters, Eddie carefully walked to the slab and took a powerful hand-held light from his case, shining it over the carved stone. It looked as if the divers could swim past – but first there was a question that had to be answered.

				Cellini voiced it. ‘Is it safe?’

				‘Who am I, Dustin Hoffman?’ Eddie waited for a reply, but got only a bemused stare from the young man. ‘You haven’t seen Marathon Man?’ Another blank look. ‘You haven’t even heard of . . . Oh, I give up. Kids today!’

				‘Just wait until our kid’s older,’ Nina joked. ‘Macy’ll be like, “Dad, all your cultural references are from the twentieth century! Mom’s the archaeologist, not me.”’

				‘I dunno, if ever a kid was destined to follow in her mother’s footsteps . . .’ He used his hands to test the blocks. They stayed firm.

				Cellini added his torchlight to the Englishman’s. ‘So we will fit, yes? Help me through.’ He swam to the gap. ‘Is my suit clear?’

				Eddie checked. There would only be a small space between the suit’s fibreglass casing and the stone. ‘Roll on your right so you don’t bang your air tank cover on the ceiling.’ Cellini did so. ‘Okay, try to get through. Don’t use your legs – I’ll push you.’

				Bracing himself, he carefully assisted the other man into the opening. Despite their best efforts, the suit scraped against the tight surrounds, with a tense moment when the control stalk caught the stone block, but a small roll brought Cellini clear. The hard carapace finally slipped through, and the Italian immediately angled downwards to get clear. ‘I made it!’ he cried.

				‘Wind out some of your fibre-optic so it won’t catch when I come through,’ Eddie told him. Cellini acknowledged. ‘All right, here I come.’

				He followed the other man into the opening. Cellini helped him through. Again, the inflexible fibreglass rasped against the stonework, but even though Eddie was considerably stockier than the lithe young man, the bodies of their deep suits were identical; if one could fit, so could its twin. A quick twist, and the Englishman was free.

				‘I’m through,’ he told his listeners, bringing himself back upright. Without the spill of illumination from the altar room, the passage beyond the broken slab was much darker. He used his lamp to scan the floor, then the ceiling. ‘Looks like some bits came loose from above,’ he said, examining the broken stonework littering the steps.

				‘Is the ceiling intact?’ Nina asked nervously.

				‘Yeah, but there are some cracks. Let’s not stay in here too long, eh?’

				‘What about the second blockage?’ said Blumberg. ‘The robots couldn’t get through it – will you be able to?’

				‘We’ll soon find out.’

				Eddie and Cellini carefully made their way down the sloping tunnel. Before long, another obstruction appeared. Eddie had seen a photo of the pile of rubble before diving, and saw at once that something had changed. Cellini realised the same thing. ‘The explosion, it must have dislodged some of the stones,’ he said. Although loose, the pile had previously reached to the roof, but now there were open areas at its top.

				‘We still won’t fit through, though. Good job we brought these!’ Eddie set down his case and opened it. Amongst other tools, it contained a steel crowbar and a folding shovel. He took out the former and made a few exploratory probes at the debris. The smashed stones shifted easily. ‘You were right about it being loose.’

				‘How long do you think it’ll take to get through?’ asked Blumberg.

				‘Probably only a few minutes,’ the Yorkshireman reported, knocking away a couple more pieces.

				‘Just make it a clean job,’ said Blumberg. ‘Smashing priceless sites apart isn’t my style.’

				Nina looked at the cardigan-clad man, whose retreating hairline had been feebly camouflaged by a swooping comb-over, but decided to keep her thoughts on his ideas of style to herself. Instead, she turned back to the monitors. Eddie and Cellini were indeed opening up the gap quite quickly. She was about to ask one of them to see if anything was visible beyond when someone entered the room. She sat up in surprise when she saw the new arrival. ‘Oswald, hi!’

				‘And hello to you too, Nina,’ replied Oswald Seretse. The urbane Gambian diplomat had acted as the IHA’s interim director before Blumberg was appointed, but had since returned to the role of bureaucratic liaison between the semi-independent agency and the United Nations, with which she was sure he was far more comfortable. ‘I heard you were in the building.’

				‘The UN grapevine’s as quick as it ever was, I see,’ she said, standing to shake his hand. ‘It’s been a while.’

				‘Three years, I believe. How is Macy?’

				‘Three years, I believe,’ Nina echoed, grinning. ‘No, she’s great. Very precocious.’

				He smiled. ‘I am not surprised.’

				‘I understand you’re responsible for getting me involved with this operation?’

				‘I am certain Lester would have remembered in due course that you and Eddie have personal knowledge of the temple’s interior,’ said Seretse, greeting Blumberg. ‘After all, everyone at the IHA has surely read your book.’

				‘Of course,’ Blumberg replied, hastily enough to give Nina the impression that he had skimmed it at best.

				‘My first book,’ she told Seretse. ‘The second’s finished, and should be out by the end of the year.’

				‘I know,’ he said. ‘I have already read it.’

				‘You have?’

				‘Your publisher sent me proofs of the manuscript so it could be vetted for security purposes. I was sure you would not have included any classified information, and I was right, but I read it anyway.’

				‘And what did you think?’

				‘That it was every bit as detailed as your first.’ She wasn’t sure if that was a compliment. ‘Oh, congratulations on your film deal, by the way! My son wants to know if I am in it.’

				‘Thanks,’ said Nina. ‘I honestly don’t know what happens in the movie; after they bought the rights, they went off and did their own thing. I’ll find out in a month or so, I guess!’

				‘I shall have to see it in a cinema like everyone else, then.’ He regarded the screens. ‘How are things progressing?’

				‘They’re clearing the blocked stairway,’ said Blumberg.

				Seretse nodded. ‘I will not distract you, then. I just wished to say hello.’

				‘It’s good to see you again,’ said Nina. ‘And to be back at the IHA, actually. Even if it’s only for the day.’

				‘A shame that you were not able to go on the expedition yourself. But I suppose one of you needed to be here for Macy.’

				The redhead’s smile became thinner. ‘Yeah, a shame. I guess when only one of you’s dive-certified, it makes choosing who stays home easier, right?’ She forced a small laugh.

				If he had registered her true feelings, the diplomat chose not to show it. ‘Indeed. Well, I shall let you carry on. Do feel free to see me in my office later.’

				‘I will if I get the chance,’ she told him, knowing that she almost certainly would not. Seretse said his goodbyes, then departed.

				By now, the widening hole appeared almost large enough for the divers to traverse. ‘Can you get through yet?’ she asked.

				‘You in a rush?’ Eddie asked. ‘How long before you’ve got to pick up Macy from nursery?’

				‘Not for a while,’ she replied.

				‘You will get her on time, won’t you? Even if I’m about to discover an Atlantean UFO or something?’

				‘Yes, I will,’ she snapped, mildly annoyed at being mocked.

				He chuckled, then became more focused as a large piece of stone fell away. ‘Okay, I’d say that’s big enough to fit through.’ He shone his light through the new opening. ‘The tunnel looks like it goes all the way down to the bottom.’

				Nina and Blumberg exchanged looks. ‘I’m not in a rush,’ the redhead said into her microphone, ‘but: get your ass down there!’

				Eddie laughed, then cautiously swam through the hole. The passage beyond was indeed clear to its end. ‘All right,’ said Blumberg as Cellini emerged behind the Englishman. ‘Nina, Eddie, you’ve been here before. What can we expect?’

				‘The stairs came out behind the statue of Poseidon,’ said Nina. ‘It was the biggest thing in the temple, about sixty feet high. The place got flattened by the Evenor, though, so I’m not expecting there to be much left of it. Some of the smaller statues around it might have survived.’

				‘What about other entrances? Did you see anything that matched what we found in Brazil?’

				‘Don’t remember seeing any other doors,’ said Eddie, as he and Cellini approached the tunnel’s end. More rubble came into view below. ‘We were a bit distracted, though.’

				‘There were alcoves along all the walls,’ Nina recalled. ‘Most of them had statues in, so there could have been entrances behind them. But as Eddie said, we didn’t have a lot of time for sightseeing. There were people trying to shoot us.’ She had not been the only one searching for Atlantis – and her rivals were willing to kill to prevent her from reaching it first.

				‘Not today, though,’ said Blumberg smugly. Then: ‘Nerio, what’s that?’

				The two explorers had reached the foot of the stairs, to find that while the space beyond was choked with rubble from the temple’s collapsed roof, it was not completely blocked – nor was all the debris mere stone. ‘It looks like . . . gold,’ said the Italian in awe, his lamp picking out a twisted piece of metal with an unmistakable hue. He knelt to pick it up. ‘It is! It’s gold!’

				A warm reflection washed over Eddie as he shone his own lamp around. A low crawlspace remained open against the wall, a very large piece of sculpted metal forming a ceiling above it. Dents and tears revealed that its strength was provided by cast bronze – the Atlanteans had smelted together copper and tin thousands of years before the previously accepted beginning of the Bronze Age – but the surface was pure gold, almost a quarter of an inch thick.

				Even without seeing the whole object, he knew what it was – and so did his wife.

				‘The statue!’ Nina cried, staring in amazement at the main screen. ‘It’s part of the statue of Poseidon!’

				‘Must’ve got wedged against the wall when the roof caved in,’ said Eddie. ‘There’s a gap under it.’ He squatted to aim his light down the little tunnel.

				Blumberg snapped his fingers, gesturing for an assistant to bring him a large folder. He quickly produced a floorplan. ‘This is a diagram of what was left of the duplicate temple in Brazil,’ he said, showing it to Nina. His finger tapped the representation of a set of stairs. ‘That’s the way up to the altar room, and this,’ his finger slid across the page, ‘is the entrance to one of the secondary chambers. If the other evidence we’ve found pans out, that’s where we’ll find the Secret Codex.’

				She checked the scale. ‘That’s only . . . what, twenty-five feet away?’

				‘If that.’ He regarded the screens. ‘Question is, can anyone fit through?’

				‘I’m watching on the monitor,’ Matt cut in from the submersible, ‘and that looks like a job for an ROV if you ask me.’

				‘No, we can get through,’ insisted Cellini. He dropped on to his front, head craned back to peer down the confined passage. ‘It’s low, but the suits will fit.’

				‘You sure about that?’ asked Eddie sceptically.

				Cellini pulsed his suit’s thrusters to drive himself into the opening. With his chest plate scuffing the stone floor, the bulbous shell covering his air tanks slid beneath the golden ceiling with about an inch to spare. ‘I told you,’ he said once he was inside.

				‘The statue’s not flat, though,’ Eddie warned him. ‘If it dips even by a couple of inches, you’ll get stuck!’

				The sight of the other man’s flapping fins disappearing was the only reply. ‘Really?’ said Nina in exasperation. ‘Eddie, you’d better make sure he’s okay.’

				‘Would never’ve thought that having a three-year-old would be great practice for going on an archaeological dig,’ said her husband as he followed his companion.

				A low grumbling sound came over the speakers. ‘Was that you?’ Nina asked.

				‘What, you think I’d eat beans before getting sealed in this thing?’ said Eddie, halting. He too had heard the noise, but couldn’t pinpoint its source. ‘Matt, there’s nothing happening outside, is there?’

				‘The current’s shifted,’ the Australian told him. ‘Started a couple of minutes ago. It’s a tidal thing, don’t worry about it.’

				‘I’m not worried about the tide. I’m worried about whatever made that noise.’ He listened, but the deep rumble did not recur.

				A higher-pitched grunt through the earpiece caught his attention. He looked ahead to see that Cellini had stopped, fins flailing uselessly. A swirl of sediment corkscrewed back towards Eddie as the younger man switched on his thrusters, to no avail. ‘Eddie, I’m caught!’

				‘Hold on, I’m coming! Turn off your props.’ The Englishman brought himself up behind Cellini, rolling for a better look at the ceiling. The bulbous back of the Italian’s suit had jammed against some detail of the giant statue. ‘Okay, I should be able to pull you out.’

				‘No, no!’ Cellini protested. ‘There is something on the other side, I can see it! We are so close! Push me forward.’

				‘You sure?’

				Blumberg was about to speak, but Nina beat him to it. ‘He’s only about six feet from the entrance to the secondary chamber. You’ve got to keep going.’

				‘Just like old times, eh?’ Eddie’s tone was more sarcastic than nostalgic. ‘I’m assuming everyone else is in favour?’

				‘We have to at least try,’ agreed Blumberg. ‘Don’t take any risks, though.’

				‘Like crawling underneath a giant statue with fifty tons of rubble on top of it?’ Eddie shook his head, then checked the golden surface. ‘Okay, Nerio – it looks like you’ll just about fit if I pull you back, then you slide to your left.’

				‘I can do that,’ Cellini replied enthusiastically.

				Eddie squirmed back, then braced himself and took hold of the other man’s ankles. ‘Ready?’

				He pulled as Cellini levered himself backwards. The suit ground alarmingly against the protrusion, then came free. ‘Sono libero!’ the Italian proclaimed.

				‘All right, go to your left,’ said Eddie. ‘Keep going . . . There, stop. Okay, go forward, slowly.’

				The Yorkshireman carefully pushed the younger man. His air tanks again caught the sculpted fold, but this time the rasp was much fainter. ‘You’re almost through . . . All right, use your thrusters! Now!’

				Cellini thumbed the throttle wheel on the control stalk. The suit’s thrusters surged, and he popped free of the obstacle like a champagne cork. ‘I did it!’

				‘We did it,’ Eddie reminded him sardonically. ‘Now, you going to help me through, or what?’

				The Englishman’s own journey through the gap was equally tight, but ultimately successful. Cellini helped him to his knees in a small space beneath what he realised was the statue’s shoulder. ‘Great, we’re in Poseidon’s armpit. And I bet he didn’t use deodorant.’

				‘What can you see?’ Nina demanded impatiently.

				‘You were right, Lester,’ said Cellini. A curved alcove was set into the wall, an overturned golden statue partly buried beneath rubble – but behind it was a narrow passageway. ‘There is an opening!’

				Eddie brought up his light. The tunnel headed back beneath the altar room for around forty feet before turning to the right. There was debris on the floor, but it appeared traversable. ‘Looks like we can get down it.’

				‘So what are we waiting for?’ Cellini crawled forward until he had enough space to stand, then entered the passage. ‘Eddie, come on!’

				The older man shrugged as best he could in the suit, then followed. ‘Rushing into ancient tunnels – it’s like you’re here with me, Nina. You sure you don’t have any Italian relatives?’

				‘You and Macy are the only relatives I’ve got,’ she replied. ‘Which makes sending out Christmas cards a lot simpler. Okay, what can you see?’

				Cellini reached the turning; Eddie caught up and put a hand on his shoulder. ‘Careful,’ he said. ‘The Atlanteans really liked booby traps.’

				The Italian was unconvinced. ‘They would not still be working after all this time – and being under two hundred and fifty metres of water.’

				‘You’d think, wouldn’t you?’ Eddie took the lead, checking the way ahead. The tunnel ran for thirty feet into a larger chamber. ‘There’s definitely a room down here,’ he announced. ‘If we swim in, we shouldn’t set anything off.’

				He kicked off the floor and tilted forward, using his flippers rather than the thrusters to move down the passage. They crossed the threshold, the walls opening out around them to reveal . . .

				‘È incredibile!’ gasped Cellini.

				Eddie was equally impressed. ‘I think we’ve found what you were looking for.’
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				The room was not large, only a fraction of the altar room’s size. But it was every bit as dazzling a find. Like its larger counterpart, the walls were covered with metal sheets: orichalcum, the red-tinted gold alloy favoured by the Atlanteans. At the sight, Nina unconsciously touched a pendant around her neck, made from a scrap of the same material by her father when she was a child.

				Inscriptions filled the panels, recounting the history of the ancient civilisation. There was even a map, similar to one Nina had seen in the Brazilian temple. It showed the continents of the world, incomplete, distorted, but still recognisable. Lines weaved across both sea and land. The voyages of the Atlanteans?

				She didn’t have time to give it proper scrutiny, however, as something else had captured the divers’ attention. They turned to point their cameras at a statue at one end of the room. A man, life-sized, and sculpted in gold – in its pure form this time, the metal an auric yellow. He was clad in robes, a sword sheathed at his side. His hands were raised before him.

				Holding a large book.

				Nina stared at the screen, more than ever wishing she was seeing it in person. ‘Oh, wow. It’s just like the Talonor Codex . . . which means,’ she leaned closer to examine the statue’s face, ‘that actually might be Talonor!’

				‘I’d say it’s a good bet,’ said Blumberg, enraptured. ‘So that’s what he looked like?’

				Talonor had been the greatest explorer of Atlantis, travelling as far as the Amazon basin to the west, and into the Himalayas to the east. The Talonor Codex, a record of his journeys, had been discovered in the underwater ruins several years earlier. It had given a whole new insight into the ancient civilisation, as well as leading Nina to another discovery: the Vault of Shiva, an astounding repository of Hindu artefacts high in the Indian mountains.

				But it had not been his only record.

				Further discoveries had led the IHA’s archaeologists to believe that Talonor – a military leader as well as an adventurer – had compiled a second volume, the so-called Secret Codex. Rather than an account intended to impress the citizens of Atlantis with epic exploits in far-off lands, this was for the empire’s rulers alone, written with a potential conqueror’s eye: the strengths and weaknesses of the peoples Talonor had encountered, their riches and resources that could be plundered.

				And it seemed that it had now been found.

				Eddie moved closer. ‘He’s a bit smug.’ The lean-faced man had a definite smirking curl to his lips.

				‘Well, when you’re one of the greatest explorers in all recorded history, you’re allowed to be pretty pleased with yourself,’ Nina told him. ‘The book – it looks like he’s holding it, rather than it being a part of the statue?’

				Eddie’s gloved hand appeared on the monitor, brushing silt off the golden fingers. ‘Yeah, it’s a separate thing. You want me to pick it up?’

				‘No!’ both Nina and Blumberg cried simultaneously, Cellini joining in the chorus from the ocean floor. ‘We need to photograph and catalogue everything first,’ she went on. ‘I know it’s been a while, but you remember the drill, surely?’

				‘I was hoping you’d forgotten the boring parts,’ he replied.

				‘None of this is boring!’

				‘Different strokes, love.’ Cellini’s camera on another screen revealed that the Yorkshireman’s smirk was as wide as Talonor’s; he was trying to wind her up. ‘I’ll have a poke around while Nerio’s taking pictures, then. Don’t worry, I don’t literally mean poke.’

				Blumberg gave Nina a disapproving look. ‘He does know what he’s doing, trust me,’ she said. ‘After I beat it into him.’ A faint mocking snort came from the seabed.

				Cellini took a camera from his case and started to photograph the chamber. Blumberg switched the main screen to show the view from his shoulder cam as he worked. ‘This is amazing,’ said Nina, her knowledge of the ancient Atlantean language letting her pick out some of the words on the walls. They appeared to describe the lands the explorer had visited. The map was almost certainly a chart of his travels, then. ‘Talonor’s secret records chamber, still preserved after all this time.’

				‘It’s incredible that anything survived at all,’ said Blumberg. ‘First Atlantis sinks, then a ship demolishes the temple . . .’

				She ignored the hint of blame aimed at her for the latter. ‘But there it is. Thank you for letting me be a part of this, Lester.’

				‘No problem,’ he said, somewhat dismissively. ‘Although there was only one route to follow down there, so we didn’t actually need a guide at all.’

				Now she made her annoyance plain on her face, but before she could come up with a spiky rejoinder, another low rumble echoed over the loudspeakers. ‘What was that?’

				Eddie felt it directly. ‘The room just shook.’ The floor had quivered beneath his feet, enough to unsteady him.

				Cellini looked about in alarm. ‘Earthquake?’

				‘No, mate,’ said Matt. ‘I’ve got readings from the seismic relays around the site. That was local, just in the temple.’

				‘If something was dislodged by the explosion, the change in the current might be affecting it,’ suggested Blumberg.

				‘Oh, great, so it’s going to fall down on us?’ Eddie started for the tunnel. ‘Come on, Nerio, time to go.’

				‘In a minute,’ said the Italian. ‘I have to photograph this first.’ He approached the statue.

				‘What is it with archaeologists?’ Eddie asked the universe in general. ‘Look, if that big statue outside drops by even a couple of inches, we’re not getting out of here! Forget taking pictures – just take the real thing.’ He reached past Cellini and tugged the volume from Talonor’s golden hands. It was heavy, its pages thin sheets of inscribed metal.

				‘Eddie!’ Nina protested. ‘What are you doing?’

				‘It’s going to be taken out of here anyway, innit? I’m just saving some time—’

				Another rumble, louder than before – and the whole chamber shuddered. Dust and silt dropped from between the ceiling’s stone slabs, forming ghostly stalactites in the water.

				‘That was not me,’ Eddie said firmly, glaring at the statue. ‘That was a coincidence, not a booby trap!’

				Cellini gave him a worried look. ‘You are right. We should go!’

				Both men launched themselves at the exit, using their suit thrusters to power down the passage before stopping at its end. Eddie squatted to check their escape route. It was still clear. ‘Okay, you go first,’ he told Cellini.

				The Italian shook his head. ‘No, you first! We have to get the Secret Codex out of here.’

				‘Your life’s worth more than some book. And so’s mine, for that matter!’ But Eddie could tell the young man was not going to change his mind. He had seen the same attitude often enough in his wife. ‘Oh, for— All right!’ He threw the Codex as hard as he could into the low crawlspace. It spun through the water, skidding to a halt about ten feet in. ‘I’ll push it through ahead of me. As for you, you’d better be right behind!’

				He dropped to his belly and pulsed the thrusters to move himself into the passage. Cellini took hold of his feet to push him onwards. When he reached the Codex, he shoved it along the narrow tunnel. A faint drumming reached him through the water. He put his fingertips to the ceiling. The statue was trembling.

				Above him, he saw scrapes in the gold where the deep suits had ground against it. He rolled slightly to give himself as much clearance as possible. ‘Nerio, I’m almost at the tight bit. Let me line up before you push me through.’

				The Italian released his ankles. Eddie shuffled across to bring himself into what he hoped was the right alignment. ‘Okay, now!’

				Cellini pushed him again. The scrapes passed above his head . . . then the suit jarred against the ceiling, stopping him dead.

				‘Push harder!’ he barked, trying to hold back his rising panic – not simply because he was caught, but also because now that he was in direct contact with the statue, the shudder was being transmitted into the hard body of his suit. It was an irregular pulsing thump, like a door banging in the wind, only something much bigger and heavier.

				Whatever it was, it was getting worse.

				He scrabbled at the floor with both hands as Cellini strained to force him through. His fingers brushed the Codex. He angrily pushed it away, wriggling and twisting as the ominous drumbeat grew louder—

				A rasp – and suddenly he was free. Cellini released his legs. He kicked, the fins driving him forward. Another shove of the Codex, then he fired the thrusters to bring himself to the base of the stairs. ‘I’m out!’ he said, turning to look back into the cramped passage.

				‘What about the Codex?’ asked Cellini.

				‘The stupid thing’s here, don’t worry. Hurry up, your turn!’

				He aimed his light down the tunnel. Cellini was edging towards the lowest point beneath the statue. ‘A bit to the right,’ Eddie told him. ‘That’s it. Keep on coming, you can do it . . .’

				The young man reached the clench point, his suit knocking against the ceiling. ‘I can’t fit!’

				‘Yeah, you can,’ Eddie replied, trying to sound reassuring. ‘Just roll a bit and you’ll be able to get your air tanks through. Trust me,’ he added with a smile.

				Cellini nervously followed the instructions. ‘That’s it!’ said Eddie. ‘Come through, now!’

				The Italian advanced. This time, the suit’s carapace slipped beneath the obstruction, grinding against it as he squirmed forward—

				Another deep rumble echoed through the water. The floor jolted – and displaced silt erupted through the passage as the great statue shifted.

				Eddie felt as if he was inside Big Ben when the bell struck noon, a colossal metallic boom pounding him. Ears throbbing, he tried to hold himself in position. His vision was reduced almost to nothing by the swirling cloud. ‘Nerio! Nerio, are you okay?’

				No answer.

				The reason wafted past him a moment later, a tiny point of blue light in the murk – the broken end of the Italian’s fibre-optic cable.

				‘Eddie!’ said Blumberg. ‘We’ve lost contact with Nerio! What’s happening?’

				‘His comm line’s snapped,’ Eddie replied. ‘The statue moved.’

				‘Oh my God!’ said Nina. ‘Are you okay?’

				‘Yeah, but Nerio was right under it, and I can’t see anything!’ He groped until his fingers found the metal ceiling. There was still a gap underneath it, but how far had it dropped? An inch would trap Cellini – and anything more would crush his suit. At this depth, even the smallest breach would instantly kill its wearer.

				Blumberg spoke again, but Eddie shouted him down. ‘Quiet, quiet! Everyone shut up – I need to listen.’ He waited for the radio chatter to cease, then called out Cellini’s name.

				All he could hear was the background hiss of his suit’s air supply. ‘Nerio!’ he yelled again. ‘Can you hear me?’

				Still nothing, then . . .

				‘Eddie!’ The voice was faint, reaching him through two thick acrylic bubbles and several feet of silt-choked water, but the Italian was alive. ‘Help!’

				‘I can hear him!’ Eddie reported. ‘I’m going back into the tunnel.’

				‘You might get stuck too,’ said Nina in alarm.

				Blumberg joined in with a warning of his own. ‘Eddie, if the statue shifts again, you could both be killed!’

				‘I can’t leave him behind,’ Eddie said firmly. He pulled himself back into the cramped tunnel. ‘Nerio, I’m coming! Keep talking, let me know where you are!’

				Cellini’s voice grew louder. ‘I’m here, I’m here! My radio is out!’

				‘I know, your line snapped. Stretch your hands out. I can’t be far from you.’

				Eddie looked ahead. The water was still an opaque soup . . . then it started to swirl. ‘I’m almost there,’ he said. ‘Keep waving!’

				Something flicked through the gloom, stirring up suspended silt. A moment later it moved back: Cellini’s gloved hand. Eddie grabbed it. ‘Mi hai trovato!’ gasped the Italian.

				‘Still got to get you out of there,’ Eddie cautioned. ‘I’m going to try to pull you. Are your thrusters working?’

				‘Yes, but they did not help.’

				‘We’ll have to use brute force and ignorance, then. Usually works!’ He gripped Cellini’s wrist, using his other hand to take his own suit’s control stalk. ‘Okay, you ready? Start ’em up!’

				Both sets of thrusters whined to full power. Eddie backed up, but halted again almost immediately as his arm reached full stretch, straining to pull the Italian. ‘Are you moving?’

				‘I don’t know!’ Cellini replied. ‘I . . . I hear the suit rubbing on the statue, but – no, no!’ Excitement filled his voice. ‘I can see the floor, I moved!’

				‘That’s great!’ Eddie growled, tugging at him. ‘Keep it up—’

				Another rumble shook the temple – and a sharp crack came from his suit’s fibreglass back as the statue pressed down hard upon it.

				He froze in fear, but no explosive inrush of water hit him. The section of casing covering the air tanks was cosmetic streamlining rather than structural. It had split under the weight, but the pressurised body had not been damaged.

				Yet. If the statue dropped any lower, it would crush the shell like an egg—

				An idea came to him. He twisted to test it, and found that even though the suit was still graunching against both floor and ceiling, he had slightly more freedom of movement. ‘Nerio!’ he yelled. ‘Back up, as far as you can! You need to hit the ceiling harder!’

				‘What are you doing?’ Blumberg demanded.

				Cellini was equally bewildered. ‘But the suit will break!’

				‘I know, I know – but if the back breaks, it doesn’t matter! It’s just a cover! If you flatten it, you’ll be able to fit through.’

				‘Eddie, that’s crazy,’ said Blumberg, but the Englishman ignored him – and to his relief, so did Cellini. The Italian withdrew, Eddie letting himself be pulled deeper into the tunnel until he jammed against the statue.

				‘All right,’ he called. ‘Are you set?’

				‘Yes!’ came the reply.

				Eddie restarted his thrusters at full power. ‘Now!’

				He lunged backwards, pulling Cellini with him – and the younger man slammed against his confines. There was a sharp snap of splintering fibreglass. ‘Keep going, keep going!’ Eddie shouted. He pulled Cellini’s arm. ‘You’re moving!’

				Another crack – and Cellini broke free, rushing forward with such force that he almost collided head-on with Eddie. The Englishman shoved himself backwards, swinging around as he reached the bottom of the stairs. The water was less murky here, letting him see the archaeologist’s smile of relief as he emerged. His suit’s back had been flattened, spears of broken casing jutting out like porcupine quills. But the tanks inside were still intact. ‘You saved me! Thank you, thank you!’ He moved as if to embrace the Englishman.

				‘We’re not out of here yet,’ Eddie reminded him. ‘Get to the top, fast!’

				‘But the Codex—’

				‘I’ll get it!’

				‘And I lost the camera—’

				‘Just go! God, bloody archaeologists!’

				Cellini’s thrusters surged and propelled him up the staircase. Eddie was about to follow, but decided – with aggrieved reluctance – that a promise was a promise. He flailed his fins until one touched something straight-edged on the floor. He grabbed the heavy book, then started after the Italian at full speed—

				A rushing current swept past him as a stone slab fell into the space where he had just been.

				His arm grazed a wall as he was thrown off course. He corrected, looking ahead to see Cellini passing over the rubble pile. The Englishman followed, manoeuvring the bulky Codex ahead of him.

				The first barricade lay above, Cellini squeezing into the opening above the broken slab. The Italian’s damaged suit bashed against the ceiling in his haste, clipping shards off the casing. He backed up to try again. More loud booms came from below. Eddie looked back.

				A roiling wall of silt was surging up the tunnel. After ten years, the overturned statue had finally hit the floor, forcing the water beneath it out along its only escape route – straight at the two fleeing men. ‘Go, go!’ he yelled, shoving Cellini on before powering through the narrow space after him.

				A dull whump as the shock wave hit the barrier, dislodging the broken block – followed by louder crunches as the ceiling gave way and fell into the tunnel.

				Cellini was a human torpedo just ahead of Eddie, the turbulence from his thrusters buffeting the Yorkshireman. Lights rose ahead, the altar room coming into view—

				They burst into open water as the churning wave hit and sent them both tumbling. The Codex slipped from Eddie’s hands. Blinded by the silt, all he could do was let himself be carried along and hope he wasn’t on a collision course with the surrounding masonry.

				He gradually slowed and kicked upright, restarting the propellers to rise out of the swollen mass of sediment. The circle of lights returned to view, now broken where some had been knocked over.

				‘Eddie!’ A voice in his ear: Matt. ‘Can you hear me?’

				‘Yeah, I can,’ he replied, recovering his breath. The submersible was some way above him, directing its lights downwards. ‘Can you see Nerio?’

				A tense pause, then: ‘I got him! Lower than you, off to your left.’

				Eddie caught sight of the other diver’s lights. ‘He looks okay.’

				‘Thank God!’ exclaimed Nina. ‘What about you?’

				‘My suit’ll need some filler to patch up the dents, but I’m all right.’

				She let out a relieved sigh. ‘Okay. I feel kinda bad asking this, but . . . what about the Secret Codex?’

				‘I dropped it, but it’s around here somewhere. When the water clears, we should be able to find it. Although,’ he continued with a sudden weariness, ‘to be honest, I’d rather get back up top. And Nerio probably would too.’ He looked towards his companion – only to see him descending back to the altar room. ‘Oh, you’re kidding me! He’s already gone to look for it. You archaeologists really are all as bad as each other!’

				‘We can’t stop being who we are,’ Nina said, amused. ‘But you’re right, you should get topside. And back home! Macy missed you this morning.’

				‘Let’s not tell her about the whole “Daddy almost died” part of the day, shall we?’

				‘Yeah, probably best.’

				Matt cut into the conversation. ‘Hey, Eddie. Looks like Nerio found that book.’

				Eddie saw the Italian ascending with the Codex. ‘Great, we got the list of all the places where Talonor dug latrines. Now can we go? That’s more than enough archaeology for me.’

				Nina smiled at her husband’s complaints. ‘I’d be perfectly happy to keep going, but . . .’ She checked her watch, eyes widening. ‘Oh crap! It can’t be that late already!’

				‘You haven’t missed picking Macy up from nursery, have you?’ Eddie asked.

				‘No, but I need to get moving soon. Like, now.’

				‘Okay, then I’ll talk to you when I’m at the airport. Which’ll be a while, seeing as I’ve got to get up to the ship and then take a chopper back to Portugal first.’

				‘I’ll wait up. All right, I have to go. Love you.’

				‘Love you,’ Eddie replied.

				She smiled again, then took off her headset microphone.

				‘Well, thanks for coming in, Nina,’ said Blumberg.

				‘No problem at all, Lester. If you need me for anything else, I’m more than happy to help. Although Eddie might be a bit reluctant! But if you want me to assist with the translation of the Secret Codex, I—’

				He shook his head. ‘That won’t be necessary, thanks.’

				‘Are you sure? I know the Atlantean language as well as anyone, and—’

				He cut her off again, more brusquely. ‘The Secret Codex is now an IHA security matter. You’ll be able to read the abstracts as they become available, of course, but we need to keep the actual translations classified for now. Talonor visited a lot of places; we can’t afford to have treasure hunters ripping potential sites apart before we have a chance to investigate them. You know the rules.’

				‘Yes, I know the rules,’ she snapped. ‘I wrote most of them!’

				Blumberg puffed out his chest. ‘That’s as may be, but you don’t work for the IHA any more, so you don’t have clearance to see the Secret Codex before we’ve determined what’s safe for public release. I appreciate your help today, but you’ve done everything you can for us. So you should probably go pick up your daughter. You wouldn’t want to be late.’ He gave her a smug little smirk.

				Nina stood, scowling. ‘You know you’re kind of a patronising jerk, Lester?’ One of the IHA technicians stifled a giggle.

				Her host was not amused, however. ‘Thank you for stopping by, Nina.’ He turned away, issuing commands to those aboard the research ship.

				‘Asshole,’ Nina muttered as she headed for the operation centre’s exit.

				Despite her best efforts to rush through Manhattan, she still arrived fifteen minutes late at the Little Petals nursery. The elevator was old and slow and frequently out of order, the building undergoing renovation work, so rather than wait for it, she simply ran up the stairs to the second floor.

				‘Oh hi, Nina,’ said Penny Lopez, as the redhead hurried into the cloakroom. Even though the teacher was smiling, there was still a critical undercurrent to her greeting. ‘Look, Macy! Here’s your mommy.’

				‘Hi, Mommy!’ squealed Macy Wilde Chase, running to meet her mother. Nina hugged her, noticing to her dismay that her daughter’s coat was the only one left on the hooks. ‘We painted pictures today! I painted a ship, because Daddy’s on one. Do you want to see?’

				‘I’d love to, honey,’ Nina replied. Macy skipped away to get it. ‘I’m so sorry I’m late,’ she told Penny. ‘I was helping with my old job at the United Nations, and Eddie . . .’ She remembered the couple’s discussion after he escaped the temple. ‘I had to make sure he finished what he was doing.’

				‘That’s fine,’ said Penny. ‘But it’s not going to be a regular problem, is it? We’re more than happy to have some flexibility around parents’ schedules, but we need to know in advance.’

				‘No, no, this was a one-time thing. It seems.’ She tried not to sound too despondent about being cut out of what had been her profession.

				‘Have you considered hiring a nanny? I can recommend some good people.’

				‘I don’t think we’re quite ready for that, thanks,’ Nina said as her daughter returned bearing a large sheet of paper. ‘Is this your painting?’

				‘Yes, it is!’ Macy said, pointing out aspects of her finger-painted masterwork. ‘That’s the sea, and that’s the boat Daddy’s on, and that’s a fish, and that’s a sumb . . . sub . . . submarine!’

				‘Wow, that’s really good,’ Nina told her. For a three-year-old, it was quite advanced, everything Macy indicated a distinct object rather than a splodgy agglomeration, though rough circles and triangles were the limit of her artistic talents. ‘Is Daddy there too?’

				‘He’s on the sumbarine!’ She jabbed at a pink thumbprint.

				Nina smiled. ‘It’s a very good likeness. I’m sure he’ll want to see it when he gets home. Let’s put on your coat.’

				‘When is he coming home?’ Macy asked.

				‘He’ll be back tomorrow.’

				‘Tomorrow!’ The little girl looked stricken. ‘But he always reads me a story for bedtime!’

				‘I’ll read you one tonight, hon. The one Daddy wrote for you, about the eggs?’

				‘But Daddy does the funny voices. You can’t do funny voices.’

				‘Daddy has an advantage because he’s got a funny voice,’ said Nina. She put Macy’s arms into her sleeves. ‘Okay, are you ready? I’ll take your painting, and you hold my other hand. Say bye-bye to Penny.’

				They started for the exit. At the door, Nina paused, feeling a strange sense of incongruity. Less than an hour ago she had been involved in an archaeological expedition deep beneath the sea, and now she was collecting her daughter from school and discussing bedtime stories.

				There was another feeling, too. It took her a moment to work out what it was, and when she did, guilt joined her emotions.

				The abrupt return to everyday normality had left her disappointed.
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				‘I’m back!’ Eddie called as he entered the apartment.

				‘Daddy!’ cried Macy, rushing to hug him. ‘You’re home!’

				‘Hi, love!’ He kissed her. ‘Where’s Mummy?’

				‘Mommy,’ his wife and daughter corrected as one as Nina joined them. ‘I am so happy to see you. Safe and well.’

				‘And in one piece,’ said Eddie. He scooped Macy up. ‘Wow, look at you! I’m away for a couple of days and it looks like you’ve grown another inch.’

				‘Did you see fish in the sea, Daddy?’ she asked.

				‘Quite a few. They went like this: bloop-bloop-bloop.’ He mimed a big-lipped fish blowing kisses. Macy giggled.

				‘Did they bring the Secret Codex back to the IHA?’ Nina asked as they went into the lounge.

				‘Yeah, Nerio took it. He was supposed to work at Atlantis for a few more days, but after what happened, they decided to give him a break.’

				‘It was a close call. I wish I’d been there with you.’

				Eddie sat, Macy hopping off his knee and running from the room. ‘Did you actually just say those two sentences one after the other? “You almost got killed. I should have been there so I could almost get killed too!”’

				‘Okay, maybe I needed more of a segue there.’ Nina sat beside him. ‘But I did want to see Atlantis again. For real, not on a screen.’

				‘I’ve seen that place way too—’ Macy returned. ‘Flipping much,’ Eddie concluded.

				Nina grinned. ‘I’m still impressed by that. You said you weren’t going to swear any more once Macy was born, and I thought you just meant in front of her. But you kept it up. Except when you called Lester something rude, and I’d consider that justified.’

				‘Yeah, it’s funny that you swear loads more than me now.’ Macy proudly displayed her painting to him. ‘Hey, that’s good! Is that the sea?’

				She showed off the points of interest. Eddie made approving comments, then, as the little girl left to bring more drawings, looked back at Nina. ‘So you didn’t get to go there in person, but they still found something new thanks to us.’

				‘Thanks to you,’ she said, with a hint of petulance. ‘And as Lester took pleasure in pointing out, they didn’t need us at all. Once they opened that tunnel, anyone could have explored it.’

				‘So what? It doesn’t mean you weren’t a part of it. Maybe you’ll be able to add it to your new book.’ He glanced at the desk, where a stack of pages sat next to Nina’s laptop: the proofs for the second volume of her tales of discovery.

				‘It won’t be much more than a footnote, though.’ She leaned forward, feeling deflated. ‘And I’d much rather be doing something new instead of just writing about what I’ve already done. Although I started by finding Atlantis, and finished by finding the Ark of the Covenant! It’ll be hard to top that.’

				‘Who says you’re finished?’ Eddie objected. ‘And you don’t have to do something massive and world-changing. You can still do something that’s important to you.’

				‘I suppose. I’ve got no idea what, though.’

				‘You’ll think of something,’ he assured her. ‘Besides, it’s not like you haven’t got other stuff to do. There’s Macy, for a start.’

				He could tell from the way Nina stiffened that she had not taken the remark as he’d intended. ‘Yeah, I’ve got Macy,’ she said tersely. ‘You get to go and explore Atlantis, while I’m stuck here picking her up from playgroup!’

				‘I would gladly have stayed here if you’d had your dive certificate.’

				‘That’s not the point! You’ve gone off to do other things before – you’ve got your consultancy work for your army buddy’s company, and there was that business in the Canary Isles last year.’

				‘Someone needed my help,’ he protested.

				‘And what if I’d needed your help? Or Macy?’

				He held up his hands. ‘Why’re you getting mad at me? I’ve only been back five minutes.’

				‘I don’t know. I’m sorry.’ She shook her head. ‘I think yesterday made me realise how long it’s been since I actually went into the field and did some, y’know, archaeology. Being stuck at a computer writing books about it isn’t the same.’

				‘It helps pay the bills, though. And there’s the film coming up; you might be able to blag a trip off the back of that.’

				‘Oh, the film!’ she said, keen to change the subject. ‘I just remembered, I got an email from Marvin.’ Marvin Bronze was the producer of the movie based on Nina’s book, and the business partner of their friend Grant Thorn, Hollywood action star. ‘They’re having the premiere here in New York next month. He sent us an invitation.’

				‘Tchah!’ Eddie exclaimed in mock outrage. ‘I was hoping we’d get an all-expenses-paid trip to LA!’

				‘I haven’t replied yet. We’d have to fix up a babysitter for Macy. It runs quite late.’

				‘I keep telling you, we should ask my niece while she’s over here. She loves Macy, I’m sure she’d look after her.’

				Nina smiled. ‘Wait, you mean . . . we might actually be able to have a grown-ups’ night out on our own? Although if we’re going to see a Grant Thorn movie, I don’t know if “grown-up” is the right term. I mean, they didn’t even use the title of my book.’ She gestured at a framed print of its cover above the desk, the words In Search of History and her name superimposed over an atmospheric photograph of a golden statue on the seabed. ‘The Hunt for Atlantis? It’s not exactly subtle.’

				‘They’ll have changed a load of other stuff too,’ said her husband. ‘It’s Hollywood; they always do. They’re not even using our names for the main characters.’

				‘Which makes me nervous from the get-go. They can have them do anything and we can’t complain about it, because they’re technically not us.’

				Macy returned with more pictures. ‘Oh, what are these?’ her father asked. ‘Are these fish too? They’re really good!’ He looked back at Nina as he perused the crayoned artworks. ‘I wouldn’t worry about it. Grant’s a big star, and Marvin’s a successful producer. They know what they’re doing.’

				‘I know,’ she said, trying to reassure herself. ‘I just hope they didn’t change too much . . .’

				A month later, Nina had her answer.

				‘That was,’ she hissed to Eddie as the credits began to roll to teen-friendly rock music, ‘the biggest pile of . . . of shit I have ever seen!’ As the other audience members applauded, she hurriedly stood and headed for the aisle, pulling her husband after her.

				Eddie grinned. ‘See, you do swear loads more than me now. I really enjoyed it, myself. Didn’t like that they changed me into an American, but that’s Hollywood for you.’

				‘You liked it? It was . . . it was idiotic! It was even more ridiculous than Grant’s stupid car movies, and I didn’t think that was possible. At the end, when they jump out of the jet without parachutes? There’s no way they could have survived!’

				‘We actually did that,’ Eddie pointed out as they exited the auditorium and started down the stairs to the lobby.

				She glared at him. ‘Yes, but – but it didn’t happen that way. Then there was that ludicrous action sequence where you – I mean Jason Mach’ – a snort of contempt – ‘steals a train and chases after me, or rather Eden Crest?’

				‘That happened too.’

				‘Shut up! And Eden Crest, what the hell kind of a name is that? Sounds like an environmentally friendly toothpaste. Also,’ a deeper scowl, ‘I really hated that they made you into the perfect hero and turned me into the damsel in distress who always needed rescuing.’

				‘Yeah, I wasn’t keen on that either,’ he admitted. ‘Hopefully they’ll fix it in the sequel. You should have a word with Grant at the after-party.’

				‘I don’t want to go to the after-party,’ she protested. ‘I just want to get home and see my little girl.’

				‘After all that time you kept saying how great it’d be to finally have a night out without Macy, now you can’t wait to get back to her?’

				‘This wasn’t what I had in mind.’

				Before he could ask what she did have in mind, they’d passed through the lobby doors – and Nina stopped in her tracks. Many of the members of the press attending the premiere had made a beeline for the foyer to catch the celebrity guests as they emerged. ‘Oh God,’ she moaned. ‘Please don’t let anyone ask me what I thought of it.’ She shook her head. ‘I can’t believe I accepted that clause in the contract about not publicly bad-mouthing the movie. Marvin might seem friendly, but I bet he’d slap me with a lawsuit in three seconds flat if I told a reporter what I really thought about it.’

				‘I can say whatever I want, though,’ said Eddie. ‘I didn’t sign any contract.’

				‘Yeah, but you liked the damn thing!’

				He squeezed her to him as more audience members thronged past them into the foyer. ‘Come on, love. It wasn’t that bad. And it’s a Hollywood action movie! What did you expect?’

				She sighed. ‘I don’t know. I guess I’d hoped it would be more like Gorillas in the Mist than some pulp mash-up of James Bond and Indiana Jones!’

				Eddie laughed. ‘You do remember all the stuff we’ve been through, don’t you? Like how we first met? I pulled you out of a car at the bottom of a river!’

				‘I could hardly forget it. Although a lot of it, I’m still trying really hard to.’ Her expression became serious, even downcast. ‘To be honest, I almost walked out right at the beginning. That opening, where Eden Crest’s parents were murdered just as they found a clue leading to Atlantis? It hit way too close to home.’

				‘That’s what was bothering you?’ he asked with sympathetic concern.

				Nina nodded. ‘It’s not just that it was a dumb movie. It was a dumb movie that used my life for plot points – it took the worst thing that ever happened to me and reduced it to a way to get a character the audience’s sympathy. It . . . it hurt, you know? My parents were all I had, and that scene brought back how it felt when I lost them.’

				Eddie was silent for a moment, then took her hand. ‘You’re right, we should go home. Macy’s probably still up waiting for us.’

				‘I told Holly to put her to bed at seven.’

				‘Macy never goes to sleep at seven for us; why would Holly do any better?’

				They turned to leave – only for Grant Thorn to hurry across the lobby to intercept them. ‘Hey, there you are!’ drawled the Californian, looking sharp in a tuxedo. ‘I was hoping to catch you. What did you think of the movie?’

				Nina was about to let him know her true feelings, but the sight of Marvin Bronze and several journalists arriving in his wake – as well as the actor’s puppy-like expectancy – persuaded her to be more diplomatic. ‘It was . . . interesting,’ she managed.

				‘Guys, this is Dr Nina Wilde,’ Marvin said exuberantly to the reporters, ‘the author of the book the movie’s based on. You wanna find an ancient legend, you call her! She discovered Atlantis, King Arthur’s tomb, even the Lost Ark of the Covenant. That was a few years back, though, so Nina: what’ve you done for us lately? Joke,’ the tanned little man added on seeing her startled expression. ‘So, how much did you love the movie?’

				The redhead recovered her composure. ‘Well, you changed a lot from my book, which was what actually happened, but it was all still very . . . exciting.’

				Marvin chuckled. ‘You didn’t tell us everything, did you? All classified, very hush-hush,’ he clarified for the journalists. ‘We had to fill in some of the details ourselves. But we stayed with the spirit of the story, didn’t we?’

				‘Insofar as Atlantis was being hunted for, yes . . .’

				‘You did a great job,’ said Eddie, stepping in to save his wife. ‘Some of the story was different from real life, but you can’t have too many explosions, right?’ A couple of chuckles from the group. ‘But I just had a message from our babysitter saying our little girl’s missing her mum and dad—’

				‘Mom,’ Nina corrected automatically.

				‘—so we need to get moving. Family comes first, right?’

				‘Aw, man, that’s a shame,’ said Grant. ‘You’re not coming to the party? We got celebrities there, Masta Thugg’s gonna do a set . . .’

				‘Afraid not.’ Nina had rolled her eyes during the movie when she saw that Matt Trulli had been replaced by a wisecracking fictional character played by an American rapper. ‘We have to get back to Macy.’

				The name caught Grant off-guard. ‘Macy. How . . . how is she?’

				‘She’s great, thanks. She’s three now.’

				‘Three! Man, has it been that long?’ He seemed about to add something, but then eyed the recording devices nearby. ‘I’m happy for you guys. And, y’know, calling her . . . It would have meant a lot to her.’ Nina and Eddie’s daughter had been named in memory of their friend, and Grant’s girlfriend, Macy Sharif, who had died trying to prevent a group of Nazi war criminals from finding the secret of eternal youth.

				The trio shared looks of mutual sympathy, then the actor straightened. ‘Like you say, family comes first, right!’ he said, in a performance as obvious as any he had ever given on screen. ‘Glad you liked the movie, we’re all very proud of it. And don’t forget,’ he added for the microphones, ‘you want to find out what really happened, read Nina’s book! It’s called, uh . . .’

				‘In Search of History,’ Marvin quickly said. ‘Great story, we wouldn’t have bought the rights otherwise!’ He looked around. ‘Hey, Claudia’s over there with Leviticus Gold. Let’s get all the stars together for the cameras, huh?’

				‘Catch you guys later!’ Grant called over his shoulder as Marvin ushered his business partner and their entourage away.

				‘Bye,’ said Nina, with distinct relief. She regarded her husband. ‘Can we go now?’

				He smiled. ‘Yeah, I think we’re done.’

				They headed for the exit. Nobody tried to intercept them. Nina gave silent thanks that the journalists had more famous prey—

				‘Dr Wilde? Nina?’

				‘Goddamn it,’ she muttered before turning.

				To her surprise, the person who had called her name wasn’t a member of the press but an elegantly dressed old lady. Nina guessed she was well into her eighties, white hair drawn into a carefully styled bun. Despite her age, the woman’s green eyes were still bright and intelligent, regarding the redhead with a contemplative, almost approving air. ‘Hello?’ Nina said after an uncomfortable silence.

				The woman blinked. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, an upper-class New England accent clear even in just two words. ‘It’s just that . . . I’ve seen photographs of you, of course, but I hadn’t been prepared for how much you look like Laura in person.’

				Nina felt unsettled at her mother’s name being used by a complete stranger. But as she looked back at the elderly woman, the feeling grew – because she was now also experiencing an odd sense of recognition. Something about her was familiar, almost disturbingly so. ‘Do I know you?’

				‘No, I’m afraid you don’t. But I did know your mother – and we should talk about her.’

				‘What about my mother?’ Nina demanded. ‘Who are you?’

				The woman smiled. ‘My name is Olivia Garde. I’m your grandmother.’
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				The lobby’s hubbub seemed to fade as Nina stared at the old lady. ‘That’s . . . that’s not possible,’ she said. ‘My grandmother died a long time ago.’

				‘Yes, I imagine that’s what Laura told you,’ said Olivia, with a small, sad shake of the head. ‘But I can prove that I am who I say. If you’ll let me.’ A glance at the crowd. ‘Perhaps somewhere more quiet?’

				Nina was caught between the urge to find out more and telling the impostor – she had to be! – where to go. The former won out. ‘We’re just on our way home. You could meet us there.’

				‘Er, Nina?’ said Eddie. ‘We’re putting our three-year-old daughter to bed, remember?’

				‘I wouldn’t want to keep Macy awake,’ Olivia told them. ‘I can meet you at your convenience.’

				‘No, that’s okay. It’s okay,’ Nina repeated to her disapproving husband. ‘We’ll make it quick. If that’s all right?’ she asked Olivia.

				‘That will be perfectly fine,’ the older woman replied. ‘I’ll take a cab. What’s your address?’ Nina gave it. ‘I’ll see you there. Don’t worry – and don’t you worry either, Mr Chase. I’ll explain everything.’

				Nina and Eddie watched as she departed. She might have been old, but she still had a steady and determined pace. ‘Wait, she knew who I am. And Macy,’ Eddie said with a frown.

				‘That doesn’t mean she really is my grandmother,’ said Nina. ‘She could have just googled me. Hell, I wrote about my parents in the book, so it’s not as if it’s a great secret.’

				‘If you don’t believe her, then why’d you invite her to our house?’

				‘Because . . .’ She wasn’t entirely sure herself. ‘Because there’s something about her that . . . that makes me think she might be telling the truth. I don’t know if she actually is,’ she added, seeing his look of incredulity. ‘But I want to find out for sure.’

				‘She’d better not be trying anything on. If this is some con trick . . .’

				‘Eddie, she looked about ninety. She’d have to be one hell of a grifter to try the long-lost-relative routine on us at that age.’

				‘Some people never change, however old they get.’ He took her hand. ‘Come on, let’s find out what she’s after.’

				The journey home did not take long, but there was little conversation on the way. Despite Eddie’s attempts to engage with her, Nina found herself gazing out of the window, replaying the meeting with Olivia in her mind.

				The old woman couldn’t possibly have been telling the truth. That would mean her own mother had lied to her through their entire life together. Nina couldn’t accept that. And why on earth would Laura Wilde have told her daughter that her grandmother was dead if that were not the case . . .

				‘We’re here,’ Eddie said.

				‘Huh? Oh. Right.’ Composing herself, she got out as Eddie paid the fare.

				A yellow cab was waiting outside their building. ‘Hello again,’ Olivia said as she emerged. ‘I’m glad you agreed to see me.’

				‘With a claim like yours, I could hardly say no,’ replied Nina.

				‘Thank you.’ The old lady surveyed the surrounding buildings. ‘Quite a nice area. Your grandfather and I once lived not far from here. We had a wonderful view of the park.’

				Nina recalled her mother once pointing out a Fifth Avenue apartment building as a childhood home, but said nothing, not wanting to give the woman any hints about her past that she could weave into a fictional narrative. ‘Come inside,’ she said instead as Eddie joined her.

				They entered the building. ‘So what were you doing at the premiere?’ Nina asked Olivia. ‘A Grant Thorn action movie doesn’t really seem like your kind of thing.’

				Olivia laughed. ‘Oh dear me, no. It was awful nonsense, all shouting and wobbly cameras.’

				Nina smiled at Eddie as they boarded the elevator. ‘Told you.’

				‘No, I’m quite well known in New York’s social circles. There are few events to which I can’t get an invitation if I choose. In this case, I came specifically to see you. I watched the first five minutes for politeness’ sake, then had a meal at a little place around the corner before coming back. And,’ she went on, with a faint sigh, ‘when I realised who the characters at the beginning were meant to be, it ended any desire I had to see more.’

				‘What do you mean?’ asked Nina, wanting to see if her guest shared her emotions about the opening scene – and why.

				Olivia’s emerald eyes turned upon her, sadness clear in them. ‘The names were different, but they were meant to be your mother and father. My daughter, and her husband. I didn’t want to watch what happened to them.’

				‘Nor did I,’ Nina said, lips tightening.

				The elevator arrived at the eighth floor. Eddie led the way into the apartment. ‘Holly?’ he called in a low voice. ‘We’re back.’

				The thump of a pair of excited little feet jumping from a bed told both parents that any hopes their daughter might be asleep had come to nothing. ‘Daddy!’ cried Macy, running down the hall to greet them. ‘Mommy, hi!’

				Eddie embraced her. ‘Ay up, someone’s still awake when she shouldn’t be. You been giving her coffee, Holly?’

				‘No, just a few lines of coke,’ said the Englishman’s niece as she followed Macy out of her bedroom. Holly Bennett was currently on the third year of her American Studies degree, spending it in the States as part of an exchange programme. Her eyes grew wide as she saw that her uncle and aunt were not alone. ‘Ooh, sorry! Didn’t realise you had company.’

				‘It wasn’t planned,’ Eddie told her pointedly.

				‘Holly, this is Olivia Garde, a . . . friend,’ said Nina. ‘We met her at the premiere.’

				‘How was the film?’ Holly asked excitedly. ‘Was Grant Thorn there?’

				‘Ludicrous, and yes. Olivia, our niece Holly, and our daughter. Macy.’

				Olivia smiled at Macy, who hugged Nina before taking cover behind her, regarding the visitor uncertainly. ‘She’s very pretty. How old is she?’

				‘She’s just had her third birthday.’

				‘She’s three? They grow up so quickly, don’t they?’ Her expression turned wistful. ‘I can see the family resemblance. She looks a lot like you – and like Laura. She certainly has the same hair.’

				‘Daddy said my hair means I’m a handful,’ announced Macy proudly, showing off a strand of her deep red locks.

				Nina gave her husband a stern look. ‘Did he now?’

				‘Might have done,’ Eddie replied with a grin. ‘Come on, young ’un. It’s way past your bedtime.’

				‘But I want to stay up with you!’ Macy objected.

				‘And I want a Ferrari, but we can’t always have what we want.’ He kissed her. ‘Mummy needs—’

				‘Mommy,’ Nina said over him.

				‘—to talk to her friend.’

				‘What about?’ asked the little girl.

				‘Grown-up stuff, you wouldn’t be interested. Now, how about me and Holly put you back to bed? We can tell you a story.’

				Macy squeaked with excitement. ‘The one about the eggs with legs!’

				‘I told you to send it to my publisher,’ said Nina.

				‘I’ll type it up tomorrow,’ he replied. ‘Say night-night to Mummy, Macy.’

				‘Night-night, Mommy!’

				Nina smirked as Eddie groaned. ‘Fighting a losing battle, aren’t I?’ he said as he and Holly headed for Macy’s bedroom.

				Nina waved to her daughter, then turned back to Olivia. ‘So. I think we have some stuff to talk about.’

				‘We do,’ the elderly woman replied. She was carrying a bulging leather satchel. ‘As much as I dislike playing the little-old-lady card, may we sit down? This is quite heavy.’

				‘Sure. This way.’

				Nina led her guest into the lounge, gesturing to an armchair. After peering at the numerous framed photographs decorating one wall, Olivia sat and placed the satchel on a coffee table, Nina sitting opposite. ‘I wouldn’t expect you simply to take my claim at face value,’ she began as she opened it, ‘so I brought proof.’ She carefully drew out a plastic sleeve containing several photographs. ‘I see you have a picture of your parents there.’

				Nina glanced towards the wall. The image was of her teenage self with Henry and Laura Wilde, taken at an archaeological site in Turkey. ‘Yeah.’

				‘I have some family photos of my own. Please, take a look.’ She slid the sleeve across the table.

				Nina took it. The first photograph was visible through the protective cover – and it gave her a momentary shock.

				She recognised the smiling figure at the centre. It was her mother, a few years younger than Nina in the photo on the wall. With her were two people she knew only from pictures: her grandparents, Thomas and Olivia Pearce.

				She looked up sharply at the old lady. Even though several decades had passed, there was still a definite resemblance between the woman in the still and the one sitting before her.

				‘Yes, that’s me,’ said Olivia. She tapped the red-haired woman in the picture with a well-manicured nail. ‘That was taken in, let me think . . . 1966. We were living near New Haven at the time. Tom, your grandfather, was an executive for General Electric in Fairfield.’

				‘And what were you doing?’

				‘Whatever I wanted. My family, the Gardes, were wealthy and influential. I went back to my maiden name after Tom died – not immediately, I hasten to add. That would have been very disrespectful. But there were . . . social advantages, one could say. More so for your mother than myself. I wanted the absolute best for her, to open the right doors, which is why she adopted it too.’

				Nina nodded, keeping her face neutral. Again the story matched what she knew of her mother’s background, but there was nothing so far that couldn’t have been unearthed with diligent genealogical research.

				She carefully slid the clutch of photos from the sleeve. More images of her mother and grandparents, the giant tail fins of a car in the background of one dating it to the late 1950s or early ’60s. Time advanced jumpily as she flicked through them, her mother growing from a little girl into a young woman—

				The last photo – and again she felt an emotional jolt. This featured only her mother and grandmother against a backdrop of trees and flowers. Laura had recently turned eighteen.

				There was a reason Nina could date it so precisely. ‘Excuse me,’ she said, going into the main bedroom. She opened the wardrobe and took a cardboard box from the top shelf. Lifting the lid, she quickly found what she was looking for and returned to the living room with her prize.

				It was another photograph, which she put down on the table next to the final one from Olivia’s collection: its twin. ‘Mom told me that was the last photo she had of her mother before she died,’ she said, a tremor in her voice. ‘Spring 1972. The Shakespeare Garden in Central Park. Now you’d better have a damn good explanation for why you have that photo, and how, if you really are my grandmother, you’re alive and well despite what my mom told me. Because if you don’t . . .’ the tremor became barely contained anger, ‘then age be damned, I’m going to kick your ass out on to the street.’

				Olivia did not speak for several seconds, then the corners of her mouth slowly creased upwards. ‘It’s been a long time since I heard that tone of voice,’ she said. ‘You really are your mother’s daughter.’

				Nina was unmoved. ‘I’m still waiting for an explanation.’

				‘And you certainly deserve one. I assume you think I’m pretending to be your grandmother to bilk you out of the money your fame has brought you – something like that?’

				‘The thought had occurred.’

				‘I don’t blame you for being sceptical. But I assure you, I am your grandmother – and Laura’s mother. The reason she told you I was dead was that we had . . . a falling-out. A very serious falling-out.’

				‘About what?’

				‘About your father.’

				‘What? Why?’

				Olivia gave her a sorrowful look. ‘Everyone makes mistakes in their life – mistakes where they are one hundred per cent convinced they are in the right until the sky falls on them. The greatest mistake I ever made was thinking I knew what was right for Laura better than she did. When she met your father, and fell in love with him practically overnight, and wanted to marry him and search for Atlantis with him . . . I thought she was throwing everything away, that she was turning her back on her family’s legacy for a penniless archaeology student with a crackpot theory.’ A deep breath. ‘I was wrong. I’ve never been more wrong, and the greatest regret of my life is that I never got the chance to ask her forgiveness.’

				It took Nina a moment to process what she had just heard. ‘So you’re telling me that Mom told me you were dead – that she lied to me – because you had an argument?’

				‘It was quite a serious argument,’ the elderly woman clarified. ‘I forbade her to marry him – in fact, I told her she couldn’t keep seeing him. Now, knowing your mother, how do you think she took that?’

				‘Probably the same way I would have.’

				‘Exactly. And I’m sure you also remember what she was like once she had decided to do something. She was—’

				‘Stubborn.’

				Another tiny smile. ‘Determined was the word I was going to use, but yes. It all happened very quickly; I don’t think she had even talked about me with your father before they decided to get engaged. When she told me, the discussion became very heated, to say the least, and she . . .’ Any trace of humour vanished, replaced by regret. ‘She turned her back on me. She told your father that both her parents had died in the car crash, not just Tom, and once it had been said, she stuck with it.’

				‘So you are saying she lied to me my whole life.’

				‘I was dead – to her, at least,’ said Olivia. ‘The last time I spoke to her was shortly after she graduated, before her wedding. Our positions hadn’t changed, I was still trying to talk her out of it, so . . . that was it. She wanted nothing more to do with me. She could have contacted me at any time, but chose not to. And I’m ashamed to say that I made no further effort to reach out to her either, even after you were born. Determinedness – stubbornness – is very much a family trait, especially in the women. Your husband may be right about it coming with the hair.’

				‘So why’ve you come to me now?’ asked Nina, still not sure what to believe.

				‘For one, I’m eighty-nine years old. You’re my closest living relative, and I realised that if I ever wanted a chance to get to know you, it would have to be now. But there is something else; something I thought you should have.’ She reached back into the satchel, withdrawing several packed manila folders. She opened the topmost. ‘These were your mother’s. Her notes.’

				Nina almost lunged to take out the first page when she saw what was written on it. ‘This is her handwriting!’

				‘You recognise it?’

				‘I’ve still got all her research. My dad’s, too. They were the basis of my entire theory on how to find Atlantis. They were nine tenths of the way there – they’d just got some of the details wrong. If they’d had more time . . .’

				‘Laura was always fascinated by the legend of Atlantis. It was why she studied archaeology in the first place. Well, I probably influenced her too. I was something of an amateur archaeologist in my youth,’ Olivia added, on Nina’s questioning look. ‘I was never dedicated enough to match her achievements, though. Or yours.’

				Nina turned back to her mother’s notes. She had indeed recognised the handwriting, but at the same time she could tell that Laura had been younger when she wrote these notes than while seeking Atlantis with her husband. The calligraphy was more upright, less assured, but also with remnants of childish flourishes like circles above the lower-case letter ‘i’ instead of dots.

				She switched her focus to the words. Atlantis leapt out at her. She read on from it.

				Interesting. Even at this early stage, Laura had already developed the premise that the Atlantean empire had spread well beyond merely the Atlantic and Mediterranean. Nina knew from her own discoveries how far afield the ancient peoples had travelled, but in the 1970s such thoughts were considered the domain of cranks and New Age fabulists. But her mother apparently believed that the Atlanteans had sent an expedition along what would later become known as the Silk Road through Asia, travelling as far as the Himalayas—

				Another word jumped out at her with almost physical force, making her flinch. ‘This – this can’t be real!’

				‘It hasn’t been altered in any way – to be honest, I wouldn’t know where to start.’ Olivia pushed the other folders towards her. ‘Everything here was written by Laura, before you were even born.’

				‘That’s just it!’ Nina protested. ‘It can’t have been written then. This,’ she waved the sheet of paper, ‘mentions Talonor, Atlantis’s greatest explorer. But nobody even knew he’d existed until the Talonor Codex was found in Atlantis – which was only discovered ten years ago!’

				‘By you.’

				‘Yes, by me, but that’s irrelevant. Mom couldn’t have known about Talonor before she met Dad. Nobody could. It’s not possible.’

				‘If you read her notes, I think you’ll find some answers,’ Olivia told her. ‘Not to everything, because even Laura never found them. But you’ll understand how she could know something that was still hidden from the world until you found it.’

				Nina fixed her with an angry look. ‘So why don’t you just tell me now and save me the time?’

				‘Because it’ll be better for you to see it for yourself.’

				‘No!’ snapped the redhead, jumping up. ‘I don’t accept that Yoda “you cannot be told, you must learn for yourself” bullshit. There are times when directness is the right approach, and this is one of them!’

				Olivia raised an eyebrow. ‘I see directness isn’t a problem for you.’

				A fuming Nina was about to add more when the door opened. ‘All right, keep the noise down,’ rumbled Eddie. ‘We just got Macy to sleep. What’s going on?’

				‘Nina was doubting the authenticity of what I’ve shown her,’ Olivia told him.

				‘And what’s that?’

				‘My mom’s research,’ said Nina. ‘About Atlantis.’

				Eddie peered at the thick folders. ‘God, she made as many notes as you. Although are you saying this lot isn’t real?’

				‘I don’t know,’ Nina admitted. ‘This is her handwriting, I’m certain of it, and these photos,’ she indicated the pictures, ‘are definitely of her and . . . and Olivia. But she talks about Talonor, the Atlantean explorer—’

				‘Yeah, I remember who he is, love,’ said Eddie, smiling.

				‘And she couldn’t possibly have known about him,’ Nina pressed on. ‘The Codex wasn’t found until over a decade after she died.’

				Olivia stood. ‘As I said, the best way for you to find answers is by reading her work. It will explain things, I promise. And I hope, when you see that, you’ll want to speak to me again.’ She produced a card from her purse. ‘My number is on there.’ When Nina didn’t take it, she placed it beside the folders. ‘It’s getting rather late, so I think I should be leaving. I’ll call a cab; there’s no need to see me out.’

				‘It’s no problem,’ said Eddie, escorting her from the room – his glance at Nina telling her that he wanted to make sure she was out of their home.

				He soon returned. ‘Okay, obvious question: is she really your grandma?’

				‘I’m reserving judgement,’ his wife replied. ‘But I’ve got the feeling that . . . she might be.’

				‘But you told me your grandparents were dead.’

				‘That’s what I thought! My mom always said they died in a car accident when she was eighteen, before she started at Columbia. But . . .’ She swapped the page of notes for the Central Park photograph. ‘I can’t deny that she looks like an older version of the woman in this picture – hell, she looks like an older version of my mother.’

				‘Of you too,’ Eddie pointed out.

				‘Great, so if nothing else, at least now I know what I’ll look like when I turn ninety.’ Nina picked up the page again. ‘This was supposedly written before my parents first met in 1974. My mom was already looking for Atlantis, even back then. But . . . Well, you know who Talonor was,’ she said. ‘I don’t see how she could even have heard of him, never mind tracked the route of one of his expeditions.’

				‘Olivia said to read all that lot to find out,’ said Eddie, regarding the collection of notes. ‘Are you going to?’

				Nina let out an exasperated snort. ‘I’ll have to, won’t I? I can hardly ignore it.’

				They both turned as Holly entered. ‘Everything okay?’

				‘Sure,’ Nina answered. ‘How’s Macy?’

				‘She’s soundo. I’ll get going.’

				Eddie handed her several bills. ‘Thanks for looking after her.’

				‘Hey, no problem, Uncle Eddie! I loved doing it. Any time you need me again, just let me know. I’m only a subway ride away.’

				‘Get a cab home,’ he told her, passing her another banknote. ‘There’s a lot of weirdos around after dark.’ He cast a meaningful look at Olivia’s card.

				‘Okay, thanks,’ said Holly. ‘See you again soon.’ She hugged him, then waved to Nina. ‘Tell Macy I said goodbye.’

				‘We will. Thanks,’ Nina replied. Holly grinned, then departed.

				‘She’s a good kid,’ said Eddie.

				‘She is,’ Nina agreed with a smile, which turned into something more pensive. ‘Do you think I’m a good mom?’

				The question surprised him. ‘Course I do.’

				‘Because if Olivia really is my grandmother, that means my own mom lied to me – and my dad – about her my whole life. And they had such a huge fight that they never spoke to each other again. It was so bad that my mom told me she was dead rather than try to repair the relationship.’ She looked towards her daughter’s bedroom. ‘I don’t ever want that to happen with me and Macy.’

				‘Well, one day she’s going to be a teenage girl,’ said Eddie. ‘Then she’ll hate you no matter what.’

				‘Gee, thanks!’ But the wisecrack had disarmed her. ‘So when did you become an expert on the thought processes of teenage girls?’

				‘I’ve got an older sister, remember? Lizzie and my mum used to argue all the time.’ He picked up one of the manila folders. ‘So what’re you going to do with this lot?’

				‘Read it.’

				‘You really think your mum wrote all this?’

				‘If it’s a forgery, then somebody’s gone to an insane amount of trouble. There must be two hundred pages here.’ She pulled out a sheet at random. ‘It’s definitely her handwriting.’

				‘Two hundred pages? She really was as bad as you.’ He tugged off the tie he had grudgingly worn for the premiere. ‘I’m going to bed. You coming?’

				‘Sounds like a good idea.’ She put the folders on her desk, pausing to peruse the loose page. ‘I’ll be right in.’

				He paused at the door. ‘No you won’t.’

				‘Hmm?’

				‘You’re going to start reading it right now, aren’t you? I can tell.’

				She hurriedly put the page down. ‘No, I wasn’t, I . . .’

				He chuckled. ‘It’s okay. I know what you’re like – but considering what that stuff is, I don’t blame you. If someone gave me a bunch of letters from my mum, I’d want to read ’em straight away too.’

				‘Thanks, honey,’ she said with a smile. ‘Are you the most understanding husband in the world, or what?’

				‘I’m the sexiest, definitely.’

				‘Uh-huh.’ They both laughed. ‘I’ll see you in a little while, then. Thanks.’

				‘Don’t stay up too late. Night, love.’

				‘Goodnight.’ They blew each other kisses, and Eddie left her with her mother’s work.

				Nina stared down at the folders. Where to begin?

				At the beginning, she decided with a smile. She found what appeared to be the oldest pages, and started to read.
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