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				About the Book

				Fans of Dan Brown and Clive Cussler will be unable to resist this thrilling new Jack Howard action adventure from Sunday Times bestseller David Gibbins.

				Underwater archaeologist Jack Howard is back with a dangerous mission to uncover a shocking secret which could rewrite history . . .

				In 1890, a British soldier emerges from the depths of a Cairo sewer. He claims to have been trapped for years in an ancient underground complex, and swears that he stumbled upon an incredible collection of gold, treasure, and thousands upon thousands of jars filled with papyri. Dismissed as a madman who has lost his mind in the desert, his story was lost to the world. Until now . . .

				When a colleague of Jack Howard’s stumbles across the soldier’s story, the mention of a ‘blinding shaft of light’ captures Jack’s attention and resurrects the forgotten ramblings. With the political situation in Egypt at boiling point, Jack and his team risk everything in a treacherous archaeological expedition to find the truth. Their mission will take them across the globe, down to the darkest depths of the Red Sea, and back thorugh Egyptian history to the bloody reign of Akhenaten, the Sun-Pharaoh – and keeper of a devastating secret . . .
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				Pharaoh . . . made ready his chariot, and took his people with him; and he took six hundred chosen chariots, and all the chariots of Egypt, and captains over every one of them. And the Lord hardened the heart of Pharaoh King of Egypt, and he pursued after the children of Israel . . . and overtook them encamping by the sea, beside Pihahirth, before Ball-zephon . . . And Moses stretched out his hand over the sea; and the Lord caused the sea to go back . . . And the children of Israel went into the midst of the sea upon the dry ground: and the waters were a wall unto them on their right hand, and on their left. And the Egyptians pursued, and were in after them to the midst of the sea, even all Pharaoh’s horsemen, his chariots and his horsemen . . . and the Lord overthrew the Egyptians in the midst of the sea . . . And the waters returned, and covered the chariots, and the horsemen, and all the host that came into the sea after them; there remained not so much as one of them . . .

				Old Testament, Book of Exodus 14: 6-28 
(King James Version)

				Moses threw down his staff and thereupon it changed to a veritable serpent . . . Pharaoh sent forth heralds to all the cities. ‘These,’ they said, ‘are but a puny band, who have provoked us much. But we are a numerous army, well-prepared.’ . . . At sunrise the Egyptians followed them. And when the two multitudes came within sight of each other, Moses’ companions said: ‘We are surely undone!’ ‘No’, Moses replied, ‘my Lord is with me, and He will guide me.’ We bade Moses strike the sea with his staff, and the sea was cleft asunder, each part as high as a massive mountain. In between We made the others follow. We delivered Moses and all who were with him, and drowned the rest . . .

				Qur’ān, Al-Shu’Arā’ (The Poets), 26: 32-66 
(trans. N.J. Dawood)

				Omens of fire in the chariots’ wind,
Pillars of fire in thunder and storm

				Yannai, possibly c. 7th century AD 
(a Hebrew poem in the Cairo Geniza, 
about the Book of Exodus)

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Prologue

				In the eastern desert of Egypt, in the eighth year of the reign of the pharaoh Akhenaten, in the 18th Dynasty of the New Kingdom, 1343 BC

				The chariot swept round in a wide arc in front of the pharaoh, the horses kicking up a cloud of dust and coming to a halt stamping and snorting, their eyes bloodshot and their mouths flecked with foam. The charioteer held the reins while a portly official stepped off the back, and then he flicked his whip and drove off to join the others waiting in the wings on either side of the pharaoh. The official waddled up, his bare belly juddering, trying to fan the beads of sweat that were forming on his shaven head and jowls. He came to a halt, catching his breath, blinking the sweat out of his eyes as he knelt down and prostrated himself.

				‘Well, vizier, what news from the east?’

				‘May the light of the Aten shine on you, Neferkheperure-Waenre Akhenaten, King of Upper and Lower Egypt, Lord of the East and the West, Lord of the Worlds, Lord of the Heavens and the Earth and all that lies between them.’ The man wheezed, kneeling like a dog in front of the pharaoh, slowly lowering his belly into the dust.

				‘Yes, yes, you fool, get up. What news, I say?’

				The vizier struggled to his feet, his knees and the front of his belly smudged with dust, and then shut his eyes as he declaimed, ‘Their kings prostrate themselves and beg for peace. Canaan is devastated, Ashkelon is vanquished, Gezer is taken, Yenoam is annihilated, the land of the Shasu is laid waste, its seed existing no more; Syria is made a widow for Egypt, and all of the lands have been pacified.’

				Akhenaten tapped his fingers impatiently. It was the same tired old formula, platitudes he had heard reeled out to his father Amenhotep and his grandfather Thutmose before that. He leaned forward in his palanquin chair, the slaves holding it on either side quickly adjusting their positions to keep it upright. ‘Yes, vizier, but what about Mât Urusalim, the Land of Jerusalem? That is what I sent you to resolve.’

				The man reached into a leather pouch on his belt and pulled out a clay tablet, covered with the punched writing that Akhenaten recognised from the tiresome cascade of tablets he received in his royal capital of Amarna from the sea traders of Canaan, all of them wanting to do trade with him. The vizier gave a little cough and attempted to puff out his chest. ‘It is from the King of Jerusalem. It says: “To the pharaoh, my lord. Thus Abdu-Heba, your servant. At the two feet of my lord, the pharaoh, seven times and seven times again I fall. Behold, the pharaoh has set his name in the Land of Jerusalem for ever: so he cannot abandon the lands of Jerusalem! Those who come from Egypt with the golden seal of the pharaoh will be welcome, and may stay.’

				Akhenaten sat back under the shade of the parasol, awash with relief. Everything was as planned. He waved dismissively, but the vizier remained stock-still, uncertain what to do, expecting further instructions. He waved again and the man suddenly took the cue, awkwardly attempting a bow and then shuffling backwards and scurrying out of sight. The commander of the chariot corps who had been standing next to the chair turned to him. ‘With the lands of Canaan vanquished and the King of Jerusalem your vassal, all we have to do now is destroy the renegades in front of us and your conquest of the peoples of the east will be complete. No longer will the kings of Ashkelon or Canaan or Syria side with the Hittites against us. Today the weight of history is in your favour.’

				Akhenaten looked towards the red glow of dawn in the east, above the place a mile from them where the level plain of the desert dropped in a cliff to the great gulf of the sea. ‘Indeed it is, Mehmnet-Ptah. Are your divisions ready?’

				‘The divisions of Ra and Seth are formed up, Pharaoh. All we await now is the division of Mina.’

				‘When the divisions are ready, when the sun glints above the horizon, you will lead the charge in my golden chariot, Mehmnet-Ptah. You will inspire your men, and strike fear into the hearts of the enemy.’

				‘It should be you who drives the golden chariot, Pharaoh.’

				‘The Aten has blinded me to everything but his brilliance, Mehmnet-Ptah. I can no longer see to drive an earthly chariot, but the rays of the Aten will reflect from my eyes and light your way. You will charge on my command.’

				‘It will be so, Pharaoh.’ The general strode off, followed by his retinue of staff officers. On either side the chariots of the two divisions stood in long lines as far as the eye could see, the horses drinking from buckets carried up and down the line by slaves, the charioteers and bowmen sitting in the sand behind, resting and checking the torsion of their bows. Their chariots were of a new design, lithe, well sprung, copied from the chariots of the Mitanni that Mehmnet-Ptah had so admired when he had campaigned in the ancient land of the two rivers when he was a youth. It had been Moses the Israelite who had given them the design, who had brought before him an Assyrian chariot maker from among the slaves willing to trade the secrets for his freedom; Moses who with his people was concealed behind that distant ridge overlooking the sea, waiting for the trumpets to blare and the chariots to come thundering towards them across the desert.

				Akhenaten stared again at the horizon, shifting his head slightly from side to side. His eyesight was not as bad as he had made out, but the image of the sun was seared into his eyes from the time he had spent staring up at it in the desert, soaking in the rays of the Aten. He contented himself with imagining the shimmer of the great gulf of the sea beyond, and on the clifftop above it the encampment of the Israelites. He had told Moses to camp there, brazenly so, on the very edge of the cliff, their campfires burning through the night so that when the Egyptian scouts saw them there should be no uncertainty, and the massed army that followed would know where to aim their chariots with the coming of dawn in order to destroy the Israelites once and for ever.

				He thought of that word: Israelite. It was Akhenaten who had given it to them, plucked from among the multitude of their origins because it was the name of Moses’ own tribe, and he who had first written it down for them in a hieroglyphic cartouche. Yet those few hundred encamped by the sea were of many origins – Syrian, Canaanite, Elamite, Hurrian – from all of the tribes and kingdoms between Egypt and the Hittites and the empire of the Assyrians, prisoners of war and their descendants from the many campaigns waged by Egypt in those lands. To be called Israelite, to accept it, did not give the slaves the illusion of one origin, but the dream of one destiny. It had been the dream of Moses, the one who had been his slave and had become his brother, who had travelled with him to the desert of Nubia and shared the revelation of the Aten, the god whom Moses in his language called Jehovah, the one and only god.

				After today both men would be able to fulfil the dream they had shared in the desert. Akhenaten would return to his capital stronger than before, a vanquisher of enemies, a warrior-pharaoh like his father and grandfather, unhindered by those of the old religion who would seek to undermine him; Moses and his people could celebrate their miraculous deliverance from the army of the pharaoh and go to the haven that Akhenaten had found for them, far away on the rocky mount of Jerusalem. Together they would build not one City of Light but two, shining beacons of the one god that would unify all of the peoples of the world and make wisdom and knowledge the new religion.

				He felt a presence to his right, and turned, seeing past the slaves holding up his chair to a chariot that had drawn up alongside. Through his blurred vision and the dust the chariot seemed monochrome, a coppery red, as if it had somehow driven up from the underworld, and for a second he remembered the cold fear he had felt as a boy when he was still in the grips of the old religion and its superstitions. He then heard the voice of a woman, hoarse and sharp-edged. ‘Akhenaten,’ she said contemptuously, looking down from the chariot on him. ‘Who is this Akhenaten? I know only Amenhotep, the weakling child who always had his head in papyrus scrolls.’ She spoke in a language incomprehensible to those around them, the language of their great-great grandmother Ahhotep, first Mistress of the Shores, wife of the pharaoh Ahmose, a language learned in secret by all in the royal line who descended from her.

				‘A lot has happened since you were last here, Mina,’ he replied, speaking in her tongue. ‘I am now pharaoh, and you are Mistress of the Shores.’

				‘Pah.’ She spat the words out. ‘Mistress of the Shores. I am more than that. We hold the men of Mycenae in our thrall. They think they control our island that you Egyptians call Hau-nebut, because when they came after the gods inundated our palaces with the great wave we retreated to the mountains and the southern shore. But we seduce their warriors and breed with them and take our female offspring as our own, training them in all the skills that Ahhotep passed down to us. I am no longer merely Mistress of the Shores. Now, I am Mistress of War.’

				Akhenaten smiled to himself. Minas had come from her island fastness to the north at his beckoning, promised gold but lured more by the prospect of war. Her warriors had sailed across the sea in sleek ships, so unlike anything Egyptian; vessels that he would one day use for his own final voyage. Minas had always been one for posturing, but unlike many male warriors who boasted, it was backed up by a bloodcurdling ability on the battlefield, with what she called kharme, battle-lust. They had been the mercenaries of choice for his father and grandfather, preferred over the Nubians who had now become too integrated into Egypt and her intrigues. Minas was perfect for Akhenaten’s task. He needed mercenaries who would do exactly as they were bidden, who would leave with their gold and never tell the truth of what had happened on this day.

				He looked sideways at the chariot again, suddenly seeing her. She was standing on the platform, one hand on her hip, holding the reins. Her thick black hair was wound around her head and fell in tresses behind her back, hanging over her bow. She wore a skirt and corset, but her ample breasts were exposed, pushed up by her corset. Two big snakes curled over them and around her neck, and with her free hand she slowly caressed them. Behind her he could see more chariots drawn up, a division he knew amounted to no more than two hundred warriors but would be easily enough for his purpose.

				She gestured towards the cliff edge to the east. ‘It will be suicidal for your chariots. Is this your purpose?’

				He refused to answer directly. ‘When I give the signal, you and your warriors will charge ahead of the two Egyptian divisions. They will already be stoked up, and seeing your women take the lead, bravado and lust will drive them further. But only you will know that the Israelite encampment is right on the cliff edge, with no room to wheel once they have driven through it. At the last moment before reaching the camp you will wheel to the right and left and leave the two Egyptian divisions to charge straight through.’

				‘Over the cliff into the sea.’

				‘Are your chariots up to the task?’

				She snorted. ‘It is not the chariot that matters, but the charioteer. We all drive the same chariots, your divisions and mine. They all have wheels at the back, six spokes, and the leather harnesses that yoke the horses. They can be driven as fast as the sound of their coming, but drive them that fast and you will never be able to turn them. Your charioteers are inexperienced, and train too little. You have been lazy in war, Akhenaten, unlike your father and grandfather. You have been spending too much time staring at the sun. But today the inexperience of your charioteers will work to your advantage. They think that the ease with which they can gather speed makes them nimble and warlike, when it will just hurtle them to their deaths. My charioteers know how to fly towards an enemy and then wheel at the last minute, to loose their arrows at close range. We will do the same manoeuvre today.’

				‘Prepare your division.’

				She pulled on the reins and turned her chariot back towards the others. Akhenaten remembered the last time she had been in Egypt, when he had called on her to protect the border to the south against nomadic raiding. She had visited him and Nefertiti in Amarna and held their child Tutankh-aten, a sickly boy whom nobody expected to live long enough to be his successor. Minas had suggested that they expose him, as they did unwanted infants in the mountains of her island; she had said if he did survive he would be too weak to resist a resurgence of the old religion, plunging Egypt back into an obsession with the afterlife and the priests once again in control. Akhenaten had known that she was right, but he could not bring himself to kill his own son. It was then that he knew his legacy would have to be a secret one, not open for all to see as the new Jerusalem would be, but something hidden, secreted away in the most venerated place in Egypt where its presence could be safeguarded for the future by a new priesthood sworn to serve only the Aten.

				The line of trumpeters to his left had been gaping at Minas and her bare-breasted warriors, and now looked at him expectantly. To the east the glow of dawn had become stronger, and now a crack of sunlight appeared between land and sky. He extended his left hand, and the trumpeters instantly raised their instruments and blew; a ragged noise at first that levelled out and became a deafening blare across the desert. It was the signal to mount up. The men turned from leering at the women and leapt on their chariots, the drivers unleashing the reins and standing with their whips at the ready, the archers pulling arrows out of their quivers and stringing them loosely in their bows. Out of the dust to his right Mehmnet-Ptah appeared in his royal chariot, glinting now in the sunlight, his great curved sword upraised, pulling to a halt just ahead of the start line. Stamped into the gold and electrum shield at the front of the chariot Akhenaten could see the wings of Horus, the falcon-god, and above it the rays of the Aten and the cartouche containing his own name. Behind him Minas drew up with a section of her chariots, and he saw others of her division stream off to the left and right to take up positions on either flank of the Egyptian charioteers, ready to funnel them towards the encampment below the rising sun.

				Akhenaten’s own chariot drew up alongside. He got up, waved the charioteer aside, and took his place at the reins. He would drive the chariot himself, spurring his army on like the warrior pharaohs of old, but would fall back behind the main body before they converged on the cliff encampment. He stared to the east, narrowing his eyes. The light was stronger now, searing his vision on either side of his blind spot. If he did not give the signal soon the horses would shy away from it, but he wanted to wait long enough that it blinded the drivers as they hurtled closer to the cliff edge. The blare of the trumpets had also been the last warning to any of the Israelites who might remain in the camp. Moses should by now have spirited them away along the perilous path just beneath the lip of the cliff, and they should be far away to the north. If all went to plan, after this morning there would no longer be an Egyptian chariot army to pursue them; they should be able to make their way across the northern isthmus of the gulf beyond the border of Egypt and to safety.

				Mehmnet-Ptah looked back to him. Akhenaten raised his arm again, and then dropped it. With a huge battle cry the general whipped his horses forward, his sword flashing. On either side the ground rumbled and, like a great wave breaking on a beach, the line of chariots surged forward in a cacophony of yelling and neighing and screeching of wheels. Then Mina and her chariots followed, hurtling ahead like a spear thrust through the centre of the line. For an instant Akhenaten saw her as he whipped his horses forward, seeing the snakes held high above her head like batons, writhing and turning, her warriors shrieking and ululating as they shot past. Soon they had overtaken Mehmet-Ptah and disappeared in the cloud of dust that had risen above the plain. Far out on either side he could see the two flanking lines sweeping ahead and closing in to constrict the main force, driving it towards the clifftop encampment. As the dust enveloped the last of the charioteers all he could hear was an extraordinary din, like the sound of a rushing sandstorm heading out from the desert and dropping into the canyon of the sea.

				He veered right, reached the cliff edge and turned to look back at the Israelite encampment. The dust cloud had rolled ahead of the chariots and erupted like a huge exhalation from the desert, billowing and swirling out over the sea. An astonishing sight met his eyes, almost impossible to register. In the final seconds as they had realised their mistake in driving too fast at the cliff edge, the first rank of charioteers had tried to rein in their horses, slowing them enough that the following ranks had crashed into them, each successive rank doing the same. The combined momentum of horses and chariots and men had pushed the entire army in one impacted mass over the cliff, the leading edge appearing out of the dust cloud hundreds of feet above the sea. For a moment it seemed suspended in space, like a great frieze of battle carved into the wall of a temple, and then with a cacophony of shrieking and whinnying and bellowing it plummeted to the sea, a thrashing, seething mass of limbs and wheels and spars that fell like some monstrous apparition from the heavens, hitting the water with a mighty crash. Giant waves erupted around the edges, throwing dismembered parts of horses and men far into the air to rain down on either side. Within the tumult it was as if the seas themselves had parted, exposing a sloping sandy seabed littered with chariots that still seemed to be driving forward into the depths, their horses and charioteers gone.

				Churning waters enveloped the scene, shattered and burst bodies and slicks of blood lying thick on the surface of the sea. Akhenaten peered along the cliff face to the north, imagining the Israelites who he knew would have been left behind to watch before catching up with the main exodus. He knew that what they had seen today, the destruction of an army, the parting of the seas, would become a legend of their people as they fled along the great canyon of the gulf to the north. It truly had been the work of the Aten, the chariot army having been blinded by the rays of the sun, but only he and Moses would know that it was a deliverance planned not by divine wisdom but by two men intent on saving those whom they had chosen to be the people to carry forth the worship of the one God.

				Then on the cliff edge out of the dust on either side he saw a distant line of chariots streaming off to the north and south, looping round to their rendezvous point somewhere behind him; it was Mina’s division, their job done. But from the centre of the dust storm there was nothing, no longer any sound, no chariots returning. He had achieved what no enemy of Egypt had achieved in a thousand years, and had driven a pharaoh’s army, his own army, to utter destruction, over a cliff into the sea, leaving no survivors and no trace of their passing.

				He reined around and turned his back on the scene, looking to the left, then right, and seeing the emptiness where the army had once been, the dust still settling on the scuffed hoof prints and the shallow depressions where the soldiers had been resting mere minutes before. He felt the warmth of the sun on his neck, and looking to the west saw only the burning white disk in his vision that blotted out all but the shimmering sands of the desert. It was with him all the time now, the light of the Aten shining through all of his thoughts and his deeds.

				Now was the time for his own destiny.
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				1

				The Gulf of Suez, Egypt, present day

				Jack Howard sank slowly into the depths of the Red Sea, injecting a blast of air into his stabiliser jacket and reaching neutral buoyancy only inches above the seabed. Ahead of him the sand shimmered with the sunlight that streamed down from the surface some thirty metres overhead, blocked only by the shadow of the dive boat at the edge of his field of vision. For a few moments he hung there, barely breathing, perfectly at one with the sea. When Jack dived he was always seeking the past, in shipwrecks, in sunken ruins, in humble scraps of evidence or fabulous treasures, some of it dating back to the dawn of recorded history. And yet for him the experience of diving was all about the present, about the heightened awareness and rush of adrenalin that came when every breath was precious and your life depended on it. In more than thirty years of diving he had never lost it, from his first dives as a boy through his academic training as an archaeologist and his time as a navy diver to his years with the International Maritime University, on expeditions that spanned the globe. It was the same allure that had drawn men to the sea for millennia, men whose past receded with the shoreline, their future hemmed in by the vagaries of storm and wreck, whose survival could only be measured as far as they could see ahead. For Jack it was intoxicating, his lifeblood. He knew that even if he found nothing this time, the dive would revitalise him, would push him forward to try again, never to give up as long as the past beckoned him to explore its deepest secrets.

				He stared around him. To his left a cliff rose steeply up the western shore of the gulf, the rock furrowed and worn. To his right the seabed dropped off to the abyss at the centre of the gulf, punctuated by the heads of coral that rose out of the sand like giant mushrooms. He strained his eyes, scanning the seabed: still nothing. And yet his gut feeling told him to carry on, an instinct born of more than thirty years of underwater exploration in which he had rarely made a bad call and never given up while the window was still open. For three days now he and Costas had dived repeatedly along this coast, covering more than a kilometre of seabed, and he was determined to use every last second of dive time available to them. The prize that he knew lay somewhere out there was big enough to justify the risk they had taken coming here, and they might never again have a chance like this.

				A voice crackled in his ears, its familiar New York tones clear even through the intercom. ‘Jack. It’s my worst nightmare.’

				Jack turned, seeing the sparkling veil of exhaust bubbles at the edge of his visibility some thirty metres upslope, the diver kneeling on the seabed beneath. Costas Kazantzakis had been his constant dive companion for almost twenty years now, ever since they had first met and come up with the idea of an institute for exploration and research. Costas had learned virtually everything he knew about archaeology from Jack, who in turn had come to rely on his friend for engineering expertise and general practical know-how. He remembered the last time he and Costas had dived together in the Red Sea, almost five years before. Then, they had been seeking a fortune in gold lost in a Roman ship trading out to India, following clues in fragments of an ancient merchant’s guide found by their colleague Maurice Hiebermeyer in a desert excavation. Now, five years later, they were again following clues in ancient writing, but instead of a newly discovered text it was one of the greatest works of literature ever known, words and verses pored over and memorised by millions. And what was at stake was not just a treasure in artefacts but the truth behind one of the oldest adventure stories ever told, a foundation myth in one of the world’s great religious traditions, yet a tradition that may have been torn apart by an event of unimaginable destruction at this very spot over three thousand years ago.

				He tapped his intercom. ‘What is it?’

				‘Two sea snakes. Right in front of me, Jack, swaying, working out which bit of my neck to lick. Just like those snake batons from the tomb of Tutankhamun that gave me the jitters in the Cairo Museum. It’s the undead, come back to haunt me for violating the temple we found under the Nile.’

				‘Those weren’t snakes, Costas. They were crocodiles. A temple to the crocodile god, Sobek.’

				‘They’re all friends, right? Crocodile gods, snake gods. Violate one, you violate all of them. Right now I wish I’d never got involved with archaeologists.’

				‘Remember our cover, Costas. We’re here to photograph the wildlife. Our dive boat captain’s probably watching us through his glass-bottomed bucket right now. You need to look the part, but just keep your distance.’

				‘Don’t worry. Every great explorer has their phobia, Jack. Mine’s just become sea snakes.’

				‘Yeah, along with, at the last count, rats, skeletons and anything decayed. Especially mummies.’

				‘Don’t mention mummies, Jack. Just don’t go there.’

				‘That’s why I brought you here, remember? To get away from all that. You’re always on at me about wanting more down time, and now you’ve got it. A holiday on the Red Sea, and still you complain.’

				‘Jack, holiday means sun lounger under a parasol, gin and tonics, the occasional splash in the sea, delightful female company. It doesn’t mean another Jack and Costas against-the-clock hunt for some lost archaeological treasure. It doesn’t mean the entire Egyptian security service on our tails, our lives dependent on some dodgy dive boat captain who probably moonlights as a pirate, and just to cap it all, a major war about to start overhead.’

				‘You love it, Costas. Admit it.’

				‘Yeah, right. Like I love being licked by sea snakes.’

				‘How’s your air?’

				‘A hundred bar and counting. Enough for half an hour at my depth, twenty minutes where you are.’

				‘Okay. You see that triple coral head about twenty metres in front of me? At my four o’clock from that, about twenty metres down the slope, there’s a cluster of smaller coral heads I want to look at. There’s something strange about them. That’s as far as we’re going to get on this dive.’

				‘Roger that, Jack. Wait there while I take a picture.’

				Jack stared, riveted by the scene. For a long time it had been thought that the Red Sea was fatal for sea snakes, being too saline for them to be able to filter out enough of the salt to make the water drinkable. But reports of sea snakes in the Red Sea had circulated among divers for several months now, and fishermen had brought in several specimens. The captain of the dive boat had spoken of it to Jack the night before, telling him of turbulence he had seen on the surface of the sea at night, patches of disturbed water and phosphorescence that looked like feeding schools of fish but that he thought were writhing schools of snakes. In the Indian Ocean they were known to rise to the surface to drink fresh water after a rainstorm, and he thought that they had reached the northern limit of their tolerance at the entrance to the Gulf of Suez, where the sea becomes even more saline, and were congregating there in a desperate attempt to find drinkable water, drawn in large numbers to a few places where the water was fresher. He had pointed to a desert spring that trickled down the cliff face to the beach at this spot, and had thought there might be other freshwater upwellings below the seabed near the shoreline.

				Jack watched Costas reach out and turn the camera on himself and the snakes, and then he pressed his intercom. ‘You might not want to alarm them. I’d keep the flash off if I were you.’

				‘You know what I feel about snakes, Jack. I’m trying not to shake all over. I just need one selfie to show that I’ve overcome my fear.’

				‘Did you hear what our captain said about the snakes last night?’

				‘I heard the word snake, and then I put on my headphones. I didn’t want any bad dreams on our final night here.’

				‘He said the ones he’s seen are Pelamis platurus, the yellow-bellied sea snake.’

				‘Got it. Black body, yellow belly. They look kind of Egyptian, the sort of thing you’d see swirling around Tutankhamun in his tomb.’

				‘Just don’t get bitten.’

				‘Don’t say that, Jack. I thought sea snakes were pretty passive.’

				‘Not when they’re thirsty. And these ones might be a little deranged. They shouldn’t really be in the Red Sea, and they’ve swum in the wrong direction if they want to find water that’s less saline. The Gulf of Suez would be a death zone for them.’

				‘Okay, Jack.’ Costas slowly withdrew the camera. ‘Give me the lowdown. You should have said earlier.’

				‘I didn’t want to break the spell.’

				‘That’s done.’

				‘Progressive flaccid paralysis, leading to muscle breakdown, renal failure and death. Get bitten out here, and you’re a goner.’

				‘Great.’ Costas sounded distant, and had gone still in the water. ‘Any suggestions?’

				‘You remember that spring we saw above the cliff face? The outflow should be coming into the sea just opposite. If you slowly ascend and the snakes stay with you, they might sense the fresh water and swim towards it, away from you.’

				‘Got you.’ Costas slowly reached towards the valve that bled air into his buoyancy compensator. One of the snakes slid under the jacket, came out through the neck opening and coiled itself around Costas’ hand, hovering over his fingers, its mouth open. Costas had stopped exhaling, and for a moment there was no movement. Jack felt his own breathing lessen, as if he too were worried that the snake might be disrupted by his exhaust bubbles, and he watched, his heart pounding, barely believing what might be about to happen. After all they had been through it seemed absurd that a chance encounter with sea life could put an end to everything, but it was an occupational hazard as dangerous as anything else. He held his own breath, staring. A few seconds later the snake slid over Costas’ mask and then uncoiled above him, looking towards the surface, its mouth opening and closing. Costas pressed the valve and slowly began to ascend, his legs motionless, letting the buoyancy do all the work. After about five metres both of the snakes uncoiled and swam up towards the surface, rising on the mass of bubbles from Costas’ exhaust. He watched them swim towards shore on the surface, sinuous black shapes silhouetted by the sunlight, and then bled air from his jacket and swam towards Jack.

				Jack turned to face ahead, regulating his breathing until he was hanging almost motionless in the water. He thought about what Costas had just said. A war about to start. He stared north along the slope to a rocky promontory that marked the limit of their survey area. Earlier that day an Egyptian navy patrol boat had told the dive boat captain in no uncertain terms that he must not stray into the military zone that lay beyond the promontory. Tensions between Egypt and Israel were higher than they had been for decades, with the Middle East closer to meltdown than it had been since the Yom Kippur war of 1973. The extremist hold on Iraq had been tightening again; only Iran remained a beacon of stability, ironically courted by the West after years of standoff. To the north of Israel, the true intentions of the extremists who had flocked into Syria during the civil war had become clear, with their attention turning from fighting the regime to sending rockets and suicide bombers across the Israeli border. To the south, the Israelis had watched the political turmoil in Egypt with dismay, as the newly installed Islamist regime was now itself threatened by extremists, a faction whose sympathies lay more with the jihadists in Syria and Iraq than it did with the interests of the Egyptian people. Most worryingly, it had become clear that the Egyptian army, in the past a force for moderation, had been infiltrated to the highest level by officers in the extremist camp, a process that had been going on in secret for years.

				A military coup now would not bring stability as it had done in the past, but would provide clout for an extremist takeover. And everyone knew that if that happened the Israelis would have no choice but to act. A war now would not be a lightning conflict as in 1973, brought to heel by superpower intervention, but a prolonged conflict, escalating into surrounding countries, into Libya, Somalia and Iraq, drawing in Iran and Turkey, with outside powers lacking the strength to mediate a peace, their credibility undermined by the failed interventions in Iraq, Afghanistan and Syria. The war would start on the eastern frontiers of Egypt, in the skies above them now, and could turn into the cataclysm that everyone watching the Middle East had feared since the end of the Cold War: a new kind of world war, one marked not only by a wildfire of conventional conflicts but also by unfettered terrorism, paralysing the world and bringing fear to people in a way that had not been seen since the threat of a nuclear holocaust two generations before.

				As if to underline his thoughts, the deep rumble of a low-flying jet coursed through him, one of a succession of warplanes that had been flying towards the Egyptian border over the past few hours. The captain of the dive boat had been jittery enough without the ultimatum from the patrol vessel, and was now standing off from their anchorage point with his engine already fired up. Jack and Costas were here anonymously, posing as recreational divers, having chartered the boat with the cover of being photographers. The only way now that Jack could extend their time on-site would be for him to blow their cover and tell the authorities that they were on the cusp of a breakthrough discovery, but to do so would be to court disaster. The new Antiquities Director in Cairo was a political stooge and had been shutting down foreign excavations in Egypt on a daily basis. A month ago he had been enraged to discover that Jack and Costas had been exploring beneath the pyramids at Giza, had refused their request to clear the underground passage they had found and had rescinded their permit.

				Anything Jack tried now would almost certainly result in the International Maritime University being blacklisted in Egypt, his deportation and the closure of all the remaining IMU projects in the country, as well as threatening Hiebermeyer’s Institute of Archaeology in Alexandria, an affiliate of IMU. At this moment Maurice was working desperately to complete his excavation of the mummy necropolis in the Faiyum oasis, the culmination of a lifelong passion for Egyptology that might still produce astonishing finds. For him, every moment now counted just as it did for Jack, but Hiebermeyer’s entire soul and career was wrapped up in ancient Egypt and Jack was not willing to risk his friend’s chance of bringing his excavation to some kind of completion. There was no leeway: this dive would be their last one on-site, with the chances of them ever returning overshadowed by the cloud that now hung over the entire Middle East, not just Egypt.

				He closed his eyes for a moment, breathing in slowly and deeply, knowing that each draw on his tank now represented a final countdown to the end of the dive. Over the past few months in Sudan and Egypt he had pushed the envelope further than he ever had done before, and had raised more than a few eyebrows among the IMU Board of Directors. Officially Jack was IMU’s archaeological director and Costas its submersibles expert. When Jack had set up IMU fifteen years before he had relinquished control to an independent board because he had seen too many institutes wobble under the control of a founding director who had put too many eggs in one basket. IMU projects were now spread around the globe, encompassing oceanography and geology as well as archaeology, and IMU acted as an umbrella for affiliated institutes, including Hiebermeyer’s beside the ancient harbour of Alexandria on the Mediterranean coast of Egypt. One of the board’s remits was to rein in any project that had become a political flashpoint, potentially threatening IMU’s reputation and wider activities in the region. Through no fault of his own, Jack had endured the Sudanese authorities terminating his diving in the upper Nile and had then experienced the barely contained furore over their pyramid exploration, seeing Jack up against the same extremist element that had infiltrated the regimes in both countries. For some days now Jack had wondered whether it would be the new Egyptian antiquity authorities or the IMU Board of Directors that would cause his final departure from Egypt. Either way, he knew his time was running perilously short.

				He glanced at his wrist computer. There were still fifteen minutes of dive time left, precious moments in which he could push aside the modern world and focus all of his being on the diving. For Jack, no amount of equipment preparation, of preparation of body and mind, of bringing a lifetime of experience to bear, could guarantee his ability to see beyond the perimeter of his vision to what might lie ahead. Living for the moment was more than just an intoxication for him but had become a tool of his trade, sharpening his senses and his acuity of observation, clearing his mind and allowing him to see more in a few moments on the seabed than he could do in hours on land. He stared down the slope, and saw the seconds slipping away on his dive computer. He knew that he was going to have to bring all of that acuity to bear if they were to stand any chance of finding what all of his instincts told him lay out there: a revelation that just might shake the foundations of history.
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				Jack stared up at the hull of the dive boat some thirty metres overhead, watching as the captain gunned the engine to keep clear of the shore. Something nudged him. ‘Jack.’ He heard the suck of another regulator, and turned to see Costas hovering behind him. It was still a double take to see him in rented scuba gear rather than the usual E-suit, an all-environment drysuit with Kevlar exoskeleton and an integrated rebreather that Costas had developed more than ten years before at the International Maritime University engineering lab in Cornwall, constantly refining it since then. Out here anything with an IMU logo was going to attract unwanted attention; even the full-face masks with intercom were a lucky find in the backroom of the dive operator they had decided to hire, and all they had brought of their own was Costas’ photo rig and the GoPro camera he had strapped to his forehead. Yet Jack relished going back to basics, to the kind of equipment he had pored over in dive magazines as a boy. Sucking on a battered rental regulator gave him the same thrill he had felt when he did it on his first open water dive all those years ago.

				He steadied himself, injecting a small blast of air into his stabiliser jacket. ‘What is it?’

				‘Found something.’

				Jack shook his head, staring back down the slope. The coral heads were shimmering with schools of fish, and in the distance he saw the flash of a white-tipped reef shark. ‘Not yet. But I want to look at those outcrops down there. It means going a bit deeper, and I know we can’t risk extending our no-stop time with the boat having no recompression chamber. But even if we only have five minutes, that might be enough.’

				‘No. I mean I found something.’

				Jack turned to him, and caught his breath. Costas was kneeling on the sand holding an object in front of his camera. It was a rusty old rifle, the stock riddled with shipworm and the metal receiver caked with marine growth. Jack lifted it from him, staring at the distinctive magazine and bolt. ‘Lee-Enfield Mark III,’ he said, turning it over, seeing the magazine cut-off and long-range volley sights. ‘First World War issue, early on, before 1916.’

				Costas held up a rusted charger clip containing five staggered cartridges with rimmed bases. ‘There’s more where this comes from, Jack. Strewn down the slope behind me. It looks like the remains of several crates.’

				‘You sure?’

				‘All the same. Lee-Enfield rifles and .303 ammunition.’

				Jack’s heart began to pound. Maurice Hiebermeyer’s Egyptian wife Aysha had been researching old archaeological reports in the Cairo Museum, and had come across a diary written by an archaeologist friend of T.E. Lawrence, Lawrence of Arabia, a man who had served alongside him as an intelligence officer during the First World War and had assisted with the Arab Revolt. She had nearly put the diary aside when her eye had been caught by a remarkable sketch, and she had read the accompanying entry. While loading arms from shore at a clandestine transit point in the Gulf of Suez the dhow carrying the arms had capsized, and in the scrabble to recover what they could the officer had pulled up something else from the shallows, something much older.

				Jack had been at the institute in Alexandria when Aysha had shown Hiebermeyer the sketch, and had seen his jaw drop. With its curved shape the object could have been medieval, perhaps Saracen, but there was one particular feature that had convinced Hiebermeyer it was ancient Egyptian, dating no later than the end of the New Kingdom in the late second millennium BC; if so, it was a prestige object owned by someone of wealth and high rank. They had pinpointed the stretch of coast to within a few kilometres and were pondering how such an object could have been lost there, so far from the heartland of Egypt, when Costas had looked up from the submersibles manual he had been studying in a corner of the room and had recited a passage from the Old Testament’s Book of Exodus. The atmosphere in the room had suddenly gone electric; for a few moments all of Jack’s frustration at their unresolved pyramid quest had gone out the window. Any lingering sense that this new quest was deflecting his attention from the bigger prize, from what lay beneath the pyramid, was overcome as soon as he dropped off the boat for the first dive. For the past three days, after discovering the site where the officer had found the artefact and more evidence of that astonishing biblical event, it had eclipsed all other thoughts.

				Jack stared ahead. The words that had been running through his head all through the dive surfaced again, and he spoke them slowly. ‘“We bade Moses strike the sea with his staff, and the sea was cleft asunder, each part as high as a massive mountain. In between We made the others follow. We delivered Moses and all who were with him, and drowned the rest.”’

				Costas swam alongside him. ‘Come again, Jack?’

				‘Do you remember in Alexandria quoting the Book of Exodus, on pharaoh and the Egyptian chariots chasing the Israelites?’

				‘Advantage of a strict Greek Orthodox upbringing. I know a lot about submersibles, and a lot about the Bible.’

				‘Well, my quote was from the Qur’an, Al-Shu’ Arā’, The Poets.’

				‘Huh,’ Costas replied. ‘Same prophet, same God.’

				‘And same pharaoh,’ Jack replied. ‘That’s who “the others” means in the quote. “Lord of the East and West, and all between.” I don’t know about the parting of the sea, but we’re about to find out if the nub of the story is historical reality.’

				‘You think that pharaoh’s our guy? The one we were chasing in the desert? Akhenaten?’

				Jack checked his contents gauge. He had only ten minutes of air left. He pointed ahead to the cluster of coral heads. ‘There’s only one way to find out. Let’s move.’

				Jack powered ahead of Costas, finning hard as he dropped down to thirty-five metres depth, then forty. It was deeper than he had thought it would be, and they were going to have less time. The diffused light at this depth meant that the brilliant colours of the coral heads closer to shore had now been reduced to dark shades of blue, making it more difficult to distinguish any unusual features. With only a few minutes remaining, Jack’s thinking automatically switched to free-diving mode, as if he had taken a single breath of air on the surface and had to maximise every moment on the seabed. He reached a central point above the coral heads and sank to the sand. There was no question that the heads were unusual, almost as if they were lined in ranks extending down the slope, more densely concentrated than on the surrounding seabed. He began to look between them, finning quickly over the gaps, scrutinising the sand for artefacts. Nothing.

				He glanced back at Costas, who was a few metres upslope shining the torch on his strobe array at one of the coral heads, floating slowly around it. ‘I’ve drawn a blank,’ Jack said. ‘There could be material under the sand, but it could be metres deep. I’m going to ascend slowly just in case a wider view gets anything, and then we’ve got to go.’

				‘Wrong, Jack.’

				‘What do you mean, wrong?’

				‘I mean, wrong. It’s not buried. It was once buried, but now it’s all around us. Get over here.’

				Costas began taking photos, the strobes flashing as fast as they could recharge. Jack glanced at the warning light on his dive computer, and then finned over towards him. ‘I see coral,’ he said. ‘An unusual amount at this depth, but that’s it.’

				Costas switched off the torch on his strobe array, and the brilliant colours that had been lit up in the artificial light were reduced to blue. He pointed to a complex growth of coral at the base of the head. ‘Now look.’

				Jack stared hard, dropping down in front of a jumble of coral that extended out in front of the head. It reminded him of marine growth on the decayed iron structure of modern wrecks, preserving shapes that would otherwise have disintegrated. He remembered the clandestine First World War shipment at this spot; they might be looking at other material that had fallen off the dhow, encased in coral after a century underwater.

				He shifted slightly sideways, and then he saw it. ‘A wheel,’ he exclaimed. ‘I can see the spokes of a wheel, and the curved line of the rim.’

				‘Not just one wheel, Jack. There’s another one on the opposite side. And there’s a curved facing in between them, and a shape like a coral-encrusted pole sticking out front.’

				Costas dropped behind Jack, taking pictures of him in front of the head. Jack stared in astonishment. ‘My God.’

				There was no doubt about it. He was looking at the preserved form of a chariot, encased in coral. ‘The wheel,’ he said hoarsely. ‘The spacing of the spokes suggests a six-spoke wheel, typical of the New Kingdom. I think we just hit pay dirt.’

				‘Bingo,’ Costas said. ‘Congratulations, Jack.’

				‘You spotted it.’ Jack twisted round, staring. There were dozens of them, hundreds, a cascade of chariots down the slope. He turned back to the one in front of him. The flash of the strobe revealed an unusual colour, a shimmer of pale gold emerging from the sand at the base of the head. ‘Good God,’ he exclaimed.

				‘What is it?’

				‘Get close up and photograph it. There’s about a ten-centimetre square section of gold there, maybe electrum.’

				‘I can see a wing,’ Costas muttered, the strobe flashing. ‘The end of a wing.’

				‘It’s the falcon-god Horus,’ Jack exclaimed. ‘Wait till Maurice sees that. The symbol of a pharaoh.’

				‘It can’t get much better than this, Jack.’

				Jack pushed off, rising above the head and scanning the others. ‘I’m trying to understand how this happened. How these chariots were preserved like this.’

				‘I’ve got it. Think bodies at Pompeii, Jack. Bodies preserved as hollow casts in the volcanic ash as it solidified over them. Check out the base of that coral head: you can still see traces of the mud that once encased the chariots, now rock hard. You remember this morning we were scanning the cliff from the dive boat, thinking how unstable it looked? I think those chariots came hurtling over the cliff and caused a massive landslide, enveloping them in earth and debris as they fell to the sea floor. The material in that cliff may contain a volcanic dust like the pozzolana of the Vesuvius area, something that caused the mud to solidify underwater.’

				‘Got you,’ Jack said. ‘Like hydraulic concrete.’

				‘Exactly. The hardened masses were buried in sand but as that shifted with the current over the centuries the masses were exposed, some of them resisting erosion long enough for coral to form and preserve them in the way we see them today. That one with the gold fronting happened to be eroded in such a way that the coral formed over those features just as the mud casing was about to wash away completely, so the features of the wheels and pole are preserved in the shape of the coral. The others masses we can see are probably shapeless lumps now, but raise them to the surface, fill them with plaster, break them open and hey presto, you’ve got a pharaoh’s chariot army reborn.’

				Jack remembered the lines of the Book of Exodus that Costas had quoted a few days before:

				and the Egyptians pursued, and were in after them to the midst of the sea, even all Pharaoh’s horsemen, his chariots and his horsemen . . . and the Lord overthrew the Egyptians in the midst of the sea . . . And the waters returned, and covered the chariots, and the horsemen, and all the host that came into the sea after them; there remained not so much as one of them.

				He felt a huge rush of excitement, and punched the water. His dive computer began beeping, indicating that he was now at his no-stop limit. ‘Time to go. We’ve done all we can here. A fantastic result.’

				‘A few more pictures, Jack. Be with you in a moment.’

				Jack glanced at his contents gauge. He was well into the red, with only twenty bar remaining. He knew that if he breathed hard now he would soon feel the resistance of an emptying tank. He needed to relax, to moderate his breathing, but to keep it at a normal rate in order to expel as much nitrogen as possible as he ascended. He finned off the seabed, his hand ready on the vent on his stabiliser jacket in order to expel air as it expanded, keeping his rate of ascent no faster than the speed of his exhaust bubbles. The one thing they could not afford was a decompression incident, with the nearest chamber hours away. He looked up, aiming at the metal bar suspended ten metres below the boat as a decompression safety stop, seeing the two hanging regulators from cylinders of pure oxygen on the boat that would help to flush the nitrogen further. With Costas now having exceeded the no-stop time for his depth, they had all the more need of the oxygen now.

				He looked down as he rose, seeing the repeated flash from Costas’ strobes as he took as many photographs as he could, finning quickly between the outcrops and dropping deeper to get the best angles. Along with the video from the GoPro camera on his forehead the images should give them all they needed for a press release that would astonish the world. He was already running through the timing; the release could only be after Maurice had wound up his Faiyum excavation, as even with the euphoria of discovery and Egyptian archaeology once again at centre stage, the new Antiquities Director would be bound to pick at the fact that he and Costas appeared to have carried out an archaeological project without his authorisation. The fact that they left the site undisturbed and had been within their legal rights as recreational divers, with the dive boat even under surveillance from the Egyptian navy, would carry little weight; Jack knew that he would have to ensure that all IMU assets were out of Egypt before the storm broke.

				By then Hiebermeyer’s institute would probably have been forcibly closed anyway and a fresh outburst from the Antiquities Director would have no effect on the prognosis for future excavation permits, which were already as bleak as they could be. Better by far that Jack give the Board of Directors what they needed to ensure that IMU’s departure from Egypt was accompanied by a major archaeological revelation, and not overshadowed by a political firestorm. It would be better still if Maurice were able to add to it with a last-minute discovery of his own from the mummy necropolis, something that Jack now hoped for fervently as he looked ahead to the next hours and days.

				Jack’s mind returned to the past, to the trail of discovery he had come out here to follow. He thought of the pioneers of archaeology – amateurs, surveyors, soldiers, those who had travelled to the Holy Land in the 19th century seeking what he and Costas had just found, proof beyond reasonable doubt of the reality behind the Bible. Yet he had begun to feel that history had judged those men wrongly, had focused too much on their Christian zeal and their role as imperialists rather than their wider humanity. He thought of the group of officers he had been shadowing as he followed the trail of Akhenaten through the desert of Sudan to the pyramids at Giza, and he remembered what Costas had said: one prophet, one God. Perhaps for those men the story of Akhenaten, of his conversion to the worship of the one God, the story of Moses and the Israelites, was about more than just biblical reality. These were men who in the war against the Mahdi in Sudan had come up against the terrifying rise of jihad, and who also knew the extremism that could be preached by followers of their own religion, not least among the zealots and missionaries they had seen in Africa. Perhaps their true zeal had been to reveal the single unifying truth behind both traditions. Perhaps their quest had been fuelled by the burning desire for discovery that drove Jack, but also by an extraordinary idealism. Then, as now, anything that could throw the spotlight on the similarities, on the common tradition, might push the world back to reason, might strengthen the common ground and force the extremists to the margins. Jack stared back down at the receding forms of the chariots on the seabed, and felt another surge of adrenalin. He was back on track again, taking up where those men had left off. Archaeology had more to offer than just the thrill of discovery, far more, and the dark cloud over Egypt and the Middle East made it all the more imperative that he do everything in his power to see this one through. He would not let it go.

				Costas’ voice crackled through the intercom. ‘A wing and a prayer, Jack.’ He came up alongside, showing where his contents gauge was nearly at the bottom of the red. ‘Are we done here now? I mean in Egypt? We can’t do better than this.’

				Jack said nothing, but seemed to stare through Costas as they came up level, their masks almost touching. ‘Uh oh,’ Costas said. ‘I’ve seen that look before.’

				Jack snapped out of his trance, looked up at the boat and then back at Costas, his eyes burning. ‘As soon as we’ve off-gassed and can fly, I’m going back to the institute in Alexandria.’

				Costas peered at him. ‘You want to get under the pyramid again, don’t you?’

				 Jack stared at him. ‘Damn right I do.’

				‘What’s changed here?’

				‘It’s not because I think what we’ve found here will give us a glimmer of hope with the Egyptian authorities. If anything, the opposite. That’s why we’re keeping this discovery to ourselves until the time is right.’

				‘It’s crazy,’ Costas said. ‘Apart from anything else, the press attention this would get around the world might just remind them of the huge tourist revenue they’re in the process of losing by shutting down archaeology in the country.’

				‘We’re talking about a regime whose ideologues might be about to wind the clock back to year zero. I don’t think they could care less about tourist dollars.’

				‘That thug in the Antiquities Department might finally blow a fuse and deport us. It’s only the more moderate elements in government that might stop him doing that. Anyway, events could be moving too fast for us. We might be flying back into an extremist coup, in which case we may as well just keep on flying.’

				‘That’s why time is of the essence. If we do still have time in Egypt, it might only be for days or even hours. Are you with me?’

				Costas took a final few photos of the scene below, the outcrops now just dark smudges in the shimmer of sand. Jack looked up at the decompression stop, less than ten metres above, seeing the bar vibrate as another fast jet roared overhead. Costas peered again at him. ‘I know what’s happened. Maurice predicted it. He said that any hope that a discovery out here might allow you to leave Egypt satisfied was misplaced. He said it would just rekindle your desire to get to the bottom of our original quest.’

				‘Damn right it has,’ Jack said.

				‘And make you take risks. Really big risks that would jeopardise your future and maybe your life.’

				‘Been there before.’

				‘Not like this,’ Costas replied. ‘Maurice’s own words. He knows these people. This time we’re not just dealing with some maverick warlord. The Antiquities Director may be our bad guy of the moment, but when that coup happens he’ll be ousted by someone who’ll make the Taliban thought police look tame. Cut off his head, and another one will appear. This time we’re up against an ideology, an extremist movement the world has been fighting since the days of the Mahdi in Sudan, and so far it’s been a losing battle.’

				‘All the more reason not to give up. You win the fight against ideology with ideas, not with hardware. That’s the lesson of history. If I can find a revelation from the past that adds ammunition to that battle, then it will be worth it.’

				‘That’s a tall order, Jack. This could just be the highest mountain you’ll climb.’

				‘You can walk. I won’t hold it against you. I can go it alone.’

				‘As if.’

				‘Well?’

				‘What’s in it for me?’

				‘I’ve been thinking about that,’ Jack said. ‘Submersibles. We’ll definitely need submersibles.’

				‘You making that up?’

				‘How else do we get into passages under pyramids too small to dive through?’

				Costas narrowed his eyes. ‘Remote operated vehicles, autonomous android excavators?’

				‘You name it. Any gismo on the books. You just name it.’

				‘Little Joey Three, my latest submersible micro-robot? I haven’t told you about him yet. Lanowski and I were perfecting him in the IMU engineering lab just before I came out here. Amazing bionics.’

				‘Anything. It’s all yours.’

				Costas shook his head. ‘So much for the beach holiday.’

				Jack concentrated on his ascent. Costas had been right: a wing and a prayer. They had come here following a report of a find that had suddenly opened up another extraordinary possibility, another part of the trail they had been on for months now, from the ancient crocodile temple they had discovered on the Nile to the pyramids. It was a trail that shadowed one made over a hundred years before in the time of another conflict: the war against the Mahdist uprising in the Sudan, a war that itself foreshadowed what was on the verge of happening in the Middle East today. Yet somehow Jack knew that the story of what had gone on in the 19th century had not yet been fully told, that somewhere in it there was another key to the quest ahead that needed to be found before they could take a new plunge into the unknown.

				He looked down and saw a thin black shape had emerged from the encased chariot wheel in the coral head they had examined, wavering like a stalk of seagrass in a current. Others appeared from the surrounding heads, and one detached itself and began to move sinuously towards shore. They were sea snakes, ones that had clearly been dormant within the heads but had been disturbed by their exhaust bubbles and movement. Jack remembered the captain’s story of a swarm of snakes thrashing on the surface, and be began to see more of them now, rising from the coral heads further down the slope and following the first one towards the place where the other two had earlier sensed the inflow of fresh water from the shore. He felt uneasy, as if by coming to this place they had disturbed something that should have been left alone, a secret that should have died with a pharaoh and his Israelite slave more than three thousand years ago. He saw Costas concentrating on the boat above them as he ascended, and decided not to tell him. There had been enough snakes for one dive, and they needed to look ahead.

				Together they reached the metal bar of the decompression stop. Costas turned to him, hanging with one hand on the bar, putting his other hand on Jack’s shoulder. ‘Before we deactivate the intercom, there’s something I want to pass on. Maurice mentioned it to me just before we left but we decided not to tell you straight away, as we thought it would just fuel your frustration about not being able to get back under the pyramid. Apparently, when Aysha was rummaging in the museum she also found a news clipping from before the First World War about some mad old Sufi in Cairo who appeared from nowhere, claiming he was a former British soldier who had been sucked from the Nile into an underworld of mummies and the living dead. Something like that, anyway. Maurice thinks it’s a typical story made up at the time for credulous tourists, but Aysha thinks it’s so far out that there must be something in it. I think it’s that husband-wife rivalry thing again, and as you know Aysha usually wins. Anyway, she’s following it up. There may be another entrance into our pyramid underworld, that’s all.’

				Jack stared at him, his eyes gleaming with excitement. He took one of the regulators hanging down from the dive boat, pressed the purge valve to see that the oxygen was on, and then took a final breath from his own regulator, sucking on empty. He pulled off the full-face mask, put the oxygen regulator in his mouth and reached down to the front of his stabiliser jacket for his backup mask, putting it on and clearing it, and then watched Costas do the same. He breathed in deeply, feeling his entire body tingling, relishing the sudden lift that pure oxygen always gave him, as if it were cleansing his soul. He set the timer on his computer, beginning his countdown to surfacing and getting back on the trail they had left off under the pyramid.

				He could hardly wait.

			

		

OEBPS/images/Headline_Logo_fmt.jpeg
headline





OEBPS/images/Hieroglyphs_fmt1.jpeg
L& AL IEN





OEBPS/images/Pyramid_TTP_fmt.jpeg
PYRAMID

DAVID
GIBBINS





OEBPS/images/Egypt_map_fmt.jpeg
PRESENT-DAY EGcYPT

Thebes &g 1.1xor

(fcccccecccne,
.






OEBPS/images/Pyramid_cover.jpg
THE SUNDAY TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

‘What do you get if you cross Indiana Jones with Dan Brown?
: Answer: David Gibbins’ Mirror 2





OEBPS/images/Hieroglyphs_fmt.jpeg
L& AL IEN





OEBPS/images/Parts_fmt.jpeg
PART 1





