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Prologue

Giza, Egypt

The time-weathered face of the Great Sphinx regarded Macy Sharif impassively as she paced before its huge stone paws. She didn’t give the ancient monument so much as a glance in return; in the two weeks she had been here, the Sphinx and the pyramids beyond had gone from awe-inspiring wonders to mere backdrops for a job that had fallen far short of her hopes. In the first week she had taken hundreds of digital photos and video clips, but now her camera was just a weight in one thigh pocket, untouched for days.

How had Egypt, of all places, turned into such a crushing disappointment? From an early age, she’d been entranced by her grandfather’s stories of the land of his birth; tales of kings and queens and good and evil in a land of wonders, better than any fairy tale because they also happened to be true. It was an exotic, romantic world, as different from Miami’s wealthy Key Biscayne as Macy could imagine, and even as a child she’d been determined that one day she would experience it for herself.

But the reality had not lived up to the dream.

She stopped pacing, checking the shelters beside the Sphinx’s right paw. Still no sign of Berkeley.

A glance at her watch: approaching eight fifteen p.m. The expedition leader’s daily videoconference with the International Heritage Agency in New York was due to start then, which gave her less time to catch him than she’d hoped. At eight thirty, the nightly sound and light show would begin, a gaudy display of coloured spotlights and lasers cast upon the pyramids and the Sphinx. Berkeley and the senior members of the archaeological team always departed soon after the opening chords boomed from the loudspeakers, leaving the juniors and the local hired hands with the scut work of securing and tidying the excavation.

Macy wasn’t even sure if Berkeley considered her a junior team member, or a mere labourer. Okay, so she had another two years of study before she completed her degree, and maybe her grades didn’t exactly put her at the top of the class, but she was still an archaeologist, kind of. Surely that granted her the right to do something more than make coffee and carry rubble?

She resumed her pacing, reflected light from the Sphinx’s spotlit face casting an orange wash over her pale olive skin. Her surname might have been Egyptian, but her looks revealed her mother’s Cuban heritage. She paused to straighten her ponytail, then at the sound of muffled voices hurriedly rounded the giant paw to see the team boss emerge from the dig. On their first meeting, she had initially thought Dr Logan Berkeley to be attractive, in an academic sort of way. Mid-thirties, a swoop of chestnut-brown hair across his forehead, refined features . . . then he’d opened his mouth and revealed himself as an arrogant jerk.

It was a description she could apply equally to the two men with him. TV producer Paul Metz was squat, barrel-shaped and bearded, with a lecherous gaze that to her distaste Macy often found aimed in her direction. She liked male attention, sure . . . but not from all  males.

The other man was Egyptian. Dr Iabi Hamdi was a senior official  with the Supreme Council of Antiquities, the government agency overseeing all Egypt’s archaeological activities. The paunchy, thin-haired Hamdi was technically in charge of the dig, but seemed happy to let Berkeley do whatever he wanted, being more interested himself in getting his face in front of the TV cameras. Macy wouldn’t be surprised if, at the moment the long-thought-mythical Hall of Records was finally revealed to the world, Hamdi popped up in front of the lens to boast of the crucial part he’d played in its discovery.

That broadcast was the current topic of discussion. ‘So you’re ab-so, pos-i-tively, one hundred per cent sure that you’ll crack open the door right on time?’ Metz asked, in a tone suggesting he thought otherwise.

‘For the last time, we’ll open the vault entrance exactly when I said,’ Berkeley told him, his nasal, superior New England voice filled with frustration. ‘I know what I’m doing. This isn’t my first dig, you know.’

‘It’s the first one you’ll have done live in front of fifty million people, though. And the network won’t be happy if their prime time special is two hours of you chipping at bricks. They wanna see something spectacular, and so does everyone else. People love this Egyptian crap.’

Torn between defending his heritage and keeping on good terms with the producer, Hamdi decided on the latter. ‘Dr Berkeley, can you assure me that we will keep to the schedule?’

‘Eight days from now,’ Berkeley said through clenched teeth, ‘we’ll be showing the world something even more incredible than Atlantis, don’t you worry.’ He turned towards a nearby portable cabin with a satellite dish on its roof: the team’s headquarters. ‘And speaking of schedules, it’s time I checked in.’

Maybe he wasn’t in the most receptive mood, but Macy had to take the chance. ‘Dr Berkeley, have you got a minute?’

‘Only as long as it takes me to walk to the cabin,’ he snapped, giving her a dismissive look. ‘What is it?’

‘It’s about me,’ said Macy as she kept pace. ‘I was hoping I could get more involved with the actual archaeological work? I think I’ve proved that I’m up to the job.’

Berkeley stopped and turned to face the young woman. ‘The job?’ he said, letting out a sarcastic sigh. ‘That says it all, doesn’t it? Macy, archaeology is not a job. It’s a calling, an obsession, something that drives your every waking thought. If all you want is a job, McDonald’s and 7-Eleven are always hiring.’

‘That’s not what I meant—’ Macy began, taken aback by his hostility.

‘The reason you haven’t been involved with the main dig,’ Berkeley interrupted, ‘is precisely that: you haven’t been involved. What, exactly, have you done to earn a place here? The other juniors all have multiple digs on their résumés, and they all graduated with the highest honours. You?’ His mouth twisted with contempt. ‘Charity fundraising connections. And good causes or not, I don’t appreciate having unqualified undergraduates foisted on me because Renée Montavo at the UN owed your mom a favour. You ought to be damn grateful to be here at all. Now, go and finish the clean-up. I’m late for my videoconference with Professor Rothschild.’ He strode into the cabin, slamming the door.

Macy stared after him in shock, then turned to find Hamdi and Metz watching her. Hamdi adjusted his little silk bow tie uncomfortably before going back into the shelter covering the main excavation, leaving her alone with Metz. ‘Wanna career change?’ he said, leering. ‘I got the numbers of some modelling agencies.’

‘Get bent!’ She scowled and stormed off round the Sphinx. Ahead, one of the uniformed security contractors was heading up the ramp out of the excavated pit in which the Sphinx sat. Wanting to be alone, she turned and went into the ruined temple in front of  the statue, dropping into the shadows within the broken walls.

She sat on a stone block, trying to hold her emotions in check. She was angry, but also upset. Egypt definitely hadn’t matched up to her dreams – not so much wonder and romance as drudgery, smog, stomach bugs and hissing, pinching, cat-calling creeps accosting her on the streets. And now she’d just been completely insulted by her boss. Asshole!


The lighting changed, dropping the Temple of the Sphinx even deeper into darkness. The sound and light show was about to start; after two weeks, Macy practically knew the almost comically portentous narration by heart. Normally she would be packing away the team’s gear during the display, but tonight . . .

‘Screw that,’ she muttered, lying back on the stone. Berkeley could pick up his own stupid tools.

 



Site security chief Sefu Gamal quickly traversed the walkway running between the Temple of the Sphinx and the smaller, marginally less ancient ruin to its northwest. At the walkway’s end was a guarded gate. Since 2008, the once-open plain of the Giza plateau had been surrounded by over twelve miles of high steel and wire fence, partly to restrict the numbers of peddlers hawking trinkets and camel rides to visitors, and partly for security purposes: Egypt was unwilling to risk a repeat of the 1997 massacre of tourists at Luxor. Now, the plateau was observed by hundreds of security cameras and members of the Tourist Police, and all visitors were screened by metal detectors.

But there were more fences within, these not there to protect tourists from terrorists, but to protect Egypt’s treasures from tourists. Access to the interiors of the pyramids was restricted to just a handful of visitors each day, while the Sphinx itself was almost entirely off-limits – and with a major archaeological excavation in progress, the Sphinx compound was even more  closely guarded than usual. The sandstone pit containing the statue was bounded to the east by its temple, to the west and south by cliffs where it had been dug out of the desert, and to the north by a modern stone wall supporting a road across the plain. Only those with passes were normally allowed access.

But tonight there would be an exception.

Gamal reached the gate and waited as the son et lumière display began. A couple of hundred tourists sat in ranks of chairs beyond the Temple of the Sphinx, watching the spectacle. He would have preferred the meeting to take place much later, after the last display had finished and the tourists – and the IHA team – had gone, but the man he was expecting was impatient . . . and quick to anger.

Approaching headlights: a black Mercedes SUV. This must be his visitor – since the erection of the boundary fence, traffic through the site was restricted. The first person out was unfamiliar, a rangy, long-haired Caucasian in a jacket of what looked like snakeskin, his straggly goatee doing little to conceal the almost equally scaly roughness of his face. He rounded the vehicle to open the door for another man, like Gamal an Egyptian.

Gamal stepped through the gate to greet him. ‘Mr Shaban,’ he said. ‘A great honour to meet you again.’

Sebak Shaban had no time to waste on pleasantries. ‘The dig’s behind schedule.’

‘Dr Berkeley said—’

‘Not that dig.’

Gamal concealed his discomfort as Shaban turned to look straight at him. An old burn scar ran across his right cheek from what remained of his ear to his top lip, the skin rippled and faintly glossy. The scarring had pulled down the outer corner of his lower eyelid, exposing glistening pink tissue within. From his previous encounters, the security chief was convinced that Shaban was well aware of the psychological impact of his injury upon others,  favouring them with the unblemished, fairly handsome left side of his face until he wanted to express his disapproval in graphic form with a simple turn of the head. ‘There was a slight delay – very  slight,’ he said quickly. ‘Part of the ceiling collapsed. We’ve already shored it up.’

‘Show me,’ ordered Shaban, walking to the gate.

‘Of course. Come with me.’ Gamal glanced questioningly at the other man, who followed them through.

‘My bodyguard,’ said Shaban. ‘And friend. Mr Diamondback.’

‘Diamondback?’ Gamal echoed uncertainly.

‘Bobby Diamondback,’ said the bodyguard, his accent a languid yet menacing American drawl. ‘It’s a Cherokee Indian name. Got a problem with that?’

‘No, not at all,’ Gamal replied, thinking he looked more like a cowboy than an Indian. He led them along the walkway. ‘This way, please.’

 



Mocking the sound and light show’s bombastic narration had slightly lifted Macy out of her black sulk when she spotted Gamal, from her position in the shadows only his upper body visible above the top of the temple’s northern wall.

There were two other men with him, one an ugly guy with a greasy mullet and a snakeskin jacket, and the other someone she recognised. Mr Sharman, Shaban, something like that? She had seen the scar-faced man briefly at the start of the dig; he was connected with the religious organisation co-funding it with the IHA. Presumably he was here to meet Berkeley.

The trio made their way to the corner of the smaller temple, where Gamal paused and looked towards the Sphinx – almost furtively, Macy thought. The cold stare of the man in the snakeskin jacket swept over her as he surveyed the area, then unexpectedly flicked back. An involuntary shudder ran through her. She had no  idea why – she had every right to be there, and wasn’t doing anything wrong – but by the time the rational part of her mind told the rest of her body to relax, he had looked away again.

To Macy’s surprise, rather than descending the ramp towards the Sphinx, Gamal hopped across the gap between it and the upper level of the Sphinx compound, disappearing from her view. The other men followed.

Weird. The upper temple was over a thousand years younger than its larger neighbour, a product of the New Kingdom from around 1400 BC, and while it was in relatively better condition than the Temple of the Sphinx it was much less important historically. Why was Gamal giving a private tour? In the dark, at that?

Standing, she saw the tops of the men’s heads as they walked towards the temple entrance – and continued past it. Now she was  really curious. There was nothing else up there. Where were they going?

Macy climbed out of the temple, seeing the trio rounding the ruin above. Some childhood Nancy Drew instinct kicked in, the urge to find out what they were doing rising, but she resisted it – until shouting came from the Sphinx. Berkeley, yelling at an Egyptian labourer who had just dropped a box.


Screw it, she thought. If Berkeley was still acting like a jerk, she didn’t want to be anywhere near him. Instead, she ascended the ramp and jumped across to the upper temple.

Green laser lines flashed above her, projecting hieroglyphics on the pyramids as the narrator sang the praises of Osiris, the immortal god-king of Egyptian legend. ‘Yeah, yeah, heard it all before,’ Macy whispered as she peered round the temple wall.

Part of the plateau’s north end had been cordoned off by orange plastic netting where repairs were under way on the high wall. A couple of small cabins and a tent-like structure stood amongst  stacks of bricks and piles of rubble. It was such a mundane sight that while Macy had seen it every day as she entered the Sphinx compound, she had never actually noticed it before. Certainly nobody ever seemed to do any actual work there.

There was someone there now, though. As well as the men at the gate, other guards patrolled the compound to make sure no tourists tried to get up close and personal with the Sphinx. But the man waiting for Gamal and the others wasn’t patrolling. He was guarding the construction site.

The lighting changed, more lasers and spotlights slashing the black sky. The guard watched the display, only turning away when the visitors reached him. Brief words were exchanged, then he let them through the netting.

Gamal reached the tent and pulled aside a flap, revealing lights within. The other two ducked through, and with another furtive backwards glance Gamal followed. Macy jerked back behind the temple wall, wondering if he’d seen her, before realising how dumb she was being. So what if he had?

She peeked out again. The guard was strolling along the netting perimeter, looking bored. Through the gaps around the tent flap, she glimpsed activity within.

The movement stopped.

Macy kept watching, but it didn’t resume. What were they doing in there? Unless all three men were squashed together at one end, the tent didn’t seem big enough for them to keep out of sight. If anything, it now looked empty, but she couldn’t see how that was possible. It was right against the high wall.

She noticed something else, though: a faint plume of smoke. No, not smoke – fumes, chugging up from the end of a hose. But there wasn’t a generator in sight.

So where were the fumes coming from?

Interest now well and truly piqued, she rounded the corner,  keeping low behind a pile of dirt. But she quickly realised her stealthiness was pointless; to reach the construction site, she would have to cross a wide, open space, and unless the guard was blind he couldn’t miss her.

But in a few moments, maybe he would be blind . . .

She knew what came next in the sound and light show, having heard it every night. The narrator was about to begin his tale of Khufu, builder of the Great Pyramid – and the lights would briefly drop to black before illuminating Khufu’s monument at full brightness.

Macy closed her eyes, waited . . .

The lights went out.

She opened her eyes again and raced for the tent. Only a few seconds before the Great Pyramid lit up like a beacon—

Dramatic music thundered from the loudspeakers, the Great Pyramid exploding into view to the northwest. Macy reached the gap in the netting and skidded to a halt behind one of the stacks of bricks. She glanced round it and saw the guard staring at the floodlit structure.

She let out a breath, feeling something she hadn’t felt since first arriving in Egypt: excitement. No, that had been more like  anticipation, but this was a genuine, almost child-like thrill. This was fun!

Holding in a nervous giggle, she looked at the tent. Now that she was closer, she could hear the chug of a generator – but only faintly, and with an odd echo. She checked again that the guard wasn’t looking in her direction, then crept to the tent.

Nobody was inside.

‘The hell?’ Macy wondered aloud, slipping in. One end was taken up by a makeshift cubicle of cheap particle board. Since it was little more than three feet wide, she doubted Gamal and the others were huddled within.

But she lost interest in it when she saw what was at the tent’s other end.

A trestle table had construction blueprints spread out across it; she recognised the topmost as a plan of the Sphinx compound. What had caught her attention, though, wasn’t on the table, but hanging on the tent wall above it. Large colour photographs, blow-ups of ancient papyrus scrolls. The same scrolls that had brought her here in the first place.

The Hall of Records, a repository of ancient Egyptian knowledge beneath the Sphinx that was reputedly only surpassed by the Library of Alexandria, had long been considered nothing more than a myth. But a privately funded archaeological dig in Gaza had discovered papyrus pages that described not only the Hall itself, but also how to get into it – through a passage that had once descended between the Sphinx’s paws. When the pages were scientifically confirmed to be over four thousand years old, the Hall suddenly became one of the hottest topics in archaeology, and the Egyptian government granted the International Heritage Agency’s request to conduct the dig that would confirm whether or not what was said on the Scrolls was true.

The problem, Macy knew, was that the IHA had only been given three scrolls.

Yet here was a fourth.

She moved closer, silently mouthing the words as she translated the text. The ancient language had been taught to her by her grandfather along with Egyptian history and mythology, his hobby eventually influencing her choice of degree. The new scroll said more about the Hall of Records than the IHA had seen: not just its position, but its contents. Something about a map chamber, a zodiac, that revealed the location of . . .

‘The Pyramid of Osiris?’ Macy whispered in disbelief. That was nothing but another of her grandfather’s myths, surely? Osiris  was a legend pre-dating even the First Dynasty of almost five thousand years ago, and legends didn’t have big-ass tombs built for them, only pharaohs.

But that was what the papyrus said. The Pyramid of Osiris, the tomb of the god-king. No suggestion that it was a myth; the text seemed as factually descriptive as it was about the Hall of Records. ‘Whoa,’ she said as she realised what that meant. If the Pyramid of Osiris was real, then so was the man buried inside it. Not a legendary god, but a flesh and blood ruler, until now lost in time. If his tomb could be found, it would be one of the greatest discoveries in history . . .

She looked at the plans on the table. The position of the east-west entrance tunnel to the Hall of Records and the IHA excavation were both clearly marked – as was another, longer tunnel from the north.

It crossed under what was now the modern road and ran, she realised, directly beneath the tent in which she was standing.

Macy turned to the wooden cubicle. The panel facing her was hinged, a roughly cut hole acting as a handle. She eased it open.

Now she knew where the three men had gone. Down. A ladder descended into a shaft, dim lights revealing the bottom over twenty feet below. The hose expelling the generator’s exhaust fumes ran up one corner, the machine now clearly audible.

As were voices.

Getting closer.

Excitement fled Macy, replaced by fear. Someone was running their own secret dig, trying to beat the IHA team into the Hall of Records. Trying to find the Pyramid of Osiris for themselves.

Which meant that if she was caught in here . . . she was in trouble.

What should she do? Tell someone – Berkeley or Hamdi? But  Gamal was obviously in on it, and they would believe him over her. She needed proof . . .

Weight in her thigh pocket. The camera.

She pulled it out and switched it on. The wait for the lens to extend and the screen to light up had never seemed so long.

A rattling sound from the shaft. Someone climbing the ladder.

Throat tight with rising panic, Macy took a picture of the four papyrus pages, then tipped the camera down to capture the blueprint. Click—

‘What the fuck?’ The shout came from below, the accent American. The guy with the snakeskin jacket. He had seen the flash.

Another shout. The guard outside. Macy heard his footsteps thudding towards the tent. The clattering of the ladder was louder, faster, as the man hurried up it.

She ran—

The guard threw open the tent flap – just as Macy burst through, shoving him aside and sprinting for the temple. She was through the plastic netting before he regained his balance.

‘Hey!’ she shouted, hoping somebody from the IHA dig would hear her, but her voice was drowned out by the light show’s narration. Behind, Shaban screamed orders to catch her.

Fright spurred her on. She rounded the ruin, the shadowed maze of the Temple of the Sphinx spread out below, ominously lit in shards of red and green. Someone was on the walkway—

‘Dr Hamdi!’ Macy cried. ‘Dr Hamdi, help!’

Hamdi stopped, looking bewildered as she leapt over the gap to land in front of him. ‘What is it, miss – Macy, isn’t it?’

‘Back there!’ she gasped. ‘They’re digging, they’re trying to rob the Hall of Records!’

‘What? What are you talking about?’

Macy looked back as the guard ran round the side of the upper temple, slithering to an uncertain halt when he saw Hamdi. ‘That  guy with the scar, Shaban, he’s in charge! He’s got a fourth scroll – I took a picture!’ She thumbed a button to bring up the image. ‘Look!’

Hamdi’s expression changed from confusion to shock. ‘I see. Come with me.’ He took her by the arm . . .

And gripped, painfully tightly.

‘Hey, what—’ Macy said, trying to pull free. He squeezed harder. ‘Let go!’

He ignored her. The guy in the snakeskin jacket ran into view. ‘Bring her up here!’ he yelled.

Hamdi pulled Macy towards the gap. She thrashed at his face, but he deflected her blows with his free hand. The guard ran towards them—

She fired the camera in Hamdi’s face. He flinched, dazzled by the flash – and Macy smashed the camera’s hard edge against the bridge of his nose. Another strike to his forehead, and she wrenched herself from his grip.

The guard leapt across the gap, blocking the way to the Sphinx. Instead, she ran along the walkway – and saw the two guards from the compound gate rushing at her.

They were all in on it!

She changed direction, jumping on to the Temple of the Sphinx’s northern wall and running along it. The ancient, weathered stone was uneven beneath her feet.

‘Get after her!’ the American shouted. The first guard followed her on to the wall. The two men ahead also changed direction, intending to leap over the ditch separating the temple from the compound’s upper level and tackle her.

The wall was over twelve feet high, too far to jump down . . .

Instead she flung herself off the wall at an angle – just barely reaching the top of a ruined stone pillar five feet below, then springing off that, legs flailing, into the darkness beneath. Pain  exploded in both feet as she hit the ground and fell, her phone and some loose coins flying from a pocket and skittering away.

The guard jumped off the wall after her—

The lighting changed, the red highlights on the lower block suddenly vanishing. The man’s outstretched foot missed its top. His other shin cracked into the stone’s edge, sending him spinning to the unyielding ground. He let out a keening wail as he clutched his injured leg.

Macy wasn’t feeling much better, gasping in pain as she stood. She was not far from a passage leading to one of the temple’s original entrances. Ankles throbbing, she limped into the deeper darkness behind the high eastern wall.

She turned the first corner, looking back. A guard was on the north wall, but his attention was on his wounded comrade. He hadn’t seen her. Round the second turn—

And crashing to a stop against metal bars.

Shit! She’d known there was a gate to keep tourists out of the temple, but it was taller than she’d thought, too high for her to climb. Beyond it she saw the seated audience, but they were looking up at the brilliantly lit Sphinx, not the unimposing ruin in front of it, and wouldn’t hear any shouts for help over the soundtrack’s bombastic crescendo.

Macy could hear other shouts, though. Her pursuers were in the temple.

And she was in a dead end.

The shouts got closer.

The inner wall facing the gate was somewhat lower than the others – and in the light shining through the bars she could pick out footholds. She scrambled up. All the past hours of gym practice for the cheerleading squad no longer seemed such a chore.

She looked over the top of the wall – to see the guy in the snakeskin jacket only ten feet away on the other side, other men  spreading out across the temple floor. One ran into the entrance to the passage.

Trapped—

She pulled herself up and lay flat along the wall’s top, holding her breath as her heart pounded. The running man rounded the corner, reached the gate, looked through it. Nobody fleeing the temple, just tourists gawping at the display.

‘Does anyone see her?’ called the American, shining a tiny but bright LED flashlight between the ruined pillars. The shouted replies were all negative.

Hamdi and Shaban hurried to him. ‘She can’t have got out,’ said Hamdi, one hand clutched to his nose. ‘The entrances on this side are all blocked.’

‘Who is she?’ Shaban demanded angrily.

‘One of the IHA team. Macy Sharif. She’s just a student.’

‘Student or not, she could ruin the entire plan if she gets out of here,’ said Shaban.

‘We gotta find her,’ the American added. ‘Fast.’

‘What are you going to do with her, Mr Diamondback?’ asked Hamdi.

‘Whaddya think?’ There was a metallic sound that froze Macy’s blood. A gun’s hammer being cocked.

‘You’re going to . . .’ Hamdi tailed off, shocked.

‘I’m sure as hell not spendin’ the next twenty years in an Egyptian jail ’cause of some li’l whore of a student.’

‘Dr Hamdi,’ said Shaban, ‘if she gets away, you and Gamal will have to handle Berkeley. Bobby, we need to send people to watch her hotel, the airport, anyone she might go to for help. She’s American?’ Hamdi nodded. ‘Use our contacts there to find out where she lives – and where her family lives. Send people to watch their homes, tap their phones. We have to silence her.’

‘Count on it,’ said Diamondback. A second click – another gun.

Macy trembled, a terrified nausea churning within her. They were going to kill her! Every instinct told her to run, but she didn’t dare move.

One of the guards called out from the temple’s southern end, reporting that the other entrance passage was empty. Diamondback shone his light across the courtyard. ‘What about those stones there, by the wall? Could she climb ’em?’ He walked towards them, the heels of his cowboy boots clip-clopping on the stone flags.

‘Go with him,’ said Shaban. For a moment, Macy thought he was talking to Hamdi, before realising it was one of the guards.

The one who had come into the passage after her.

There was nobody between her and the east wall—

Adrenalin overcame her fear. She sprang up and ran along the wall, jumping up to a higher block.

‘Hey!’

Diamondback had seen her.

Macy gasped in fright, expecting a gunshot – but it didn’t come. The sound and light show was ending, and a shot would be heard by hundreds of people. She climbed another block, finding herself at the edge of the east wall. The ground was over twenty feet below.

Diamondback scaled the wall on which she’d been hiding as effortlessly as a lizard. The guard ran back into the passage. Macy turned, crouched – and dropped. Fingers clutching the weathered stone, she slithered down the wall, toes rasping for purchase.

She let go—

More pain as she hit the ground and fell on her back, but she was too scared to let it stop her. She rolled and took off across the dusty expanse. The audience was dispersing, milling towards the nearby exit in the outer fence.

Behind her, the guard climbed the metal gate as Diamondback reached the highest part of the wall, eyes scanning for her, locking  on – then losing her again as she shoved into the crowd. Someone hollered in protest, but Macy ignored him and ducked low, weaving between the clumps of tourists. If she could reach the exit, the edge of Cairo’s urban sprawl was just yards beyond the fence . . .

The guard was over the gate. Diamondback landed beside him. More men ran along the walkway above the temple. Macy moved faster, knocking people aside in her desperation to reach the exit. There were two white-uniformed members of the Tourist Police at the gate, but they hadn’t yet been alerted to the chase. Come on, move—

Diamondback and the guard were running. The guard shouted to the policemen, who looked round. Some of the tourists did too, stopping to see the cause of the commotion.

A gap opened up. Macy took it, rushing through the gate before either cop could react. By the time one started after her, she was already halfway to the dark alley between the nearest buildings. She raced into the shadows. A junction; she went right, deeper into the maze. Clattering footsteps echoed behind her. Left, right again.  Don’t be a dead end, don’t—

A low, narrow gap in one wall just before an intersection. On some wild instinct she squeezed through it. She found herself in a small yard behind a house, faint light coming from a window above. The only other exit was a door into the house itself.

She pressed against the wall, eyes wide in fear as the footsteps drew closer – then passed, slowing at the intersection. More men ran up. Clip-clop. Diamondback. She held her breath. If one of them noticed the little gap . . .

They ran again, splitting up to follow each of the alleyways. The footsteps quickly faded into the night.

Macy slumped, panting.

She stayed in the yard for almost twenty minutes, waiting until she was absolutely certain nobody was nearby before creeping back through the hole. The alley was empty, silent. Getting her bearings, she headed deeper into the sprawl.

After ten nerve-racking minutes, she reached a small square. Muffled music came from a café on the far side, but all she cared about was the battered yellow box of a payphone on a pole nearby. Warily watching the street, she fumbled for her remaining change, then made a call.

‘Macy? Is that you?’ Berkeley sounded even angrier than before.

‘Yes,’ she said, voice low. ‘They’re going to rob the Hall of Records! There’s another tunnel, they’re digging—’

He wasn’t listening. ‘Macy, come back here and turn yourself in to the police right now.’

‘What – what do you mean, turn myself in? I haven’t—’

‘Dr Hamdi has agreed not to press charges for assault, but only if you give yourself up and return the piece you took immediately.’

‘What piece?’ Macy protested, confused. ‘I didn’t take anything!’

‘Macy, Dr Hamdi and Mr Gamal both saw you chip a piece off the Sphinx! Do you have any idea how serious that is? People have been sentenced to ten years in jail for less! Running away has just made it worse, but if you come back now, I’ll do what I can to placate the authorities—’

‘Look, listen to me!’ she cried. ‘Hamdi’s part of it, and so’s Gamal! Go and look for yourself, there’s—’

‘Macy!’ barked Berkeley. ‘Get back to the dig, now, and give yourself up. If you don’t, there’s nothing I can do to help you. Just—’

Macy slammed down the receiver, fear and panic back in full force. What the hell was she going to do? Shaban had sent people to stake out the hotel. She couldn’t even collect her belongings. All she had were the clothes she was wearing and whatever she had in her pockets.

Which wasn’t much. Her camera, a small wad of Egyptian pounds, about a hundred US dollars. At least she still had her passport and credit cards; there was no way she would have left them unattended in her hotel room.

She weighed up her options. Whether she turned herself in or the police caught her, Hamdi and no doubt a parade of others would be ready to testify against her. And if Shaban’s people caught her . . .

The mere thought set her heart thudding again. They wanted her  dead. And even if she got out of Egypt, they would be waiting for her to go home, watching her parents. She couldn’t risk getting them involved.

Then there was Shaban’s plan itself. If he got out with whatever he planned to steal before the IHA team opened the Hall of Records, nobody would even know they had done it, since Berkeley would be seen by millions as the first person to enter the chamber in thousands of years. She had to warn someone. But if Berkeley wouldn’t listen, she had to find someone else – someone more likely to believe her, and convince others to take action.

Macy stepped away from the phone, unconsciously adjusting her ponytail . . . and that triggered a thought.

She reached back into her pocket. There was something else with her passport: folded pages from a magazine. When she opened them, the face of an attractive woman, red hair in a ponytail much like Macy’s, smiled up at her.

Dr Nina Wilde. The discover of Atlantis, and more. Macy’s inspiration, the woman who had given her the determination to get here in the first place.

And a woman whose claims had been utterly disbelieved . . . before being proved spectacularly right.

She regarded the picture. It was a long shot; Dr Wilde was no longer with the IHA after some controversy the previous year.  Macy had been disappointed at not getting the chance to meet her. But surely she still had enough influence to help . . .

If she could reach her. As far as she knew, Dr Wilde was in New York. And Macy was still less than a quarter of a mile from the Sphinx.


One step at a time, she decided, setting off for central Cairo.





1 New York City:


Three Days Later

Nina Wilde struggled to wakefulness, fighting simultaneously through the smothering sheets and the remnants of a cloying alcoholic fug to look at the bedside clock. It was well after ten a.m. ‘Crap,’ she mumbled, about to chastise herself for oversleeping . . . before remembering that she had nothing to get up for.

She almost pulled the sheets back up in the hope of returning to sleep, but even a brief glimpse of the small and ugly bedroom was enough to make her want to get out of it. Not that the rest of the apartment was much better, but it represented a least-worst option.

She put on a vest and a pair of sweatpants, ran her fingers through her unkempt hair, then padded into the other room. ‘Eddie?’ she called, yawning. ‘You here?’

No reply. Her husband was out, though he had left a note on the small counter separating the kitchen area from the rest of the  cramped living room. As usual, it was as terse as a military communiqué. Gone to work. Will call later. Probably out until late. Love Eddie x. PS We need more milk.


‘Great,’ she sighed, picking up the small pile of mail beside the note. Credit card bill, probably large. Other credit card bill, almost certainly even larger. Junk, junk—

The last envelope had the name of a university printed in one corner.

Despite herself, she felt a flutter of hope, and hurriedly tore it open. Maybe this one was the way out of their miserable life of the past several months . . .

It wasn’t. She only needed to see the words We regret to know it was another rejection. The academic world had turned its back on her. Once someone was labelled a crank, it was a tag that was almost impossible to remove – even if that person had been right all along.

Nina put down the letter, then slumped on the creaking couch and sighed again. A smear campaign by a powerful enemy had not only cost her her job, but also left her regarded as a nut, on the same level as those who claimed to have found Noah’s Ark or El Dorado or Bigfoot. Her previous world-shaking finds – Atlantis, the tombs of Hercules and King Arthur – suddenly counted for nothing, academia as prone as any other field to having only a short-term memory: what have you done for us lately?


So now she was out of a job, out of prospects . . . and perilously close to being out of money. All she had was Eddie.

Except she didn’t, because the demands of his work meant he was almost never there.

A baby started crying in one of the neighbouring apartments, the thin walls doing little to muffle the noise. ‘God damn it,’ she muttered, putting her hands over her face.

Eddie Chase emerged from the East Side brownstone building, glancing up and down the street before descending the steps.

‘I saw that,’ said a woman’s voice behind him.

Eddie looked round at her. ‘Saw what?’

‘You, checking there wasn’t anybody outside who might know you.’ Amy Martin came down the steps, her dark bob bouncing, and squeezed the balding Englishman’s waist. ‘You’re so cute.’

‘It’s not exactly something I want getting back to Nina, is it?’ he told the younger woman. ‘I’ll tell her myself, when the timing’s right. And I don’t want anyone else to find out, either.’

Amy grinned. ‘You enjoy it, though. Don’t deny it.’ She went to the kerb, looking for a cab. ‘So, you wanna do this again tomorrow?’

‘Yeah, if I can make it,’ Eddie told her. ‘Depends if Grant Thorn needs me or not.’

She grinned again, shaking her head. ‘I still can’t believe you get to hang out with a movie star.’

‘I’m not exactly “hanging out” with him. I’m his bodyguard, not his best mate. And he’s, well . . . kind of a prat.’

‘But one with a Lamborghini, right? That’s pretty cool.’

‘Bit of a waste, though. He never drives it faster than ten miles an hour ’cause he wants everyone to see him inside it.’

‘You guarding his body today?’ A cab approached; Amy waved it down.

‘Yeah, picking him up in a bit. He wants to buy a suit for some charity bash this evening, so I’ve got to keep an eye on him. ’Cause Fifth Avenue’s such a dangerous place.’

The cab stopped as Eddie’s phone rang. He looked at the screen: Nina. ‘Well, have fun with your Hollywood buddies!’ Amy said as she got in.

‘I’ll try,’ he replied, answering the phone. ‘Hi.’

‘Hi,’ said Nina. ‘Where are you?’ He had become all too familiar  with her leaden tone over the past months, but this morning it had a little extra sprinkle of gloom.

‘I’m . . . just at the gym with Grant Thorn.’

A pause. ‘Oh. When will you be able to come home?’

‘See you tomorrow!’ Amy called as the cab pulled away.

He gave her a slightly annoyed wave. ‘Not for ages, sorry. I’m with him all day.’

A second disappointed ‘Oh’. Then: ‘Who was that?’

He shot the departing taxi a guilty look. ‘Someone in a cab.’

‘I thought you were at a gym?’

‘I’m waiting outside. What’s wrong?’

She sighed. ‘Nothing. It doesn’t matter.’

‘It matters to me. Look, I can call Charlie, see if someone can cover for me.’

‘No, it’s . . . it’s okay. I mean, ha, we need the money, right?’ The laugh came across as more desperate than amused.

‘You sure? If you want, I can—’

‘It’s okay, Eddie. It’s okay.’ It sounded anything but.

His phone chirped, telling him someone else was calling. A glance at the screen told him it was his client. ‘Sorry, but I’ve got to go. Oh, did you get my note about the milk?’

‘Yeah, I did. I’ll see you when you get back. I love you.’

‘Love you too,’ he said as she disconnected. Great. Now he felt even worse about lying to her.

He switched to the incoming call. ‘Hello?’

‘Hey, the Chase-ster!’ came the laid-back voice of Grant Thorn. ‘Where you been, man? Your phone was busy.’

‘Yeah, my wife called.’

‘The old ball and chain, huh? Just kidding, man. Not saying she’s old at all. Hey, why don’t I take you two out to dinner sometime? How about that?’

‘Sounds like fun,’ Eddie answered non-committally, secure in the  knowledge that all memory of the offer would have vanished from the actor’s mind by the time they met. ‘You still want me to meet you at your apartment?’

‘Yeah. There’s this chick here, give me twenty minutes to get rid of her. Okay, two chicks. Make that thirty minutes. Oh, and can you pick me up a carton of OJ? Got a serious case of dry-mouth.’

‘I’m your bodyguard, not your butler, Mr Thorn,’ Eddie reminded him. His job might be to look after his clients, but that didn’t include wiping their arses for them, and he always made sure they knew it. ‘Maybe you could get one of your chicks to go out for it.’

‘Oh, dude! I don’t want them to come back! I mean, they’re hot and all, but once the box is opened there’s a no-return policy, right? Look, I got five hundred bucks in my wallet here. It’s yours if you bring me a carton of OJ. Like a bonus. Huh?’

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ Eddie told him before ending the call. Unlike the dinner, he was definitely going to remind Grant about  that offer.

Nina sat morosely at the living room table, nursing a black coffee. Her laptop was open, awaiting her command, but so far she hadn’t even checked her email.

She took an experimental sip from her mug. Without milk, the coffee had been too hot to drink immediately; now it had cooled, it was too bitter. She grimaced, wondering if she could drum up the energy to go to the store for milk. The more she considered it, the less likely it seemed.

Her phone rang, startling her. She picked it up. ‘Hello?’

‘Hello, Nina.’ A familiar voice – Professor Roger Hogarth, an associate from her university days. They had been in occasional contact over the past months, but mostly by email.

‘Roger, hi! What can I do for you?’

‘Always business first with you, isn’t it?’ His chiding was delivered with amusement. ‘I’ll get to that in a minute. But how are you?’

‘I’m . . . fine,’ she said flatly.

‘And the new apartment? Liking it any more than when you moved in?’

‘The less said the better, I think.’

A small chuckle. ‘I see. Don’t worry, things will improve, I’m sure. Probably when you least expect it. And on the subject of unexpected things . . . first, you remember that I was trying to meet Maureen to complain about that ridiculous sideshow she’s got going on at the Sphinx?’

‘Yes?’ said Nina, feeling a stab of anger at the mere mention of the name. She’d had plenty of reasons to dislike Professor Maureen Rothschild even before the woman became one of the principal architects of her fall from grace.

‘Well, she finally agreed to see me. Tomorrow, in fact.’

‘Really? That’s great.’

‘Took a lot of persuading, as you’d imagine. But unfortunately, the second unexpected thing is . . . I can’t go.’

‘Why not?’

‘Slipped on the stairs, and now I’m sitting here with my foot bandaged up like a mummy.’

‘Are you all right?’ she asked, concerned.

‘Just a sprain, thank God. The perils of old age are ridiculous, though – I did the pole vault and high jump when I was young, never so much as stubbed a toe. Now I drop six inches and I’m out of action for a week!’ He tutted.

‘So what are you going to do about Maureen?’

‘Well, that’s why I’m calling. I was hoping you might go in my place.’

‘Are you serious?’ Nina said, surprised. ‘She’s the person who fired  me!’

‘Okay, it could be . . . awkward. But what she’s doing is a travesty of archaeology. It seems that every time I turn on the TV there’s another commercial for this circus.’

‘Yeah, I’ve seen them,’ Nina muttered. The promos for the live opening of the Hall of Records had been omnipresent for the last couple of weeks, irritating her more with each repeat.

‘It’s shameless commercialism, not science. And if there’s nothing in there, it’ll make the entire archaeological profession look like utter fools by association. I doubt it’ll make any difference, but somebody at least has to say these things to Maureen.’

‘And you want me to do it? Sorry, Roger. Maureen Rothschild is one of the last people I want to see.’

‘I understand,’ Hogarth said after a pause. ‘I thought you probably wouldn’t, but I had to try. Someone of your standing would have more chance of getting the point across.’

Nina tried to hold in her bitterness. ‘My standing’s not very high with anyone right now.’

‘Don’t underestimate yourself, Nina.’ This time, the chiding was more pointed. ‘One setback doesn’t end a career. I’ve had more than a few myself.’

‘Not on my scale, though.’

‘Oh, well,’ sighed Hogarth, accepting defeat, ‘we’ll just have to pray this whole affair doesn’t turn into a disaster.’

‘Let’s hope. Get well soon, Roger.’

‘Thank you. And I’m sure things will get better for you too.’

She said goodbye, then hung up, blowing out a glum breath. The coffee had gone cold, but she was now even less enthusiastic about leaving the apartment than before.

True to his word, Grant Thorn really did present Eddie with five hundred dollars in exchange for a carton of juice. By the time he arrived at the Upper West Side apartment, both ‘chicks’ had gone,  though either one had forgotten to retrieve her hot pink thong from Grant’s lounge or the actor had a fetish he would prefer the tabloids didn’t discover.

Whichever was the case, neither was Eddie’s concern: his job was only to keep Grant from physical harm. After he and Nina had been fired from the IHA, he had called upon his extensive list of contacts from both his military career as a member of Britain’s elite Special Air Service and his subsequent work as a freelance bodyguard and troubleshooter to find new work. His reluctance to spend any length of time away from his new wife had limited his options, but eventually a friend had put him in contact with a man called Charlie Brooks, who ran a ‘personal protection agency’ for New York’s wealthy and famous. The assignments meant unpredictable hours, but they at least paid enough – just – for Eddie to support himself and Nina.

Even if certain economies had been necessary.

Eddie suspected he would hear about the largest of them yet again when he got home, but for now his mind was on the job. Grant had just spent more on an Italian suit than Eddie used to earn in a month at the IHA, and the shopping expedition was far from over.

‘Okay, that’s my outfit for the mayor’s event tonight,’ said the actor, checking his reflection in a mirror and making a millimetric adjustment to his gelled hair before heading for the exit. Eddie opened the door for him, then smoothly moved past to check Fifth Avenue for potential trouble. No crazed fans or irate movie critics awaited them. ‘So next, let’s see . . . Harmann’s.’

‘Not your usual style,’ Eddie remarked. Though every bit as far out of his price range as the store they had just left, he knew that the tailor’s suits were considerably more conservative.

‘I need something formal for tomorrow, dude,’ Grant explained. ‘It’s not every day I meet a religious leader.’

Eddie raised an eyebrow; nothing he had seen suggested his  charge was the remotest bit spiritual. ‘Didn’t know the Pope was in town.’

‘It’s not the Pope, dude. Better than that! It’s my man, Osir!’

‘Who?’

‘Khalid Osir! You know, the Osirian Temple?’

‘You mean that cult?’

For the first time since Eddie had met him, Grant sounded offended. ‘Dude, it’s not a cult! It’s a real religion, changed my life. You want to stay young for ever? They can help you do it.’ He raised both hands to his tanned, blandly handsome face. ‘I’m twenty-nine, right? But I haven’t aged a day since I was twenty-seven. What more proof do you need, man?’

‘Guess you’re right,’ said Eddie, straight-faced. Grant seemed mollified. ‘So, this . . . religion. Expensive, is it?’

‘No, no! It’s not like some con job. You can donate whatever you like. And it’s up to you if you want to buy their stuff.’

‘Stuff?’

‘You know, the stuff that tells you how to follow the path to eternal life. Books, DVDs, diet supplements, bottles of genuine Egyptian sand, these awesome little pyramid dealies that energise the air in a room . . .’

‘Got you,’ Eddie said, his suspicions about the cult’s priorities confirmed.

‘I’m going to a meeting tomorrow – got a personal VIP invite. Short notice, but no way was I going to miss it. Actually getting to meet Osir, it’s like – like when an ordinary person meets me. Or Jesus! It’ll be so cool.’

‘Speaking of ordinary people . . .’ said Eddie, suppressing his sarcasm as he spotted three wealthy-looking young women reacting with squeals of delight at the sight of the movie star. He moved in front of Grant to intercept them.

‘I think I can handle this, dude,’ Grant said, grinning. Eddie  moved aside, but still kept a close watch as they clattered over on their Jimmy Choos. ‘Hi, ladies! How are you?’

One woman seemed on the verge of hyperventilating, fanning herself with a small Gucci bag as the other two bombarded Grant with praise for his most recent movie – more specifically, the scene where he had worn nothing but a pair of Speedos. ‘Can we get a picture?’ one asked, digging an expensive phone from her handbag.

‘Sure thing,’ said Grant. ‘Dude, can you do the honours?’ Eddie took the phone and snapped a couple of photos as the trio crowded round the actor. They seemed thrilled with the results, thanking Grant before leaving, already forwarding the pictures to everyone in their address books.

The star watched them go, nodding approvingly as he checked them out. ‘Damn. I shoulda got their numbers, see if they wanted to go clubbing—’

‘Hey!’ someone said. They both turned to see two men, one a beefy gel-haired twenty-something in a polo shirt with a popped collar, the other, smaller and nerdier, lurking behind him. ‘You’re Grant Thorn, right?’

Eddie knew what was about to happen purely from the bigger man’s sneering smirk: his client was about to be insulted. The guy intended to impress his friend and provide them both with a boastful bar-room story for years to come. He moved forward as Grant answered. ‘Yeah?’

‘You suck, man.’ The smirk widened. ‘You really fucking suck. That last movie of yours, Nitrous? What a piece of shit. I watched a pirate download and I still wanted a refund.’ Grant’s expression was frozen in a clenched fake smile. ‘And I’ll tell you something else,’ said the man, pleased to have provoked him. He raised a hand to jab Grant’s chest.

Eddie stepped in. ‘Put the hand down, mate,’ he said in a calm but cold voice.

Polo-shirt was about to jab Eddie instead, but his finger stopped short under the Englishman’s intimidating stare. ‘What, you going to give me trouble?’ he said.

‘Only if you want it.’

Uncertainty crossed the young man’s face, and he stepped back, his friend retreating with him. ‘Whoa, big man, hiding behind a bodyguard,’ he called as they walked away. ‘You still suck, Thorn!’

‘Fag!’ added his friend, though not very loudly.

Eddie kept watching until they were a safe distance from his client, then turned to Grant. ‘You want their numbers?’

Grant shook his head, rattled. ‘Huh. Some people. No respect. Thanks, man.’

‘It’s what I do, Mr Thorn,’ said Eddie, shrugging.

‘Right.’ They set off again. ‘Course, I coulda handled him.’ Eddie made a faintly dismissive noise. ‘No, dude, seriously! Before I started shooting Gale Force, I went on a training course – like action movie school? A whole week of learning how to shoot guns and drive fast and do Krav Maga fighting. Pretty awesome.’

‘A whole week?’ said Eddie. ‘I’m impressed.’

Grant was oblivious of his sarcasm. ‘You gotta be good to stay at the top.’ They continued down Fifth Avenue, the actor attracting attention all the way to Harmann’s. To Eddie’s relief, it was only the star-struck kind.

‘Ay up,’ said Eddie as he entered the apartment. He raised his voice to counter the noise from the television. ‘How’s things?’

The sight of a three-quarters empty bottle of wine gave him his answer. ‘Been better,’ Nina replied.

‘You’re drinking too much,’ he chided as he hung up his jacket. ‘Why’s the telly on so loud?’

‘Because it’s better than listening to crying babies or the  Lockhorns next door arguing again or that monkey-faced asshole downstairs playing music at full blast. I hate this apartment.’ She curled up, pressing her chin between her knees. ‘I hate this building. I hate this neighbourhood. I hate this whole goddamn  borough!’ Blissville, Queens, was wedged between the Long Island Expressway, a cemetery and a miserable grey river lined with rundown industrial buildings, and could hardly have been more inappropriately named if it had tried.

Eddie found the remote and lowered the volume. ‘Ah, come on, Queens isn’t that bad. Maybe it’s not Manhattan, but at least it’s still New York.’ He tried for some levity. ‘Could have been worse; we might have had to move to New Jersey.’

It didn’t work. ‘It’s not funny, Eddie,’ Nina growled. ‘My life completely, utterly sucks.’ She looked over to the letter on the counter. ‘I got another rejection this morning. To add to the five hundred and seventeen I already had. My career’s over; Dalton and those other bastards took care of that. They turned me into a joke, Eddie, a fucking joke! Whenever I go out it’s like people are looking at me and thinking, “Hey, it’s that crazy bitch who thinks she found the Garden of Eden.” Nobody takes me seriously.’

‘Who gives a fuck what other people think?’ Eddie hooted. ‘You don’t know ’em, you’re never going to see them again, why should you care? Some wanker on Fifth Avenue gave Grant lip today, but he didn’t let it ruin his day. Or his life.’

‘There’s a slight difference between him and me, Eddie,’ said Nina. ‘He’s a millionaire movie star. I’m . . . I’m nothing.’

‘Don’t,’ said Eddie firmly. ‘Do not start all that again. You are not  nothing, and you bloody well know it. And we took care of President Dalton. He’s the fucking joke now. He had to resign, he can’t do anything else to us.’

‘He did enough.’ A long sigh, the wet cloak of ennui settling over her once more. ‘I’m never going to work in archaeology again.’

‘Yeah, you will.’

‘I won’t, Eddie.’

‘Jesus Christ, it’s me who’s supposed to be the bloody pessimist.’ He opened the fridge, finding an empty space where he’d hoped to see a carton. ‘Did you get any milk?’

‘No, I forgot.’

‘What?’ He banged the door shut. ‘How could you forget? I left you a note.’

‘I didn’t go out.’

‘You didn’t—’ He threw up his hands. ‘There’s a shop round the corner, but you couldn’t even be arsed to go that far because you were moping about all day watching TV?’

‘I wasn’t moping,’ said Nina, a spike of anger poking through the cloak. ‘You think I enjoy all this?’

‘I know I sure as hell don’t.’

She didn’t like his tone. ‘Meaning what?’

‘Meaning I don’t like seeing my wife being depressed!’

‘What am I supposed to do about it?’ she demanded, standing. ‘Everything I do’s been taken away from me!’ She jabbed a hand at the TV as the face of the Great Sphinx appeared: yet another promo for the live opening. ‘And then there’s sensationalist bullshit like this rubbing my nose in it. It’s not proper archaeology, it’s a stunt! And I’m not the only person who thinks that – Roger Hogarth phoned. He was going to go to the UN to give Maureen Rothschild a piece of his mind, but couldn’t make it, so he asked me to go instead.’

‘So what did you say?’

‘I said no, obviously.’

‘What?’ It was far from the first time Eddie had heard her grievances about the Egyptian dig, and he’d had enough of them. ‘For fuck’s sake, Nina! If it pisses you off so much, why don’t you  do something about it?’

‘Like what?’

‘Like telling Maureen Rothschild that she’s full of shit! Don’t just sit around feeling sorry for yourself and complaining to me every time that bloody advert comes on. Complain to her! You’ve got the chance, so go to the UN and tell that old bag exactly what you think of the whole bloody thing!’

‘All right,’ Nina snapped, wanting him to shut up and get off her back, ‘I will! I’ll call Roger and tell him I’ve changed my mind.’

‘Good! Finally!’ He dropped on to the couch, the springs creaking. After several seconds of silence, he looked up at her. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to get mad. I just hate seeing you like this.’

‘I hate being like this,’ she replied, sitting beside him. ‘It’s just . . .’

‘I know.’ He put an arm round her. ‘But you know what? We’re a pretty good team. We’ll sort this out together. Somehow.’

‘It’d be easier if you were here more. As if things aren’t bad enough, I hardly ever get to spend an evening with my husband! It’s just me and re-runs of CSI: Miami.’ She gestured at the supersaturated scene on the TV screen. ‘I see so little of you, I’m starting to feel, ah . . . stirrings for David Caruso.’

‘What? Okay, I really do need to spend more time at home!’ He huffed and stroked her neck. ‘Look, I’ll talk to Charlie. Maybe he’s got some clients who like quiet nights in.’

‘They won’t have much use for a bodyguard, will they? And we need the money.’

‘Bollocks to the money,’ Eddie said firmly. ‘You’re more important. I’ve got another full day with Grant Thorn tomorrow, but I’ll figure something out.’

‘So it’s just gonna be me and Caruso again? I’ll need to buy some more batteries.’

Eddie’s face twisted in mock disgust. ‘Christ, your jokes are getting as gross as mine.’

‘Well, they say married couples start to act more like each other,  don’t they?’ She managed a sort-of smile, then glanced towards the bedroom door. ‘Y’know, there’s something else married couples are supposed to do. It’s been a few days . . .’

‘I’d love to,’ he said, rubbing his eyes, ‘but I’m really, really knackered. And if I’ve got to keep an eye on Grant until Christ knows when tomorrow, I’ll need a decent night’s sleep.’

‘Oh.’ She tried to conceal her disappointment. ‘Well, maybe in the morning, hmm? Rev me up before I go to the UN.’

‘I’ve . . . got to work.’ He made a show of yawning to cover up his evasiveness. ‘Grant wants to buy a suit for some religious thing tomorrow.’

‘Considering how much he parties, I wouldn’t have taken him for the religious type.’

‘It’s not a real religion, it’s some daft cult thing. The Osirian Temple, it’s called.’

Nina was surprised by the coincidence. ‘Yeah? Huh. They’re co-funding the dig at the Sphinx.’

‘Must be doing all right for themselves, then. No shortage of idiots with money.’

‘Some things never change.’

Eddie smiled, then got up. ‘I want a shower before we go to bed. Are you okay?’

She slumped back on the couch. ‘For now? Yeah. Long term? Not so sure.’

‘Something’ll come up,’ he assured her. ‘I’m sure of it.’

‘How are you sure?’

He had no answer to that.




2

Nina gazed up at the dark glass slab of the United Nations’ Secretariat Building with a glum sense of trepidation. It was over seven months since she had last set foot in the UN; seven months since she had been acrimoniously ‘suspended’ – more accurately, ‘fired’ – by the new director of the International Heritage Agency, and in truth a large part of her didn’t want to return to the scene of her humiliation.

She touched the pendant hanging from her neck for luck, then, steeling herself, headed inside.

The elevator ride seemed to take longer than she remembered, the elevator itself somehow more confined, airless. Things were no better when she emerged and was buzzed through the security door. Even though she told herself that the reception area couldn’t possibly have changed in seven months, there were enough subtle differences to render it disconcertingly unfamiliar.

One thing had not changed, though – the figure behind the reception desk. ‘Dr Wilde!’ cried Lola Gianetti, jumping up to greet her. ‘Or is it Dr Chase now?’

‘It’s still Wilde,’ Nina told the big-haired blonde as they embraced. ‘I wanted to keep my professional name. Although it might have made it easier for me to find a new job if I’d changed it.’

‘So how’s Eddie?’ Lola gestured at the ring on Nina’s left hand. ‘How was the wedding?’

‘Spur of the moment. Which Eddie’s grandmother still hasn’t forgiven us for. She wanted a trip to New York.’ Nina smiled, then her expression became more serious. ‘How are you?’

‘Recovered. More or less.’ Lola glanced down at her abdomen, where she had been stabbed – in the very room where they were standing – seven months before.

‘It must have been hard coming back to work.’

‘It was . . . weird. For a while.’ Lola shrugged, a little too casually. ‘But I love the job, so . . .’ She hesitated, glancing towards the offices, and lowered her voice. ‘To be honest, I don’t love it so much any more.’

‘Rothschild?’ Nina asked.

Lola nodded. ‘You were a much better boss. Now it’s all about who can suck up to her the most. And money.’

‘That’s part of why I’m here. Roger Hogarth couldn’t make it, so he asked me to come in his place. And Eddie nagged me into it as well.’

‘I see.’ Lola returned to her computer. ‘Professor Rothschild’s in a videoconference with Dr Berkeley, but they don’t usually take more than fifteen minutes. Her meeting with Professor Hogarth was scheduled for afterwards, so when she comes out I’ll see if she’ll talk to you.’

‘Or even if she’ll give me the time of day,’ said Nina. The thought of Rothschild was causing her long-simmering anger to rise again. She fought it back. The chances of her actually changing anything were slim to none, but now she was here she was determined to say her piece, and needed a clear mind to do so.

‘I’ll do what I can to convince her.’ Lola glanced at a tray beside the monitor. ‘Oh, that reminds me – there’s a message for you.’

‘For me?’

‘Yes, from one of the interns . . .’ She flicked through a small pile of papers. ‘Here – Macy Sharif. She phoned yesterday, asking for  your number. I didn’t give it to her, of course, but I said I’d pass on the message. I tried calling your home number, actually, but it’d been disconnected.’

‘We moved,’ Nina said stiffly as Lola handed her the paper. ‘What did she want?’

‘She didn’t say. It’s funny, actually – people here have been wanting to talk to her. She was on Dr Berkeley’s dig, but she left suddenly. Nobody’s told me why, but I think she might have gotten into trouble with the Egyptian police. Hard to imagine – she seemed nice, but who knows?’

‘I guess the IHA’s hiring policies have gone downhill since I left,’ said Nina with dark humour. She gave the paper a cursory glance – a brief transcript of the message in Lola’s florid handwriting, and a phone number – then folded it.

‘So where are you living now?’ asked Lola.

Nina’s expression soured. ‘Blissville. It was about the only place we could afford that was still in the city and wasn’t an actual war zone.’

‘Oh,’ said Lola sympathetically. ‘Well, it’s, er . . . convenient for the expressway, I guess.’

‘Yeah. And the cemetery.’

They shared a smile, then Lola’s look became slightly hesitant. ‘Dr Wilde?’

‘Nina, please. What is it?’

‘I hope you don’t think this is kinda presumptuous, but . . . I’m getting the feeling you’re not having a great time right now.’

‘Whatever gave you that idea?’ They both smiled again.

‘The thing is,’ said Lola, ‘I booked tomorrow afternoon off because I was supposed to be seeing an art gallery with a friend, and then we were going to have dinner. Only now he can’t make it, so . . . I wondered if you might want to come?’

Nina almost turned down the offer out of hand before the part of  her that had been stirred back into action by Eddie’s prodding reminded her that all she had on the agenda otherwise was another evening with David Caruso. ‘Where’s the gallery?’ she asked instead.

‘Soho. And the restaurant’s in Little Italy. It’s a nice place, a friend of my cousin runs it.’

‘I didn’t know you were into art.’

Lola blushed faintly. ‘Sculpture. It’s a hobby; I make little birds and flowers and things out of metal and wire. I’m not very good at it, but I thought the gallery might give me some ideas.’

Nina considered the offer, then decided: what the hell. It might take her mind off her gloom, if only for a few hours. ‘Okay. Yeah, why not?’

‘Great! Let me give you the addresses.’

She looked for a notepad, but Nina handed her the sheet of paper with Macy’s message. ‘Here. Save a tree.’

‘Thanks.’ Lola wrote down the details, then returned the page. ‘Three o’clock?’

‘Two, if you want. The less time I spend in the apartment the better!’

A door up the corridor opened. Nina turned to see Maureen Rothschild emerge, and freeze as she saw Nina in the reception area. After a moment the professor walked towards her with a pinched, utterly insincere smile. ‘Nina.’

Nina gave the older woman a response in kind. ‘Maureen.’

‘I didn’t expect to see you here again. What do you want?’

‘To talk to you, actually.’

Rothschild’s eyes narrowed behind her glasses. ‘I have a very busy schedule, Nina. In fact, I’m about to meet Roger Hogarth. I’m sure you remember him.’

‘Oh, I do. As a matter of fact, he asked me to represent him. He’s indisposed.’

‘Oh.’ Rothschild’s face revealed no sympathy. ‘Nothing serious, I hope.’

‘No, but he’ll be off his feet for a few days. Which is why he asked me to speak with you in his place.’

Nina could tell that Rothschild wanted nothing more than to give a flat refusal, but Hogarth was well regarded – and connected – in the academic community. Turning away his locum out of hand might be considered an insult . . . or a sign that she was afraid to defend her position.

‘I suppose,’ she said finally, with deep reluctance, ‘I could spare a few minutes. As a favour to Roger.’ She started back up the corridor, Nina giving Lola a brief smile before following her to her office.

Which had once been Nina’s office. The view across Manhattan was instantly familiar, but everything else had changed. Nina’s feeling of alienation returned full force.

Rothschild took a seat behind the large desk, gesturing impatiently for Nina to sit facing her. ‘Well? What did Roger want to talk to me about?’

‘About this, actually.’ On the desk was a glossy brochure, promoting what it proclaimed as The Live Television Event of the Decade! The image on the cover was the Great Sphinx of Giza. Nina picked it up. ‘It seems like every time I turn on the TV, I see a commercial for this. I’m just curious about when the IHA turned into a shill for prime-time television and wack-job cults.’

‘The IHA is not a shill for anyone, Nina,’ Rothschild said, voice oozing with condescension. ‘Getting co-funding from organisations like the Osirian Temple reduces our operating costs, and our share of the advertising revenue will help fund numerous other projects, as well as boosting the IHA’s profile worldwide. It’s a win-win situation, and good business, pure and simple.’

‘Funny, I didn’t realise the IHA was a business.’ She opened the  brochure, seeing a picture of Logan Berkeley posing in a heroic stance with the pyramids behind him. ‘And you put Logan in charge?’

‘Logan was the best candidate for the job.’

‘Logan’s a self-promoting egotist. What about Kal Ahmet, or William Schofield? They’ve both got far more experience.’

‘They were on the shortlist, if you must know,’ said Rothschild coldly. ‘But Logan was my personal choice. His presentation impressed me the most.’


You mean he kissed your ass the most, thought Nina, but she kept it to herself. ‘And was Logan okay with totally perverting the principles of archaeology? Was that part of his presentation?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean rushing everything and throwing out any notion of diligent scientific practice so the network can get big ratings during sweeps week.’

‘You are the last person to lecture anyone about “diligent scientific practice”, Nina,’ snapped Rothschild. ‘Your utter disregard for anything even approaching proper procedure is one of the main reasons why you were fired, if you remember!’

‘This isn’t about me,’ said Nina, the simmering rising towards a boil. She waved the brochure. ‘It’s about the IHA selling out. It was established to protect these kinds of finds, not exploit them!’

‘Ah, now I see why you’re here,’ Rothschild said, a sneering smile spreading on her thin lips. ‘Some last desperate attempt at self-justification, is that it? You want to beat your fists against the temple walls of your oppressors so you can convince yourself that you’re right and everyone else is wrong?’ She stood, hands spread on the desk as she leaned forward. ‘Get over yourself! Contrary to what you may think, you were not the indispensable heart of the IHA – the organisation runs perfectly well without you. In fact, it’s better  without you. Do you know how many employees have died since you left? None!’
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